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Carpenter Simon Cheng is one of more than 10,000 British Columbians placed in construction jobs since 2006 through the British Columbia Construction Association’s Skilled Trades Employment 
Program (STEP). Government-funded programs like STEP are among the many solutions that will be required to address the province’s growing skilled labour shortage | Dave Silver/BCCA

Multiple recruitment strategies 
will be needed to meet an expected 
demand for 19,000 more workers 
by 2021 in the Lower Mainland’s 
construction sector | B2



By Bill Ferreira

The tight labou r ma rket 
in the construction and 
maintenance industry in 

British Columbia’s Lower Main-
land will require an estimated 
11,900 additional workers to 
satisfy peak market demand in 
2021, according to BuildForce 
Canada’s 2019-28 provincial 
labour market forecast. When 
coupled with growing retire-
ments, construction employers 
in the Lower Mainland will need 
to recruit 19,000 workers over 
the next three years to maintain 
a balanced labour force.

B.C. already faces a tight labour 
market. In fact, it has one of the 
highest private-sector job va-
cancy rates in the country, which 
will only make recruitment of the 
workers required more challen-
ging. Industries such as health 
care, retail and construction are 
all struggling to keep pace with 
employment demands in the 
Lower Mainland, so an anticipat-
ed sharp rise in non-residential 
demands will only compound 
this challenge.

The key drivers in the region 
are public transportation and 
infrastructure projects, as well as 
rising demand for new industrial, 
commercial and institutional 
buildings. These demands are 
expected to peak in 2021, but the 
downward dip thereafter will be 
marginal as continued popula-
tion growth will keep demands 
above 2018 levels throughout the 
entire 10-year outlook. 

Projects such as the Pattullo 
Bridge replacement, the Van-
couver International Airport’s 
planned expansion, pipeline 
projects, the Millennium Line 
and Surrey transit system ex-
pansions, the St. Paul’s Hospital 
development and the Vancouver 
Fraser Port Authority container 
terminal expansion will be the 

principle demand drivers. How-
ever, the buildup of the labour 
force over the next three years 
should then restore balanced 
labour markets to the region 
through to 2028. 

The record-low levels of indus-
try unemployment over the past 
four years create some challen-
ges. While a projected softening 
in residential demand is expected 
to free up some workers with the 
skills required to join the non-
residential labour force, compet-
ing demands elsewhere in the 
province will create continued 
competition for workers. 

With most loca l sou rces of 
labour exhausted, the industry 
will need to employ a combina-
tion of recruitment strategies, 
including the recruitment of 
workers from other industries 
and from outside the province to 
keep pace with anticipated con-
struction demands.

Compounding the employ-
ment challenge will be the aging 
of the provincial labour force. 
Over the next 10 years, approxi-
mately 24,600 industry work-
ers are expected to retire in the 
Lower Mainland, 8,500 of those 
from the existing non-residential 
labour force. And based on his-
torical trends, the industry can 
expect to recruit 21,000 workers 
locally, with about 8,000 of those 
recruited into the non-residential 
sector. 

However, with all industries in 
B.C. facing similar demographic 
pressures, the competition for 
younger workers will be intense, 
making recruitment of younger 
workers an ongoing preoccupa-
tion of the industry throughout 
the forecast period. And even if 
the industry is able to recruit its 
historical share of younger work-
ers, a recruitment gap is expected 
to emerge. 

W hile the Lower Mainland 
labour market challenges may 

seem daunting, an ongoing and 
sustained commitment to train-
ing and apprenticeship develop-
ment will ensure the industry 
has the qualified tradespeople it 
requires to remain efficient and 
competitive over the long term. 

The first and primary challenge 
will be accommodating existing 
demand. There are many strat-
egies the industry can employ.

The lowest-hanging fruit is 
mobility, not only between the 
residential and non-residential 
sectors but also between prov-
inces. Recruiting workers from 
neighbouring provinces is one 
possible strategy, but so is draw-
ing in local unemployed skilled 
workers from other industries. 

Another strategy is to remain 
active locally in promoting ca-
reers in construction to younger 
workers in the region. Working 
with educational institutions and 
independent training provid-
ers will be necessary to ensure 
that apprentices and other skilled 
construction workers have the 
opportunities to develop and 
grow into the seasoned and com-
petent workers the industry will 
need to replace those retiring. A 

greater attention to mentoring 
and skills development will also 
be required.

A third strategy is to broaden 
the appeal of construction work 
to groups that are under-repre-
sented in the existing labour 
force. One such group is women, 
as only 3.8% of the province’s 
construction labour force is made 
up of women working in on-site 
construction professions. While 
the overall percentage of women 
working in  the industry is higher, 
at 12%, the proportion of women 
working in on-site professions 
remains exceptionally low, de-
spite the incredible industry 
labour force growth of the past 
decade. 

Another under-represented 
group is the Indigenous com-
munity, which in 2016 repre-
sented just 6% of the industry’s 
labour force, most of them em-
ployed in on-site construction. 

Simply doubling the number 
of women and Indigenous work-
ers employed in on-site profes-
sions would go a long way toward 
meeting the industry’s long-term 
labour force needs. But to achieve 
this goal, the industry must en-
sure that workplaces remain re-
spectful and inclusive and that 
management is committed to the 
promotion of workplaces where 
all individuals feel included and 
valued. That means a greater 
focus on retention. 

