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TeChnology: Modelling Today’s CiTies for ToMorrow
immersive, interactive replica cities will help city planners and developers build trust

By ChrIs WIesINger

Cities are on a trajectory to 
hold 70% of the world’s 
population by 2050. As 

we head into the middle of the 
century, our societies will trans-
form. The imperatives of climate 
cha nge dema nd ca ref u l a nd 
sustained attention to harness-
ing green energy and becoming 
smarter about energy use. Suc-
cess will be driven by intelligent 
use of key technologies like the 
internet of things, big data and 
artificial intelligence to better 
understand the pulse of our cit-
ies (“smart cities”). It also re-
quires transforming the physical 
infrastructure of cities to make 
them more resilient, maximiz-
ing public transit options and 
facilitating the introduction of 
autonomous vehicles. The com-
bination of these initiatives will 
help us build denser cities that 
are also more livable.

Proceeding on this critical agen-
da, one of our central concerns has 
to be improved management of 
capital. Capital, in the context of 
the built environment, is typically 
thought of in terms of money. Less 
attention is given to human, social 
and political capital. Indeed, if 
we look at recent experience in 
Vancouver, the levels of distrust 
and fear colouring work on the 
built environment tend to pro-
duce significant waste in terms 
of time, quality, rework, distrust, 

resentment, etc. Despite efforts by 
both the city and its developers to 
be more transparent, suspicion 
and distrust continue to produce 
strong resistance to development 
proposals. Short-term considera-
tions often overcome wise long-
term vision.

We live in an era of data over-
whelm. Simply making more in-
formation available to the public 
is not a panacea for building trust 
or social and political capital. 
Indeed, one of the challenges of 
making a lot of information avail-
able, as the city does on its permit-
ting and planning website, is that 
non-professional stakeholders 
lack the time and necessary skills 
to review, interpret and internal-
ize an understanding of what an 
array of PDFs communicate. And 
so traditional offers of transpar-
ency often yield two outcomes. 
The first is that people look at the 
quantity of data to absorb, and 
decide they don’t have the time 
to become informed and engaged. 
The second is that a small number 
of individuals do allocate the time 
to delve through the material, and 
become a channel of summarized 
information and opinions that 
may or may not be accurate or well 
grounded. The vagaries of inter-
pretation lead to discord, delays in 
approval and sometimes outright 
denial. In short, our practices of 
information transparency often 
fall short of their intent, which 
is to collaborate constructively 

with citizens and city stakehold-
ers and produce trust. This failure 
wastes financial, social and polit-
ical capital.

GeoSim’s Virtual Vancouver is a 
15.5-square-kilometre (and grow-
ing) testing platform demonstrat-
ing the output of new technologies 
that produce high-precision, im-
mersive 3D models of cities. The 
city model is a first of its kind in 
the world, combining five-to-
10-centimetre absolute spatial 
precision and one-centimetre vis-
ual resolution with parametricity 
(objects in the model can have a 
unique identity, carry data and be 
interacted with) and the capacity 
for real-time visualization (using 
Unity3D, a favourite of virtual 

reality developers). High-preci-
sion, high-resolution, interactive 
replica cities will play a pivotal role 
in helping city managers and city 
builders optimize the use of so-
cial, political and financial capital 
by transforming data-intensive 
communications into immersive 
experiences that produce insight.

I n s te a d  o f  o v e r w h e l m i n g 
people with data and informa-
tion, GeoSim’s Virtual Vancouver 
provides an immersive context 
within which city planners and 
developers can insert 3D models 
of proposed new infrastructure or 
building proposals. Imagine being 
able to “step into” a representa-
tion of the future, and literally 
“walk around” a new building, 

see it at human scale and adjust 
your point of view to any height 
and any orientation. Seeing the 
new building in context allows 
everything to fall into place with 
minimal explanation. In contrast 
with an information-intensive 
briefing in which stakeholders 
have to build their own mental 
model of the future, this approach 
goes beyond traditional cogni-
tive ways of understanding the 
new, taking advantage of the much 
richer perceptive powers of the 
human body. 

With a little development and 
customization, GeoSim models 
can also enable various forms of 
scientific and data-driven simula-
tion. The model enables dynamic 
time-of-day selection, meaning 
that shadow studies become much 
richer and perceptual. Given data 
on existing pedestrian, bike and 
car traffic in a neighbourhood – 
all of which can be transformed 
from statistics into visual simu-
lations – planners will be able to 
add the population- and traffic- 
increase scenarios generated by a 
new building.

In this way, GeoSim 3D mod-
els will contribute significantly 
to a city’s capacity to accelerate 
critical investment and optimize 
the use of financial, social and 
political capital by building trust 
through transparency. •

Chris wiesinger is Ceo and co-founder of 
geosim Cities inc.

Geosim’s Virtual Vancouver provides an immersive context 
within which city planners and developers can insert 3d models 
of proposed structures | Geosim 

KUdos: Tsawwassen projeCT earns bUilder Top award

The recent Tsaw wassen 
M i l l s shoppi ng cent re 
project in Delta is gar-

nering acclaim and recognition 
for design and construction. 
Despite facing numerous chal-
lenges throughout the 46-month 
project, collaborating company 
Ledcor successfully delivered 
t he m a l l  on t i me a nd u nder 
budget.

Ledcor Construction won the 
prest ig iou s 2017 Va ncouver 
Regional Construction Asso-
ciation (VRCA) Gold Award of 
Excellence for its work on the 
Tsaw wassen M i l ls shoppi ng 
centre.

Work on Tsawwassen Mills 
broke ground on December 17, 
2012, and the mall opened on Oc-
tober 5, 2016. The project features 
1.2 million square feet of retail 
space and a 1,100-seat food hall. 
Modelled after CrossIron Mills 
in Calgary and Vaughan Mills in 
Greater Toronto, the new B.C. 
mall is the largest shopping cen-
tre built in Canada since 2009 
and spreads out over 116 acres. 
With a contract value of $430 mil-
lion, the project was a massive 

undertaking.

