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On a crusade to improve
perceptions of plumbers
By Eamonn Ryan

ARM Electrical & Plumbing is often called out to correct other plumbers’
botch jobs because, according to founder Wesley Armstrong, “We’re on
something of a crusade to get consumers to see that there is a high standard
in the plumbing industry.”

To ensure their premises were renovated to their high standards, the staff
did all the work themselves, including this toilet.
www.plumbingafrica.co.za
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ARM also recently opened its new head office in
Plumbing Africa’s neighbourhood (Bedfordview/
Edenvale in Johannesburg). Armstrong was visited
to investigate his business model and practices. ProLeak is a sister company specialising in the finding
and resolving of leaks by means of acoustic gas and
infrared. “We stick with the best technology and
have a more than 99% hit rate.”

The business day starts at 06:00, commencing with a handover of paperwork from the previous day’s jobs; planning
for the coming day; and getting all the vans equipped for
their next jobs. The clients are each phoned to give a best
estimate of time of arrival: “We go to considerable lengths
to keep to schedules for the convenience of our customers,
to ensure our travel routes are efficient, and work estimates
correct. We give customers regular updates throughout
the day, and thereafter it’s about performing the jobs to
regulation and high quality. Site reports and Certificates of
Compliance are completed for each job,” says Armstrong, to
ensure customers are satisfied and see the value for money
of using a licensed plumber.
The original business was started by his father, Terry
Armstrong, in 1970 specialising on the electrical side, and
it completed all the electrical work for the iconic Carlton
Centre. He is still involved in the business well into his
retirement. “It had always been an aspiration of the business
to enter the plumbing trade, and that opportunity presented
itself when I matriculated and was looking for a career.” He
qualified as a both a plumber and electrician just in time for
Armstrong senior’s retirement.
Notwithstanding the family business, careers in the trades
were not commonplace among Armstrong’s siblings, with
professions rather holding sway: one brother is today a
doctor, another is a marketing manager for a large group,
and Armstrong himself seriously considered studying
accountancy, like his sister did.
“On reflection, I decided I wanted to do something different
and more exciting.” Seeing he was in two minds, his
mother suggested giving plumbing a try to see if he liked
it – and he did. With his parents and two uncles (who
actually have the Armstrong Electrical and Strongarm
Electrical trading names – hence Wesley opted for ARM)
both in the business and successful, he didn’t have to look
far for places to work. After his training he ran his own
fledgling business ARM Plumbing for some years, at which
point his parents asked him to run their electrical business
when they went to New Zealand on a contract basis, and
the two businesses were merged.
The merger was a harsh lesson, he says, as the sudden
doubling of the business challenged his management style
and required him to focus on organisation and customer
care to a considerable degree in order to keep on top of
the expanded business. “I was thrown in the deep end
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Professionalism

ARM Electrical & Plumbing founder Wesley Armstrong.

“A positive attitude and
perseverance are two essential
qualities to success, as plumbing is
often all about problem solving.”
and learned some hard lessons from the experience. I am
constantly on the road, getting my hands dirty on plumbing
jobs, while also meeting customers and checking on the
quality of the workmanship of my employees.”
ARM employs licenced plumbers and electricians and is
affiliated with the Institute of Plumbing South Africa (IOPSA)
and the Electrical Contractors Association. As a director,
Armstrong is responsible for overseeing proceedings at the
company to ensure that everything is running smoothly and
that everyone does their job correctly.
He has implemented incentive schemes which reward
good, hard work, as well as other aspects of the job,
including good driving habits and good health and safety
standards.
As a result, the business outgrew it premises in Bedfordview,
and all the staff took a hand in constructing its current
offices in Edenvale. The exceptional quality of the
workmanship is such that it has lifted the profile of the entire
neighbourhood, to the gratitude of surrounding businesses
and residents. Today, it is a medium-to-large business
employing 35 people split roughly 50/50 between plumbers
and electricians.
“We’re a growing business and I like to think we lead the
industry in terms of quality of work. Our work philosophy is
to leave each of our customers with a smile on their faces.”

www.plumbingafrica.co.za
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He attributes his focus on quality and compliance to
his grandfather: “He taught me the basics which I’ve
carried through till today. The main aspect that I’ve
maintained through that period is to do things right the
first time.” Their work vehicles are all “neat and tidy and
look professional, in contrast to what is often the public
perception of plumbers as being soiled from work, often
untidy and running late”.
“We hear about [lack of professionalism] in the plumbing
business all the time and battle that misperception by
striving to be the opposite – courteous and clean. My
motivations in life are all about success and leading a
good example. By success I mean setting daily goals and
objectives and routinely achieving them.”
ARM claims a same day service, something which
becomes easier the larger the firm becomes. With
numerous teams on the road each day, they can be redirected at relatively short notice to a call in the same area,
to at least defuse any emergency.

