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Looming Labour Shortages 
Challenge Alberta Resource Industries

The Alberta Chamber of Resources’ Workforce 
an important role in ensuring the economic 

W either in hiring and retention difficul-
ties, or in higher labour costs.

According to statistics from
Canada Human Resource Develop-
ment, “the Canadian labour force
grew by about 226,000 per year
during the last quarter century and
this wil l  be reduced to only
123,000 per year during the cur-
rent decade … or at half the pace
of the historical period. The annual
growth will shrink again to only
42,000 per year during the first half
of the next decade … or about one-
fifth of the historical rate. By 2016,
the annual growth will be near zero
and the labour market shortfall will
be enormous.”

Without immediate action, a dra-
matic increase in international

immigration will be necessary to
sustain the historical growth in the
labour force and the economy. By
the year 2016, the annual rate of
immigration required could be as
high as 650,000 per year or as low
as 520,000 per year if improve-
ments occur in the labour markets.
This is much higher than anything
that has happened in the past, and
compares to an average of
166,000 over the last quarter-cen-
tury. 

It was with these staggering sta-
tistics in mind that the Alberta
Chamber of Resources’ Workforce
Development Committee was
formed to develop a roadmap to
provide solutions that will ensure
the skilled labour is available that

With a baby boomer workforce
that celebrates early retirement, a
culture of youth that gravitate
towards professional careers in infor-
mation and communications tech-
nology, and staunch global
competition for the best and bright-
est, it should come as no surprise
that the potential for skilled labour
shortages have become a priority for
Alberta resource industries. In addi-
tion, with labour intensive projects
such as construction of the Macken-
zie Pipeline, the expansion of oil
sands projects, and a booming
housing market, obtaining and
retaining skilled labour will be at the
top of the agenda for most compa-
nies. Indeed, many resource compa-
nies are already feeling the pinch,

By Robert Simpson
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concern for all of the companies. 
The impact of this high demand

for skilled labour is not limited to
the oil sands or the pipeline sector.
Other sectors including forestry,
health care, house construction
and transportation are all feeling
the pinch. According to a 2004
study, Willing and Able—The Prob-
lem of Skills Shortages in Western
Canada, published by the Canada
West Foundation, which surveyed
76 trade and professional industry
associations, 40 indicated they are
currently experiencing some, and
22 indicated severe labour short-
ages while, 80 per cent of those
surveyed anticipated the labour
shortages will continue to escalate.

The urgency of the situation is
apparent, and the Alberta Cham-
ber’s Workforce Development Com-
mittee is in the early stages of
gathering and deciphering the vol-
umes of research on skilled work-
force issues, investigating causes
for the shortage of skilled labour
and then determining how the

Committee can be most effective.
One of the opportunities the

Alberta Chamber of Resources has
identified is the mismatch between
the nearly 330,000 unemployed
and the thousands of under-
employed working part time or in
low paying jobs. This vast amount
of unemployed human capital illus-
trates that in the short term it is not
a lack of workers, but a lack of
skilled workers, that needs to be
addressed.

Aboriginal Youth Training
An opportunity under investiga-

tion is skill training for Alberta’s
Aboriginal youth. The Aboriginal
communities have sustained signifi-
cantly higher birth rates over the
past decade, and for the most part
are sti l l  signif icantly under-
employed. “We think there is likeli-

hood that skills training programs
developed to encourage F irst
Nation’s youth would help to ease
the growing labour shortages,” says
Thomas. 

Thomas and the ACR are not
alone in their thinking. In Prepar-
ing for Growth: Building Alberta’s
Labour Supply, a study completed
by the Alberta Labour Force Plan-
ning Committee, suggests that Abo-
riginal sources of labour still face
barriers that hinder their full partic-
ipation in the labour market. “The
proportion of Aboriginal people
who join the labour market and the
proportion who obtain employment
are significantly below the level of
all Albertans.”

Aboriginal persons have unem-
ployment rates more that double
the general population. The 2003
Census figures show an unemploy-
ment rate of 17 per cent for Aborig-
inal persons compared to 6.0 per
cent for all Albertans. This unem-
ployment rate spikes sharply for
those living on reservations where
unemployment is pegged at 27 per
cent.

As part of the Building the New
West Project, the Canada West
Foundation has conducted the Abo-
riginal Human Capital Strategies
Initiative, with an emphasis on
positive, cooperative approaches
that can be utilized to improve out-
comes. The study concurs that the
Aboriginal Communities constitute
an ever-increasing proportion of the
labour force, “Given that Canada is
going to experience a labour mar-
ket shortage in Western Canada
over coming years, it is in our best
interests to ensure that Aboriginal
Canadians possess the educational
training and skills necessary to

is necessary to keep Alberta’s
resource sector’s robust.