Challenges with site 
preparation
While all the Mills projects were 
similar in construction, the Tsaw-
wassen project stood out due to 
elevation issues on the initial site.

“It was basically a pumpkin field 
under about a foot of water,” said 
Peter Bond, Ledcor’s director of 
national accounts. “We had to 
raise the elevation 10 feet to bring 
it above the flood plains.”

The project was an unpreced-
ented four years of work, largely 
due to site preparation needs.

“This one took a lot longer,” 
Bond said. “We did just over 18 
months of site preparation before 
we even started building.”

Ledcor had to use 2.2 million 
cubic yards of dredged river sand 
to raise the elevation. The sand 
was supplied by Mainland Sand & 
Gravel, which works closely with 
Fraser River Pile & Dredge.

“T hey have the contract to 
dredge the river to keep shipping 
channels open, so we worked 
closely with both to ensure ad-
equate supply when needed,” 

Bond said. “We basically took 
every bit of sand they had for one 
year.”

Incorporating new 
technology 
Ledcor used a wick drain process 
to deal with excess on-site water 
issues. The team pushed four-
inch-wide geotextile-wrapped 
corrugated plastic 80 feet into 
the ground. This assisted in the 
release of pore pressure in the 
ground and sped up the release 

of water pressure, reducing the 
preload times.

“This had never been done in 
the Lower Mainland before,” 
said Bond. “It gave us the op-
portunity to make up some lost 
time.”

The more drains Ledcor set up 
on site, the greater the reduction 
in time. By the end of the project, 
62,000 drains had been installed 
and preload times had been re-
duced to three to six months 
from six to nine months.

Manpower
The single-storey mall boasts 
structural steel framing, and the 
food court and promo court are 
composed of heavy timber. The 
project demanded large amounts 
of material, including 52,000 
sheets of drywall, 2.8 million 
kilograms of structural steel and 
over 28,000 tonnes of concrete to 
form the foundation.

“In the last month, we were 
running in at about 3,000 people 
a day on site,” Bond said. “Logis-
tically, it was a case of monitor-
ing a big space and making sure 
we had the right materials on 
hand.

“We had staff on site, and the 
owner was on the site all the time, 
as was the architect and consult-
ant. It made for very rapid turn-
around and resolutions of issues, 
design problems and approvals. 
Everything worked smoothly.

“It really comes down to having 
the right team of people work-
ing, and accepting the fact that 
the only thing that is consistent 
is change. They pulled together 
for a result that I believe speaks 
for itself.”•

Tsawwassen Mills shopping centre builder overcomes engineering and logistics challenges to earn acclaim as standout in its field

First nations culture is strongly represented throughout the mall. 
electrical contractor Houle electric Ltd. installed the lighting for 
the large-scale retail project | HouLe eLectric Ltd.
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outLooK: bUildforCe Canada sees TighT ConsTrUCTion 
laboUr MarKeT in b.C. over The nexT five years
recruitment challenges likely to continue as demand stays strong and a large segment of the workforce moves closer to retirement

By BIll FerreIra

British Columbia will ex-
perience a tight construc-
tion labour market over 

the next five years, with only 
a few temporary reprieves, ac-
cording to BuildForce Canada’s 
most recent outlook. Major fac-
tors influencing the demand for 
workers include a cluster of mass 
retirements and a shift in em-
phasis between large infrastruc-
ture projects, multi-unit housing 
construction and renovations.

Entering 2018, B.C. has just 
experienced the largest single 
increase in construction em-
ployment in a decade. Major 
non-residential projects and con-
tinued housing-sector expansion 
have helped to drive construction 
unemployment rates under 5%, 
according to year-to-date Labour 
Force Survey data. It’s no wonder 
that the construction sector is 
already grappling with recruit-
ment challenges. The province’s 
job vacancy rates in construction, 
measured quarterly by Statis-
tics Canada’s Job Vacancy and 
Wage Survey, have risen to 6%, 
the highest level since tracking 
began in 2015. 

The year ahead may provide 
construction employers with a 
temporary reprieve, however, as 
major non-residential projects in-
cluding the Site C dam, pipelines 
and planned mining, transporta-
tion and infrastructure projects 
rev up for major activity in 2019 
and beyond. At the same time, 
demand for non-residential con-
struction employment should in-
crease by 20% and peak by 2021. 
The potential construction of at 
least one major liquefied natural 
gas facility may further increase 
labour market pressures.

The anticipated starts of these 
major non-residential projects 
stack the increase in demand over 
a three-year period to a level of 
activity never experienced before 
in the province. 

Residential construction ac-
tivity peaked in 2017. Although 
large multi-unit and condomin-
ium projects will continue to keep 
the sector active, new builds are 
expected to give way to increasing 
levels of renovation work over the 
decade. By 2027, residential em-
ployment is expected to retreat to 
more normal levels at about 10% 
below the 2017 employment peak.

Overall construction activity 

will likely decrease over the last 
half of the decade as non-resi-
dential projects are completed and 
anticipated population growth 
slows, along with related residen-
tial construction activity. 

However, BuildForce Canada 
expects that retirements will take 
a huge bite out of the construc-
tion labour force. The BuildForce 
labour market information sys-
tem, which tracks labour supply, 
including retirements and new 
entrants, predicts that 41,000 
construction workers – 22% of 
the current labour force – will re-
tire from the provincial industry 
over the next decade. As B.C.’s 
population ages, the industry will 
also experience a decline in the 
number of younger workers avail-
able to fill the labour gap by 2027 
– only about 33,000 first-time 
workers under the age of 30, ac-
cording to historical trends.