Worker recruitment can be 
a costly undertaking, so if the 
workplace environment is seen 
as unwelcoming, these efforts 
are wasted, and the negative ex-
periences of these workers can 
undermine industry efforts to 
increase the numbers of these 
under-represented workers in the 
industry’s labour force.

To help support the indus-
try with this challenge, Build-
Force has developed a series of 
free and low-cost professional 

development tools for employers. 
These include:
• the free Respectful Workplace 

Online Self-Assessment Tool 
for management to evaluate ex-
isting corporate policies and 
procedures and highlight any 
gaps that may exist;

• a free Respectful Workplace 
Policy Framework that can be 
used as is or adapted by con-
struction companies, and a 
supporting Implementation 
Guide to assist employers in 
ensuring that the policy frame-
work becomes a living docu-
ment that will have a direct and 
lasting impact on their com-
pany’s culture; and 

• the low-cost Working in a Re-
spectful and Inclusive Work-
place online course designed for 
workers and supervisors.
Add ressi ng t he i ndu st r y’s 

labou r ma rket development 
challenges will require sustained 
leadership and greater co-oper-
ation and co-ordination between 
all industry stakeholders. These 
challenges are significant, but 
they are not insurmountable for 
an industry that remains a pil-
lar of the province’s economy 
and will remain so for years to 
come.  •

Bill Ferreira is the executive director of 
BuildForce Canada, a national industry-
led organization committed to working 
with the construction industry to provide 
information and resources to assist with 
management of workforce requirements. 

labour: 19,000 additional workers needed by 
2021 in Lower Mainland construction industry
A combination of recruitment strategies will be required to keep pace with anticipated construction demands

BuildForce Canada 
executive director Bill 
Ferreira | submitted

Jenkins Marzban Logan LLP, one of British Columbia's leading boutique law
firms in the areas of construction, commercial and matrimonial dispute resolution,
is pleased to announce that Michael Dew has become its newest partner.
 
Michael has a varied civil litigation practice, but focuses on construction law,
creditors remedies (including builders liens and bankruptcy), shareholder and
partnership disputes, and insurance matters.
 
In his spare time, Michael runs www.legaltree.ca, consults as an efficiency
expert, rides road and mountain bikes at relatively high speed, custom-builds
camper vans, helps raise two young children, writes software, and produces
YouTube videos on the topic of Excel spreadsheets to make life easier and
more understandable for the general population.

Michael Dew
Partner
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Simply doubling the number of 
women and Indigenous workers 
employed in on-site professions 
would go a long way toward 
meeting the industry’s long-
term labour force needs



By Fiona Famulak

The No. 1 issue keeping Van-
couver Regional Construc-
tion Association members 

awake at night is the shortage of 
skilled labour. 

This isn’t a revelation – we’ve 
been discussing the challenge 
for some time, and it’s import-
ant to keep the conversation top 
of mind because it isn’t going to 
resolve in the near future. In fact, 
the latest labour market forecast 
from BuildForce Canada suggests 
the shortage is going to get worse 
before it gets better for B.C.’s 
construction industry.

As an industry, we’re thrilled 
to be busy and know that we’re 
going to be even busier in the 
coming years thanks to recent 
announcements of major new 
industrial, commercial and in-
stitutional construction projects 
such as LNG Canada, the St. 
Paul’s Hospital replacement and 
the extension of the SkyTrain 
Millennium Line from Vancou-
ver Community College to the 
University of British Columbia.

At the same time, we’re well 
aware these projects will increase 
our demand for labour. And when 
that’s combined with a grow-
ing number of workers nearing 
retirement, the number of men 
and women we need to attract to 
the construction industry climbs 
with every new announcement.

We developed t he Ja nu a r y 
2019 edition of Construction in 
Vancouver to explore how to at-
tract, train and retain top talent. 
When we considered the editorial 
theme for this edition, we knew 

we’d only scratched the surface 
in January and that there’s much 
more to consider.

As we study the current labour 
m a rket, it’s clea r to us t hat 
there is no single solution that 
will solve B.C.’s skilled labour 
shortage. We can’t simply train 
our way out of this, nor are we 
going to source enough skilled 
trades locally to fill these jobs. 
The industry needs to pursue 
various options to meet peak de-
mand while also replacing retir-
ing workers.

To explain why, let’s consider 
the challenge. Every January, 
BuildForce Canada releases its 
rolling 10-year labour market 
forecast for Canada’s construc-
tion and maintenance industry. 
A year ago, the estimates pegged 
the number of unfilled construc-
tion jobs in B.C. by 2027 at 12,200.

The newest forecast suggests 
that by 2028 there will be 25,700 
jobs unfilled by the provincial 
labour supply. 

How did we get to that num-
ber? The forecast predicts there 
will be 22,000 new jobs created 
over the next decade as a direct 
result of the increased market 
demand. During this period, we 
expect 44,200 workers will re-
tire, meaning the industry needs 
to recruit 66,200 men and women 
to meet demand and replace those 
retiring. When we account for 
the 36,500 individuals under the 
age of 30 anticipated to enter the 
industry during this time, it still 
leaves us short of the target.

BuildForce has, for the first 
time, provided us with a forecast 
specific to the Lower Mainland, 
and the numbers are just as chal-
lenging. The local industry needs 

to recruit 19,000 men and women 
over the next three years to main-
tain a balanced workforce. With 
only 6,900 new entrants ex-
pected to be available locally, a 
total of 12,100 jobs will remain 
unfilled. It’s worth emphasizing 
that’s 12,100 jobs unfilled in the 
next three years alone.

