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A New Helmet,
A New Future
Soldier-Turned-Welder Enjoys Fresh Start
in Construction Industry

LACEY, WA – After Brandon Thomas, 26, left the military, he faced rejection many times. “I thought people would be happy to hire veterans,” he said. “I was really surprised by the negative responses I got during job interviews.”

His career search took a turn for the better when he saw a flier stating that the United Association of Journeymen and Apprentices of the Plumbing and Pipe Fitting Industry of the United States and Canada (UA) was looking for veterans to become welders and pipefitters to be trained at UA Local Union 26. 

“Reading that flier changed my life,” said the young veteran. And just as Thomas once wore a soldier’s helmet, he now proudly wears a welding helmet.

Thomas had no welding or pipefitting experience, but he still decided to check out what the flier was offering. In late 2008, he joined the UA Veterans in Piping (VIP) Program, a 720-hour training course which assists members of the military in transitioning to civilian life and careers. The program includes 16 weeks of accelerated welding training. 

Thomas passed the program’s entry tests and went on to receive VIP Program training at the Local Union 26 Training Center in Lacey, WA.

“Here at the UA, we are pleased that Brandon is enjoying and making progress in his new career,” said Mike Arndt, Director of Training for the United Association. “As a returning veteran, he is an American hero who deserves a sense of security in his future.” Work performed by UA members includes installing and servicing piping systems, plumbing fixtures, heating, air conditioning and ventilation systems.

“We were all impressed by Brandon’s enthusiasm and positive attitude from the beginning,” said Anne St. Eloi, the UA Special Representative who organizes the program. “It’s unfortunate that he had such difficulty finding work after he left the military, so we’re glad we were able to help him find a new path in life.”


A New Beginning

Thomas now works for University Mechanical Contracting, Inc. in Mukilteo, WA. He said everyone there is very helpful and he is never afraid to ask questions. “I’m fortunate to be in a job that I enjoy and where I am able to learn, too,” he said. “I’m also able to provide for my family, which is important, since my wife and I have three children.” 
“Brandon is doing really well,” said David McMichael, Training Director for LU 26. “He’s a likeable guy and it’s clear that his military training gave him a real sense of discipline.”

McMichael added that LU 26 is always on the lookout for new welders who are ready and willing to learn. “Many of our welders are near retirement,” he said, “and a welder needs to receive extensive training before entering the workforce. The UA VIP apprentices have 16 weeks of training when we put them out there.”

McMichael has worked with other UA VIP apprentices in addition to Brandon, and he noted that the VIPs are very outgoing. “They sometimes do public speaking at union functions on behalf of the VIP Program,” he said. “They also act as union stewards over groups of apprentices. They make sure everybody takes their 15-minute breaks and their lunches.”

He added, “Military folks fit into our group really well. Plus, a lot of our members are veterans and they are happy to see a new generation of veterans come in. In the past as today, many veterans have had a tough time finding work, and I’m glad we’re helping to fix that problem.”

“Brandon Thomas is an exceptional apprentice,” said Phillip Dines, Business Manager of Local Union 26. “He works hard and strives to better himself through the apprentice program with a strong commitment to gaining knowledge and succeeding.”


Dines added that his involvement in the UA Veterans In Piping Program is one of the proudest milestones of his career with Local Union 26. “Knowing that you have given hope and opportunity to make a difference in someone’s life is a reward second to none,” he said. 

Welders in Great Demand
Jerry Bush, President of University Mechanical Contracting, Inc., said, “We are happy to help in giving veterans the training and skills they need for a secure future.” Bush added that University Mechanical does a lot of work with military bases, including Fort Lewis, outside of Tacoma.


“Brandon is a real team player,” Bush said. “He hit the ground running when he joined us. Welders are in short supply these days. It’s a very specific skill, much-needed in the state of Washington between all the ongoing projects. There are several refineries up north and a large manufacturing plant in eastern Washington, so people with a high level of welding skills are in great demand.”

People often have a false perception about jobs in construction, he added. “High school students think that construction is menial and low-paying,” he said, “when actually it is high-tech and pays quite well. It pays better than many jobs that require college degrees.”


It’s the Right Thing to Do

According to William P. Hite, General President of the UA, he initiated the UA VIP Program because he believes today’s returning service members should be given the opportunity to become the welders of tomorrow. “The UA VIP Program is the right thing to do,” he said, “since these service members have given so much to their country.”

Thomas enjoyed military life and after more than a year in his new career, he enjoys union life just as much and feels secure in the future that it holds for him.

“The structure of union work is much like the military, except more casual, since everyone is on a first-name basis,” Thomas said. “It’s a good line of work that more people need to think about for themselves.”


For more information on the UA VIP Program, visit www.uavip.org. 
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