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Executive Summary
The scope and scale of unemployment among Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples is staggering and matched
only by the skilled labour shortage within Canadian businesses.
From a policy perspective, Canadian business and Aboriginal leaders, along with government, training
and labour organizations, need to tackle three key questions:
1.
2.
3.

What needs to happen so that Aboriginal organizations and businesses can work together in
more efcient ways to build an inclusive and productive workforce?
How can more efcient labour market strategies affect a positive change locally, provincially
and nationally?
How can investments in human capital be better aligned, and coordinated to achieve better
outcomes?

At the 8th Annual Champions’ Meeting, Canada’s leaders in Aboriginal diversity will contribute their
ideas to an important policy debate about the principles underlying more effective Aboriginal labour
market strategies.

Factors affecting Aboriginal labour market strategies
•
•
•

Companies experience a high level of uncertainty sourcing Aboriginal candidates who have a
sustained interest in completing company-based training programs.
Aboriginal training and employment centres are scattered across Canada.
Entry points and protocols required to do business with these centres are complex.

Employers often nd this environment confusing, fragmented and uncertain, which can inhibit
employer investment in Aboriginal labour market strategies.

Innovation and leadership is critical
Innovation is critical for Canada to improve its productivity advantage. Small, medium and large
businesses must play a leading role in designing labour market strategies that meets their needs.
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8th Annual
Champions’ Meeting
Aboriginal Labour Market Strategies: Increasing Return and Productivity
Unlocking Canada’s Economic Potential
Canada is currently enjoying a period of unprecedented wealth and prosperity. A strong international
economy is hungry for what Canada has in abundance. While our economy may be the fastest
growing in the G8, there are troubling signs ahead that threaten to put the brakes on this rapid
growth.
In very fast growing economies, a primary constraint on growth and productivity is often the
availability of a trained workforce. Over the past few years we have seen such constraints
appearing with increasing frequency in diverse sectors of the economy. By 2020, there is estimated
to be a shortfall of one million workers in the country, mostly in high skilled and knowledge-oriented
occupations. The current labour shortfall has skewed the operations of businesses, impeded
their level of productivity, and distorted labour markets. It is anticipated that by 2020, the impact,
if left unchecked, will be debilitating1.
The 8th Annual Champions’ Meeting provides an opportunity for Canadian leaders (public/private
sector, Aboriginal, education, labour organizations) to engage in an important policy debate about the
ways Aboriginal people can contribute to the nation’s economic growth and productivity.
To achieve this goal, it is important that more business leaders in Canada develop a better
appreciation of the business case for hiring Aboriginal people. They must encourage and adopt new
policies and strategies. Business investment is needed for the short and long term development of
an Aboriginal workforce. Aboriginal organizations and communities also need to consider new ways
to work with employers to prepare their people for the future workforce. The Champions play an
important role in the debate and provide new insight and ability to amplify the issues toward new
policy and partnership solutions.

1The OECD projects that Canada’s annual labour force growth will fall to less than 0.5 per

cent between 2000 and 2020 and thereafter net annual growth will be negative.
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Looking for Solutions: Learning from Ireland
To plot a responsive strategy, Canada could look beyond its borders to nd what other countries have
done in similar circumstances.
For example, during the 1980s, Ireland was facing a similar period of rapid economic growth. In the space
of a single generation, Ireland moved from being the poorest country in Europe to one of the richest in
the world. In 1987, Ireland’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita was less than two thirds of the
European Union (EU) average2.
Critical to the success of the Celtic Tiger was Ireland’s ability to ensure
that its labour market was ready to meet the rapid pace of economic
development. With nearly 40 per cent of Ireland’s population under the
age of 25, it was essential that this younger generation was provided with
the education, training and attitudes necessary to supply the needs of the
economy.
An evolving immigration policy combined with its National Workplace
Strategy meant that by 2003, Irish GDP per capita had climbed to 125 per
cent of the EU average, effectively tripling the size of the Irish economy.
Exports of goods and services expanded eight-fold, personal consumer
spending rose by 140 per cent, unemployment plummeted and the numbers
of employed workers increased by more than 70 per cent. Productivity
levels were among the highest in the world.
What can we learn from Ireland’s example? Will Canada’s labour market strategies keep pace with the
needs of our changing economy? Will these labour market opportunities be accessible by all Canadians
including its Aboriginal Peoples? In 15 or 20 years from now will we be able to say that Aboriginal people
were a vital solution to employers’ workforce needs? If so, how will we make this happen?