There are those who believe we 
have the workers available local-
ly; however, B.C.’s unemploy-
ment rates tell a different story. 

The unemployment rate in Feb-
ruary almost equalled the low-
est rate recorded in the past 40 
years. At 4.5%, it’s close to what 
economists refer to as “full em-
ployment,” which means there 
is a scarcity of job seekers in B.C. 
And with only one in every 45 
students entering a construction 
trade program out of high school, 
we need a multi-focused strategy 
to grow our skilled workforce, 
and everyone – from individual 
companies through to govern-
ment – has a role to play. 

As you will see in this issue, 
there are myriad opportunities 
to help address the skilled labour 
shortage, and given the current 
labour market, we know no single 
solution will be enough. •

Fiona Famulak is president of the 
Vancouver Regional Construction 
A ssoc iat ion .  VRC A i s  the la rges t 
regional construction associat ion 
in British Columbia and fifth largest 
in Canada, representing union and 
non-union general contractors, trade 
contractors, manufacturers, suppliers and 
professionals working in the industrial, 
commercial, institutional and highrise 
residential construction industry.

No single solution will solve the skilled labour shortage
A multi-focused strategy is needed to grow the construction workforce

We can’t simply train 
our way out of this, nor 
are we going to source 
enough skilled trades 
locally to fill these jobs   Yuttana Contributor Studio
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Guardrails Fall restraint system Fall arrest system

For other procedures 
contact WorkSafeBC 
604.276.3100

Falls from heights are a leading cause of injury on B.C. construction sites

Find resources at worksafebc.com/construction

• Follow the hierarchy of fall protection with guardrails as your first choice

• Ensure fall protection equipment is available and used

• Ensure adequate training, instruction, and supervision is provided

Fall protection hierarchy
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• core values or principles that 
are more than just a plaque on 
the wall – they are alive in the 
organization and operation-
alized in processes such as 
recruiting, performance man-
agement, rewards, recognition, 
decision-making and employee 
autonomy;

• a vision for the future under-
stood by everyone in the com-
pany, and a clearly stated game 
plan for how the organization 
will get there;

• a compelling purpose for why 
the company exists, beyond just 
making money for the owners;

• managers who understand their 
role in managing people and are 
skilled in this vital area; and

• a place where employees feel 
safe to express themselves and 
speak out, and leaders who are 
transparent and authentic.

Think creatively
Many companies in B.C. are 
exploring new ways of finding 
great people, including: recruiting 
beyond provincial and national 
borders, accommodating people 
with special requirements such as 
physical disabilities and parents 
with very young children, forming 
strategic partnerships with other 
firms, using virtual workers and 

capitalizing on acquisitions and 
outsourcing. 

W hen the issue of talent is 
considered a strategic priority, 
thinking outside the box is more 
appropriate.

The skilled labour shortage in 
B.C.’s construction industry is 
not going away, and most leaders 
are starting to take some action 
using these and other strategies. 
If your organization is lagging 
behind, the time to act is now. •

Tim O’Connor is the founder and CEO of 
Results. He has been working with business 
leaders for more than 20 years, helping 
them to drive positive change in their 
organizations. Tim is passionate about 
addressing chronic issues in mid-sized 
organizations, namely, a lack of execution. 

By Tim O’Connor

It wasn’t long ago that the word 
“competition” used in a busi-
ness context was understood 

to mean competing for customers. 
While this holds true, the prior-
ity is shifting to another type of 
competition – the competition 
for talent.

In many regions and indus-
tries, the competition for talent 
is becoming a higher priority for 
business leaders than the compe-
tition for customers. And it is well 
reported that British Columbia’s 
construction industry is just such 
a place. 

In this environment, leaders 
are looking for answers. At Re-
sults, we have the opportunity to 
work intimately with leadership 
teams to find ways to address this 
challenge. I want to share how 
some progressive firms are having 
success in this new competitive 
landscape.

Make it a strategic priority
Filling roles in your organiza-
tion is no longer a simple process 
delegated to the human resources 
department. Senior leaders are 
making talent acquisition and 
retention a top priority for the 
organization, ensuring talent 

activities get high visibility and 
appropriate resource allocation. 

In the best organizations, every 
manager and employee should 
understand the firm’s strategic 
plan and top priorities, including 
priorities pertaining to talent.

Be in the compensation ballpark
Traditional elements of compen-
sation – wages, benefits and vaca-
tion allotment – are important, 
and leaders must know what a 
typical compensation range is for 
each role within the organiza-
tion. Armed with this informa-
tion, leaders and managers must 
regularly review their employees’ 
compensation to ensure they are 
within the competitive range.

That said, research has shown 
that organizations with the best 
talent don’t necessarily pay at the 
very top end of the range. Great 
employees, especially the younger 
generations entering the work-
force, will accept less to work at 
an organization where they fit in 
and are cared about.

Capitalize on efficiencies
The efficiency equation improves 

a firm’s labour situation in two 
ways. First, doing things more 
efficiently ensures tasks and pro-
jects get done with fewer people 

hiring: making the shift to competing for talent
Tips on surmounting the skilled labour shortage challenge

Results founder and CEO 
Tim O’Connor | Submitted

resources. Sometimes – but not 
always – this involves technol-
ogy. Taking time to apply process 
improvement techniques across 
the organization can also pay sig-
nificant dividends.

