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Use a circuit breaker in  
the management of  
a microgrid?

SACE Emax 2, not just a circuit-breaker, but a true power 
manager that controls every electrical system, increasing 
efficiency. SACE Emax 2 protects the system, manages  
loads and generators, measures and analyses energy quality, 
with the simplicity and reliability you would expect.  
For further information: www.abb.co.za/lowvoltage
ABB South Africa (Pty) Ltd.
Tel. +27 10 202 5880
E-mail: LP@za.abb.com

Certainly.
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We have reached the end of 2016 and 
what an interesting time it has been 
universally. Even in years to come, 

when we look back over 2016, we will remem-
ber 11/09 as the day that Donald Trump re-
placed Barrack Obama as the president of the 
United States of America. The markets called it 
wrong and were shocked when they were ‘cor-
rected’ by democratic processes: ‘Trump victo-
ry rocks markets’ screamed the headlines. We 
will remember the British referendum, which 
resulted in what is now colloquially known as 

Brexit. The markets called it wrong and were 
shocked by the truth. I am in the electrical 
contracting industry and the one thing that we 
avoid is actually being shocked.

Closer to home, interruptions reduced the 
State of the Nation address (SONA) to three 
words: ‘Zupta must fall’. This, for some reason, 
then dominated political and public discourse in 
the Republic and has culminated in what Thuli 
Madonsela called the ‘State Capture Report’. 
For some reason, the markets were not shocked 
by this report. Instead this report was followed 

by a frenzied search for an elusive ‘shebeen’ in 
Saxonworld . 

We live in interesting times!
The ECA(SA) has had a great year despite 

all the shocking events in the business environ-
ment. We have been able to conclude a collec-
tive agreement with the representative trade 
union in the electrical contracting industry, which 
prescribes conditions of service for all employ-
ees employed in the industry until 2022. This is 
business certainty, the sort of thing we are told 
that markets love. Business can now price, with 

2016 IN REVIEW – A YEAR WE WILL REMEMBER

RYAN ROBERTSON is a co-founder and director at Vert Energy and 
has been in that position for the past six years. At only 33, he has a 
lot of responsibility on his young shoulders and is being groomed to 
take over the family-owned business when his father, Grant Robertson, 
retires one day.

Dynamic, forward thinking and focused on the future, Ryan is multi-
talented – besides his daily work, amongst other things he also has been 
instrumental in securing new exclusive distributorships, overseeing the 
sales and marketing functions and was responsible for the design and 
construction of the Vert Energy stand at this year’s Electra Mining. 
Sparks: Where were you educated? 
RR: I matriculated from Dainfern College and obtained a B Com from 
the University of Johannesburg. 
Sparks: How long have you been involved in the electrical industry? 
RR: I’ve been in this industry since 2010 but my family has been in the 
electrical industry for 35 years so, by default, I’ve grown up surrounded 
by the products we sell today. 
Sparks: When and where did you start your career? 
RR: My first job was at the Ed Holding Golf Shop where I worked on 
weekends when I was 16-years old. 
Sparks: What are the greatest changes you have seen over the years? 
RR: South Africa in the early 2000s was buoyant on the back of com-
modity prices and was largely unaffected by the economic crisis in 
2009 as a result of the infrastructure development around the 2010 
FIFA World Cup, but the last six years have exposed our vulnerability 
on natural resources and we need to leverage our infrastructure as the 
gateway to sub Saharan and East Africa.
Sparks: What major projects have you worked on and what is your great-
est accomplishment? 
RR: Our current remote monitoring project, NERVE (Networked Energy 
Reporting in Virtual Environments), is the largest scale project we have 
undertaken. It is product-agnostic and leverages the Industrial Internet 
of Things (IIoT) data from multiple industrial communication protocols, 

across multiple devices and platforms into a single cloud-based access 
and control point. We hope to have our final product ready for release in 
the first quarter of 2017.
Sparks: Who has been your inspiration or have you had a mentor who 
has influenced your career? 
RR: In the field of electric power generation, there are two people who 
have had a profound impact on my career. Xavier Trenchant, president 
of Leroy Somer EPG, who granted us the exclusive rights in Southern 
Africa to sell and support the world’s largest producer of alternators used 
in electric power generation and he gave us the support and opportunity 
to grow the business. 