On a granular level, the Lower 
Mainland will continue to experi-
ence unique population growth 
pressures driving demand for 
housing, commercial and insti-
tutional construction and civil 
works projects such as public 
transit to serve new residents. 
That same population pressure 

is also creating a challenge for 
workers relocating to the Low-
er Mainland, where the cost of 
living remains a disincentive to 
migration. 

The growing demand for new 
construction in the province may 
create some project-management 
challenges as the industry strug-
gles to head off an anticipated 
skills vacuum as it trains newer 
workers to replace the anticipated 
growing number of industry re-
tirees. Attention to specific skills 
will be required to develop worker 
skill sets in the hardest-hit trades. 
The construction sector won’t be 

experiencing these issues alone, 
as other sectors compete for those 
same workers. 

To overcome these challenges, 
the construction industry will 
need to actively engage locally, 
increasing initiatives aimed at re-
cruiting new workers from groups 
underrepresented in its workforce, 
such as Indigenous people, women 
and new immigrants. While the 
recruitment challenges are great, 
they are not insurmountable for 
an industry that remains a pillar 
of the province’s economy and 
will remain so for years to come. •

bill ferreira has played a leading role 
in Canada’s construction industry for 
nearly a decade. he assumed the role of 
executive director at buildforce Canada 
in 2017, after serving as vice-president of 
government relations and public affairs 
at the Canadian Construction association 
since 2008. ferreira also served as a senior 
policy adviser in a range of portfolios for 
the federal government, subsequently 
joining a boutique government relations 
firm in ottawa, focusing his expertise 
on the energy, transportation and 
telecommunications sectors. he also 
played a pivotal role as director of 
government affairs at the forest products 
association of Canada. 

Bil l Ferreira , executive 
director of Bui ld  Force 
canada, predicts there will 
be a tighter labour market in 
B.c. | suBmitted
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By FIoNa Famulak

The key to driving innova-
tion i n a ny i ndustry is 
collaboration. So says Ste-

phen Good, CEO of the Construc-
tion Scotland Innovation Centre, 
an organization launched in 2014 
by Scotland’s construction as-
sociation to foster a culture of 
innovation within the country’s 
construction industry. 

Employing about 130,000 work-
ers across 31,000 businesses, 80% 
of which have fewer than eight 
employees, the size and demo-
graphic of the construction in-
dustry in Scotland is not unlike 
that in British Columbia, where 
most businesses are small-to-
medium-sized enterprises. It 
therefore makes sense that the 
Vancouver Regional Construction 
Association (VRCA) embarks on 
some international collaboration 
in order to learn more about how 

the centre is supporting construc-
tion innovation in Scotland so that 
we can expedite progress in B.C. 

What exactly is construction 
innovation? Simply, it’s the suc-
cessful introduction of new tech-
nologies and processes. It can be 
a fresh approach to attracting and 
retaining employees through a 
creative array of employee bene-
fits as developed by VRCA mem-
ber Canada Scaffold Supply Co. 
Ltd. It’s a manufacturer’s decision 
to leverage its prefab construc-
tion capabilities and contribute 
to Canada’s first multi-unit mod-
ular residence meeting Passive 
House standards, as we saw at 
Britco LP (now Metric Modular), 
recipient of VRCA’s 2016 Judges’ 
Award. It includes a contractor’s 
commitment to drive change by 
operating at the leading edge of 
the market adoption curve, as is 
the case at Division 15 Mechanical 
Ltd., VRCA’s 2016 Member of the 
Year and a recognized champion 
of business information modelling  
in our industry. There is much 
more.

Whether focused on people, 
processes or technology, in-
novation improves a business’ 
productivity and its resilience 
to challenging market forces, 
and it enhances the quality and 
performance of projects. An in-
novative company offers better 

customer value because it is more 
productive and it helps to raise the 
bar across the industry, forcing 
everyone to find better ways of 
doing things. It is also a cool com-
pany – an attractive proposition 
to young workers.

At VRCA we believe that excel-
lence, underpinned by a culture 
of learning and innovation, is a 
critical factor for the survival and 
prosperity of VRCA’s members 
and B.C.’s construction indus-
try as a whole. That belief has 
informed our 2017-20 strategic 
plan, a road map that focuses on 
excellence through adoption of 
best-in-class approaches and in-
novative construction process-
es, technologies, materials and 
business strategies as a way to 

bring about the transformational 
change the industry needs to stay 
competitive. 

In this edition of Construction 
in Vancouver, you will read how 
VRCA plans to elevate to a new 
level its industry roles – to edu-
cate, advocate and facilitate – 
through the evolution of current 
programs and services, and the 
development of new offerings to 
harness the opportunities and 
address the challenges facing 
members now and in the future. 

Unprecedented econom ic, 
demographic and technological 
pressures are profoundly affect-
ing the construction industry. 
Ten years from now, we will be 
expected to deliver projects that 
perform better – buildings that 

are, for instance, carbon neutral 
or close to it, using substantially 
less labour and materials. 

We need to embrace construc-
tion innovation because “busi-
ness as usual” doesn’t cut it any 
longer. At VRCA, we’re commit-
ted to driving excellence through 
continuous learning, collabora-
tion and construction innovation. 
We invite you to join us on our 
mission. •

fiona famulak is president of the 
vancouver regional Construction 
a ssoc iat ion ,  the la rges t  reg iona l 
construction association in b.C., which 
represent s  c lose to 70 0 member 
companies that operate in the industrial, 
commercial and institutional construction 
industry.

Collaboration is key ingredient to successful innovation
vrCa approaching construction innovation in practical ways

John Furlong, ceo of the Vancouver organizing committee for the 2010 olympic and Paralympic 
Winter Games, delivers the opening keynote address at the 2017 construction Leadership Forum in 
Whistler, B.c. |  VancouVer reGionaL construction association

oUTlooK: b.C.’s ConsTrUCTion indUsTry plans for fUTUre
vancouver regional Construction association strategizes in anticipation of industry changes

The B.C. construction in-
dustry is set to experi-
ence some major changes 

throughout the next decade, and 
the Vancouver Regional Con-
struction Association (VRCA) has 
shaped its new three-year vision 
to meet and safeguard against the 
upcoming challenges.