T he second benefit is more 
subtle: the best talent – the so-
called “A players” – want to work 
for efficient companies; they want 
to get their tasks done efficiently 
and use leading-edge tools and 
technology. 

Take culture seriously
There is a saying often credited to 
the renowned management con-
sultant and author Peter Drucker: 
“Culture eats strategy for lunch.” 
This statement has significant 
merit in business execution be-
cause a good strategy, flawlessly 
executed, will always outperform 
an excellent strategy with execu-
tion that is lacking.

Culture eats compensation for 
lunch. There’s growing research 
linking a healthy culture to suc-
cess in attracting and retaining 
the best employees, along with 
other performance metrics.

Creating a healthy culture is 
easier said than done and requires 
leadership intent and focus. Char-
acteristics of organizations with 
healthy cultures include:

1 800 665 1077
www.bccabenefits.ca
info@bccabenefits.ca

Let us help you with your 
employee benefit needs:

We’re proudly celebrating 50 years 
of caring for construction families 
through group employee benefits. 

Powered by

WE SHARE OUR EXPERIENCE. 
WE DELIVER DYNAMIC SOLUTIONS. 

WE BUILD STRONG RELATIONSHIPS.

English Bay Residences, Vancouver 
Currently Under Construction
Architect: DA Architects + Planners

syncraconstruction.com
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By Lisa Stevens

The British Columbia Con-
struction Association, in 
conjunction with a host 

of industry partners includ-
ing WorkSafeBC, the Industry 
Training Authority and the four 
regional construction associa-
tions, joined with Minerva BC 
and the Ministry of Advanced 
Education, Skills and Training 
to launch the Builders Code on 
March 8.

The overarching goal of the 
Builders Code is the retention of 
tradeswomen in B.C.’s industrial, 
commercial, institutional and 
highrise residential construction 
industry, but the main message 
is that the equitable treatment 
of tradeswomen is essential for 
success in today’s construction 
industry. This is not a women’s 
issue; it is a business issue.

The Builders Code sets a stan-
dard code of conduct for workers 
on construction sites in B.C. It 
defines an “acceptable work site” 
as the starting point for reducing 
risk and ensuring a safe and pro-
ductive environment for all work-
ers. The Builders Code is intended 
to help construction employers 
communicate a reasonable, con-
sistent behaviour expectation to 
improve the safety, productivity 
and retention of skilled trades-
people and reduce project risk.

Harassment, bullying and haz-
ing behaviours negatively affect 
everyone on a job site, risking site 
safety, productivity and employee 
retention.

Everyone who works in con-
struction understands that a 
code is important: in a project-
based industry where work teams 
change from project to project, 
everyone needs to know what’s 
expected at all times. Compli-
ance to a code is a language that 
construction understands.

Currently, construction com-
panies and tradespeople hold 
themselves to a high standard 
when it comes to the quality and 
safety of what they build. At a 

minimum, they follow a code that 
ensures all structures are built 
to be safe, resilient and efficient. 
This shared understanding is es-
sential in an industry defined by 
project-based work where many 
different teams come together 
to build.

But when it comes to the culture 
and attitude of a job site, and the 
overall health and well-being of 
the workforce, the industry is 
anything but up to today’s stan-
dards. There is no consistent code 
of conduct, no baseline accept-
ability standard for behaviour 
that ensures safe and product-
ive work sites where everyone 
can perform to the full extent of 
their ability. Until such a stan-
dard is adopted, the industry will 
struggle to attract and retain the 
diverse workforce it needs for 
success.

Today, the way construction 
workers treat each other – women 
and other equity-seeking groups 
in particular – on the job site can 
vary greatly from one crew to the 
next, from one job to the next, 
from one day to the next. 

The Builders Code is a way to 
change that. It is a way to create 

a safer and more productive work 
site for all. 

The peak of success and best 
possible outcome for the Build-
ers Code would be a future in 
which all construction compan-
ies in B.C. adopt it, working under 
the definition of an “acceptable 
work site” so that all construc-
tion workers on all projects in our 
province understand the behav-
iour that is expected of them and 
why it matters.

W h e n  t h e  B u i l d e r s  C o d e 
l a u n c h e d  o n  I n te r n a t i o n a l 
Women’s Day, March 8, four em-
ployers stepped up to be the trail-
blazers as the first signatories to 
the code: Houle Electric, Kinetic 
Construction, Westcom Plumbing 
and Gas and LNG Canada. 

“As Canada’s largest construc-
tion project, we have already 
helped provide training for more 
than 1,000 apprentices in B.C.,” 
said Andy Calitz, CEO of LNG 
Canada. “We are committed to 
creating a workplace that sup-
ports equity and diversity. Our 
support of the Builders Code will 
help the province grow and re-
tain its skilled labour pool. We 
look forward to working with 

contractors and suppliers whose 
commitment to safety and di-
versity matches our own.”

The Builders Code will be a 
valuable opportunity and asset 
for contractors looking for com-
petitive ways to attract a nd 
retain skilled tradespeople at 
a time when B.C. faces a skills 
shortage of 7,900 workers in the 
non-residential construction 
sector and when tradeswomen 
comprise only 4.7% of the skilled 
workforce. 

Although women, youth and 
other equity-seeking groups are 
entering construction trades at 
a higher rate than in the past, re-
tention rates remain low. First-
year retention rates for female 
apprentices have anecdotally 
been estimated at less than 50%. 
By comparison, first-year reten-
tion rates for men are estimated at 
70%. Those contractors who lead 
the way in culture change will 
have distinct advantages. 

