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The problem of giving money away

Engineering recruitment company EPCglobal wants to update its social responsibility strateqy, writes Andrew Cave




[image: image3.jpg]USINESS leaders
usually wrestle with
how to make money,
not give it away but
Tobias Read is an
exception. The chief executive of
EPCglobal, a recruitment
company specialising in the
supply of engineers and
construction staff, has had a
moment of self-awareness
perhaps not dissimilar to that
experienced by the salesman
character played by Tom Cruise in
the film Jerry Maguire. Read has
become convinced that the
business needs to do more to give
something back to society.

Two months ago, he circulated
a document to the company’s 140
direct employees, stating that the
business is there to serve staff
and shareholders but also has a
duty to help the less privileged in
society. It asked for ideas about
activities that they and the
company could initiate and
offered to support individuals
wanting to pursue charitable
concerns where possible in terms
of time off or matching donations.
It also called for ideas about to
which charity the company
should contribute.

It doesn’t sound much of a
dilemma atfirst glance. The
business is trading well, having
increased turnover in the last few
years from £60m to nearer £90m.
It makes annual profits in the
“high six digits,” according to
Read and employs 2,000 agency
staff indirectly through its
placements, as well as its own
direct workforce.

EPCglobal, which was set up by
engineering group Bechtel in
1986 and un(%erwent a
management buyout in 2001, is
now fully independent, with
offices in London, Sheffield and
Bristol in the UK and Denver,
Austin and Washington DC in the
US, as well as Delhi and Abu
Dhabi.

It helps about 600 people a year
find jobs in locations as far flung
as Australia and Dubai and is
hardly a beginner when it comes
to corporate and social
responsibility (CSR).

The company looks after its

staff, offering private healthcare
plans to all employees and their
families as well as critical illness
cover and a contributory pension
with the firm matching employee
contributions of 5pc of salary.

It is active in the.effort to
encourage more women to enter
the engineering industry, working
with the UK Resource Centre for
Women in Science, Engineerin,
and Technology to fund resear
and awareness-raising projects.

Read says EPCglobal is
“committed to investing in the
Third World”, working in India to
connect thousands of Indian
engineers with major projects.
And it has responded to the
environmental call to action,
investing in a high-tech database
system so projects can be
managed online.

However, Read feels that the
company should be doing a lot

€ We really want to
do something that
adds to the fabric

of our business

and its individuals

more - “to help those who are
less fortunate” - and he
particularly wants to support
charitable efforts in the
engineering sector in which the
business is involved. “We work in
an area where we can bring in not
only our own resources but also
the resources of other people we
work with,” he says.

“Our company recruits top-
level employees for people such
as Bechtel and other general
engineering companies, oil and
gas businesses as well as in the
construction sector.”

Read says he believes that
developing a CSR policy at
EPCglobal would benefit the
individuals in the organisation as
well as the team and the
collective organisation. “The
main reason is to give something
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back to society,” he says, “but I
would also like to do something
positive associated with the
engineering community, which
faces several issues such as a
severe shortage of women.

“Another reason is to try and
bring the company closer
together, though this is really a
side-benefit. We recently got some
people from the company doing
six hours of “hard labour” at a
garden centre for the disabled in
the name of trialling CSR
activities and found it to be one of
the best team-building exercises
T've been involved with, even if
that wasn’t the goal. It was a very
unusual thing for a corporation to
do but it was really great.”

The question for Read is how to
structure the company’s CSR
policy and how far to take it
beyond the measures already
announced to support individual
efforts. He is keen, for example, to
emphasise the “social” elements
of CSR which, through the
buzzword of “sustainability”, is
becoming increasingly associated
with the environmental lobby and
climate change.

“The difficult thing is to choose
who to support as an
organisation,” he says. “It’s an
area I'm struggling with. I really
want something that resonates
with us as a business, whether it
is in engineering or more general
building - a project where we can
allocate human resources, as well
as giving cash.

“As an organisation we might

ive a percentage of our profits

ut there’s probably something
more important, with our access
to talent, that we can provide.”

Ideas so far include using
charitable support for a cause of
their choosing as an incentive to
its sales people to meet their
targets and supporting overseas
projects with voluntary staff. Read
wants to get everything under way
and would welcome ideas.

“I would like some tangible
options so that we can make a
decision,” he says. “What we
really want to do is something
that adds to the fabric of our
business and also to the
individuals that work within it.”
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