Lessons From Alberta
Canada’s biggest and fastest growing economy, Alberta, has been blazing new trails in economic strength,
but cracks are appearing in this powerhouse. Labour shortages across the province’s economy are
threatening to undermine the continued economic health and quality of life in the province. The impact
has the possibility to distort the national labour market.
A study conducted by the Canadian Labour and Business Centre in 20063
found that small businesses, in particular, are being hurt by the labour
shortage and lack of skilled labour. In many cases, these businesses aren’t
able to take advantage of the opportunities that are being presented. Over
the past three years, 80 per cent of those surveyed indicated that they had
experienced trouble hiring enough people. Sectors hardest hit were
construction and trucking, but the entire economy is being affected. In an
effort to deal with the shortage, businesses have had to hire less-qualied
people, pay more overtime, and increase salaries and benets. Recent
reports in the media4 have described businesses such as restaurants, having
to close down during peak hours due to insufcient staff. In several cases,
workers from as far away as Southeast Asia are being brought in to satisfy
local labour needs.

2Just 15 years ago, Canada’s per capita gross domestic product was two and a half times Ireland’s. Today,

Ireland’s GDP is 15 per cent to 20 per cent greater than ours.

3CFIB Research – Alberta’s Growing Shortage of Qualied labour, January 2006.
4National Post November 11, 2006 page A1, A8 – Alberta booming, but starving for service labour.
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Aboriginal People: One Key to Canada’s Productivity
Canada’s Aboriginal population, the youngest and fastest growing population, represents a huge
potential workforce. By 2020, over 400,000 young Aboriginal people will enter the workforce adding
to the 652,000 who are already of working age.
While governments, Aboriginal organizations, educational institutions and
labour organizations all have an important role to play in developing this
labour market, the private sector must play a central role in developing a
new, equitable, and innovative labour market strategy to meet the challenges
ahead.The private sector has critical expertise and experience in adapting to
changing business conditions – it must extend these to address the labour
market challenges facing our economy. A partnership jointly led by
employers and Aboriginal people must be established in order to develop
innovative solutions to the current and medium term labour market
shortages, while dramatically increasing Aboriginal employment.

Issues and Constraints
Past efforts at increasing Aboriginal labour force participation have had mixed success reecting the
many challenges facing employers and our Aboriginal people. Some of these challenges are
summarized below.
•

•
•

•
•
•

Demand

Companies are unaware of the potential
Aboriginal workforce or they do not have easy
access to resources that can steer them in the
right direction.
Companies face uncertainty nding
Aboriginal employees that have interest in
completing training and orientation programs.
Aboriginal career and employment
centres with the mandate to train and obtain
employment opportunities for Aboriginal people
are spread across the country. Some centres
have processes that may be too complex and
frustrating for some businesses to manage.
Stereotypes and misunderstandings can hinder
the degree of interest companies have in hiring
Aboriginal people.
Linkages between the labour force demand and
supply need to be strengthened and extended.
An increasing number of employers are
looking overseas for solutions to their shortterm labour needs, rather than investing in the
development of Canadian labour sources such as
Aboriginal people.

•

•

•
•

•
•

•

Supply
pp y

Employment centres and other related
development organizations need to accelerate efforts to address the swelling numbers of
Aboriginal people who will approach the working
age in the next decade.5
Low levels of formal education do not adequately
prepare many Aboriginal people for employment,
and can impede their success in training and
education efforts.
Endemic poverty inicts a host of social, health
and development issues on Aboriginal people.
Using the United Nations’ Human Development
Index, Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples’ quality of life
would place a dismal 43rd among the nations of
the world.
Geographic isolation of some Aboriginal groups
away from key areas of economic activity is a
major constraint.
Aboriginal career and employment centres may
face capacity and resource issues that impede
their ability to deliver programs and services,
or develop partnerships and linkages with the
sources of demand.
Community-based Aboriginal employment centres
face challenges working with each other and with
regional and national development organizations
to develop coordinated employer engagement
strategies.

