<> MEI

MARCH 2024

Society

Ideas for a
More Prosperous

VIEWPOINT

REGULATION SERIES

DECOMPARTMENTALIZING CONSTRUCTION

TRADES: HOW MUCH IS ENOUGH?

By Gabriel Giguere

It is no secret that Quebec’s construc-
tion sector needs to become more
productive. To address this issue,
Labour Minister Jean Boulet has
tabled Bill 51, entitled An Act to mod-
ernize the construction industry,
which aims to allow construction
workers to be more versatile. The pro-
posed modifications, however, do not
go far enough. A more promising
route would be the removal of com-
pulsory certification for most trades.

The regulatory framework for the con-
struction sector, which has been in
place for several decades, requires
compulsory certification to practise one
of 25 construction trades in Quebec.?
Carpenter-joiners, for instance, can
only carry out those tasks the govern-
ment considers they are able to ac-
complish, even if they have the sKills
and the know-how to carry out other
related tasks.® They therefore cannot
paint walls, a task reserved to house
painters, or carry out other tasks that
are not included in the official defin-
ition of their trade.*

The strict regulation of trades by the
Commission de la construction du

Québec® reduces the flexibility of all con-
struction workers and exposes worksites to
delays, notably when professionals of one
of the trades are not readily available to
perform a task. A study conducted for the
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Association de la construction du Québec
shows that greater flexibility would have a
positive impact on the productivity of
labour. Such a productivity gain, whatever
its magnitude, would reduce the number
of hours required for work to be completed



on a worksite, which would therefore re-
duce costs.

A less rigid approach allowing building con-
tractors to freely choose workers based on
their actual skills, not their certification,
would be broadly beneficial, with no adverse
effects on health or safety.” This more flexible
regulatory approach would reduce costs re-
lated to the unavailability of labour, as well as
general operating costs.

MORE FLEXIBILITY ELSEWHERE IN CANADA
Quebec is not the only province that requires
certification to practise certain construction
trades. However, it is the only province where
over twenty trades are subject to this require-
ment (see Figure 1). Coming in a distant
second is Alberta, with fewer than half as
many trades with compulsory certification.
As for the other more populous provinces,
the contrast is even more striking: Ontario
has only seven trades with mandatory certifi-
cation, as does British Columbia.

Indeed, there are thirteen trades for which
Quebec is the only Canadian province to im-
pose certification (see the Annex). Most of
these trades can be learned by acquiring ex-
perience on the ground, without requiring
any explicit training, but the regulatory
framework is very rigid in this regard.

In Ontario, training is offered for the trades of
general carpenter and painter, but is not
compulsory.® This approach, if it were adopt-
ed in Quebec, would allow workers to con-
tinue to specialize in one particular area. At
the same time, it would give contractors
more flexibility, as they could choose workers
based on their actual skills, whether certified
by official training or simply acquired through
on-the-job apprenticeship, without having to
abide by a long list of criteria pre-established
by the government in order to judge the
validity of such on-the-job experience, as is
currently the case.?

A MORE AMBITIOUS LEGISLATIVE CHANGE

IS NEEDED

The bill tabled by the government allows for
the possibility of journeyman workers carry-
ing out tasks other than their own, as defined
by the government, only if:

these tasks are related to those stipulated
in the definition of their trade;

they are part of a single sequence of work
and allow for the advancement as well as
the continuity of the work, including
preparation and finishing;

they are short-term and carried out over
the course of a single workday.!©

The purpose of these measures is to increase
the versatility of workers, but they do not go
far enough in decompartmentalizing the
construction sector.

The government should be more ambitious
and aim for the removal of as many compul-
sory certifications as possible. A first step
would be to abolish compulsory certification
for all trades for which certification is com-
pulsory only in Quebec, which would elimin-
ate over half of them. The government could
then examine the twelve remaining trades
on a case-by-case basis, with the goal of at
least bridging the gap with Ontario.

In the midst of a housing shortage in Quebec,
we must not be content with half-measures
when it comes to allowing greater worker
versatility in the construction sector.
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