Kevin Donaldson, the owner of Diesel Electric Services, has provided 
mentorship and guidance in the field of electric power generation and has 
always been supportive and encouraging of our business.
Sparks: What, to your mind, is one of the biggest challenges facing the 
industry at this time? 
RR: South Africa has an abundance of potential but we are faced with 
a massive skills’ shortage of qualified artisans and electro-mechanical 
technicians. State-owned enterprises (SOEs) used to be a great platform 
for skills development whereby artisans and technicians would gain ex-
perience and move on to their own small to medium enterprise (SME) 
operation but there is no skills transfer and a stagnant economy does 
not provide a platform for SMEs to flourish and create additional op-
portunities.
Sparks: What do you enjoy most about your job? 
RR: I enjoy the interaction and relationship building with our clients. As 
a sales and solution driven organisation the best part is engaging with 
clients from the outset to help them develop, implement and commis-
sion a solution that creates value for the end-user. 
Sparks: How do you motivate your staff? 
RR: We firstly try to create an environment that is fun. We then seek 
to understand their immediate financial requirements, long term career 
aspirations and their personal goals. Based on this, we incentivise them 
with commercial and personal goals so that they first feel a sense of 
actualisation and, second, through financial reward on achievement of 
these targets.
Sparks: If you could ‘do it all again’, would you change anything? If so, 
what would that be? 
RR: I am fortunate enough to say that, as a dynamic company, we are 
continuously growing, changing and refining and we have experienced 
great growth with a passionate team where the members are all aligned 
to a common goal and objective so, for now, we are forward focused.
Sparks: Would you advise a person leaving school to enter the electrical 
industry? And why? 
RR: As the world moves closer to the IIoT (Industrial Internet of Things), 
electronics and electrical engineering will form the backbone of this. The 
second wave that will emerge in the next 10 to 20 years is once we have 
all this data, new technologies and product refinement will occur and we 
will need an enormous number of engineers to develop solutions and 
products to satisfy these findings.   
Sparks: What is your advice to electrical contractors and/or electrical 
engineers? 
RR: Southern Africa needs you – it is a territory alive with possibility 

BE THE CHANGE YOU WANT TO SEE IN THE WORLD

Ryan Robertson.

and running away to Australia or the UK isn’t going to solve Africa’s 
problems. We need as much experience, passion and commitment 
from as many skilled professionals as possible to make South Africa 
a success.
Sparks: What is your favourite quote? 
RR: “Be the change you want to see in the world.” – Mahatma Ghandi.
Sparks: Name three things on your ‘bucket list’.  
RR: I would like to travel a little more (outside of business) and attend 
the following sporting fixtures in the same year: The Monaco Grand 
Prix; the Hong Kong Sevens; and the four golf majors. 
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WORKING KNOWLEDGE BY TERRY MACKENZIE HOY

Something that is not appreciated – particu-
larly by emerging contractors – is that there 
is an enormous amount of paperwork asso-

ciated with getting a contract from another contrac-
tor or a client. 

In general, you have to submit the following docu-
ments before you can be registered as a vendor with 
a contractor or client: BEE certificate; tax clearance 
certificate pin number; a letter of good standing with 
the Compensation Commissioner; a letter from the 
bank with your banking details; your Cipro number; 
and any other thing that the accountant of the ven-
dor or contractor can dream up. 

Inevitably, once you’ve submitted a price for some 

work, the contractor or client will dilly-dally for a few 
weeks until they finally decide to give you the job. 
The moment that happens, they want you to start 
work immediately, buy the materials and get crack-
ing. Come the end of the month, when you are hop-
ing to be paid 60% of the value of materials on site 
and for the work completed, you find that your in-
voice doesn’t get paid because the documents are 
not to hand. This can seriously dent your cash flow 
and, even worse, if you have to apply for the docu-
ments because you haven’t got them, it can put 
your business into a serious decline. The message 
is clear: make sure you have all of those documents 
that I’ve mentioned above. 

