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CUSW: A DIFFERENT KIND OF UNION
The Canadian Union of Skilled Workers (CUSW) was formed in 1999 as a 100% grassroots,
democratic, independent Canadian union. CUSW was built as a bottom-up union, focused on
members, with elections for all levels of the organization. It remains this way today. CUSW
represents all types of workers, in all employee bargaining units, in various sectors throughout
Canada. This diversity allows CUSW to bring a well-rounded viewpoint, both in bargaining and
when interacting with other stakeholders.
CUSW has grown significantly, since its founding – primarily in the power generation and
transmission businesses. Much of the growth has been attained by partnering with our strong
employers to ensure the recruitment and retention of Ontario youth into apprenticeship
programs and then graduating qualified journeypersons.
At the core of what CUSW does, it supplies electricians/apprentices and line persons and
apprentices to employers. CUSW presently has numerous members working for Ontario Power
Generator (OPG) on nuclear refurbishment. In the last round of bargaining CUSW agreed with
the employer to a contract that was a win for both CUSW members and the employer.
We also proactively partner on common issues such as the skilled trades shortage, changing
demographics in the workplace, changing work methods, gender inclusion, Indigenous
support and jobs.

Aboriginal Line Crew
Ground Support Program
CUSW works with some of the largest Installed Base
contractors in the world, while at the same time supporting
smaller contractors in rural Canada. We are honoured
to boost economic growth in all types of Canadian
communities. CUSW is proud of our record of diversity and
recently won Diversity Champion of the Year as presented
by Skills for Change.
Creating win-wins are our approach. This collaborative
model is one that CUSW believes in and endeavors to
replicate at all our workplaces.
CUSW is based out of Etobicoke, Ontario with offices in
Sault Ste Marie, Ontario and Burnaby, B.C.
CUSW is a different kind of union. We see the employer/
union/ member relationship differently than the more
traditional union. At CUSW, we don’t organize workers
then present demands to employers – we think this
prevents friction from the start.
At CUSW we will work with employers and and employees
to get an agreement that fits the type of work an employer
wishes to pursue. That way both employer and members
support the agreement. They become union members
knowing and accepting the agreement with the employer
who gets certainty.

The Canadian Union of Skilled
Workers is pleased to support
the Aboriginal Line Crew Ground
Support worker training program
– in the Indigenous communities
of Ontario – in order to prepare
Indigenous youth for a variety
of career building opportunities.
We realize the potential of the
Indigenous workforce in fulfilling
the labour needs of industry
employers and unions. We have
participated in several workready programs with industry
and Indigenous partners and will
actively participate in this
program’s success.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Economic Context
It goes without saying that the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted our life, world and economy
more significantly than anything else in our lifetimes.
Now focused on the recovery, there are both opportunities and challenges.
The global landscape is shifting. Some sectors of our economy will adjust to “the new normal”
more quickly than others. Some will never fully recover. Others will grower stronger than ever.
Recent news has been good. The June 2020 Statistics Canada job numbers came out on July
10th and Ontario added 377, 900 jobs across a variety of sectors.
In sectors where the skilled trades are important, there was growth. That is expected to
continue because the Ontario Government’s Jobs and Recovery Committee is spurring a
movement to build and manufacture in Ontario again.
Investments in infrastructure from all levels of government is accelerating and there is a
renewed sense of partnership. “We’re all in this together” has become more than a mantra.
All of this makes reducing and removing barriers to growth more important. Freeing our people
and businesses is a big priority.

Time to address barriers that have existed for a long time
The Canadian Union of Skilled Workers (CUSW) and its members believe now is the time to take
a serious look at barriers in the current skilled trades and apprentices system that have been an
impediment for a long time.
We are pleased with the work that the Government of Ontario has done over the past year
to modernize its approach to skilled trades and promote new jobs. This was on a positive
trajectory prior to COVID-19 and CUSW believes it needs to continue.
In addition, CUSW also believes demographic factors and the rapid advance of technology
require the Province to press even harder to update skilled trades legislation and regulations –
not only to align Ontario with other provinces, but to keep Ontario competitive.