“We need to come together to
work in partnership with all sectors
– post-secondary institutions, indus-
try, stakeholders and government
to share and develop collaborative
approaches to address the immedi-
ate and future needs for an educat-
ed and skilled workforce,” says
Roger Thomas, Chair of the Alberta
Chamber of Resources’ Workforce
Development Committee.

The effect of the movement of
the baby boom generation through
the labour force is well document-
ed. All sectors of the economy will
face a baby boom exodus between
2005 and 2020. These retirements
will be exacerbated by the baby
bust: low levels of births in the
late 1970s and early 1980s. Statis-
tics Canada projects a continual
decline in youth as a percentage of
the population up to 2021. The
result will be a reduced supply of
new labour market entrants over
the next decade.

Skilled Labour Shortage
The shortage of skilled labour

force is already making its mark on
the Alberta resource sector and
without intervention will exacerbate
over time. The enormous capital
investment in Alberta’s oil sands
provides an example of how a
shortage of skilled plumbers, elec-
tr icians, welders, construction
workers and pipe fitters can have a
ripple effect across industries.
Between 2000 and 2004 there was
an estimated $26 billion worth of
capital spending in Alberta’s oil
sands, and demand for skilled
labour has driven up wages. 

Imagine the pressure on the
declining labour market with the
combined effects of Suncor expan-
sion, Petro Canada’s Oil Sands Pro-
ject and the Mackenzie Pipeline. In
fact, tightness of labour is a major

Development Committee will play
prosperity for future generations.

The problem of skill

shortages seems to be

intimately tied to the

state of post-secondary

education.
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LAKELAND COLLEGE
Providing innovative solutions

to support the responsible development of
Alberta’s resource industries.

Partnering with industry to develop:
• A competency system to meet Bill C45 federal legislation and the new Alberta safety codes.
• A web-based system to enable industry to verify contractor and employee safety credentials.
• A province-wide safety curriculum to meet industry standards.
• Applied research projects, including site remediation and clean-up.

Natural Gas Compression Technician
A 16 week pre-careers program, the first of
its kind in North America.

Heavy Oil Operations Technician
A high demand one year program including
4th class power engineering, and preparing
graduates for positions as field operators in
the oil industry, as well as in heating plants,
industrial power plants, and pulp mills.

Environmental Conservation
and Reclamation
A two year diploma preparing graduates to
plan and develop reclamation projects for
the oil and gas, agriculture, forestry, water
resources, and mining sectors. ASET and
CCEP certified, with transfer opportunities
to degree programs.

Industry driven. Industry responsive.
Contact: Manager, Business Partnerships - Oil and Gas

780 416 8862 or
780 853 0550



students; a lack of adequate train-
ing equipment/financial resources
at post-secondary institutions; dif-
ferential provincial standards; and
the quality of education received
being insufficient for employment
in the industry. 

On the labour supply side, other
factors such as a lack of awareness
of employment opportunities or
training programs, and the inability
to migrate to high opportunity
areas further complicate matters.
In fact, the situation is so diverse
and industry specific, governments
and the organizations that repre-
sent occupations facing shortages
must work together to improve
post-secondary training systems
that address the specific needs of
each industry. In some cases, this
is already occurring. 

Responding to 
Industry Needs

The Alberta Apprenticeship and
Industry Trades Board is respond-

ing to industry’s current needs
through its support of the appren-
ticeship and industry training sys-
tem. According to the Board, “to
address the current shortages and
to prevent a larger shortage in the
future, Alberta businesses, in con-
junction with the Alberta Appren-
ticeship and Industry Trades Board,
are working to re-evaluate their
approach to trades recruitment and
training.”

Of significance through the Reg-
istered Apprenticeship Program
(RAP), young people have the
opportunity to start their appren-
ticeship training while still in high
school. Scholarship programs,
made possible through a partner-
ship between Alberta industry, the
Alberta Apprenticeship and Indus-
try Training Board, and Alberta
Learning, encourages these appren-
tices to continue their training after
graduation from high school.

The Board is also supporting the
work of Aboriginal organizations,

compete successfully in the job
market. Incorporating Aboriginal
Canadians within the labour market
is one of western Canada’s most
important challenges.”

Training and employing Canadi-
an Aboriginal youth is only one of
many areas that the Alberta Cham-
ber’s Workforce Development Com-
mittee will be researching. Another
area that will receive attention is
the secondary and post secondary
education system and how the sys-
tem meets the needs of the current
labour markets.