The VRCA is the largest and 
oldest construction association 
in B.C., serving nearly 700 gen-
eral and trade contractors, manu-
facturers, suppliers and service 
providers including architects, 
engineers and insurance provid-
ers operating in the commercial, 
industrial and institutional con-
struction industry. The $16 billion 
construction industry provides 
8.6% of B.C.’s wealth. With over 
225,000 employees in the prov-
ince, it is B.C.’s largest employer in 
the goods sector. That employer, 
however, is changing drastically.

Education becomes top 
industry priority
By 2026, the construction indus-
try in B.C. is projected to face a 
skilled-labour shortfall of around 
15,000 jobs. BuildForce Canada’s 
2017-26 Construction and Main-
tenance Looking Forward report 
states that B.C.’s labour market 

will be facing significant strain in 
the next decade due to the demand 
from major resource projects that 
over-occupy the local construc-
tion workforce. The VRCA says 
that expanding that workforce 
is crucial.

“Currently one in 69 students 
pursue a skilled trade on leaving 
high school,” said VRCA presi-
dent and chartered accountant 
Fiona Famulak. “We need to get 
that ratio to approximately one in 
seven if we are to respond effect-
ively to the 2026 projected labour 
shortage.”

Retirements will pull out 22% 
of B.C.’s current construction in-
dustry workforce over the next 
decade. This will result in a large 
skills vacuum, a crisis that the 
VRCA is hoping to navigate with 
its new plan.

In order to safeguard against a 
skills vacuum, on-site knowledge 
needs to be transferred regularly, 
and training and education needs 
to be a top industry priority. The 
VRCA’s plan focuses on educating 
those inside the industry, from 
apprentice levels to executive 
positions. The plan also includes 
education designed specifically 
for public-sector employees, 
with manager and leader training 

workshops and forums.
“Education is a bridge to excel-

lence,” Famulak said. “We want 
to foster a culture of continuous 
learning across the industry by 
offering world-class technical and 
non-technical training.”

Pressure to build faster, 
greener
As climate change becomes more 
concerning, the construction in-
dustry is gearing up to respond 
to urbanization demands in a 
more environmentally friendly 
way. The industry sees itself as 
an important solution for cli-
mate change, and it continues 
to be a leading consumer of new 

technologies and materials.
By 2032, the construction in-

dustry is expected to be building 
carbon-neutral buildings, and by 
2041 one million people are ex-
pected to have relocated to Metro 
Vancouver. The VRCA is hoping 
that its new three-year vision will 
help the B.C. construction indus-
try build faster, greener and more 
productively than in the past.

The influx of new technologies 
and increasingly rigorous per-
formance requirements demanded 
by the public and governments 
are making construction projects 
much more complex. The VRCA 
says that architects, engineers 
and contractors need to have a 

closer working relationship with 
the owner community to ensure 
efficiency and value. 

The VRCA is working on en-
gaging collaboratively with its 
members and with the public sec-
tor in hopes of fostering a mutual 
understanding of key industry 
issues, and is working on positive 
solutions for all parties.

Networking for the future
Population growth, workforce and 
climate change concerns are now 
a top priority for B.C.’s construc-
tion industry. The VRCA says that 
taking care of those within the in-
dustry and encouraging a culture 
of communication between the 
industry and communities will 
be key to any success.

“Our industry depends on con-
nections – connections to people, 
bidding opportunities – and, be-
cause the majority of members 
are small-medium enterprises, 
ways to save money are crucial,” 
Famulak said.

The VRCA hopes that education 
programs within B.C.’s construc-
tion sector and persistent focus 
on transparency and networking 
will help the construction indus-
try meet upcoming challenges 
head-on. •

the construction Leadership Forum brings together education, 
advocacy and facilitation under one roof |  VancouVer reGionaL 
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Is your employee benefits 
plan as flexible as you are?

Ommm… we offer plan flexibility along with great 
service and experts every step of the way so that you can 
get on with your business (or your yoga class).  Give us a 
call for a benefits plan that works for you.

Built for the construction industry.

info@bccabenefits.ca
www.bccabenefits.ca
1 800 665 1077
604 683 7353

Attract, train and retain workers 
for business success.
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WorkPLace: Pot LeGaLization PromPts concerns

Ma r iju a n a i s set to b e 
legal in Canada by the 
beginning of summer, 

and employers are considering 
what the decriminalization will 
mean for workplaces. Concerns 
over regulations of medicinal and 
recreational use are high due to 
the lack of research on the effects 
of marijuana on cognition.

One in five people use mari-
juana in B.C. – a number that 
is expected to grow slowly over 
time. Up to 80% of Canadians 
consume alcohol, and 6% to 22% 
do so while working.

But marijuana impairment is 
very different from alcohol – it’s 
cognitive, not physical. Over 
time, public health concerns will 
lead to increased pressure to more 
heavily regulate usage, particu-
larly in the workplace.

What will happen 
immediately after 
legalization?
There won’t be an immediate 
change once marijuana is offi-
cially legalized, according to Dave 
Earle, vice-president of govern-
ment relations and HR services at 
the Construction Labour Relations 
Association of BC.

“Employers who think they 
don’t have a n issue i n thei r 

workplace now are dreaming,” 
said Earle. “Clearly substance use 
– not just marijuana – is a prob-
lem in Canadian workplaces.”

The Construction Labour Re-
lations Association drug testing 
program consistently finds that 
the No. 1 drug of choice in the 
workplace, more than everything 
else combined, is cocaine rather 
than marijuana. Employers have 
no way of knowing how marijuana 
affects work performance.

