DRYWALL

MACHINE

Labor Technical
College

30 Rockefeller

OF THE FUTURE

D

rywall
construction
in New York
City is a force
to be reckoned with.
While the number of high
rise condos or massive
office buildings seems
to grow every day, when
you consider the interior
systems involved in every
building that goes up, or has already gone up, you
begin to realize that a Carpenter could work on one
building their entire career.
PanelMax website: www.grabberman.com/PanelMax
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“The man hours that we do (on drywall) is a
ridiculous amount,” says Joe Campo, a Shop
Steward at 30 Rockefeller Plaza, noting that “we
do a lot of drywall, that’s probably the majority
of our work.” With this heavy investment in
a single aspect of the construction industry, a
technological advancement in interior systems
could either give union Carpenters an avenue
to more work, or leave them behind in the dust.
That technological advancement right now is the
PanelMax machine designed and sold by Grabber

Construction
Products. A portable
board milling machine, the
PanelMax does previously diﬃcult processes
very eﬃciently with less materials and less
labor, described as “a revolutionary system that
makes creating intricate shapes and assemblies
from drywall much more aﬀordable,”. And if
you’re a union Carpenter, you have access to
one.
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T

he Labor Technical College
has recently purchased
one of their very own (and
even christened it the Amy Rose),
and are already at work putting
Apprentices through their paces
with it; and they’re determined to
get our members out to the jobsites
that use it with the knowledge of
how to run it. “We have to have
it here, because the members out
there are going to see it, and there’s
no reason why we shouldn’t run
it,” says Walter Warzecha of the
LTC, noting “We always expose
the Apprentices to new tools, and
then they bring it with them.” For
Instructor Manny Nieves, training
Apprentices on the PanelMax is an
evolution, but a needed one. “The
importance of having it here now,
is that some have already seen
it on the job, and they get out in
the ﬁeld, and when the contractor
asks who’s used it, they raise their
hand… I’ve been teaching this class
for four years, and this machine
has changed the way I teach the
curriculum.”
“They’re going to see

this in their career more than we
will,” notes Campo. And while
it’s an important training in the
Apprentice’s arsenal, the College
is trying to get Journey men and
women to get in and train on it as
well. “Another great reason to put
Apprentices on it is that they can
communicate to Journeyman onsite
that the College has this tool and
that they should check it out. Most
Journeymen are coming down here
for 32 hour, CPR, ﬁrst aid, etc., but
not to take a drywall class,” says
Warzecha.
But the main draw for
buying a PanelMax (which can run
into the tens of thousands), is the
machine itself. Complex shapes
which previously required complex
labor have now become simpler, at
least in terms of production. “It’s
speciﬁc thing is that it will bend
and make all square corners and
shapes…and as long as the board
is so big, it can do any kind of
shape; it can go down, it can go
over, it can come up, and then it
can come back; it can do all these
complex shapes based on whatever

the architect has speciﬁed,” says
Campo, who has been using the
machine at 30 Rockefeller Plaza.
But along with making such intricate
design work easier, the PanelMax
also facilitates a less labor intensive
method, and presents a very heavy
beneﬁt for the contractor. “It does
very clean work, very accurate
work, it minimizes the waste of the
materials, so in the long run, the
economics of it for the contractor
are very good,” say Nieves. While
most drywall is long single sheets,
anything that requires complexity
can take a lot of time to cut and
assemble, and is prone to error.
“The main thing that this
machine is going to accomplish
is accuracy, a project being done
correct the ﬁrst time…and the
client is going to be more likely to
call back because the work is done
right the ﬁrst time,” says Warzecha.
Joe Campo sees it taking hold in a
setting where massive interior work
is being done in a short amount
of time, noting that “If I can save
ten minutes on 20 feet of detail,
times 1600 linear feet, in the end
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that makes me more productive,
and in the end that makes us more
competitive.” The possibility of
more complex shapes also exists,
possibly allowing architects to

because of this machine,” (Nieves).
With all this innovation
contained in one machine, union
Carpenters are going to have one
more tool to help them stand

“The main thing that this machine is going to
accomplish is accuracy, a project being done
correct the first time…and the client is going to
be more likely to call back because the work is
done right the first time,” - Walter Warzecha

11 Madison Ave

imagine more elaborate interiors,
meaning that “Architects and
designers, who were a little
intimidated because of cost, they
may have these great visions of
detail, and when they see how
quick this is and the labor that it
reduces, you might start seeing
more intricate design in projects,”
(Warzecha). It’s opened up a new
avenue of Carpenters practicing
their speciﬁc skill set on site, and
now “the architects want their
products to look the way they look

above the non-union sector, and
hopefully secure more man hours
that would have gone non-union.
Along with 30 Rockefeller Plaza,
11 Madison Avenue was producing
material with the PanelMax, and
Carpenters are noticing that with
the accuracy and eﬃciency of the
ﬁnished product, the machine
can be used to produce material
for sites around the city. Campo
explains that “it hasn’t sunk it’s
teeth into the New York City market
until the last two years; it’s really

starting to change the industry,” and
Nieves says “it’s a great investment;
if a non-union site can’t aﬀord to
buy the machine, they can aﬀord
to buy the product from someone
with the machine,” which right now
means union Carpenters. Which is
why Warzecha was so passionate
about getting one for the College.
“When the CNC machine came out,
everyone thought it would cost
jobs, but you can’t look at it that
way. With new technology, if you
just bury your head in the sand,
it’s going to pass you by. We have
to make sure that we have that
technology, and that our members
know how to use it, and adapt to
it, and make it work for them so we
stay above the non-union sector.
In ﬁve years, I see most companies
either having one or having access
to one, because it’s going to save
you money: on labor, on callbacks,
on materials, on everything.”
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