5The Aboriginal Human Resource Development Strategy (AHRDS) is the Government of Canada’s ve-year $1.6 billion initiative with the mission to create Aboriginal training and employment opportunities. The council works with Aboriginal Human
Resource Development Agreement holders as well as other Aboriginal employment centres to create innovative recruitment,
retention and advancement solutions with employers. In this paper the term “employment centres” refers to this national
network of ofces which provide career counseling and employment services to Aboriginal job candidates.
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The structural and societal issues underlying Aboriginal unemployment in Canada are many and varied.
Many of the unemployment issues must be addressed within the context of a broader socio-economic
framework. For example, some of the socio-economic issues include literacy rate, health, education,
justice, housing, racism and community development.
There is a strong correlation between the dismal state of socio-economic circumstances which
characterize many Aboriginal communities, and the state of workforce readiness of their residents.
Indeed, the experience of Canada’s employment centres is that there are really two broad client groups:
the highly barriered clients with many social and developmental issues, and those who show employment
potential in varying capacities.
At the ground level, these centres play a counselling role with the rst group while trying to design
career and placement strategies for the second. Resources are spread too thin and some Aboriginal
organizations may not have the competencies, nancial resources and the wherewithal to develop
partnerships with businesses willing or able to engage people from their communities.
Aboriginal people do not always have access to employment role models. Remote communities and
reserves typically do not have the business infrastructure necessary to support a range of employment
role models or career options. Aboriginal people may move to larger centres in order to secure
employment. However, this can pose a variety of different issues without family and community
supports.
There are many transition to work and workplace employment issues that inhibit investment in
Aboriginal labour market strategies. Employers are experiencing a high level of uncertainty sourcing the
right Aboriginal candidates with the sustained interest to complete companies’ training programs. The
Aboriginal organizations that have the mandate for training and employment are scattered across the
country and their entry points and organizational protocols are complex. Employers are seeking
strategies that are less confusing, less uncertain and greater economies of scale and transaction.
Many employers are unsure of the protocols necessary to develop partnerships with Aboriginal
communities. Similarly, there may be rules or restrictions in the workplace that create misunderstandings
between Aboriginal employees and their supervisors. The workplaces may be structured in ways that
are not attractive to Aboriginal people. Or, workplaces may not be conducive to encouraging the full
engagement of its Aboriginal employees.
The vast majority of companies in Canada do not have Aboriginal recruitment strategies. The Mining
Industry Human Resources Council (MiHR) reported that only 20 per cent of the mining industry has an
Aboriginal human resource strategy6. Considering that the mining industry is one of the biggest
employers of Aboriginal people, it suggests that employers as a group need more information and
expertise in this critical area of Aboriginal recruitment and retention. As well, many companies in
Canada seem to lack an appreciation of the business case for hiring Aboriginal people. Many others have
not embraced diversity or inclusion strategies as a matter of practice and policy. In general, employers
seem to have little understanding of what constitutes an effective Aboriginal inclusion strategy, and
there are few mechanisms to share and grow this information.
In some sectors there is a vast under-representation or under-participation of Aboriginal people in
certain industries. The IT, biotechnology, aquaculture and environmental sectors are some examples. In
some cases the barriers that are impeding entry to these sectors are not well documented or
understood. The lack of human resources research and information means that strategies are either
non-existent or not well coordinated by either industry or Aboriginal groups. How many industries
have a national or even a regional Aboriginal HR strategy?7 How many Aboriginal employment centres
have a coordinated supply side strategy to meet the needs of the various industry sectors where there
is a growing demand for skilled workers?
6Prospecting the Future; Meeting Human Resource Challenges in the Canadian Metal and Minerals Industry (2006)
7The lack of dedicated strategy is consistent with the relatively low level of rigour that many employers treat human

resource planning. Less than one quarter of surveyed employers use metrics and analysis to link human resource
investment to business outcomes, and less than one fth have a human resource information system that is fully linked to
business and organizational performance data. (Conference Board of Canada, 2006)
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Building a Foundation in the Skilled Trades
A coordinated Aboriginal approach to the skilled trades labour market is especially needed. This
labour market sector is critical to Canada’s productivity and it is in an area where Aboriginal people have
achieved some success already.
So much more could be done however, and with the right push and pull strategies, Aboriginal people
could attain a stronger position in the skilled trades labour market. Just as the Mohawks and Mi’kmaq
have created a signicant force in the ironworkers occupation, so too could Aboriginal people, as a whole,
play an important role in the development of Canada’s skilled trades over the next 15 to 25 years.
So many employers have a vested interest to ensure that there is a sufcient supply of skilled workers.
The business case for developing a coordinated Aboriginal trades labour force is clear. If ever there was
a compelling opportunity for a partnership which could benet Aboriginal people and employers, now
is the time.
Findings from the Workplace Partners Panel’s 2006 Viewpoints Leadership Survey (September 2006)
afrm that “the most commonly cited shortage in the private sector is in the trades occupations.
About one in four managers (23 per cent) reported a current occupational shortage in trades; an
additional 10 per cent anticipated a trades shortage in two years. One third of private sector labour
leaders cited trades occupations as being in shortage, and an additional 29 per cent anticipated them”.
The Construction Sector Council and the Aboriginal Human Resource Development Council of
Canada recently reported that in the next ten years, there will be 80,000 retiring workers in the
construction sector alone.8 An estimated 7664 Aboriginal workers could meet this skill need. A labour
market forecast by the Mining Industry Human Resources Council (MiHR) has projected a shortfall
of a similar magnitude; some 82,000 workers will be needed in the next ten years. Aboriginal people
could provide the solution to these trades labour market shortages.