The Builders Code includes an 
ambitious “10x10” goal to have 
B.C.’s skilled workforce com-
posed of 10% tradeswomen by 
2028, a standard not yet achieved 
by a ny prov i nce i n Ca nad a. 

Reaching the 10% goal will equate 
to adding another 9,500 women 
into the skilled trades in B.C.’s 
non-residential construction sec-
tor. That achievement would be 
especially significant, as it would 
effectively erase B.C.’s projected 
skills gap of 7,900 workers.

“At Kinetic Construction, we 
view site safety and respect of 
others as more than just a re-
quirement; it’s part of our cul-
ture,” said Tom Plumb, Kinetic’s 
president and CEO. “The Builders 
Code fits in perfectly with our 
proactive approach to the site 
environment and safety, and the 
‘See It, Say It, Fix It’ motto we 
have on all of our job sites reflects 
that.” 

Together, we’re bu i ld i ng a 
con s t r u ct ion i ndu s t r y t h at 
works for everyone. Check it out 
at builderscode.ca. •

Lisa Stevens is chief operating officer 
at the British Columbia Construction 
Association. The Builders Code is an 
initiative of the Construction Workforce 
Equity Project, funded by the B .C . 
Ministry of Advanced Education, Skills 
and Training through the Sector Labour 
Market Partnerships program.

Workplace: Safety 2.0 comes to B.C. construction sector
Newly launched Builders Code aims to retain tradeswomen and sets a standard code of conduct for workers on construction sites

The British Columbia Construction Association and industry partners on March 8 launched the Builders Code, which sets a standard 
code of conduct for workers on construction sites in B.C. | Submitted

You are invited
Please join Singleton Urquhart Reynolds Vogel LLP and 
Business in Vancouver for an Exclusive Panel Discussion:

thursday, april 25, 2019
1200 - 925 West Georgia Street | 8:30am - 10:00 am

Breakfast will be served. Space is limited. Please rSvP to klevack@singleton.com
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Scott Brearley
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Sharon Vogel
Partner
Singleton Urquhart 
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By Peter Caulfield 

A new labour forecast by 
BuildForce Canada pre-
dicts that B.C.’s construc-

tion and maintenance industry 
will need to attract almost 19,000 
new workers to meet peak labour 
demand in the 2019-2021 period.

“Managing recruitment, train-
ing and worker mobility will be 
critical to meeting B.C.’s antici-
pated construction needs,” said 
Bill Ferreira, executive director 
of BuildForce Canada.

Fiona Famulak, president of the 
Vancouver Regional Construc-
tion Association (VRCA), said 
companies can shore up future 
recruitment by engaging young, 
tech-savvy prospects. One way 
to do this is “by being progressive 
and cutting-edge,” said Famu-
lak. To that end, the Canadian 
Construction Association (CCA) 
has launched a mentorship pilot 
program that “connects entrepre-
neurs with industry leaders who 
can provide feedback on innova-
tions to benefit construction.”

Famulak said the construction 
industry needs to build “faster, 

greener and more productively.”
“Technology helps industry to 

deliver,” she said. “And technol-
ogy will help attract millennials. 
So the mentorship program is very 
important.”

The program is a first for the 
Canadian construction industry. 
It matches aspiring entrepreneurs 
who are creating new solutions for 
the construction industry with in-
dustry leaders who can help hone 
their ideas and roll out plans.

The program ran in its pilot 
phase from December 2018 until 
the end of March 2019.

After visits to New Brunswick 
and Nova Scotia, the mentorship 
program made a stop recently in 
British Columbia, where it held a 
two-hour session in the VRCA’s 
boardroom.

The volunteer mentors attending 
the session were Terry Mayo and 
Michela Biffert of Clark Builders, 
Branden Kotyk of Victaulic, Brian 
Dougherty of Horizon Landscape 
Contractors Inc., David Counsell 
of Torrent Shotcrete and Famulak 
of VRCA.

J o h n  R e i d ,  c o - f o u n d e r 
a nd ch ief revenue officer of 

Vancouver-based Faber Technolo-
gies Inc., was the lucky entrepre-
neur who was mentored. 

The company’s Faber Connect 
platform is “a marketplace where 
construction companies can con-
nect with construction workers,” 
explained Reid. 

Reid said the mentorship session 
was an opportunity for Faber to 
tell its story in depth to some of 
Vancouver’s construction leaders. 

“We received feedback and input 
to help validate and improve our 
vision of attracting and training 
new and current workers to the 
field of construction.”

He said he learned there is an 
even greater need for skilled trades 
workers in the Lower Mainland. 

“Since Faber is a homegrown 
Vancouver company, we feel 
very compelled to help with this 
problem,” Reid said. “There is a 
lot of interest in using our plat-
form, which was great to hear. 
Construction companies see the 
value in having a system that can 
find and manage workers effi-
ciently and attract people into the 
construction industry and provide 
training for them to gain skills and 

grow their careers.”
Reid said there is a lot of interest 

in the construction industry for 
bringing skilled workers to Can-
ada from other countries to help 
fill the gaps in the trades shortage. 

“Young job seekers today want 
more choice and a clear path to 
developing their skills,” he said. 
“Other industries, such as tech-
nology, do a great job of outlining 
how to progress and earn more in 
the industry.”

The construction industry, on 
the other hand, is still very old 
school about providing a trans-
parent pathway to skills develop-
ment and higher pay. 