“We have no way of measuring 
impairment and managing social 
norms,” said Earle. “We are legal-
izing a substance that we do not 
have an understanding of how to 
manage.”

Due to the lack of research, 

employers do not know how much 
marijuana is too much and how 
much is enough to be able to do 
certain tasks.

“As marijuana use becomes nor-
malized and becomes something 
people use like they do alcohol, 
we will not necessarily have a 
framework to be able to manage 
the fallout,” said Earle.

Workplace medicinal use
The B.C. Workers Compensation 
Act requires that no worker enter 
or remain in a workplace where 
their ability to work safely is im-
paired by alcohol, drugs or other 
causes. Workers have the duty to 
self-disclose and employers have 
the duty to inquire. So, according 
to Earle, if a worker has a prescrip-
tion for marijuana, it is irrelevant.

“If I go to a physician and they 
prescribe me medicine, they’re 
going to be able to tell me that it 
causes drowsiness [among other 
things],” said Earle. “We under-
stand the active substance in the 
medications – they’ve been well 
researched and extremely tightly 
controlled in terms of quality. Ma-
rijuana is not.”

Earle sees this as the central 
problem, as legalization looms 
ahead.

“Recreational or medicinal, 

none of it really matters – it’s 
the issue of [being able to] work 
safely,” said Earle. “If you can, 
great. If you can’t, then you can’t 
go to work.”

The difference between 
alcohol and marijuana 
impairment
Over time, employers are go-
ing to have to start dealing with 

marijuana use the same way 
they’ve dealt with alcohol in the 
past, Earle said.

“With alcohol, you lose motor 
control so you stumble and lose 
balance. That doesn’t happen 
with marijuana, so how do you 
measure perception of risk?”

Canadians are early into re-
search on marijuana because it 
has not been legal, and therefore 
proper studies have not been com-
pleted on potential workplace 
hazards.

“We couldn’t dose [subjects] 
with THC and measure the ef-
fects like we could with alcohol 
and driving before,” Earle said. 
“We are a long, long way from 
understanding what to do with 
[legalizing marijuana], and yet 
we’re going to go ahead and do it.”

Getting employers prepared
The No. 1 thing for employers to 
do once marijuana is decriminal-
ized is to educate their workforce 
and explain the law.

“The law in B.C. is exquisitely 
clear with impairment,” said 
Earle. “Manage the issue of im-
pairment and ensuring that your 
workforce is present both physic-
ally and mentally, and fit to do the 
job in front of them. If you focus 
on that, it’ll be fine.” •

Construction employers urged to educate workforce about laws prohibiting impairment on the job

as legalization approaches, 
marijuana poses a problem 
for the construction sector in 
B.c. | LiGHtsPrinG/sHutterstock

We are legalizing a substance 
that we do not have an 
understanding of how to 
manage

Dave Earle
Vice-president, government 
relations and HR services, 
Construction Labour Relations 
Association of BC
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Procurement: tHe unsunG Heroes oF PuBLic ProJects

By the BrItIsh ColumBIa 
CoNstruCtIoN assoCIatIoN

Government is the largest 
construction ow ner i n 
B.C., with taxpayers fund-

ing billions of dollars’ worth of 
construction projects every year 
at the provincial and municipal 
levels. Over $75 billion worth of 
large projects were underway 
during 2017 in B.C., with an-
other $325 billion coming down 
the pike.

These are big projects and big 
dollars, and they affect com-
munities across every region of 
B.C. When the public sector does 
a good job with procurement on 
a construction project, everyone 
benefits. The projects have better 
outcomes, cost less and are more 
likely to be completed on time.

The truth is, procurement pro-
fessionals are the unsung (and 
often invisible) heroes of a con-
struction project: if procurement 
isn’t done well, it sets the entire 
project on a path to higher risk of 
cost overruns and delays.

Procuring construction servi-
ces in the public sector is a highly 
specialized practice requiring 
unique experience, knowledge 
and skill. With contractors in de-
mand, resources at a premium 
and timelines tight, procurement 

professionals hold the master key 
– now more than ever – to a suc-
cessful project delivery.

The high rate of retirement 
among public-sector procurement 
professionals is causing ripples of 
concern across B.C.’s construction 
industry, which is experiencing 
the same demographic shift. With 
the changing of the guard, collab-
oration between the public sector 
and industry will help to ensure 
that important legacy knowledge 
and experience is passed on to the 
next generation of professionals.

T he BC Construction Asso-
ciation (BCCA), the province’s 
provincial advocate for the indus-
trial, commercial and industrial 
construction sector, recognized 
seven public projects and owners 
for excellence in construction pro-
curement in 2017. The initiative 
was spearheaded by Warren Perks, 
BCCA vice-president of indus-
try practices and chairman of the 
industry standards and practices 
committee, which contributed to 
the creation of the list of honour-
ees. The list includes:
•Public Works and Government 

Services Canada (Pacific region) 
for procurement practices;

•Town of Smithers for the airport 
expansion project;

•Lower Mainland Facilities Man-
agement health authorities for 

procurement practices;
•Interior Health Authority for 

procurement practices;
•Defence Construction Canada 

Comox procurement team for 
procurement practices;

•City of Vernon for the Vernon 
Multi-Use Facility expansion; 
and 

•Vancouver Island Health Author-
ity for procurement practices.
“Achieving excellence in con-

struction procurement is a diffi-
cult task, and it’s near impossible 
to get everything done perfect-
ly,” Perks said. “However, these 
owners worked hard to achieve 
high standards of fairness and 
t ra n s pa rency on t hei r pro-
jects, and we felt they should be 

recognized.”
The Infrastructure Masterclass 

is a key resource and catalyst for 
dialogue around construction 
procurement. Introduced at the 
end of 2017, the daylong intensive 
course is provided by the regional 
construction associations and is 
attended by public-sector con-
struction procurers. The response 
has strongly reinforced the need 
for greater awareness of the sig-
nificance of this work and the re-
sponsibilities of the professionals 
who undertake it.

