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By Stephenie Overman

Alberta companies outside
the oil-rich Fort McMurray area
frequently can’t match the high
salaries paid there, but find they
are able to compete for employ-
ees by promoting the quality-of-
life benefits and flexibility they
can offer. 

The competition is fierce
because the worker shortage in
Alberta “is moving into acute
status. It’s not just a skills
shortage ... there’s a shortage of
even unskilled workers,” says
Dan Kelly, vice president for
Western Canada of the
Canadian Federation of
Independent Business.

Help wanted, badly

Kelly cites a recent CFIB
study that estimates there were
37,000 positions (5.3%) in
small- and medium-sized busi-
nesses in Alberta unfilled for at

least four months in 2005. That
compares to 3.2% for the rest
of the country.  

“Three-quarters of Alberta
business owners reported they
were concerned about employ-
ee shortages,” according to
Kelly. Concern was highest in
the construction and transporta-
tion sectors, but “all parts of
the Alberta economy were
deeply affected by the shortage
of labour.”

With the unemployment rate

By Robert L. Whiddon
Although Canadian experts advise employers

against the nuclear cessation option — firing
workers that don’t quit — many say the arrival
of smoking bans in Ontario and Quebec
present good opportunities for
companies to redou-
ble their efforts and
help employees kick
the habit. 

The Smoke-Free Ontario Act, which took
effect at the end of May, prohibits smoking in all

enclosed workplaces and public
places in Ontario. On the same date, a
similar Quebec ban came into play,
barring smoking in most public places
and even instituting rules for smoking
outside health and education facilities. 

Publicly available services

“It is a great time to get healthy and think
about alternatives to smoking,” Joanne DiNardo,
tobacco control specialist for the Lung

Benefits help Alberta firms
compete with oil patch

(See Smoking on page 31)

(See Help Wanted on p. 10)

By Sheryl Smolkin
At the same time fed-

eral Minister of
Finance Jim
Flaherty was lac-
ing up his new
shoes in prepara-
tion for his first budget
speech, leaders of Canada’s
two major national railways
were making passionate pleas
at the Conference Board of
Canada’s Pension Summit for
politicians to take courageous
action to end the pension 
crisis.

The budget gave sponsors
of federally-regulated pension
plans a one-time opportunity
before 2008 to consolidate
existing solvency funding
payment schedules and re-

amortize them
over five years.

Funding of these
amounts can also be

extended to 10 years, if
a letter of credit is

provided as security, or one-
third of retirees and active
members do not object.

“This is a step in the right
direction,” says Canadian
National’s CFO Claude
Mangeau, “but politicians
have to be brave enough to
step up to the plate and come
up with longer-term solutions.
More fundamentally, we have
to rethink how we do solven-
cy testing under current legis-
lation, and we have to address
the asymmetry between who
owns surplus and who is (See Politicians on page 13)

Courageous politicians called to solve 
pension crisis

By Robert L. Whiddon

Employers are inundated with
daily doses of doom trum-
peting the spread of the
bird flu. Studies reg-
ularly report how
woefully unprepared
they are. Yet they
know that being prepared for this
and other potential disasters could

be the ultimate health care benefit they can pro-
vide for their employees.

However,
real preparations

seem costly and daunting,
and as such they may just serve to com-

pound employer inertia on the issue. Although
consultants stand ready to help by preparing
risk analyses, business continuity plans and

Politicians have to be brave

enough to step up to the

plate and come up with

longer-term solutions says

CN’s CFO Claude

Mangeau.

Volunteer disaster response borrows from
viral marketing

Anti-smoking rules present benefit 
opportunities

(See Disaster on page 21)



under 4%, “the exception is for a
company not to have a help-wanted
sign. The shortages in some cases
are quite desperate.”

Promoting quality of life

Outside the oil reserves area, com-
panies “can’t offer the wages of Fort
McMurray ... so they’re promoting
themselves on quality of life,” Kelly
reports. “They’re trying to attract 
people to come back, to move to a
community where they can afford to
buy a home, instead of perhaps living
in a work camp.”

To compete, a business outside
the petroleum industry needs to
make itself known as an employer
of choice, Kelly says, and that
means giving employees the ability
to balance their work and family
needs: “Can you attend your kids’
ball games, do you have access to
the boss? Do you have flexibility,
the ability to take vacation time
when you like?”

Studies demonstrate, he adds, that
small businesses “do a better job of
offering flexible work practices.”