There are barriers to skilled trades growth that can readily
be addressed. The purpose of this paper is to detail and
discuss these items.

Summary of Recommendations
Some key recommendations that CUSW is making in this
paper include:

•

A “common toolbox” of trainings be established that
are recognized by employers and transferable from
employer to employer.

•

•

Rapidly accelerate the online delivery of these trainings –

a different type of union,

removing barriers that may have existed before to online

we can play a strong role in

offerings.

modernizing of the skilled

Establish a task force to review restrictions that constrain
skilled trade workers to one trade only.

•
•

come out stronger.

Increase apprenticeship wages to align more closely with

Allow apprentices to write the Certificate of Qualification

Ensure that minimum standards exist and are accepted
across Canada to minimize “red tape” in ensuring that
Ontario recognizes apprenticeships from other provinces.
Offer incentives to employers who hire workers through
unions who can demonstrate usage of non-traditional
apprenticeships on a job.

•

barriers to growth at a critical

align with the apprenticeship training standards.

500 hours of completion.

•

confident that by reducing
time, Ontario’s economy can

exam immediately after schooling, provided they are within

•

trades in Ontario. We’re

School should be completed in tandem with the hours to

other provinces.

•

CUSW is confident that as

Review how apprentices can complete their
apprenticeship hours more quickly.
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THE NEW
REALITY:
REDUCING
THE
BARRIERS
TO SKILLED
TRADES
GROWTH IN
ONTARIO

As Ontario looks to recover from the COVID-19 crisis, there is a considerably
strengthened commitment to manufacture and build in Ontario again.
Under the direction of the Ontario Jobs and Recovery Committee,
legislative and policy changes are already underway.
The Made in Ontario plan launched by the Premier in July and efforts to
build infrastructure faster under the COVID-19 Economic Recovery Act are
two significant thrusts.
The economic downturn resulting from the COVID-19 crisis had an
immediate impact on skilled trades workers in many workplaces across
the province. As many as 60% of CUSW members were impacted. Their
workplaces were under quarantine and restrictions curtailed business with
many of our employers. In particular, young workers were most affected.
On that note, CUSW was encouraged to see the Ministry of Labour, Training
and Skills Development offering short-term relief programs such as the
Ontario Tools Grant at the height of the COVID-19 crisis. These were
timely and well-considered. The help provided to apprentices and skilled
tradespeople was appreciated.
As more construction places were opened and as the province enters
Stage 3, the recovery is already underway. More importantly, there is broad
recognition that the recovery will grow the need for skilled trades workers
in Ontario in the short, medium and long term.
How do we ensure the skilled trades worker shortages we saw prior to
COVID-19 are not exacerbated in the recovery? How do we unleash the
potential of the new opportunities growth will bring?
That’s the purpose of this white paper.
Modernizing the role of skilled trades and apprenticeship program in
Ontario and reducing the some of the barriers that have existed for decades
can no longer wait.
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All stakeholders are looking to attract more young people to the skilled trades and to
ensure those that are currently unevenly employed or under-employed in the skilled trades
are job-ready.
This requires a multi-faceted approach. Prior to COVID-19, many openings in the skilled trades
were going unfilled. That problem isn’t going away in the recovery.
The Government of Ontario continues to make
significant investments to promote the skill
trades – including educating parents that there
are highly-technical, well-paying careers in the
trades for their daughters and sons to pursue.
As the recovery develops and in the long-term,
CUSW sees three factors driving the need for
modernization.
These are:
1.

Barriers in approach to skilled trades and
apprenticeships.The old way of doing
things is an impediment. Barriers include:
a.

Siloed, non-collaborative approach
Prior to COVID-19, traditional unions
in the sector didn’t work well together
– even when it was in their best interests. That needs to change. There also needs to
be an attitudinal shift. Many employers were looked upon negatively, whether large or
small or urban or rural.

b. Downtime
In many cases, there is significant but avoidable downtime for skilled workers. Some
examples of avoidable downtime include waiting for another skilled worker to complete
a task that could be done by a multi-skilled worker or completing required training for
each job site.
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c.

