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LABOUR TURNOVER IN LOGGING 
- One Company's Experience - John Gaskin 

INTRODUCTION MANPOWER SURVEY 

L i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  has  been  given t o  labour 
t u rnove r  within t h e  logging industry. Liley 
(1984) no t ed  t h a t  general ly t h e  c u r r e n t  leve l  
of tu rnover  in t h e  logging industry i s  n o t  
known with a n y  precision. H e  f u r t h e r  
sugges ted  t h a t  a s tudy  of tu rnover  is 
fundamen ta l  t o  likely r e c r u i t m e n t  a n d  
t ra in ing  needs.  

How cos t ly  i s  tu rnover?  Wilson (1986) 
sugges t s  t h a t  e a c h  turnover  o c c u r r e n c e  c o s t s  
approximate ly  $1,000 (based on  inf la t ion  
ad jus ted  e s t i m a t e s  f r o m  1966). H e  a l so  
s t a t e s  "this f igure  ($1,000) i s  probably 
conse rva t ive  s ince  i t  exc ludes  t h e  increasing 
inves tmen t  in t r a in ing  t h a t  h a s  occu r r ed  ove r  
t h e  l a s t  20 years." 

The re  h a v e  been  t h r e e  previous a r t i c l e s  
published on  turnover  in t h e  New Zealand 
fo re s t ry  sec tor .  O n e  repor t ,  Wilson (1986), 
d e a l t  wi th  turnover  of sa la r ied  s t a f f  in t h e  
N.Z. Fo re s t  Service. Smith and  Wilson (1983) 
examined  t h e  t u rnove r  in a  l a rge  i n t eg ra t ed  
fo re s t ry  complex.  Within t h i s  Repor t  mean  
tu rnove r  of  logging personnel ,  f o r  t h e  per iod  
1961-79, was  noted  at 25.6% p e r  annum. 
Fenton  and  Terlesk (197 1) r epo r t ed  turnover  
r a t e s  of 12  t o  230% during t h e  s even  yea r s  
pr ior  t o  t h e i r  r epo r t .  They a l so  s t a t e d  t h a t  
t h e  t w o  compan ie s  s tudied  showed sharply 
decreas ing  r a t e s  of turnover .  

This Repor t  looks a t  t h e  resu l t s  of  manpower  
surveys  of  logging workers  ca r r i ed  o u t  at  six 
monthly in te rva ls  over  a period of e igh t een  
months  by N.Z. Fo re s t  Products  Limi ted ,  
Tokoroa. Two a spec t s  a r e  covered;  t o t a l  
t u rnove r  and  tu rnove r  amongs t  new recru i t s .  
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In November,  1984 N.Z. F o r e s t  Products  
Limi ted ' s  Logging Division c o m m e n c e d  a 
s t r u c t u r e d  survey  of a l l  company  a n d  
c o n t r a c t  logging employees.  The  survey  was  
designed and  ins t iga ted  a t  t h e  in i t ia t ive  of 
Mr R. Bosman,  Logging Supervisor.  

The  survey w a s  ca r r i ed  o u t  at six month ly  
i n t e rva l s  (November and  May) by t h e  Logging 
Supervisor responsible  fo r  e a c h  gang. All t h e  
surveys  w e r e  comple t ed  in t h e  s a m e  week 
a n d  t h e  d a t a  w a s  co l l a t ed  on  compu te r .  The  
f i r s t  survey  in November ,  1984 se rved  a s  a 
b a s e  f o r  ident ifying workers  and  t h e  gangs  in 
which t h e y  worked. Information co l l ec t ed  by 
t h e  surveys  w a s  : 

- Gang  number  used by t h e  Company 

- Gang  code ,  e.g. TT = Thinning t r a c t o r ,  
C H  = c l ea r f e l l  hauler  

- N a m e  and  d a t e  of b i r th  of e a c h  person 
employed  in t h e  gang  

- Year  t h e y  s t a r t e d  in logging 

- A reco rd  of Loggers  Ce r t i f i ca t i on  leve l  

Those loggers  who  had  l e f t  a  gang  s ince  t h e  
previous survey  w e r e  classif ied in fou r  ways  : 

- t h o s e  who had  l e f t  t h e  logging industry 

- t h o s e  whose p re sen t  employmen t  s t a t u s  
w a s  unknown 

- t h o s e  who had  l e f t  t h e  N.Z. Fo re s t  
P roduc t s  L imi t ed ' s  logging sys t em b u t  had  
r ema ined  in t h e  logging industry,  i.e. gone  
t o  work f o r  a c o n t r a c t o r  in a n o t h e r  f o r e s t  