But to attract employees,
work/life benefits need to be “well
publicized and promoted,” says
Gervais Goodman, a representative
of Strategic Capability Network.
“The issue is communication. I’m
not sure benefits alone are an
attracter or retainer, but they can be
a very important part of the total
rewards plan.”

At Fort McMurray, employees
“are really trading off money there
for a future quality of life,”
Goodman says. To counter the short-
term monetary advantage, an
employer should look at “the whole
package — compensation, benefits,
health care, pension, time off, what
it’s like at work, how people are
treated.”

New grads seek development

In discussions with MBA graduates
in their late 20s and early 30s,
Goodman finds they “want a holistic
environment, not just a financial envi-
ronment. They have to know there is
an opportunity [with a company].
They need it explained concisely —
they need to know what the company
employee engagement strategy is. In
the past, companies could just throw
more money at them, but now better
companies spend time developing the
employee value proposition.”

Bruce Halliday finds much the

same attitude with
the full-time MBA
students he counsels
at the Haskayne
Business School at
the University of
Calgary.

“They do put a
high value on salary,
because they haven’t
earned any money
for 20 months, but
they are transitioning
to a new area and
may be willing to
move sideways in
salary,” he says,
“Salary is a tie-
breaker as opposed
to being number
one.”

Many of these
students are in their
early to mid 30s,
Halliday says, and
“that age group rep-
resents the genera-
tion to whom the fit,
the culture is very
important. They want development
and future earning potential. They
want flexibility, challenge and fun.
Companies are paying attention to
that. They are trying to see what that
looks like. New graduates have
turned down opportunities because
they didn’t have some of those ele-
ments,” he says. 

These graduates are really looking
for a commitment from a company,
“they look for evidence that the 
system will support them, not just
employ them,” according to Halliday.
“They’re from the generation that
saw their parents laid off.
They’re willing to engage
but only if the company is
willing to keep developing
them. If within a couple
years they’re not seeing
development opportunities,
they will walk across the
street.”

Ski trails, not career
paths

Young, non-professional
workers can be especially
hard to attract and retain.
Many come to Alberta for
the skiing opportunities,
not career prospects.  

“Workers between 18
and 30 are not the type
looking for long-term
employment and advance-
ment within their careers,”
says Jessie Fonseca assis-
tant manager of the High

Country Inn in
Banff.  The inn
offers a longevity
bonus to keep
housekeepers and
reservationists.
Now at the end of
the program’s first
year, “we haven’t
seen a great change
in the length of
average employ-
ment. We don’t
expect to see a
drastic change,”
Fonseca says. “It’s
a transient town.”

McDonald’s
Canada promotes
itself as a flexible
workplace, which is
“a big draw for
anybody who is liv-
ing a busy life. A
job at McDonald’s
adapts itself to any
kind of lifestyle,”
says spokesperson
Ron Christianson. 

This flexibility extends to allow-
ing employees to transfer from one
location to another, when they’ve fin-
ished their ski break, he adds. “We
are looking for long-term employees.
Traditionally we have provided com-
prehensive package pay and benefits.
There are regular performance and
wage reviews.”

Employees across the country are
eligible for discount cards at local,
regional and national retailers; for
prizes and incentives; and for food
discounts at McDonald’s. The food
discounts are usually good only for

the restaurant where the employee
works, but in Alberta the company
has extended the perk, giving
employees discounts for meals at
locations throughout the province. 

Some businesses are lucky enough
to appeal to people who head to
Alberta for its recreational activities.
Ski resorts often attract workers with
offers of free ski passes.

Greg Bury, owner of Altitude
Sports, a retail store in Canmore,
Alberta, does have to compete with
those ski resorts, but “we’re fortu-
nate because we’re in a little more
sexy industry. It’s a horrible time
to be looking for chambermaids,”
he says. 

Bury doesn’t find attracting
workers to be the problem. “We
seem to find people; we put ads in
the papers. We find people because
we’re a sports shop.” Keeping
them is the real issue.  “We offer a
little higher starting salary and
special prices on things in the
store. We have sales-oriented con-
tests. People who do a good job
can win up to about $200.”

He pays his six to 10 employees
about $10 an hour.

“I’ve tried to do health and dental
but for the most part it doesn’t make
any difference. Money is not the
thing that entices.” Whatever is
offered, “we’re lucky to keep them
three to six months. There’s high
turnover; they leave to go home.
They’re here to go skiing or do the
summer thing.” — E.B.N.C.

Stephenie Overman is a freelance
business writer and frequent contributor
to EBNC.
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