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MANITOBA
BUILDING
TRADES

BUILDING SUccESS,  
BUILDING OUR fUTURE
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ExEcutivE Summary 
The Manitoba Building and Construction Trades Council (MBT) represents 6,500 trades 
and construction professionals across the Province of Manitoba.  The men and women 
represented by the MBT provide skilled trades work for public and private sector 
infrastructure and capital projects that drive economic growth today and provide a 
foundation for future prosperity.

Our members understand the importance of infrastructure investments to create a 
sustainable future for all Manitobans.  The City of Winnipeg is a key economic driver in our 
Province.  As residents of Winnipeg prepare for a civic election in October 2014, they will 
be making critical choices about future growth and development in the capital region.

We believe the City of Winnipeg is now facing the consequences of past development 
decisions. The current state of essential infrastructure in the capital region stands as a 
stark reminder of mismanaged and shortsighted planning decisions over many years.

As skilled trades and construction professionals who work every day to repair our 
crumbling infrastructure, we believe 2014 is a critical opportunity for Winnipeg residents 
to choose civic leaders who will make sustainable development and revitalization of inner 
city neighbourhoods their top priority.  By changing the profile of development priorities 
in Winnipeg, we can create the economic and budgetary framework to address the 
accumulated infrastructure deficit over time.

Winnipeg can no longer withstand development that contributes to urban sprawl while 
neglecting existing neighbourhoods that are beyond our capacity to maintain.  Creating 
new infrastructure when we cannot afford to maintain what was built in the past is a 
certain recipe for creating a city that has no viable future.

Reversing the continuing deterioration of essential infrastructure in Winnipeg will require 
a commitment to five foundations for future development in the capital city.  These are:

• Downtown Densification

• Revitalizing Inner City Neighbourhoods

• Constraining Large Scale Suburban Development

• A Renewed Commitment to Public Transit; and

• Improved Governance and Administration of the City of Winnipeg

We encourage Winnipeg residents to engage 
candidates in the next civic election and 
canvass their view on future development 
priorities.  We encourage the election of 
candidates who will support sustainability 
and thoughtful investments in a long-term 
infrastructure revitalization plan based on the 
five foundations recommended by the MBT.

We take pride in the contributions our 
members make to economic growth in 
Manitoba and as first hand witnesses to 
the steadily declining infrastructure particularly in the City of Winnipeg, we hope this 
document will spark a meaningful debate on sustainability of future growth in Winnipeg.

“Cities have the capability 
of providing something for 
everybody, only because, 
and only when, they are 
created by everybody.”

 Jane Jacobs
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Building for SuccESS
In most major cities across the world, the downtown core is the most intensive consumer 
of capital investments compared to any other part of a city.  The typical downtown is often 
home to commercial complexes, government offices, theatres, hotels and sometimes major 
academic and sporting complexes.

Winnipeg is no different.  Downtown 
Winnipeg is home to the largest commercial 
buildings, the University of Winnipeg, Red 
River College, the MTS Centre, the art gallery, 
the Centennial Concert Hall, the Millennium 
Library and many large structures housing 
municipal, provincial and federal employees.

People come to work downtown and the 
predominant mode of transportation is the 
automobile, often occupied by one person.  
While downtown, these automobiles need storage.  So the office and commercial complexes 
provide parking on surface lots and above and below ground parking structures.

Morning traffic in most cities entails a mad rush of people trying to get into the downtown 
core followed by the same crowd trying to vacate the core at the end of the business day.

As the lights go out in the downtown core, they start to come on in the suburbs where most 
people live.  We have built downtown as the place to work and the suburbs as the places 
to live.  The problem is self-evident.  By separating the two, we have artificially divided our 
city into mutually exclusive living and working spaces.

A downtown core that bustles and makes good use of the infrastructure during the day 
falls silent by night.  We invest heavily in the downtown core and only use it on a part time 
basis.  Every inch of pipe, cable, roadway, and parking space we create is used effectively 
for just over a third of a day.  Add in the transit subsidies we provide to get people in and 
out of downtown once a day and we are committing significant budget dollars for part time 
usage of our most capital-intensive neighbourhood.