L I R A  g r a t e f u l l y  a c k n o w l e d g e s  the  w o r k  o f  
s t a f f  o f  the  L o g g i n g  D e p a r t m e n t ,  N . Z .  - those had gone a 
Forest P r o d u c t s  L i m i t e d  i n  c a r r y i n g  o u t  d i f f e r e n t  gang  within N.Z. F o r e s t  P roduc t s  
s u c h  s u r v e y s  a n d  a l l o w i n g  the  Limited.  
i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  be m a d e  a v a i l a b l e  t o  the  
i n d u s t r y  a s  a  w h o l e .  



Those who left the industry 

These people c o s t  t h e  industry t h e  m o s t  as 
t h e y  have  le f t .  

Those whose whereabouts are unknown 

Again, a n  expensive fo rm of  t u rnove r  a s  t h e y  
h a v e  c lear ly  l e f t  t h e  local  industry which 
t r a i n e d  t h e m  and  in which t h e y  ga ined  
exper ience .  

Those who stayed in logging but not in the 
N.Z. Forest Products Limited system 

As f a r  as t h e  employer  i s  conce rned ,  t h i s  
f o r m  of t u rnove r  i s  as ser ious  as if t h e  
person had  l e f t  t h e  industry.  The employer  
has  m a d e  s o m e  inves tmen t  in t h e  t r a in ing  of 
t h e s e  people.  In t e r m s  of t h e  r e s t  of t h e  
industry,  t h i s  f o r m  of t u rnove r  may  n o t  b e  a s  
i m p o r t a n t  as a t r a ined  person h a s  been  
employed  without  t h e  need  f o r  t h e  t r a in ing  
inves tmen t .  Of t h e  4 8  who  l e f t  in t h e  f i r s t  
six months,  t e n  had  r e tu rned  by t h e  end  of 
t h e  per iod  a t  Survey No. 3 (November ,  1985). 

Those who moved within the 
N.Z. Forest Products Limited system 

From a Company poin t  of view, t h i s  is  t h e  
l ea s t  se r ious  f o r m  of turnover .  However ,  
f r o m  t h e  point  of view of a c o n t r a c t o r  
employing  only f i ve  o r  six men,  o n e  
d e p a r t u r e  c a n  have  a signif icant  e f f e c t  on 
product ivi ty.  

RESULTS OF THE FIRST SURVEY - 
(November, 1984) 

The following t a b l e s  g ive  bas ic  informat ion  
co l l ec t ed  at t h e  beginning of t h e  survey  
period. During t h e  c o u r s e  of t h e  fou r  
surveys,  t h e  a v e r a g e  number  of loggers  
employed  in bo th  company and  c o n t r a c t  
gangs  was  547, with a s t anda rd  devia t ion  of 
4.3 ind ica t ing  t h a t  t h e  t o t a l  number  in t h e  
work fo rce  was  remarkably  cons tan t .  

Table 1 - Age o f  Loggers - 

No. o f  
Obser- Mean Age 

C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  vat ions ( y e a r s )  Range 

Company workers 116 32.8 17-56 

Contract workers* 434 30.8 16-65 

* includes loader operators on separate 
contract  

T h e  d i f f e r ence  be tween  t h e  a v e r a g e  a g e  of 
t h e  t w o  groups w a s  s igni f icant  ( a t  t h e  95% 
conf idence  level).  I t  i s  a l so  i n t e r e s t i ng  t o  
n o t e  t h e  r ange  of a g e s ,  espec ia l ly  amongs t  
t h e  c o n t r a c t  workers .  I t  w a s  surpris ing t o  
s e e  t h e  r ange  of c o n t r a c t  worke r s  t o  b e  s o  
much  g r e a t e r  t h a n  Company workers ,  
par t icu lar ly  t h e  o lder  loggers  working in t h e  
c o n t r a c t  workforce .  

As  would b e  e x p e c t e d ,  t h e  length  of  s e rv i ce  
was  considerably longer  amongs t  company 
gangs  t h a n  c o n t r a c t .  T h e  d i f f e r ence  be tween  
c o n t r a c t  c lear fe l l ing  and  thinning gangs  in 
t e r m s  of length  of s e rv i ce  i s  a l so  s ignif icant .  

