
Office of the Auditor General of Canada
240 Sparks Street
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0G6

August 29, 2014

Gil McGowan, President
Alberta Federation of Labour
#300, 10408 – 124 Street
Edmonton, AB T5N 1R5

Dear Office of the Auditor General;

In light of evidence that lack of oversight of guest worker programs is creating 
unsafe working conditions, I am writing to ask you to conduct an immediate 
examination of the Alberta Pilot for Occupation-Specific Work Permits. I am doing 
so on behalf of the member unions of the Alberta Federation of Labour, as well as 
hundreds of thousands of unionized workers who have a vested interest in keeping 
Alberta workplaces safe.

Our concerns stem from a report from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 
(CBC) documenting safety violations and near misses at the Husky Sunrise project 
in the Alberta oil sands. These safety violations are a direct result of the design 
and operation of the Alberta Pilot for Occupation-Specific Work Permits (“the 
Pilot”), a side agreement with Alberta under Canada’s Temporary Foreign Worker 
Program (TFWP). Concerns centre around the skills and language competency of 
the workers allowed to work on Alberta job sites through the Pilot.

We fear that some of the guest workers given a work permit through the Pilot are 
unqualified as tradespeople and unfit to work in Alberta’s industrial sites because 
of their inability to effectively communicate with coworkers. It is the federal 
government’s responsibility to protect the health and safety of Canadians when 
administering international labour-mobility programs. We ask that you conduct an 
audit of the Alberta Pilot for Occupation-Specific Work Permits to ensure that the 
federal government has fulfilled this responsibility.

We are not the first to raise these concerns: the Honourable Jason Kenney, Minister
of Employment and Social Development, acknowledged that there are major 
problems with the Pilot. In June of this year, he said, “I found out that a couple of 
major multinational construction companies had hired dodgy labour recruiters to 
bring forward applications for these skilled trade positions that were LMO exempt 
for people that didn’t speak English and were clearly not qualified in applications 
that were filled with misrepresentation.”

Minister Kenney, the architect of this Pilot, cancelled it in June when he made the 
statement above, but our concerns remain. Foreign workers admitted to work in 
the province through the Pilot are still here working on industrials sites across 
Alberta.



Under the Pilot, workers in seven occupations (six of them in the trades) were 
given a work permit with an initial job offer. These occupations are:

 Steamfitter/pipefitter (National Occupation Code – or NOC – 7252)
 Welder (NOC 7265)
 Heavy-duty equipment mechanic (NOC 7312)
 Ironworker (NOC 7264)
 Millwright and industrial mechanic (NOC 7311)
 Carpenter (NOC 7271)
 Estimator (NOC 2234)

If the guest worker is fully qualified (i.e. holds an Alberta Qualification Certificate 
or a trade certificate recognized in the Province of Alberta at the journeyperson 
level), then they received a two-year open work permit with an initial job offer. If 
the worker is not qualified, then they received a one-year occupation-specific or 
employer-specific work permit. 

Government information on the Pilot has been extremely difficult to obtain. The 
Pilot did not require a Labour Market Opinion, or LMO (now called a Labour 
Market Impact Assessment (LMIA)). Without an LMO/LMIA, groups like the 
Alberta Federation of Labour turn to rank-and-file workers, whistleblowers and 
news media organizations for information about how these programs affect the 
Canadian labour market.

Nevertheless, from what little information we’ve been able to obtain from the 
federal government, we’d estimate that only 24 per cent of the workers given 
permits through this Pilot are fully qualified as tradespeople.

Skills and language competency goes hand-in-hand with safety, especially in the 
large industrial sites like the Husky Sunrise site in Alberta’s oil sands. 

Everybody wants to ensure that Canadian workplaces are safe workplaces. An 
audit of this program would help ensure that standards are maintained, and could 
prevent injuries and deaths. It is in the best interests of Canadians and foreign 
workers that a thorough and impartial investigation be conducted. I strongly urge 
you to show leadership in this matter.

Sincerely,

Gil McGowan
President
Alberta Federation of Labour