 “Ultimately, public owners 
whose contract opportunities are 
distinguished by professional, 
well-structured procurement 
processes and project outcomes 

achieve a reputation as owners 
of choice,” said BCCA president 
Chris Atchison. 

For the foreseeable future, with 
major public projects like the 
Site C hydroelectric dam moving 
ahead and LNG Canada gearing 
up to make its final investment 
decision, the construction mar-
ket in B.C. is not likely to cool 
down. As competition among 
owners for high-quality con-
tractors continues to make B.C. 
a seller’s market, owners should 
not underestimate the importance 
of the construction procurement 
process.

“Make sure your procurement 
team is fully up to date on the con-
struction delivery options and 
how to assess their suitability for 
your project,” cautioned Atchison. 
“There are unique public-sector 
obligations that must be met in 
regard to fair, open and transpar-
ent processes.”

It remains to be seen who the 
Best in Public Sector Procure-
ment honourees will be for 2018, 
but we know one thing for sure: 
their visibility as owners of choice 
in B.C.’s construction sector will 
help them attract the best con-
tractors to their projects for years 
to come.

For more information visit www.
bccassn.com/masterclass. •

procuring construction services in the public sector requires unique experience, knowledge and skill

With major public projects like the site c hydroelectric dam 
moving ahead, competition for high-quality contractors 
highlights the need for owners not to underestimate the 
importance of the construction procurement process | suBmitted

Does arbitration deliver?
The advantages and risks of resolving a dispute through an arbitrator

By Norm streu aND 
ChrIstopher hIrst

Construction disputes are 
frequently complex and 
technical in nature. Re-

solving such disputes in the justice 
system can leave all sides frus-
trated with the time and expense 
that compliance with the proced-
ure demanded in court involves. 

Arbitration is often heralded as 
the answer to the slow and ex-
pensive court process. But does 
arbitration deliver?

The short answer is “some-
times.” Arbitration has some ad-
vantages over the court process, 
but it can also have significant 
disadvantages. Whether arbitra-
tion is the right solution for your 
construction dispute will depend 
on the particular circumstances of 
that dispute.

Arbitration is often confused 
with mediation. The two process-
es are, however, very different.

Mediation is, in essence, simply 
a negotiation session where one 
person, the mediator, facilitates 
the negotiation. A trained medi-
ator helps the parties achieve a 
mutually satisfactory resolution of 
the dispute. The mediator has no 
power to coerce and relies solely 
on his or her powers of persuasion 

to help the parties reach a mu-
tually acceptable compromise.

Arbitration is more akin to the 
process found in a courthouse. 
An arbitrator plays a role similar 
to a judge. He or she will make 
findings of fact and law and will 
ultimately provide reasons for 
judgment at the conclusion of a 
hearing in which both parties have 
had an opportunity to present 
their cases. Often, the parties, by 
advance agreement, bind them-
selves irrevocably to the arbitra-
tor’s decision. Even in the absence 
of such an agreement, the right 
to appeal an arbitrator’s decision 
to a court is narrowly circum-
scribed and limited to questions 
of law where the parties consent 
to an appeal or, where the parties 
do not consent, where leave has 
been granted by the court. Recent 
changes to the rules governing 
arbitrations now allow for appeals 
to be made to a three-person arbi-
tral panel, but this is very recent 
and the scope of appeals from this 
appeal tribunal to the courts has 
not been determined. 

An arbitration generally has 
fewer procedural rules than court 
cases have. Parties will determine 
in advance much of the proced-
ure to be followed. In some cases, 
an arbitration will closely mimic 

the procedure followed at trial. In 
other cases, the process is kept less 
formal and reduces the procedural 
safeguards employed in a trial.

The parties will agree on the se-
lection of an arbitrator. In many 
cases, they will choose an ex-
perienced construction lawyer to 
serve in the role. In other cases, 
however, the parties will choose 
an expert in their particular field 
to arbitrate the matter. 

Arbitration has many advantages 
over court proceedings. Arbitrat-
ed disputes are almost always re-
solved far more quickly than court 
proceedings. Depending on the 
circumstances, arbitrations can 
be less costly than court proceed-
ings, although this is by no means 
always the case. Arbitrations can 
sometimes achieve a result that 
is fairer than that rendered by a 
court proceeding, given that an 
experienced construction arbi-
trator will often likely be more 
familiar with construction issues 
and the construction milieu than 
will a randomly assigned judge. 
Finally, arbitrations allow the par-
ties to resolve disputes in a private 
process, in a less imposing set-
ting than a courtroom, and, where 
agreed to, without the presence of 
counsel.

However, arbitration also has 

some disadvantages. Arbitrations 
tend to streamline court proced-
ures. While this is often seen as 
advantageous, court procedures 
were created to ensure the fair-
ness of the hearing. By speeding 
up the process, arbitrations can 
be significantly less procedur-
ally fair to the participants than 
trials are. Arbitrations, until very 
recently, also lacked the appeal 
process possessed by normal court 
channels. Yet even with the ap-
peal tribunal, it remains the case 
that many arbitration agreements 
typically require the parties to be 
bound virtually absolutely by the 
arbitrator’s decision. 

If you are considering arbitra-
tion to resolve a dispute, always 
ask yourself whether you are pre-
pared to live with the arbitrator’s 
decision no matter how strongly 
you disagree with it. If you are not 
prepared to take the chance that 
the arbitrator might get it totally 
wrong, you may be better off with 
another mechanism of dispute 
resolution. •

norm streu is president and chief 
operating officer of lMs reinforcing 
steel group. Christopher hirst is a partner 
and the leader of the construction and 
engineering group at alexander holburn 
beaudin + lang llp.