Repetitive training
Many members take the same training or courses for each site they visit,
no matter how large or small the job is. They may be brought into a threeday job but must spend a week taking online courses before they can be
sanctioned for that job site. It isn’t economical for the employer. In fact, it’s a
disincentive to hire workers for smaller jobs – as the smaller the job, the large
the percentage of cost that goes into what is often repetitive training. While
some training can be done pre-employment, other training does require
training on Day one. Modernizing this approach is required to get more
workers onto job-sites faster.

2. The increasingly rapid advance of technology is changing the skill set required
for many jobs in the trades. From understanding how to set the computer systems
to programming and automation, there is a whole new level of training required
to complete most jobs. The virtual world brought on by COVID-19 has only
accelerated this need.
3.

The demographic challenge. A wave of baby boomer retirements was, and
still is, exacerbating the skilled trades shortage. Too often, a lot of institutional
knowledge is walking out the door. At the same time, there is a significant gender
imbalance in the skilled trades and new Canadians are under-represented. All
stakeholders and the Government are cognizant of these issues. Therein lies an
opportunity to help address the shortage.

Each of these was a growing problem for the skills trades shortage in Ontario prior
to COVID-19. Notwithstanding all the changes COVID-19 has brought about in the
workplace and the economy, these problems haven’t gone away over the past four
months.
The good news is that it’s fixable and the renewed sense that we’re all in this together
helps.
From our experience and vantage point, CUSW believes a lot of this can be
addressed by the modernization of Ontario’s approach to the skilled trades and
apprenticeships.
The next section of this paper outlines how and why this is necessary.
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THE 2020 KNOWLEDGE WORKER
CUSW recognized two decades ago that the successful worker of 2020 would require a
different skill set to advance in the workplace. CUSW also recognized that the employeremployee relationship would continue to change and evolve. The old mass production model
of workers simply carrying out the direction of management doesn’t fit the new economy.
Workers need to be innovators and leaders. They need to feel empowered to make change in
the workplace and to innovate. Ongoing training and education is essential
to preparing workers for success.
This isn’t only because of advancing technology. Developing a
whole host of skills in workers would enhance their personal
development and better equip them for advancement within
any organization.
These skills could include:

•

Supervisory skills

•

Health and safety

•

Problem-solving

•

Leadership

•

Communications and presentation skills

•

Creativity and innovation

•

Influencing others

•

Labour relations

•

Conflict resolution

•

Governance

•

Project management

•

Leading change
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Towards this end, CUSW set up the CUSW Leadership Academy in 2013.
CUSW has also been looking to work with new employers that understand the importance of
this concept in the new economy. Those that were stuck in the mindset that workers are to only
execute the task they’re told to do are under-utilizing their talent. In a competitive environment
where there is a shortage of skilled workers to fill positions, a new, more fulfilling arrangement
is attractive to young workers looking for career advancement.
It’s a discussion CUSW has with employers too. The identification of what skill sets are needed
is a two-way dialogue. Training and education programs are designed to help workers grow
and to be included in decision-making. In turn, employers gain an engaged pool of knowledge
workers that will help innovate and expand their businesses.
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REDUCING THE BARRIERS
Transferable Skills
In order to be “job-ready” employees, this training needs to be completed. Not
having this in place can lead to down time. Also, under the current system, some
of these trainings need to be repeated for each employer and each jobsite. This
adds unnecessary time and cost.
Examples include working at heights training, fall arrest, First Aid and WHMIS.
These are required trainings – with testing and qualifications that are standard
across the industry.
Much of it is mandated by legislation, regulation and policy.
A common toolbox of trainings should be offered and tested on a standardized
basis so that workers can seek these qualifications up-front before starting work.
Much of this can and should now be delivered online.

This is about building the skills
that will be transferable to more
job opportunities today while
also preparing workers for the
jobs of the future.
The point is to get workers and apprentices to start work sooner. This change
alone will help alleviate some of the skilled worker shortage while reducing costs
to employers, boosting pay for workers, increasing tax revenues for governments
and reducing costs of extended Employment Insurance benefits.