The problem of skill shortages
seems to be intimately tied to the
state of post-secondary education.
In the Canada West Survey, both
industry associations and the litera-
ture findings indicate that although
post-secondary training programs
exist for many occupations experi-
encing shortages, a variety of defi-
ciencies exist at the post secondary
level. These deficiencies include
too few educational placements for
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industry, the federal government
and other groups to encourage par-
ticipation and improve access to
training for Aboriginals. For exam-
ple, the Alberta Aboriginal Appren-
ticeship Project established three
pilot projects in High Level, Fort
McMurray and Edmonton to assist
Aboriginal peoples to enter and
complete apprenticeship programs.

Other challenges for the Work-
force Development Committee will
be to understand and work towards
eliminating some of the underlying
factors for labour shortages, includ-
ing the cultural biases, barriers to
inter-provincial labour mobility, and
structural issues.

One factor that can contribute to
skills shortages in the resource
industry is cultural biases. Over the
past decade, youth have gravitated
towards training in information and
communications technologies,
which has diverted students away
from the traditional trades. The per-
ception being that jobs in the trades
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chronic shortage of labour be avert-
ed. If unabated, chronic skills
shortages will prevent companies
from expanding operations, drive
up labour costs, and shift opera-
tions elsewhere. It is clear that solv-
ing the problems of skill shortages
requires a coordinated approach by
various levels of government. 

These initiatives constitute only
a small component of the overall
solution. While it is important to
create partnerships between indus-
try, governments and the post-sec-
ondary institutions, it is equally
important to communicate the
message broadly to Albertans that
the skills crisis poses a real chal-
lenge to future prosperity. If not
properly addressed, it will adversely
affect us all. With this goal in mind,
the Alberta Chamber of Resources’
Workforce Development Committee
will play an important role in ensur-
ing the economic prosperity of the
Alberta resource industry for future
generations. ■

are manually intensive, low paying,
and for the unskilled. The challenge
for industry associations and the
resource industry is to change these
perceptions with both youth and
their parents, who also play a signif-
icant role in steering their children
away from traditional trades.

Uninhibited labour mobility is
essential to ensure a full function-
ing economy, and a lack of uniform
skill recognition standards across
provincial boundaries leads to inef-
ficiencies. In response, the Alberta
Apprenticeship and Industry Train-
ing Board has countered with the
Red Seal Program, which provides a
standardized endorsement on
apprentice and journeyperson cer-
tificates. However, several trades
are still not covered by the Red Seal
program and will require industry
participation to reduce the barriers
to mobility.

For Alberta Resource sector’s
continued growth and ability to cre-
ate wealth, it is imperative that a

Levelton delivers leading engineering and
scientific solutions to industry and government.
Our focus on the future is built on a foundation

developed through 38 years of diverse
experience. Call us.

Highlighting our
Environmental Services

• Air Quality Impact Assessment
• Routine and Regional Dispersion Modeling 
• Meteorology and Climatology
• Meteorological Monitoring (rental & turnkey) 
• Emission Control
• Comprehensive E.I.A.'s  
• GHG Management, Strategies and Plans
• Indoor Air Quality
• Air Pollution Control Options
• Stack and Ambient Testing
• Regulatory Affairs

Levelton Consultants Ltd.
515 - 808 4 Ave. S.W.

Calgary, Alberta  T2P 3E8
Tel.(403) 269-4141
Fax:(403) 234-0661

E-Mail:calgary@levelton.com 
www.levelton.com
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EDMONTON 780-454-0101

ELKFORD 250-865-4651

FORT McMURRAY 780-743-2622

PORT COQUITLAM 604-941-6611

THUNDDER BAY 807-939-2200

YELLOWKNIFE 867-920-0384

TRANSWEST MINING SYSTEMS, DIVISION OF KCL WEST HOLDINGS INC.

www.transwestmining.com
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$25 Billion 
NEIGHBOURHOOD
$25 Billion 
NEIGHBOURHOOD

Located within Alberta's Capital Region, Greater Edmonton, the Industrial
Heartland is Alberta's hub for value-added resource processing.
Our industries optimize the wealth from these important assets and
benefit both their own bottom line and that of the community.

Connect to....
• 30,000 acres of zoned industrial land • Petrochemical feedstocks from oilsands 

• Extensive transportation network • Skilled and productive workforce

Contact us to find out how you
can connect to our opportunities.

...with
room to
grow

...with
room to
grow

Larry Wall, Executive Director
Call direct: (780) 414-0066 or
Toll-free in North America
1-888-414-0032

www.industrialheartland.com

Vancouver
604.576.4755

Calgary
403.226.2020

Edmonton
780.789.2375

Winnipeg
204.940.3140

Toronto
519.669.4144

Saskatoon
306.384.5999

Montreal
514.356.0911

St. John’s
709.579.6378