Leadership and Successes
Despite the challenges, Canada’s Aboriginal employment centres across the country are experiencing a
host of successes working with employers and developing supply side solutions that are providing new
opportunities to Aboriginal people. The Membertou First Nation’s trades program in Cape Breton has
achieved considerable success coaching and supporting young Aboriginal apprentices. The Osoyoos First
Nation in BC has developed numerous joint ventures, including one with Vincor International Winery,
and this community achieved near zero unemployment. The list of achievements at the community level
is impressive.

Success Stories
•
In 2005 Syncrude employed 402 Aboriginal people or about nine per cent of its total workforce
with a target of raising this to 13 per cent. Impressively, Aboriginal employees have an average 11.2 years
in service. A key ingredient to its success was its attitude toward developing a diverse workplace and
recognizing its responsibilities to work with the communities in the region.
•
Devon Canada and the EnCana Corporation teamed up with the Northern Alberta Institute of
Technology, the Métis Nation of Alberta, and Keyano College to launch a trades pre-apprenticeship
training program. Trades in Motion uses a truck-mounted mobile workshop to provide basic preapprenticeship skills in the welding, millwright, pipetting, steam tting and electric - trades most in
demand in the region. The program comes with a commitment by the corporate sponsors to provide
work placements and apprenticeships.

8Canada has 27 sector councils with a shared goal to improve the quality of the Canadian labour force

and help employers meet changing competitive demands. Councils address a wide range of issues
related to technological change, quality standards, planning and human resource development.
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•
The Aboriginal Employment Initiative is a program launched by the Business Council of Manitoba
in partnership with several companies, aimed at giving Aboriginal students early exposure to the
job-searching experience by writing resumes and applying for half-day periods at various companies
collaborating in the project. Students gained self-awareness and were awed by the business technology.
It really brought home to them that math and science are important subjects to learn in school if they
want a career in this area.
•
IGNITE (IGNiting Interest in Technology and Engineering) launched as part of IBM Canada’s
national Aboriginal strategy, hosts three to ve day camps that provide opportunities for Aboriginal
children between the ages of 8 to 14 to gain exposure to careers in technology.The challenging hands-on
science and engineering activities are designed to provide Aboriginal youth with an opportunity to build
condence in their technical abilities.
•
The Building Aboriginal Human Resources (BEAHR) project is a joint partnership of the
Environmental Careers Organization (ECO) Canada and the Aboriginal Human Resource Development
Council of Canada. This national initiative has targeted 6000 jobs for Aboriginal people in the
environment sector.The introduction of a new short-term environmental monitoring certicate course is
one way Aboriginal people can acquire the skills needed to enter this growing sector of the economy.
It is worth noting that these examples are illustrative of the seven promising practices to address
labour market disparities as identied in the Canada West Foundation 2003 report “Achieving Potential:
Towards Improved Labour Market Outcomes for Aboriginal People”9

Improving Canada’s Productivity: Working with Aboriginal People
Canada’s economic prosperity can be attributed to a number of factors such as exceptional workforce
talent, skills and education, and the drive of Canadian business. The pending labour shortage in our
country may well be the biggest challenge facing our long-term economic prosperity and productivity.
Together we need to review our current labour market development approaches, including
immigration and Aboriginal policies. These initiatives will ensure that there are coherent community,
regional and national strategies that align with Canada’s labour market needs. Let’s ensure that our
largest pool of untapped labour is not left idling during the period of our country’s greatest need.
The federal government’s recent economic and scal update has
recognized the need for action on these issues. In particular, key elements
of the economic plan, Advantage Canada, indicate the importance of
addressing labour market needs to ensure the nation’s economic
prosperity. In particular, the plan calls for the creation of a “knowledge
advantage by creating the best-educated, most-skilled and most exible
workforce in the world”10. The plan also calls for increased investment on
post-secondary education and training, and for the elimination of barriers
to the labour force particularly for Aboriginal people, older workers, and
people with disabilities. While short on details, the update provides some
direction and leadership on how labour market issues will be addressed by
the federal government in the near term.