An arbitrator plays a 
role similar to a judge. 
He or she will make 
findings of fact and 
law and will ultimately 
provide reasons for 
judgment
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taXes: cHanGes cHaLLenGe reaL estate, construction

By mNp

Canadian business owners 
have spent the past few 
months on edge, confused 

and worried about the potential 
negative consequences of pro-
posed federal tax changes for 
private corporations first intro-
duced this summer.

Over the last several months, 
there has been angst and anger 
as entrepreneurs in all sectors, 
including the construction in-
dustry, have debated what their 
best course of action would be for 
their business and their family’s 
future, faced with unclear in-
for m at ion f rom t he fe d era l 
government – particularly on 
passive investments and income 
sprinkling. 

Passive-investment changes 
are set to place limits on the use 
of business tax rates on invest-
ments from a business instead of 
personal investing; investments 
that are often made with a busi-
ness’ future growth or economic 
cycles in mind. 

Changes for income sprink-
ling mean that dividends paid 
to family members (including 
a spouse) are to be taxed at the 
highest rate if such dividends 
exceed a reasonable amount for 
their contributions to the com-
pany in the year. And then, just 
prior to Christmas, three excep-
tions were revealed that would 
not be subject to the highest rate:  
•dividends paid to family mem-

bers who work in the business 
an average of 20 hours per week 
in a given year or any five pre-
vious years;  

•family members who are at 
least 25 yea rs old a nd ow n 
at least 10% of the shares of 
the company (both votes and 
value) and the business is not 
a services company; or

•where a business owner is 65 or 
older and splits income with a 
spouse (aligning with the ex-
isting pension-splitting rules).
While clarification around the 

sprinkling exceptions was wel-
comed and useful, the net effect 

of the overall tax changes will 
still cause most construction 
company owners to pay more tax 
in 2018 on the money they take 
out of their companies to live 
on. Or they will have less work-
ing capital in 2018 to fund their 
business as they remove more 
from the company to end up with 
the same net income as today. 

Financial experts worry that 
the general uncertainty for the 
last ha l f of 2017 a nd the re-
sulting impact these changes 
have on taxation and tax plan-
ning could lead to a negative blip 
in the economy. Eddy Burello, a 
partner and real estate tax lead 
w it h accou nt i ng f i r m M N P, 
is concerned that there could 
be unintended consequences, 
particularly in the construction 
sector. 

“Con s t r uct ion compa n ie s 
are particularly vulnerable to 
fluctuations in the economy – 
and particularly vulnerable to 
fluctuations in contracts which 
require revenue withholds and 
have significant financial re-
sources needed for a sustainable 
business structure and strategy,” 
Burello said. “When tax changes 
may potentially erode the abil-
ity to harvest these resources 
and have passive investments 
in order to make sure they have 
a sustainable business model 
during economic fluctuations, 
it becomes very problematic.

“As year-end approached, our 
clients still didn’t know if they 
should save less for the company 
and pay out more to family mem-
bers now to minimize the impact 
of changes to income sprinkling, 
or whether they should pay less 
dividends now and put more into 
passive investments to capitalize 
on grandfathering provisions. 
These are opposing goals for tax 
planning.

“Without knowing the ultim-
ate effect, our clients could not 
confidently plan for their busi-
ness and their families. A nd 
these immediate decisions could 
end up harming them in the fu-
ture, as historical contributions 

would undoubtedly be part of 
future tax calculations.” 

Unwelcomed uncertainty
Doug Tyce, partner and B.C. 
leader of MNP’s real estate and 
construction services team, said 
the B.C. construction industry 
boom already has enough chal-
lenges of its own – including, 
most notably, a lack of labour. 
Uncertainty in government tax 
rules is just adding another layer 
of difficulty for the industry, he 
said.

“Tax changes as significant as 
these are going to make it more 
difficult for the smaller con-
tractors to grow and compete,” 
Tyce said. “The larger you are, 
the more likely you’ve got the 
financial resources to deal with 
the administrative costs associ-
ated with the passive-invest-
ment income. So it could hinder 
the smaller and medium-size 
businesses’ ability to be able to 
grow and compete with larger 
businesses.

“In particular, startups and 
growing companies that don’t 

have established capital are go-
ing to be put in a much more 
d i fficu lt position tha n their 
competition that’s more estab-
lished and have built up their 
financial reserves. The new guy 
is going to have a harder time 
building a reserve fund because 
of proposed higher tax rates on 
their investment income than 
those that have grandfathered 
investments.”

Tyce said he also worries that 
the new tax rules on splitting 
income will have an immediate 
impact on the amount of work-
ing capital that will be left inside 
companies as business owners 
will have to pay themselves much 
larger salaries to end up with the 
same net take-home pay that 
they were achieving when they 
could split their income with 
their spouses and adult children.

Looming pause button
The property development and 
construction industry is multi-
faceted. It starts from the capital 
markets. People raise money to 
invest in projects for residential, 

mixed-use, commercial and in-
dustrial sites, and much of the 
capital is coming from passive 
investors. 

“People may not make as much 
of an investment. They may wait 
and see. We have owners right 
now that are clearly contem-
plating maybe a shift from a 
Canadian marketplace to a U.S. 
marketplace. They will want to 
see what’s going to happen and 
where they have greater certain-
ty,” said MNP’s Burello. 

Burello said the federal gov-
ernment’s passive-investment 
leg islation cou ld a ffect that 
source of financing for many 
developers. 

“Contractors need to have 
financial resources to be able 
to sustain and weather down-
turns in the economy as well as 
delayed payments of projects 
that they otherwise would have 
received,” he said. “Construc-
tion and development folks al-
ready know they are in a risky 
business. They have to forecast 
future needs and demands and 
they’re not always right. They 
gather as much detail as pos-
sible to make plans and busi-
ness decisions. When you add a 
complexity like not knowing the 
details of how their private cor-
porations are going to be taxed, 
how income can be distributed, 
they will just generally pause. 
They need to have clarity before 
they can make a calculated risk.

