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Blood, sweat and sawdust
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Brian McGuinness was recently awarded an Order of Merit for services to the building
industry. It’s a huge honour but he’s most proud of the family business LT McGuinness,
which has been in the family for over 60 successful years.
By Nick Helm, Freelance Writer, TenPoint Ltd, Wellington
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n 1950, a young builder named Lawrence
Thomas McGuinness launched a modest
Wellington building company. A small
operation at first, LT McGuinness took on
jobs that Lawrence could tackle himself, with a
little help from his sons.
With a reputation for workmanship, the
business grew, and by the time his sons were
looking to make their own mark on the world,
business was booming. It was only natural that
they should join the family trade.
Over the decades that followed, Lawrence
and his sons matured LT McGuinness from
modest building jobs, to larger developments
and major refurbishment projects, until 2009,
when the brothers, now company directors,
celebrated their first $100 million commercial
development.

Like father like sons
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‘It was easy for me to get involved in construction
because my father was a builder,’ says Brian,
eldest of the four McGuinness brothers. ‘During
the school holidays, he would take me and my
brothers to work with him and teach us the
work ethic and, more importantly, how to work
together.’
Family businesses are not as common as
they once were in New Zealand, especially in
the trades, but Brian says the traditional values
of a long-standing family business can provide a
useful advantage in modern business.
‘People like to be able to really connect with
their contractors,’ he says. ‘The buck stops with
me and my brothers – we are pretty straight
up and down guys and we don’t pretend to be
anything we’re not. Clients can ring us up, get an
answer and rely on us to stand by what we say.’
He also has a clear idea where a managing
director should place his efforts, a sense that’s
heightened by responsibility that can only come
when it’s your family name hanging over the
door.
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Brian McGuinness, Managing Director of Wellington construction
firm LT McGuinness and recipient of the Member of the New
Zealand Order of Merit in the the 2012 New Years Honours.

Right people get quality results
‘For me, it is about keeping that culture alive,’
he says. ‘There are a lot of builders out there,
but to really stand out, you have to do things
right. It is unrelenting – every day you have to
produce the goods, and to do that you have to
get your staff to buy into the culture that you’re
actually producing something that is unique and
worthwhile.’
It’s clear his staff mean a great deal to him.
‘I try to get around the sites as much as I can
to be visible and talk to staff about any issues
that might concern them, whether it’s to do
with construction or not,’ he says. ‘I want to
make a connection and let them know they’re
valued, because people are the main ingredient
in construction. Having the right people is what
gets you the right results. It doesn’t happen by
chance, you have to work for years to develop
your people.’
He adds that some of his 100-strong
workforce have been with the company for
20–30 years and exhibit an exceptional level of
craftsmanship.

Reputation for quality heritage
refurbs
Although LT McGuinness deals mainly with
commercial developments, this craftsmanship
has earned it a reputation for quality
refurbishments of conservation and heritage
buildings.
It has restored several Wellington waterfront
buildings, including Queens Wharf, the Free
Ambulance building, the Odlins building
which now houses the New Zealand Stock
Exchange, and the Macs Brewery building next
door. The Chews Lane project was a mix of
new commercial developments and heritage
restorations, which first dipped the company
toe into the $100 million project pool.

Government House refurb special
But Brian says none of those jobs have the
same significance to him as the Government
House refurbishment. In 2008, LT McGuinness
began a $47-million restoration on this building.
As well as several changes to the internal layout,
the two-and-a-half-year project replaced the slate
roof, installed new infrastructure and services,
and seismically strengthened the entire 2-storey
wooden structure.
‘That project was a real honour,’ says Brian. ‘I
have clear memories of working on Government
House with my father and brother in the school
holidays in 1958. To go back there, some
50 years later, was something really very special.’
Despite the economic downturn, the majority
of the restoration went ahead and the completed
building was reopened for use in mid-2011.
‘It’s a beautiful building that will now last
another 100 or 200 years,’ he says. ‘I cannot
think of any other project that I’ve worked on that
gave me that same buzz. I think my father would
have been pretty stoked to see us there too.’
The project was also a milestone for the
company, cementing its reputation for heritage
work.