Every detail of a job is listed and followed up to ensure the customer knows when
to expect the team.

Wet, drenched and psyched!
Armstrong says that in a way he was born to plumbing,
having loved water as a strong swimmer, and today “I love
the feeling of opening a pipe and the water spraying in my
face – then comes the challenge of sorting out the problem
whether a valve or blocked drain”.
It’s a thrill, he says, to go to a house in danger of being
flooded and fix a problem to the lasting gratification of the
houseowner. “To them it often seems miraculous.”
A positive attitude and perseverance are two essential
qualities to success, he says, as plumbing is often all
about problem solving. He says he has sometimes been
on the verge of giving up on a job, having tried everything,
before the solution reveals itself. “‘Never give up’ was and
remains my motto, until the job is done right. And always
ask yourself, ‘Are you happy with the job you’ve done?’. I
always conduct myself as if someone is looking over my
shoulder, and thereby make sure everything I do is right and
to standard.”
He is emphatic in this discipline because his biggest mistake
as a plumber came from rushing a job – though, he hastens to
add, he fixed the original error. It was a routine job, but rushed:
“It was a simple leak job, and I sent the springs down through
the pipe. I was under the impression the line was clear and
duly packed up. But later the pipe blocked again: and this time
I put through a longer spring and found a further blockage.
I realised from this to be thorough in what I do – if you think
something is the point of blockage, rather go a bit further
to make absolutely certain. Or you may have to return at
additional cost to complete the job, and the profit is all gone.”
Now, he trains his staff that call-backs to fix jobs is “a big
no-no”. He has also invested in the best leak detection and
pipe camera equipment on the market.
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There are a number of business units under the ARM brand name.

“He has implemented incentive schemes
which reward good, hard work, as well as
other aspects of the job, including good
driving habits and good health and safety
standards.”
It is through this level of professionalism that the business
has grown from a single person in 2007 to 35 twelve years
later, with Armstrong on average adding two vehicles to the
fleet every year. This has been accomplished by focusing to
a degree on insurance business and getting onto the panels
of various insurers, among other lines of business.
ARM is occasionally called out to fix up the messes left by
other plumbers – some of whom absconded from the job.
www.plumbingafrica.co.za
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He relates one such example: “I was called out by a kitchen
company in Edenvale, because they had a frantic customer
whose initial plumber had run off after having botched
the job. We’re often called to such jobs because we’re on
something of a crusade to get consumers to see that there is
a high standard in the industry.”
To this end the company insists its staff receive regular
training to the plumbing qualification

Challenges

“We all have
an obligation
to reinforce
the word to
consumers
to use only
IOPSAregistered
plumbers.”

www.plumbingafrica.co.za

Armstrong lists competitive pricing as a particular
challenge, especially when it is done by unregistered
people/’ plumbers.’ He is concerned that some insurers
are not insisting on CoCs for geyser installations. “There
is some slippage there” and he would like IOPSA to take
more initiative to tighten up this requirement. “Being in the
industry, we all have a responsibility to maintain the level
of workmanship performed by plumbers, and that people
doing such jobs are licensed and qualified plumbers, as
otherwise their poor workmanship reflects on all of us.
“In this instance, we all have an obligation to recommend
to consumers to use only IOPSA-registered plumbers. there
is come back from IOPSA should the installation not be
satisfactory. We constantly implore customers to refrain
from using people that are not reputable. Consumers

@plumbingonline

@plumbingonline

sometimes end up paying the ‘plumber’ more than they
would have paid a qualified plumber, because they’re now
in a compromised situation.”
From his experience, he says that some unqualified ‘
plumbers’ get onto the insurers’ panel through cahoots with
a staff member in the call centre. “We have been called in
to fix up truly shoddy work by an insurer-appointed plumber,
only to find after contacting IOPSA and PIRB that they are not
registered plumbers – so how did they get onto the insurer’s
panel? In one instance, a house-owner ended up with a
claim of R200 000.”
Regardless of such challenges, he believes that the industry
is looking stable, with lots of growth and opportunities for
development. He suggests that children should be exposed
to information about available opportunities in the plumbing
industry at an early age. “Children mustn’t fear doing what
they enjoy. If you like working with your hands, you should try
and pursue that,” says Armstrong.
A challenge at the moment is the coronavirus, and
Armstrong says for its duration his business has
implemented the most stringent safety precautions, including
additional PPE, as well as a heart scanner on all staff
returning to the office. The safety of the customer is just as
important and we are correctly suited up. PA
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