 “Private corporation taxation 
i n Ca nada u nderwent a sig-
nificant review in the last half 
of 2017. When something goes 
through a dramatic shift in terms 
of how it was and how it will be, 
there’s usua l ly a pause. T he 
greater the uncertainty, the more 
likely that pause that happens, 
and the stronger the adverse ef-
fect on all Canadians.” •

Mnp is a leading national accounting, tax 
and business consulting firm in Canada. 
with 19 locations in b.C., Mnp proudly 
serves and responds to the needs of its 
clients in the public, private and not-for-
profit sectors. 
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Business in Vancouver and the Chartered professional accountants of BC have once again 
partnered to recognize and celebrate the top CFos in British Columbia. winning CFos will be profiled 

in Business in Vancouver on may 9th and honoured at a gala dinner in June where each winner 
will share their leadership lessons to an audience of Vancouver’s business community.
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small contractors could be hit particularly hard under new 
federal tax rules | urBans/sHutterstock

Uncertainty over new rules could hurt competition and investment in construction sector, experts warn

National Soccer Development Centre at UBC 
Photographer: Walter Payne syncraconstruction.com
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traininG: a day in tHe LiFe oF an aPPrentice carPenter
Career change brings challenges and rewards to former journalist learning the ropes of a new job

By elly hart

I am in my second year as a con-
struction apprentice, and the 
job never fails to keep me chal-

lenged and busy. As the first and 
only woman so far to be a part of 
my current core 10-person crew, 
I am constantly convinced that 
more women should pursue this 
rewarding career. During the 
two-year project, I will help div-
ide a Metro Vancouver house into 
suites. So far, I’ve been on the job 
for about nine months and am 
seeing first-hand the hard work 
behind the construction industry. 

From hobby to profession
I am from Australia, and previ-
ously worked as a journalist and 
editor. When I moved to Canada, 
my job came with me, but my role 
changed – I spent hours at home 
on the computer, and wasn’t satis-
fied with the way the position had 
changed to accommodate my be-
ing overseas. I needed to do some-
thing more physical, so I took up 
woodworking as a hobby, which 
I loved.

After a while I thought, “Why 
can’t I do this for a living?” So, 
I completed a six-month pre-
apprenticeship program in car-
pentry at the British Columbia 
Institute of Technology. T he 
physical nature of carpentry 

really attracted me to the field. I 
love working with my hands, and 
it is mentally challenging as well.

A typical day on the job begins 
with turning the site’s lights on 
before setting up the tools need-
ed for the day. As it is the winter 
season, by the time we arrive to 
work it’s still pitch black inside the 
house. Vancouver’s rainy weather 
comes with any construction job 
here, but working in the dark cre-
ates challenges with focus and 
tools that are hard to overcome. 

I am usually assigned a long-
ter m , non-cr it ic a l  on goi n g 
task. That task currently is in-
stalling cedar shingles on the 

architectural details at the corners 
of the 6,000-square-foot house. 
The apprenticeship is consistently 
based on 40-hour weeks, and I 
regularly work in pairs on more 
immediate tasks.

The time crunch
The pressure is high as a lot of past 
construction mistakes on the site 
have compromised the physical 
separator between the interior and 
exterior of the building. It was up 
to the crew to have that job fin-
ished by Christmas. Installation 
of the exterior window trim was 
put on hold so that our crew could 
focus on jobs inside the house.

There were 62 windows and 
sliding doors in total that were 
either partially trimmed out, or 
trimmed out incorrectly. To fix 
this, we had to remove the in-
correctly installed trim, flashing 
and rainscreen, and install it cor-
rectly. We were averaging about 
five windows per day, so we were 
cutting it pretty close.

Pressure and urgency is part of 
the job, especially since we are 
now at the stage of the project 
where the focus is on making sure 
the subtrades have everything 
they need to do their jobs. We are 
often pulled off long-term tasks 
to focus on urgent tasks.

This includes installing last-
minute back-framing for the spray 
foam crew, or buttoning up the 
building envelope for the mech-
anical trades. On any given day, 
there might be 20 to 30 “tradies” 
on the job site. But it is very fo-
cused, often solitary work, and I 
am always kept busy.

Only woman on-site
Before I got my first construction 
job, I was really anxious about be-
ing a woman in the construction 
trade. I thought that perhaps I 
had made a mistake, considering 
I never saw any women on sites. 
At one point, I wondered if maybe 
there was a reason for that. The 
lack of visible female role models 

was my biggest hurdle, and I’m 
still getting used to the male-
oriented culture that has defined 
the industry for so long.

But when I got my first job, I was 
lucky to be working one on one 
with a male mentor who was really 
good to me. That boosted my con-
fidence and made me feel like I 
could progress into a bigger role. 

I have been working as an ap-
prentice carpenter for almost two 
years now and my experience so 
far has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Everyone on the crew 
treats me like one of the boys. No 
one helps me out, and I see myself 
as an equal in terms of ability to 
do the job and keep up physically.

Rewards of the job
I like the idea of putting hard work 
into something and seeing it ma-
terialize right before my eyes. As 
the day goes on, I get to see this 
happen over and over again. See-
ing things come together from 
nothing is the most exciting and 
rewarding part of the job.

Having a physically demand-
ing job has kept me motivated 
and driven, despite the field be-
ing male-dominated, burdened 
by Vancouver’s wet weather and 
filled with tight task time crunch-
es. I may not look like a typical 
carpenter, but I know I’m in the 
right place. •

apprentice carpenter elly Hart: “i may not look like a typical 
carpenter, but i know i’m in the right place” | industry traininG 
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