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Skills, knowledge, and attitude – A journey to the Republic of Suriname demonstrates need for 

adaptable apprenticeship training for line workers in developing countries 

 

By Journeyman Lineman, Brady Hansen  

Last spring, I was asked to lead a tour of visitors from EnergieBedrijven Suriname a power company in 

the Republic of Suriname.   The tour was made up of management team members who are enrolled in 

Gonzaga University’s Transmission and Distribution program and was focused on the Jack Stewart 

training facility. 

Suriname is a small country located between Guyana and French Guiana along the northern border of 

Brazil. It is considered a developing nation and the per capita income is around $12,000 dollars a year. 

Originally a Dutch sugar colony, it is known as one of the most pluralistic nations in the world today. The 

economy is based on mining, agriculture and ecotourism with the United States, Netherlands and China 

as important trading partners. 

During the tour, Avista line school trainers and EBS managers looked at climbing yard, classroom, shop, 

smart grid devices, and equipment. We discussed educational methods, training modules and the 

importance of the IBEW apprenticeship. Safety was an interesting subject to discuss as we shared close 

calls and common precautionary techniques. After awhile, Fornelio Forster, a manager at EBS shared 

that they had no training program for the lineman in the country of Suriname and while he realized they 

needed one he knew it would be a large undertaking. 

His statement made a big impact on me and I could tell he was concerned with the safety and well- 

being of the lineman in his country. One of the founding goals of IBEW was to create a set of nationally 

recognized skills and formal apprenticeship training programs. I understand the significance of formal 

training and the impact it has upon the industry. Efforts to improve and enhance this process have 

continued to this day. The training we receive in the United States makes us safer and ensures we have 

the knowledge, skills and attitude to remain the best electrical workers in the world. More importantly, 

it assures that we come home to our loved ones at the end of the day.  The training and apprenticeship 

process is more important today than any other time in our history. The effects of widespread 

retirements are beginning to be seen, storms are increasing in intensity and frequency, our grid is 

depreciating quickly, overloaded, and in real danger of not meeting the needs of our energy hungry 

economy.  Add rapid technological change and changing customer demands to this scenario and 

conditions dictate that IBEW lineman need to be the best they have ever been to safely deliver power to 

the communities they to serve. 



When the tour ended, I spent considerable time in thought about the situation they expressed about 

the lack of training. During my apprenticeship I recalled asking a journeyman what the hardest thing for 

a lineman to do was and how shocked I was to hear to the answer. He told me, “the hardest thing for a 

lineman to do is to stand in a church and listen to a young family mourn.” Unfortunately, in the years 

following that conversation I have come to understand exactly what he meant by that statement. The 

tragic understanding of personal loss compelled me to do something about the situation in Suriname. 

After careful consideration, I sent an email to one of the people on the tour and volunteered to visit 

Suriname to help create a comprehensive training program; they agreed.  

Upon arrival, I was introduced to the Chief Executive Officer and Board of Directors and spent about an 

hour describing recruitment, training and roles of lineman in the United States. I visited a crew changing 

a three phase transformerand replacing a distribution pole. After a brief introduction, I was very proud 

to present the onsite foreman with my dues receipt! He was confused at first, but once I explained it’s 

meaning he allowed me to get into the bucket and work with another lineman named Simon.  

Things were very different on many levels. We did not wear harnesses, there was no tailboard, no tool 

board and Equipotential Grounding was a foreign concept. The hands were very receptive to working 

with me and very excited to know that an American lineman came down to work with them. My trip 

highlight was sharing knowledge and participating on a crew –linemen are lineman no matter where you 

go.   

During the next couple of days, I toured the transmission facilities and visited the Brokopondo Dam. This 

was built in the 1960s to provide power to nearby smelting operations. It provides a great deal of power 

for the area mines and the capital city of Paramaribo through a double circuit 161 kV lattice tower line. 

Because of the age of the tower line, maintenance will be an upcoming issue as well as transmission 

maintenance training. 

After I finished touring the system in Suriname, I spoke with the CEO and Human Resources Director of 

EBS.  We laid out a plan to help establish a training program for lineman in the country. Our goal is to 

have a couple of “train the trainer” events and to build a training facility. I worked with Fornelio Forster 

and we decided to call the venture “Suriname American Brotherhood Initiative.”  It is a non-profit 

training outreach for IBEW 77 lineman to participate in and share the experience of working in the same 

trade. It is a once in a career opportunity to make a lasting difference in somebody’s life.  

Upon my return home, I was thrilled to see how eager other people were to participate in the iniative 

Gonzaga University offered the use of their long-distance training facilities for delivering the academic 

information involved with lineman training. The Avista Foundation and the Avista management team 

have provided an incredible amount of support and several vendors have volunteered to donate tools 

and personal protective equipment. 

Additionally, IBEW 77 has been very supportive and so has the International Organization. More 

important, however, is the fact that because of the IBEW I have the knowledge and skills to help my 

fellow line workers. Because of the apprenticeship I participated in, I am one of the best trained, most 

knowledgeable and highly skilled linemen on the planet. By virtue of my brotherhood I can take pride in 

knowing I am someone with the skills and ability to contribute to my community.  I also know that the 



struggle my predecessors faced as they toiled to build IBEW was long and painful and no one should 

regard their training or their membership without the enormous respect it deserves.  

I hope to include other journeyman lineman to help in this outreach.  It will provide a great opportunity 

to improve training skills and raise cultural awareness.   An opportunity like this will be something to 

treasure, a unique chance to save lives and help a developing nation by being the industry leading 

professionals that IBEW lineman are. 

 

 

  