Online Courses
One of the seismic shifts and irrevocable changes in the workplace prompted
by COVID-19 is the move by organizations to conduct more internal and external
meetings virtually and online.
Training courses are a prime example.
In fact, as it pertains to pre-employment training for jobs in the skilled trades,
the Premier and Minister of Labour, Training and Skills Development led the way
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with the announcement on July 3rd of ten
online health and safety courses through
Employment Ontario.
This paves the way for workers to
get essential portable qualifications
for employment. The course offering
announced included new required health
and safety training related to COVID-19 but
also transferable training such as ladder
safety, prevention of slips, trips, and falls,
as well as preventing workplace violence
and harassment.
With the use of qualified instructors
approved by the Chief Prevention Officer,
there’s no reason why more courses
couldn’t be delivered this way – whether
pre-employment or once in the workplace.

Examples and Considerations
In Ontario, working at heights is currently mandated by the province. Other jurisdictions have moved ahead with
offering common training at the provincial level. In Alberta, some safety training courses are offered online as a
pre-employment qualification.
CUSW believes that for a transferable skills system to be successful, it must take into account:

•

Mobility of apprenticeship

•

Job ready

•

Standard training

•

Provincially recognized

•

Safety training

•

Cost control

Safety training, particularly instilling good safe work habits in
new and younger workers, is an obvious area for the common
toolbox of pre-employment basics to the most frequent areas of
preventable injuries and deaths. We believe the province should
review and respond. These are generally accidents resulting
from falling, crushing and electrocution. Traffic control is another
area that needs some attention – there are too many tragedies
and injuries while working on the side of the road.
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Training should include:

•

Working at heights (already mandated) – to prevent falling accidents

•

Safety training to eliminate safety risks (pinch points, crushing points, safe work areas)

•

Basic lifting and rigging

•

Proper clean-up procedures

•

Small equipment operation – for example, forklifts, bob-cats, etc.

•

Other key safety areas

Some of the considerations in designing policies
around common training should include:

•

What can be offered online and what can’t?

•

Location of the training centres – union
offices, employer offices, colleges or other

•

Ensuring public sector employers accept
private sector training and vice versa

•

What is the testing model?

•

The need to build talent from the shop floor
to management

•

How to ensure that semi-skilled and skilled
workers have access to training that will
lead to management opportunities (for
example, skills such as estimating, work
packages, project controls, scheduling,
finance and project management)

•

The training and development of soft skills such as leadership, conflict resolution, team building,
effective planning, accommodating workplace, supervision and continuous improvement.

This is about building the skills that will be transferable to more job opportunities today while
also preparing workers for the jobs of the future.
CUSW has been involved in several programs over the years that help address these pre-employment
training requirements – in an effort to help disadvantaged youth to get into the workforce.

Recommendation: Training done for one trade should be
applicable towards another trade. Approaches to accomplish
this may incude a “common toolbox” of trainings that are
recognized by employers and transferable from employer
to employer. The province should mandate and recognize
these trainings and ensure standardized testing, issuance of
qualifications and rapidly accelerate the delivery of online
course delivery to build job-ready capacity.

Skill Blending / New Trades
The rapid pace of technological
advancement has underscored the need
for a path to a skill-blended worker who
can better fit the current and future job
openings of a changing workplace.
The old way of siloed trades and
restrictions on skills is an impediment for
workers and employers in the 2020s.
This is all part of a larger discussion that
needs to take place. There is much work
to do in breaking down silos.
There has been progress in industrial
skill trades. Many industries, including
automotive, have three-trade models
where electricians, millwrights and
toolmakers that are mutli-skilled/trained
up and work together in high level teams. Industrial companies and their unions have
moved to this model many years ago. The construction industry lags behind.
Among numerous different trade unions, there needs to be ways to blend skills – not
only to fill current gaps in demand, but also to help workers be more employable
with fewer gaps or lags in employment. In this regard, the Labour Relations Act
is an impediment to apprentices getting their trades. How do we develop a more
collaborative model?