“As a result, many millennials 
find construction less appeal-
ing as a career path,” Reid said. 
“Faber wants to work with men-
tors to solve this problem through 
a digital training platform.”

Explaining the rationale for the 
mentorship program, CCA presi-
dent Mary Van Buren said the as-
sociation’s mission is to inspire a 
progressive, innovative and sus-
tainable construction industry.

“One of the challenges for busi-
nesses developing new solutions is 

gaining access to executives in the 
industry to get feedback on their 
solution and to gain adoption,” 
she said. 

Industry, for its part, may face 
challenges learning about lead-
ing-edge technology, innovations 
and solutions that can improve 
businesses.

CCA is evaluating the pilot pro-
gram, after which it will propose 
a yearlong program. 

“Our goal is to make this a 
permanent program to spark 
innovation in construction by 
connecting the industry to lead-
ing-edge entrepreneurs,” said Van 
Buren. 

The mentorship program has 
benefits for both mentors and the 
entrepreneurs being mentored. 

“The mentors get to find out 
about the leading-edge solutions 
for their industry that are be-
ing developed by young entre-
preneurs,” said Van Buren. “For 
the person being mentored, it’s 
the opportunity to get in front of 
pre-qualified experts and acquire 
some valuable advice from people 
with plenty of practical business 
experience.” •

mentorship: program helps fight labour shortage 
Vancouver entrepreneur gets business advice; construction companies get lesson in technology 

John Reid (left) and Harp Dhinsa of Faber Technologies present to construction 
industry leaders as part of the Canadian Construction Association’s mentorship 
pilot program, which matches aspiring entrepreneurs who are creating new 
solutions for the construction industry with industry leaders to help hone the 
ideas or rollout plans | David Weir

Mary Van Buren, president of the Canadian Construction Association: new 
mentorship program benefits both the mentors and the entrepreneurs being 
mentored | David Weir
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By Brigitte Petersen

The British Columbia Con-
s t r u c t i o n  A s s o c i a t i o n 
(BCCA) offers two gov-

ernment-funded employment 
programs to help companies meet 
increasing demand for skilled 
tradespeople.

Connecting employers with 
job candidates, BCCA’s Skilled 
Trades Employment Program 
(STEP) focuses on finding motiv-
ated and trained workers to fill 
open positions. 

“STEP essentially provides ex-
pert HR services to construction 
employers at no cost,” said BCCA 
president Chris Atchison.

STEP’s regional employment 
placement specialists, located 
throughout B.C., source candi-
dates for trades positions. More 
than 10,000 British Columbians 
have been placed across the prov-
ince since the program began in 
2006, with more than 10% of 
those being women. 

“While that may not sound like 
a high percentage, it’s more than 
double the number of trades-
women working in construc-
tion in B.C., and it’s actually our 
provincial target for 2028,” said 
Atchison.

Most STEP job placements start 
in entry-level positions, such as 
unskilled labourers, on the job 
site, and apprenticeships are 
encouraged.

“T he cha l lenge is complex 
because you don’t make a jour-
n e y p e rs o n  o v e r n i g h t,”  e x-
pl a i ned Atch i son. “It ta kes 
four years of employment and 
apprenticeship.”

Funded by the Industry Train-
ing Authority through the Can-
ada-British Columbia Workforce 
Development Agreement, the 
program helps employers by as-
sessing their hiring needs, pro-
viding free support before and 
after placement, finding job-
ready skilled workers and con-
necting them with employers. 
All B.C. construction employers 
are eligible for STEP.

Support for newcomers
To help new arrivals in Can-
ada, BCCA offers its Integrating 
Newcomers program (BCCA-
IN). Staff help eligible workers 
by assessing their work experi-
ence, education and skills and 
by explaining required B.C. con-
struction qualifications. Funded 
by Immigration, Refugees and 
Citizenship Canada, BCCA-IN 
helps newcomers navigate the 
construction industry and shows 
them where their skills fit, con-
necting them with opportun-
ities before arriving in B.C. It 
also helps them learn about other 
settlement services.

Extended for four more years, 
the program recently received 
$3.4 million in federal funding 
to provide pre-arrival settlement 

services for newcomers, includ-
ing refugees. To be eligible for 
BCCA-IN, job seekers must live 
outside Canada and have perma-
nent residency approval.

Vancouver-based Kindred Con-
struction Ltd. has participated in 
BCCA-IN for several years, con-
necting to new talent and provid-
ing a training ground mostly for 
estimators and carpenters.

Melissa Cupa, Kindred’s hu-
man resources director, said the 
program allows the company to 
access new, diverse talent within 
the tight market.

“We know that people com-
ing from outside of Canada face 
barriers to entry, and we want to 
help eliminate those,” said Cupa.

One of the greatest challenges 
for program participants is that 
they don’t immediately know the 
local market in terms of trades, 
codes and building technologies, 
explained Cupa, but the informa-
tion is accessible when people 
are given time to learn. She rec-
ommends companies using the 
program ensure success by first 
having a sound training and 
mentoring strategy in place.

Lesley Patten, BCCA-IN’s in-
terim provincial manager, said 
the program ensures candidates 
are prepared to take on construc-
tion jobs.

“Employers have access to in-
dividuals who have updated, de-
tailed resumés showcasing their 
skills and experience, who have 
been assessed on what type of 
work in Canada would fit their 
skills and experience from their 
home country,” said Patten.

More than 700 newcomers, 
mostly engineers, architects and 
surveyors, have received service, 
job leads and support through the 
program since it began in 2015.