Now, if you happen to be one of those people 
who is behind on your tax returns, you won’t get a 
tax clearance certificate pin number. There’s a way 
around this, though, but the best idea is to speak to 
an accountant about this because it is a bit dodgy. 

If, on the other hand, you haven’t followed this sage 
advice and are right now stuck in a situation where 
your invoice hasn’t been paid, then do the following: 
(a) ask the principal agent or the engineer for a pay-
ment certificate stating how much you are due in the 
contract as at month end; (b) take the certificate to 
your bank and ask them to advance you the amount 
of the certificate less a percentage. Generally, they 
will – then you have a month to fix the paperwork. 

A very good idea is to submit as much of the pa-
perwork as you can with your offer. This makes the 
awarding of the contract to you very easy, as far as 
the client is concerned. Another trick played by con-
tractors or clients is an old one: “we have to wait until 
the next payment run, which is in two weeks’ time 
and we will pay you then”. They can thus extend pay-
ments to 45 days from invoice. Some contractors 
or clients will even say that they only pay 60 days 
from statement.

It is important that, before you sign and accept the 
contract, you establish the payment terms. Take the 
total value that you’re going to claim and divide this 
into payment stages; make a list of what will be paid 

on what date and make them sign it. They may 
refuse, but then at least you have been forewarned. 

Another useful idea is, when you put in your pro-
posal, to load up the amount for preliminary and 
general (P&G) costs as much as you can. Make 
sure you advise the client before appointment that 
full P&Gs related to the contract value are payable 
on appointment. When they refuse to pay or they 
hide behind the paperwork excuses, you can just 
refuse to start work. This costs you very little and, 
sooner or later, the contractor on site will make 
sure you get paid just to make you start work. 

There is a breed of contractor (particularly in 
Cape Town) that habitually does not pay their bills; 
and there are some consulting engineers who de-
lay payments just to improve their cash flow. 

I used to send letters begging and pleading for 
money and I would hear promises, promises and 
more promises … but nothing would happen. Now 
I just give them seven days and stop work. After 
a few days, it sinks in that we are not working and 
people start to phone us telling us to “keep going 
… the money is coming”. 

I find it much better to wait for the money and 
then go. 

Try it and see.

PAPERWORK TAKES THE GUESSWORK OUT OF PAYMENT

accuracy, the cost of labour for the next five years 
and this agreement guarantees that there will be no 
strikes.

An exciting part of this agreement is the introduc-
tion of a training and development fund for the train-
ing of both employers and employees in areas we 
consider to be of critical importance to the contin-
ued refreshment of skills and management knowl-
edge in the industry. This is anticipated to be in place 
for the next five years. 

We have also taken a decision on social benefits 
and security that should see the establishment of a 
new retirement fund for the whole industry by 2019. 
This will make sure that the benefits in this industry 
are uniform throughout the country. This will ensure 
that mobility and migration of the workforce is made 
easier even for companies that have a national foot-
print as there would be common conditions of em-
ployment. We hope that, in time, members of the re-
tirement fund will benefit from ‘economies of scale’ 
once the critical mass has migrated to the new na-
tional retirement fund that is to be established. It is 
a huge challenge and it is motivated by the fact that 
the results must surely outweigh the pain of getting 
there. It will be an interesting ride.

The year 2017 will see the expiry of the current 
collective agreement, which we have managed with 
the South African Equity Workers’ Association for 
the past three years. This journey saw stability and 
predictability in our space and for that we are grate-
ful. We will also see the commencement of or new 
collective agreement and we are looking forward to 
that.

The 2016 Presidential Excellence Awards re-
ceived 65 entries for the various categories and we 
thank the industry for its support. The standard of 
excellence is one we will continue to drive into the 
future as the yardstick by which our industry must 
be judged. 

Enjoy your Christmas and year-end break. May 
you come back refreshed and more energised as 
we face the challenges of 2017 and beyond. 
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