Table 2 - Length o f  Service o f  Loggers 

No. o f  Mean 
Obser- Serv ice  

C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  vat ions  ( y e a r s )  Range 

Company loggers 11 6 9.5 0.5 - 30 

Contract 1 oggers* 423 2.6 0 . 5  - 26 

Contract c l e a r f e l l  65 5 .0 0.5 - 26 

Contract th inning  358 2.2 0.5 - 16 

* excludes loader operators on separate 
contract  

TURNOVER 

Turnover h a s  been  ca l cu l a t ed  using t h e  
method descr ibed  in Smi th  and  Wilson 
(1983) : 

Labour Turnover  (LTO) = SIN* 100 

Where S is t h e  number  of s epa ra t ions  during 
a specif ied period of t i m e ,  in t h i s  c a s e  o n e  
y e a r ,  and  N i s  t h e  a v e r a g e  number  employed  
by t h e  organisat ion during th i s  t ime .  The  
period h e r e  w a s  f rom November,  1984 t o  
November,  1985. 

As discussed ea r l i e r ,  f ou r  t ypes  of tu rnover  
w e r e  ana lysed ,  i.e. t hose  t h a t  l e f t  t h e  
industry,  t hose  whose whereabouts  w e r e  
unknown, t h o s e  who had  s t ayed  in logging b u t  
no t  in t h e  N.Z. F o r e s t  P roduc t s  Limi ted  
sys t em and  t h o s e  who moved wi th in  t h e  N.Z. 
F o r e s t  Products  Limi ted  sys t em.  

Table  3 summar i se s  t h e s e  resul ts .  I t  i s  
in te res t ing  t o  n o t e  t h a t  ove r  t h e  e igh t een  
mon ths  cove red  by t h e  d a t a  (November ,  1984 
t o  May, 1986) only t w o  gangs  had  no  
tu rnove r  and  bo th  w e r e  thinning gangs. A t  
t h e  oppos i te  end  of t h e  s ca l e ,  o n e  gang  had  
only t h e  c o n t r a c t o r  remain ing  of his  or iginal  
c r e w  a f t e r  o n e  yea r  (i.e. 100% turnover ) .  



T a b l e  3  - Summary  o f  T y p e s  o f  T u r n o v e r  

SURVEY NO. 2  SURVEY NO. 3  TO TAL 
( N o v e m b e r ,  1 9 8 4  ( May ,  1 9 8 5  - ( N o v e m b e r ,  1 9 8 4  

T y p e  o f  T u r n o v e r  - May ,  1 9 8 5 )  N o v e m b e r ,  1 9 8 5 )  - N o v e m b e r ,  1 9 8 5 )  

No. % N o .  % N o .  % 

1 .  L e f t  l o g g i n g  3  4  6  % 4 4 8  % 7 8  1 4  % 

2 .  Unknown  3 4  6  % 5 2  2 0 %  8 6  1 6  % 

3 .  D i f f e r e n t  Company  4 8  9  % 2 2  4 % 7 0  1 3  % 

1 - 3  T o t a l  t u r n o v e r  1 1 6  2 1  % 1 1 8  2 2  % 2 3 4  4 3  % 

4 .  Moved w i t h i n  Company  4 5  8  % 3 5  7 % 8 0  1 5  % 

T o t a l  - A l l  t y p e s  1 6 1  2 9  % 1 5 3  2 8  % 3 1 4  5 7  % 

In Smith and Wilson (1983) a de f in i t e  
downward t r end  in turnover  had  been  noted ,  
f rom a high of 57.4% in 1963 t o  a low of 
8.4% in 1978. Their s tudy of turnover  did 
not  inc lude  c o n t r a c t  logging operat ions,  only 
Company employed loggers. The turnover  
r a t e  shown f rom th i s  d a t a  i s  considerably 
higher a t  43% (excluding in terna l  movement) .  

If t h e  cos t  e s t i m a t e  f rom Wilson (1986) of 
$1,000 pe r  turnover  point  i s  applied t o  t h e  
234 (43%) points,  turnover  c o s t  N.Z. Fo res t  
Products  Limited and t h e  c o n t r a c t o r s  t h e y  
employ $234,000 in t h e  yea r  f rom November,  
1984 t o  November 1985. If a n  a r ib t r a ry  c o s t  
of $500 is applied t o  in terna l  movement ,  
t hen  t h e  t o t a l  c o s t  of turnover  would b e  
$274,000. 