“A large number of the work-
force is getting ready to retire, 
and we do not have enough of the 
current population to fill these 
positions,” explained Patten.

recruitment: BCCA helps connect employers, workers

Ruairi Spillane, managing 
director of Moving2Canada 
and Outpost Recruitment, 
advises employers to “hire 
for attitude and train for 
skills” | Submitted

B.C.’s labour shortage means ‘it’s time to think outside the box’

BCCA’s Skilled Trades Employment Program (STEP) is aimed 
at finding motivated and trained workers to fill positions. 
Most STEP job placements start in entry-level positions, and 
apprenticeships are encouraged | Phovoir/Shutterstock
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While people are moving to 
Canada for jobs from around the 
globe, Patten said the majority 
in the program come from India, 
Nigeria and the Philippines.

Private-sector support
In addition to government-fund-
ed programs, private recruitment 
companies are also working with 

the construction industry to find 
local and international workers.

Hailing from Ireland, Ruairi 
Spillane launched Moving2Can-
ada in 2011 as a free information 
resource and online community 
to help people plan their move to 
Canada. Moving2Canada, which 
offers an online jobs board, re-
cently won the Best Immigrant 

Entrepreneur category at the 
Small Business BC Awards. Its 
sister company, Outpost Re-
cruitment, has been providing 
agency recruitment services to 
construction companies across 
Canada since 2012. Outpost’s 
service is free for job seekers, 
and employers pay a percentage 
on hires.

Spillane, managing director of 
Moving2Canada and Outpost, 
said one of the main challenges 
when placing newcomers in the 
industry is employers’ “obsession 
with local experience.”

“They complain about the lack 
of available workers but are afraid 
to train and develop newcomers,” 
he said. 

Spillane encourages companies 
to learn about how to integrate 
those who are new to Canada 
and help them adapt to local 
markets. He offers a number of 
tips for employers, including 
being open-minded, learning 
about immigration programs 
and leveraging Canada’s diverse 
workforce.

“We’re experiencing a labour 
shortage, so it’s time to think 
outside the box and be innova-
tive,” he said. 

“Hire for attitude and train for 
skills.” •
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labour: Employee benefit plan celebrates 50 years
VRCA program helps construction industry attract scarce labour 

By Peter Caulfield

With the B.C. construc-
tion industry facing a 
serious labour short-

age, the unemployment rate has 
been running at historically low 
levels, outstripping the avail-
able supply of construction work-
ers in several regions of British 
Columbia. 

“Population aging and high 
demand are contributing to the 
shortfall of available workers,” 
said Bill Ferreira, executive direc-
tor of BuildForce Canada, which 
collects and distributes construc-
tion labour market information. 
“It will only intensify over the 
next 10 years, as 44,200 work-
ers retire from B.C.’s construc-
tion labour force. As retirements 
rise and competition for young-
er workers increases, recruit-
ment pressures are expected to 
intensify.”

What to do?
One way for construction com-

panies to attract and retain work-
ers in a tight labour market is to 
offer competitive remuneration 
and attractive benefits. 

Fortunately for members of the 
Vancouver Regional Construction 
Association (VRCA), the associa-
tion’s employee benefit plan is a 
cost-effective and efficient way 

to do this. 
The plan is administered for the 

British Columbia Construction 
Association (BCCA) and its four 
regional partner associations – of 
which VRCA is one – by the BCCA 
Employee Benefit Trust, an arm’s-
length non-profit organization.

“The trust understands intim-
ately the ins and outs of the con-
struction industry and its unique 
needs and concerns,” said Arthur 
Chung, CEO of the BCCA Em-
ployee Benefit Trust. 

The trust offers two types of 
benefit plans: traditional group 
benefits and the Hour Bank. 

Typical plans have many com-
ponents: extended health care, 
dental care, accidental death 
and dismemberment, long-term 
disability, life insurance and an 
employee and family assistance 
program.

In addition, there are custom-
ized benefits: vision care, short-
term disability, medical travel 
benefits, critical illness insurance 
and a health spending account. 

T he tr ust a lso of fers Hou r 
Bank plans, which allow casual 
and contract employees to bank 
time while they’re working, in 
order to cover the periods when 
they’re not employed – making 
them particularly attractive to 
the construction industry.

Hour Bank plans include dif-
ferent levels of coverage for ex-
tended health with vision care, 
dental care (including orthodon-
tics), life insurance, accidental 
death and dismemberment, med-
ical travel benefits, an employee 
and family assistance program 
and Best Doctors coverage offer-
ing access to medical specialists. 

The VRCA recently also began 

offering its members an employ-
ee retirement savings program, 
which the BCCA Employee Bene-
fit Trust does not administer. 

Half-century history
T he BCCA Employee Benefit 
Trust originated in 1969. Some 
BCCA members had employees 
who weren’t covered by union 
plans, so they started contribut-
ing to a benefits fund. 

Today, 50 years later, the bene-
fit plan covers 500 employee 
groups representing approxi-
mately 7,000 employees. Two-
thirds of the groups are members 
of the BCCA and its four regional 
partner associations. 

Since 2010, the trust has part-
nered with a number of other 
construction-related associa-
tions: the BC Electrical Associa-
tion, the Electrical Contractors 
Association of BC, the Mechanic-
al Contractors Association of BC, 
the Architectural Institute of BC, 
the Fort McMurray Construction 
Association, the Canadian Home 
Builders Association of the Cen-
tral Okanagan and the Victoria 
Residential Builders Association. 