Still a place for craftsmanship
Shortly after the opening, the New Zealand
Historic Places Trust asked Brian to join its
Board of Trustees. With the fate of many
irreplaceable buildings left in doubt by
the Christchurch earthquakes, not just in
Canterbury, the Board needed someone with a
sensitivity to heritage issues, but one tempered
by practical experience with conservation
construction projects.
‘I feel a connection with a lot of heritage
buildings,’ says Brian. ‘But while they can bring
a lot of profile, they’re also a great responsibility.’
He says that heritage buildings are often
over 100 years old and were built by master
craftsmen who would dedicate years to a single
part of a project.
‘We think we’re sophisticated and clever now,
but there were some very clever people back
then. I really admire those skills. Tradesmen are
no less competent today, it’s just that their skill
sets have moved on to other areas,’ he says.
‘Things today are geared toward mass
production and economies of scale. But I think
there is still a place for craftsmanship and there
are still people out there who have the skill sets.’

He believes all New Zealand must adopt
a standardised approach to seismically
strengthening the commercial building stock,
an approach that takes factors such as
strengthening methodology and economic
practicality into account.
‘That is number one,’ he says. ‘We have to
give ourselves time to make good decisions
going forward. We need to identify the heritage
buildings that are special to New Zealand and
make sure we protect those first.’
He adds that he fully expects the
recommendations from the Royal Commission
into the Canterbury earthquakes to set the tone
for structural engineering in New Zealand for
decades to come.
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Seismic strengthening across NZ

First and foremost, heritage must be safe, he
says. ‘Christchurch was a wake up call in many
ways, and it has really galvanised people to do
something about the seismic capability of their
buildings,’ says Brian. ‘I’m concerned that we’re
not taking the proper time. What happened to
Christchurch was horrendous, but we should
not rush in, do things half-pied and knock over
buildings that we could have saved.’

that’s what I plan to do.’
He wants to see it all take place though, so
he says he’ll probably hang around for a few
years yet.

Changing of the guard

However, it’s more likely to be the next
McGuinness generation that will have to deal
with those problems.
‘We have our own sons coming through in
the business now,’ says Brian. ‘They are better
than we were at their age, but they have been
exposed to a lot more. People can say what they
like about young people, but there are some
pretty impressive young Kiwis out there who
really have the bit between their teeth.’
He says its important to know the right time
to back off as holding on too long can actually
be to the detriment of the company.
‘We want to leave it to the boys so that they
can run their own ship, but if they need any
advice or support, we are still here to give it,’ he
says. ‘I always reckon the trick with succession
planning is to be able to go out the back door
one day and no one knows you’re gone. So

Recognised for services to building
Despite his plans to secede, Brian’s career is
hardly in its twilight, as evidenced by his recent,
remarkable achievement. In the 2012 New Year
honours, Brian John McGuinness was made a
member of the New Zealand Order of Merit for
services to the building industry.
Typically modest, he credits everyone around
him and says it’s more an acknowledgement
of the quality of LT McGuinness’s conservation
work than a reflection of his own ability.
‘It was very much a surprise and a thrill to get
it,’ he says. ‘But I share it with my brothers and
all the people who make up the company. I just
happen to be the front guy. To me, it represents
a lot of old-fashioned values and how we have
developed as a company over the years. I hope
it represents a lot of good things to other people
too.’
He received dozens of messages of
congratulation from people all over the country.
One friend from the West Coast called to
register his approval and let him know he was
‘glad to see a good bastard got it’. They don’t
mince words on the Coast.
‘Funnily enough, they plan to hold the
investiture at Government House,’ says Brian,
before a short pause. ‘It all connects really,
doesn’t it? That will be a pretty significant day,
full of symbolism and meaning. I might even
think of the old man.’

The commercial development and refurbishment of the Chews
Lane precinct in Central Wellington was the first project by LT
McGuinness to top $100 million.

LT McGuinness does more than redevelopment projects. The
Wharewaka building on the Wellington waterfront was a new
commercial project on a clear site.

The restoration of Government House just prior to completion in 2011. This iconic project was an important milestone for LT
McGuinness, helping establish the company’s reputation for refurbishment work.
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