9The seven promising practices include: (i) Perform comprehensive evaluation of goals focusing on both individual and holistic outcomes, (ii) Facilitate the dissemination of information, (iii) Reinforce the value of education, (iv) Consider social conditions, (v) Display
patience, tolerance and understanding, (vi) Build condence, promote inclusion, (vii) Recognize, reward and celebrate successes.
10”The Economic and Fiscal Update: Canada’s New Government. Presentation by the Honourable James M. Flaherty, P.C. M.P.
November 23, 2006, page10.
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While governments, Aboriginal organizations, educational institutions and
labour organizations all have an important role to play in developing this
labour market, the private sector must play a central role in developing a
new, equitable, and innovative labour market strategy to meet the challenges
ahead.The private sector has critical expertise and experience in adapting to
changing business conditions – it must extend these to address the labour
market challenges facing our economy. This multi-dimensional partnership
must explore innovative solutions to the problem and address the many elements affecting the development of our labour market. This is a productivity
imperative.
Innovation is critical if Canada is to improve its productivity advantage. Small,
medium and large businesses must play a leading role in designing labour
market strategies that meet their needs. From a policy perspective,
Canadian business and Aboriginal leaders, along with government, education
and labour organizations need to tackle these questions:

1. What needs to happen so that Aboriginal organizations and businesses can work
together in more efcient ways to build an inclusive and productive workforce?
2. How can more efcient labour market strategies affect a positive change locally,
provincially and nationally?
3. How can investments in human capital be better aligned, and coordinated to achieve
better outcomes?
At the 8th Annual Champions’ Meeting, Canada’s leaders in Aboriginal diversity will contribute their
ideas to an important policy debate about the principles underlying more effective Aboriginal labour
market strategies.
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AHRDCC Champions'
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Charles S. Coffey, O.C. (Co-Chair)
Chief Sophie Pierre, OBC, President, St. Eugene Mission Resort Development (Co-chair)
John Bernard, President, Donna Cona Inc.
The Honourable Maxime Bernier, Minister of Industry Canada, Government of Canada
National Chief Patrick Brazeau, Congress of Aboriginal Peoples
Gerald Brown, President, Association of Canadian Community Colleges
The Honourable Pearl Calahasen, Minister of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development,
Government of Alberta
James (Jim) E. Carter, President and Chief Operating Ofcer, Syncrude Canada Ltd.
Clément Chartier, President, Métis National Council
The Honourable Charles Dent, Minister of Education, Culture and Employment,
Government of the Northwest Territories
Kim Devooght,Vice President, Public Sector, IBM Canada Ltd.
Kirk Dudtschak, Regional President, Manitoba, Saskatchewan and NW Ontario, RBC
Financial Group
Randy Eresman, President and Chief Executive Ofcer, EnCana Corporation
The Honourable Diane Finley, Minister of Human Resources and Social Development,
Government of Canada
National Chief Phil Fontaine, Assembly of First Nations
Kenneth V. Georgetti, President, Canadian Labour Congress
Beverley Jacobs, President, Native Women’s Association of Canada
Chief Clarence Louis, Osoyoos Indian Band Development Corporation
The Honourable Oscar Lathlin, Minister of Aboriginal and Northern Affairs,
Government of Manitoba
The Honourable Gary Lunn, Minister of Natural Resources, Government of Canada
Joseph T. Norton,Vice President, Mohawk Internet Technologies
Tim Penner, President, Procter and Gamble Canada
The Honourable Jim Prentice, Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development and
Federal Interlocutor for Métis & Non-Status Indians, Government of Canada
Paul Perkins,Vice President, Policy and Planning,Vancouver Corporate Ofce
Weyerhaeuser
Mary Simon, President, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami
The Honourable Maynard Sonntag, Minister of First Nations & Métis Relations,
Government of Saskatchewan
Ms. Rosa Walker, Acting Chair, National Aboriginal Economic Development Board

AHRDCC Board of Directors Executive
•
•
•
•

Rob Johnston, Board Co-Chair, Head of Sales Strategy & Support, RBC Financial Group
Anne Noonan, Board Co-Chair, Nika Technologies Inc.
Roberta Hewson, Board Treasurer, Executive Director, Partners for Careers
Kelly Lendsay, President & CEO, Aboriginal Human Resource Development Council of Canada

10
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CANADA’S LEADING INNOVATORS IN ABORIGINAL
RECRUITMENT, RETENTION AND ADVANCEMENT.

820 - 606 Spadina Crescent East
Saskatoon, SK S7K 3H1
tf: 1-866-711-5091
p: 306-956-5360
f: 306-956-5361
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