108 T) AT SURVEY 

TURNOVER IN NEW RECRUITS 

The t o t a l  cumula t ive  turnover  f o r  t h e  108 
group of new rec ru i t s  ove r  t h e  o n e  yea r  
period w a s  67%. If t hose  who moved within 
t h e  N.Z. Fo res t  Products  Limited sys tem a r e  
omi t t ed ,  t h e  turnover  r a t e  r educes  t o  57.4%, 
s t i l l  higher t han  t h e  turnover  observed in t h e  
t o t a l  analysis  (43%). (Figure 1). 

Of those  born prior  t o  1940, 50% w e r e  s t i l l  
w i th  t h e  s a m e  employer.  F o r  t h e  group born 
be tween 1940-49, 33% s tayed,  while t hose  
born f rom 1950-59, 38% remained.  The  
lowest  remaining pe rcen tage  was  t h e  f inal  
group - t hose  born be tween 1960-69 - 27%. 
This t r end  t e n d s  t o  suppor t  t h e  theo ry  t h a t  
younger people in t h e  workforce  a r e  m o r e  
likely t o  change  job than  t h e  older  people. 

F i g u r e  1 - T u r n o v e r  i n  New R e c r u i t s  
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NO. 3 
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\ - - 14 LEFT LOGGING INDUSTRY 

I - - - 7 CHANGED GANG 
\ - - 16 LEFT LOGGING INDUSTRY 



DISCUSSION REFERENCES 

This Repor t  served  t o  identify t w o  very  
impor t an t  a s p e c t s  of  turnover  in t h e  logging 
industry;  t h e  high r a t e ,  and  t h e  r e l a t ive  ease 
wi th  which such  information c a n  b e  obtained.  

The  high r a t e  of turnover  noted  amongst  new 
r e c r u i t s  would b e  of  conce rn  t o  a Company 
t h a t  encourages  those  people t o  unde r t ake  a n  
induction cour se  prior  t o  commencing  work. 
Such a n  induction course  typical ly runs for  
t w o  t o  t h r e e  days  and c o s t s  money. If t h e r e  
i s  a n  a lmos t  50% chance  t h a t  t h e  new rec ru i t  
will  n o t  b e  wi th  t h e  Company in six months  
t ime ,  t hen  t h a t  induction i s  a n  expensive 
exerc ise .  

The  43% r a t e  of turnover  i s  much higher 
t han  could be  expec ted ,  based on t r ends  
no ted  in both Smith and Wilson (1983) and  
Fenton  and  Terlesk (1971). T o  q u o t e  f rom 
t h e  l a t t e r  au thors ,  " the  high r a t e  of labour 
tu rnove r  h a s  undoubtedly been  f ac i l i t a t ed  by 
t h e  ext raordinary  low r a t e s  o f 
unemployment" (during t h e  period cove red  by 
t h a t  r epo r t ,  nat ional  unemployment  only 
exceeded  1,000 twice) .  During t h e  period 
cove red  by th is  analysis,  na t ional  
unemployment  was,  on ave rage ,  66,534 (1984) 
and  53,179 (1 985), (Official  Yearbook 
1986-87). Although Fenton  and  Terlesk (1971) 
sugges ted  t h a t  high r a t e s  of turnover  could 
b e  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  low r a t e s  of unemployment ,  
t h i s  analysis suggests  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  
f a c t o r s  which play a n  impor t an t  p a r t  in a 
logger 's  decision t o  change  employment .  
These f a c t o r s  could include; pay, working 
conditions, job sa t i s fac t ion ,  etc. 

This Repor t  h a s  de l ibera te ly  m a d e  no  
a t t e m p t  t o  t r y  and identify why turnover  
occurs.  Such a n  exe rc i se  i s  a major  r e sea rch  
a r e a  and before  contempla t ing  such  work, 
b e t t e r  informat ion  is required on c u r r e n t  
levels  of turnover.  As a r e sea rch  
organisat ion with a n  in t e re s t  in t h e  most  
expensive pa r t  of logging, t h e  labour fo rce ,  
LIRA will b e  ac t ive ly  encouraging o t h e r s  t o  
adop t  t h e  turnover  monitoring sys t em as 
developed by N.Z. Fo res t  Products  Limited.  

In t e re s t ed  r eade r s  a r e  invi ted t o  c o n t a c t  t h e  
a u t h o r  a t  LIRA. 
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