A LONG-TERM
SUPPLY OF QUALITY
SKILLED TRADES
PROFESSIONALS

WILL BE CRITICAL FOR
ONTARIO’S ECONOMY,
POST-PANDEMIC
AND OVER THE NEXT
DECADE
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In a competitive climate, post-COVID-19 and long term, technology is changing the skill set
some trades need to be fully utilized. In other words, trades are evolving. For example, what
other skills need to be blended with the electrical trade in order to develop the skills to fit future
job postings? With computer systems operating many aspects of electronics and power flow
today, skills in programming, project management and more will be necessary.
Taken together, new technology, new
equipment, automation, machine-to-machine
interface require new and blended skills
for trades such as electricians, millwrights,
pipefitters and more. These new work methods
are becoming commonplace as the days when
everything was fabricated on-site fade away.
A related issue is that skills don’t always match
up with the work any longer. New trades need
to be created.
A good example is the HVAC industry. Where
this used to be three trades – the plumber,
electrician and sheet metal worker – it’s now combined.
From experience, CUSW can cite other areas of success, including:

•

Certified Nuclear Worker – a new category to give workers (CUSW Members)
more options

•

High Voltage Maintainer

CUSW strives to avoid boilerplate that place restrictions on workers. Rather CUSW encourages
multi-skill trade workers.
Establishing common areas of work within the restricted trade group will allow for a common
skill approach. The semi-skilled areas don’t always require a certification approach. For
example, a plumber can help a carpenter with scaffold. The carpenter does the scaffold as
certification requires but plumber can move materials around and feed the carpenter.
As another example, an electrician
has to pull cable to connect the
wires. This shouldn’t preclude a
sheet metal worker from helping
pull the cable so long as the
certified electrician makes the
termination.
A skill blending approach is about
enabling, not restricting.
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Recommendation: Establish a task force to
review restrictions that constrain skilled trade
workers to one trade only and report to the
Minister on concrete action to encourage skills
blending and recognize new trades. The task
force should also recommend common areas
of work that may allow for a common skill
approach.

Apprenticeship Portability and Mobility
Recently, many positive announcements have been
made regarding apprenticeships in Ontario. However,
CUSW believes that there is still more that can be done
to reduce stigma, ensure that quality tradespeople
graduate quickly and with needed skills, ready to enter
the workforce.

1. Trade School Availability
It is essential to the initial and ongoing success of
apprentices that there are enough trade school
programs available for them to succeed in completing
their apprenticeship program. There are a number of
examples where apprentices can be waiting up to 24
months for their first offer of Level 1. With the current
wait times, apprentices are completing their hours well in
advance of finishing trade school.

Recommendation: School should be completed in parallel with
the hours to align with the apprenticeship training standards.
Resources must be made available to ensure that this is viable.
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2. Wage Rates
Current wage rates are a barrier to entry into the apprenticeship
program. The percentage standard for wages has not been adjusted
since the 1960s.
Earning 40% of a journeyperson’s wage is financially challenging for
most individuals and a deterrent for commencing an apprenticeship.
The standard should be raised as it is difficult for mature individuals
seeking a new career in the trades to accept an apprentice’s wage
when they have families, mortgages, etc. It is unaffordable for
most to maintain their lifestyle starting at the current rates. CUSW
believes these individuals are highly motivated, hard-working and
committed to being successful as it is their second chance to support
themselves and their families.
The increase in cost to employers would be offset by efficiencies
elsewhere and the reduction in downtime.
Increasing apprentice’s wages would also allow for increased
contribution to pensions, allowing for greater security in the future.

Recommendation: Increase apprenticeship wages to
align more closely with other provinces.
Year 1 Apprentice – 50% of journeyperson’s wages,
Year 2 – 60%,
Year 3 – 70%, Year 4 – 80%, Year 5 – 90%.

3. Completion Process
The current completion process in Ontario requires apprentices to have completed both their
schooling and hours in order to be eligible to write their Certificate of Qualification exam. CUSW
is proposing that Ontario adopt a process like Alberta wherein an apprentice can write their
exam immediately after completing their final level of trade school, provided they are within
500 hours of completion of the program. The theory is this will result in a higher Certificate of
Qualification success rate as the knowledge from school will be fresh in their minds.