The trust is also open to other 
organizations across the country. 

“VRCA’s benefit plan has been 
built for the construction in-
dustry,” said VRCA president 

Fiona Famulak. “The plan of-
fers comprehensive coverage 
that includes Hour Bank plans 
for casual and contract employ-
ees, access to Best Doctors med-
ical specialists and Copeman 
Healthcare services as well as 
a retiree transition benefit. In 
short, it has all the components 
to help employers attract and 
retain employees in today’s tight 
labour market.”

NorLand Ltd., a heavy con-
struction and industrial products 
business in Burnaby, has been in 
the employee benefit plan since 
the 1980s. The company has 193 
employees registered in the plan.

“The BCCA benefits plan was 
created so that smaller construc-
tion employers – which we were 
when we joined – could access 
group benefits at cost-effective 
rates,” said Tim Doucette, execu-
tive vice-president at NorLand. 
“We have stayed with the plan 
because the trust is a fabulous 
service provider at very competi-
tive rates.”

Doucette said NorLand has 
benefited from cost-competitive 
rates, confirmed by testing the 
market from time to time.

“But mostly we have benefited 
from dealing with people who 
know us and know our industry,” 
he said.  •

Tim Doucette, executive 
vice-president at NorLand 
Ltd., a Burnaby-based 
heavy construction and 
industrial products business 
that has 193 employees 
registered in the VRCA 
benefits plan | Submitted

By Norm Streu and 
Christopher Hirst

The holdback provisions of 
the Builders Lien Act can 
be a tricky business. Where 

an owner fails to maintain the 
statutorily required 10% holdback 
from payments made pursuant 
to a construction contract, the 
owner may expose itself to liabil-
ity in excess of it. 

But what happens in circum-
stances where payments are 
made that arguably fall outside 
the terms of the construction 
contract? Does the owner need 
to maintain a holdback from such 
payments as well? How does one 
know when the holdback provi-
sions are applicable to specific 
payments?

Some light on these important 
questions was recently provided 
by our Court of Appeal in Iber-
drola Energy Projects Canada 
Corp. vs. Factory Sales & Engin-
eering Inc., doing business as FSE 
Energy.

Iberdrola, a general construction 
contractor on a biomass plant pro-
ject, entered into a contract with 
FSE, which in turn subcontracted 

with various other parties (the 
subcontractors) for the supply 
and installation of boilers for the 
project. 

During the project, FSE ran into 
financial trouble and Iberdrola 
stepped in to assist in funding the 
subcontractors. Iberdrola paid the 
subcontractors directly using two 
methods. 

First, Iberdrola entered into tri-
partite settlement agreements 
with FSE and the subcontract-
ors under which Iberdrola paid 
the subcontractors directly. The 
settlement allowed Iberdrola to 
set off amounts paid to the sub-
contractors against amounts 
owing to FSE. 

The second method consisted of 
Iberdrola and FSE entering into 
payment agreements under which 
Iberdrola would pay the funds into 
a jointly controlled bank account 
that could be used only to pay the 
subcontractors. These payments 
were styled as “loans,” although it 
appears that no one believed that 
any of them would ever be repaid.

Despite the financial assist-
ance from Iberdrola, FSE went 
into bankruptcy and ultimately 
defaulted on its obligations under 

the contract with Iberdrola. Vari-
ous subcontractors filed liens 
under the Builders Lien Act.

The issue was whether the 10% 
holdback amount required under 
the act was to be calculated only 
on the amount that Iberdrola paid 
to FSE under the original con-
tract or whether it should include 
the subsequent funds paid to the 
subcontractors under the settle-
ment agreements and payment 
agreements. 

With respect to the settlement 
agreements under which Iberdrola 
took responsibility for payments 
it was not obligated  to provide 
by the terms of its contract with 
FSE, the Court of Appeal found 
that the holdback obligation did 
not apply. It did not apply because 
these payments were not made on 
account of Iberdrola’s contract 
with FSE. 

With respect to the advances 
made pursuant to the payment 
agreements, the court found that 
they were in essence payments 
made pursuant to the contract 
between FSE and Iberdrola. Since 
they were payments made on ac-
count of the contract, the court 
found that the payments triggered 

Iberdrola’s holdback obligation. 
This case provides some guid-

ance for owners attempting to 
keep a project on track by paying 
subcontractors directly in the face 
of the threatened insolvency of 
a key contractor. Where funds 
paid in those circumstances can 
in anyway be construed as be-
ing paid pursuant to the original 
construction contract, a court is 
likely to find that the holdback 
obligations of the act have been 
triggered. 

What is also clear from this de-
cision is that the statutory hold-
back provisions remain a tricky 
business, and careful considera-
tion should be given to all pay-
ments made on construction 
projects as the courts zealously 
guard the holdback obligations of 
the Builders Lien Act. •

Norm Streu is president and chief 
operating officer of the LMS Reinforcing 
Stee l  Group .  Chr is topher H i r s t  i s 
managing partner and leader of the 
construction and engineering group 
at Alexander Holburn Beaudin + Lang 
LLP. This article was drafted with the 
assistance of Jayde Jessome, articling 
student.

Courts guard holdback obligations of Builders Lien Act
Owner may be liable for any payments that can be construed as being made pursuant to construction contract

Statutory holdback 
provisions remain a 
tricky business, and 
careful consideration 
should be given to all 
payments made on 
construction projects
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