


percent. It doesn’t break down, either,

whereas others seem to wear out after a

year.” (Arizona)

“Hand-held lasers save a lot of time run-

ning up and down ladders.” (Massachu-

setts)

“TrakFast is the best. But FINELINE®

[from USG Interiors, Inc.] tile has its

own reveal in it. Cutting it without

destroying the tile takes seven hand cuts.

But they’ve just come out with a punch

that allows you to put in a piece, pull a

lever and it’s done.” (Illinois)

“The gas model FM9 plaster pump is

very useful for small lath, stucco and

even fire-proofing jobs, because you can

get in and out of smaller areas. Most peo-

ple go for larger Thompson or Essick

pumps, but these small, mono or rotor

stator pumps provide a lot of control so

you don’t waste so much product. Also,

materials being conveyed and sprayed on

the wall are less, so while you still need

the same amount of plasterers on the

project, you don’t need so much labor to

move the material.” (Alabama)

Obviously, asking 21 contractors around

the country for their experiences isn’t a

definitive survey, but it does give some

idea of what is out there that is proving

especially helpful.

When asked which tool could use some

improvement, or which still needed to be

invented to solve some difficulty on site,

most complaints (20 percent) concerned

personnel. It was the same story last year,

with seven contractors voicing the iden-

tical concern and giving credence to the

old adage, “A bad workman blames his
tools.”

“We don’t buy $400 chop saw blades

that manufacturers say will last forever,”

states a Louisiana contractor, “because

we know they won’t. But we will pay an

extra few dollars for a chop saw blade

that will last all day. A cheaper one will

only last half a day and you use $5 in

labor hunting down another blade and

changing it out. But it’s the lack of skilled

workmen that’s the real problem-the

tools have always been adequate.

“Manufacturers came out with auto-

matic screw guns, for instance, that auto-

matically feed screws for [wallboard]

work An accomplished hanger can feed

those screws faster by hand than a novice

can with an automatic. The tools these
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days are more expensive to buy and maintain, and while they are meant in part to be a

substitute for a skilled worker, they’re not. For the most part, the young folks coming

up are not interested in securing a job in blue-collar work in a physical, unconditioned

atmosphere—starting out at some nominal pay and working their way up, even taking
advantage of existing apprentice programs. They just want to sit inside, pecking on a

computer or telemarketing.”

“It’s not the tools, it’s the people using them,” echoes an Arizonian. “It’s been a prob-

lem increasingly over the last 10 years. There are enough people out there, but they lack

desire and training. Lack of basic education makes it hard to train them, and now there’s

also a language barrier. If that were improved, it would help, and you can always replace

language with an interpreter. But you cant replace work ethics. It’s tough to change

someone’s work ethic, to join up, show up on time and be productive in the work they

do. We need an attitude shift. Today, you have to hire two people to get the production

of one person 10 years ago.”

Putting on the Brakes

Isolated requests were made for improvements in some tools, such as “We have dry-cut

saws now, but they are too slow,” from a Massachusetts contractor. “We need an easier



change-out, to make them last longer,

and to cut as fast as carbon blades.”

An Oregonian reiterated a request that
has surfaced in past surveys, for wallboard

that is lighter and therefore easier to lift.

A Floridian notes, “The biggest problem

we have working on a project, is the

plumbness and alignment of the block.

The previous trades have to align it for

us, but they’re not always as accurate as

they should be. So we could use some-

thing that would help bring it back in
line again within the tolerances we are

supposed to work with. Perhaps a piece

of trim that could be installed with

greater ease to correct the straightness of

a wall.”

“Someone needs to make a pole that you

can put a hammer drill on,” says an

Alabaman, “so you can drill anchors in a

ceiling 12 feet up without having to

wheel a scaffold around. And someone

else needs to figure out how to put in

the I-pins and the wires from the floor,

so you don’t have to do it from a scaf-

fold.”

On the matter of scaffolds, an Idaho con-

tractor echoed a concern that was also

expressed in earlier surveys: “We deal a

lot with Perry and Baker scaffolds while

doing acoustical grid ceiling work, and

it’s time consuming to go up and down

to lock the wheels. Most people don’t

bother to lock the wheels and pull them-

selves along by the wall, which is both

unsafe and illegal. The scaffolds could, of
course, be radio controlled like scissor

lifts, but we are talking about lower-end

and cheaper, non-motorized models. So

there needs to be some way to lock and

unlock them from on top of the scaffold

itself”

Some subcontractors find it strange that



no manufacturer has stepped up to the wheels, but nobody does. You couldn’t

plate on this issue. in the 1999 survey possibly be efficient or stay in business if

report, one contractor from Massachu- you kept running up and down all the

setts, who was sore from a citation he had time to lock or unlock the wheels. Either

just received from OSHA, felt that scaf- you’d have to have somebody on the

folding could use improvement. “We ground dedicated to handling the

need some way to lock and unlock a wheels, or the guy would work four

stager’s wheels while on it. Under the hours before falling off the staging from

OSHA law, we’re supposed to lock the fatigue. That’s not a story that OSHA

will listen to, but neither can we make a

living installing ceilings at $1.25 a foot

while complying with OSHA guidelines

that cost $2.00 a foot.”

Perhaps a simple lever system, like the

parking brake in a vehicle, could be

employed to remotely brake the wheels?

That’s a suggestion this author offers



gratis to whoever wants to make a go of

it. A variation could possibly even be

made into a small kit to retrofit onto

existing models.

This idea may work, or it may run into

the kind of trouble experienced by a

Kentucky contractor when he experi-

mented unsuccessfully with a pneumat-

ic fastener for attaching sheeting to met-

al framing in his panel shop: “Unlike a

screw, you just shoot this through the

metal. We had problems with the vary-

ing gauges of members-when they

overlapped, like a stud going into a run-

ner track, we had to shoot through the

shooting material and two layers of met-

al. We were spending as much time reg-

ulating the air pressure as we were attach-

ing sheeting. It just didn’t work for us.”

But again, the scaffold-braking-system

idea may enjoy the same success as a con-

traption built by a contractor from

Arkansas: “The only new piece of

equipment we have is something our

owner designed himself It’s a winch, a

miniature crane that we put up on the

roof of a building, which raises material

and scaffolding up the side of a building

with no elevator. We have four of these

winches and they work very well. When

you have to bring up small loads that

aren’t very heavy, every day, you don’t

want to have to bring in a crane every

time.”

Hopefully, by the time the next survey

comes around, there will be some change

on a few of these issues. As stated in ear-

lier reports, many of the tools (and mate-

rials) available to us these days are really

quite phenomenal. It’s worth acknowl-

edging all manufacturers and their R&D

departments for the work they do.
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