Recommendation: Allow apprentices to write the Certificate of
Qualification exam immediately after schooling, provided they are within
500 hours of completion.

CASE STUDY
CUSW has partnered with Georgian College, Bruce Power, Employment
Ontario and the Huronia Area Aboriginal Management Board to develop
and deliver an exciting new pre-apprenticeship program.
The 34 week program is designed to give participants an inside, hands-on
view of the construction and maintenance trade along with welding. The
program has an academic component, focusing on apprenticeship level
math, communications and science
CUSW believes these changes to the program will promote better
retention and a higher success rate for apprentices. It will lead to the
faster qualification of journeypersons and open spaces quicker for new
apprentices. Our projected growth of new apprentices is approximately
400 in all our registered trades over the next 18 months.
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4. Portability of Apprenticeship Across Provinces
We need to make it as easy as possible for apprentices to move from province to province
without losing any of their status – either in education or apprentice hours. This will allow
apprentices to go where they can find work without fear of “going backwards” in their pursuit of
their career.

Recommendation: Begin negotiations with provincial colleagues to ensure
that minimum standards exist and are accepted across Canada to minimize
“red tape” in ensuring that Ontario recognizes apprenticeships from other
provinces and vice versa.
5. Mobility of Apprenticeship Without Penalty
CUSW always encourages our apprentices to gain their hours outside of CUSW jobs if that is their
best option. We believe it’s important to remove barriers to apprentices being able to attain their
journeyperson status and better provide for themselves and their families. CUSW is concerned
that such barriers lead to some people abandoning apprenticeships.

Recommendation: In consultation with stakeholders, work to remove barriers
to the mobility of apprenticeships.

6. Reducing Barriers for Non-Traditional Apprenticeships
Attention must be given to increasing apprenticeships from non-traditional applicants. This
would include recruiting more women, Indigenous community members and visible minorities.
CUSW works with various stakeholders to provide opportunities to Indigenous youth in various
parts of the province. This model could be used as a basis for a province-wide program.

Recommendation: Offer incentives to employers who hire workers through
unions who can demonstrate usage of non-traditional apprenticeships on a job.
This may include a rebate or subsidization of part of the apprentice’s wage.
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EMPLOYER PERSPECTIVES

On Red Seal Apprenticeship Programs:

A long-term supply of quality skilled trades
professionals will be critical for not only
Ontario’s economy over the next decade but
will be the foundation of Bruce Power’s success
achieving the life-extension and Major Component
replacement projects.
Red Seal apprentice programs are important to
ensure skilled trades workers receive the required
training to ensure they can work safely and
develop their craft to the highest
standard of quality.
Chris Trahan
Vice President, Project Management and Construction
Bruce Power
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On The Georgian College Pre-Apprenticeship Programs:

Bruce Power is proud to partner with the
community, Georgian College and the
Canadian Union of Skilled Workers to help train
and employ local youth for electrical
apprentice opportunities.
The pre-apprentice model is a great example
of collaboration which will provide youth with
an opportunity to pursue a rewarding career
in the skilled trades who otherwise may
not have had such opportunity.
Cathy Sprague
Executive Vice President, Human Resources
Bruce Power
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PATH FORWARD:
HOW CUSW CAN HELP
The Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development is to be congratulated for so significantly
ramping up the importance of the skilled trades file before and during COVID-19.
In the post-pandemic economy, skilled trades have an even greater role to play. We’ve outlined a
number of recommendations in this paper.
CUSW is here to help. CUSW is willing to work as a key stakeholder with the Ministry in any
capacity to help reduce the barriers to skilled trades growth in Ontario.
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As a different style of union, we draw on the experience of what has worked in our collaborative
model in the past two decades. Whether it be stakeholder consultation or input on forthcoming
changes to policies, procedures and guidelines.
We have a history of doing things differently. Our work empowering Aboriginal, youth and new
Canadian apprentices has led the way. We continue to invest in young people and understand
that Ontario depends on the skilled worker of the future being successful.
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