The separation of our living and working space also creates the expensive and unwieldy 
requirement to physically move from one place to the other on a daily basis.  Thus the need 
for the automobiles and the roads they must travel daily just to close the physical distance 
between the two.

And that is why Jane Jacobs deemed us 
incompetent at city building.  Our own 
decisions imposed costs we either failed to 
understand or choose to ignore.

The extensive road network already owned 
by the city is increasingly in an unmanageable 
state of disrepair.  Yet suburban developments 
continue to add more roads thus adding to our 
future liabilities.

These two failures of city design are 
bankrupting cities across the country.  The 
Canadian Federation of Municipalities (FCM) 
and the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 
(CCPA) estimate a sustained annual investment 
of $20-30 billion to fix the backlog of 
infrastructure maintenance and replacement 
work across the country.

This is particularly problematic for cities that 
own half used downtown cores and suburbs 
demanding more land for development.  Cities like 
Calgary, Edmonton and Winnipeg, particularly the latter two, are struggling to repopulate 
their downtowns while experiencing significant suburban growth.

This raises a simple intuitive question; if we cannot keep up with maintaining what we have 
already built, by what right and logic are we continuing to build more suburban neighbourhoods?  

The answer to this question is in equal part shortsighted greed, desperation and a refusal 
to learn from past mistakes.  Many cities see new development, particularly suburban, 
as new additions to their tax rolls and are willing to grab the revenue knowing that new 
developments won’t require significant maintenance dollars for some 15 to 20 years.  In 
the short term, they get new money to deal with old problems and the equation works.

The same equation feeds the desperation and need for new revenue.  Even though cities 
are adding to the infrastructure inventory that is already beyond their ability to maintain, 
stopping suburban development and growth will kill the only stream of new revenue.  So 
they choose to mortgage their future to buy temporary solutions to today’s problems.  
Turning a quote from Ben Franklin, those who trade long-term sustainability for short-
term financial relief deserve neither.

“The destructive effects of 
automobiles are much less 
a cause than a symptom 
of our incompetence at city 
building”. - Jane Jacobs.

The trouble with Winnipeg’s 
roads stretches from here 
to Chicago.  According to 
newly released city data, 
Winnipeg’s substandard 
regional and residential 
streets total 1,138 
kilometers, and well over a 
third of the city’s roads need 
to be rebuilt from scratch or 
seriously rehabilitated.

Winnipeg Free Press,  
June 10, 2010.
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Many cities are now turning their 
attention to an alternative and 
more sustainable solution.  And 
that is downtown densification.  
They are realizing that with 
the essential infrastructure 
already in place, it is cheaper and 
more effective to increase their 
downtown populations rather 
than building more suburbs.  
Moving more people downtown 
does not require new roads, water 
and sewer pipes, gas and electricity extensions and connecting roadways that suburbs do.

Further, downtown residential units are most often multi-family high-density 
developments.   One downtown high-rise condominium development yields hundreds 
of residents paying taxes to support the existing infrastructure around them.  One condo 
resident requires a small fraction of pipe and road compared to the average suburban 
dweller.  The marginal cost of adding one more downtown residence is pennies compared 
to dollars for one more in the suburbs.  Vibrant, well-occupied downtown cores are the 
most rational alternative to ill-conceived urban sprawl and the only path to sustainability.

Unlike other major Canadian cities, Winnipeg suffers from yet another problem that is 
threatening its future viability as a vibrant, affordable and livable city.  While Winnipeg 
has been actively developing new suburbs, many central neighbourhoods continue 
to deteriorate.  Most inner city neighbourhoods surrounding downtown have not 
experienced any meaningful revitalization due to lacking in-migration and the absence of 
targeted revitalization incentives.  Winnipeg is comparable to a shiny apple that glistens 
on the outside but is being eaten by a worm on the inside.  An emphasis on suburban 
developments at the expense of neighbourhood revitalization is a direct causal factor for 
declining inner city neighbourhoods.

Continued neglect of old and established inner city neighbourhoods will continue to shift 
an increasing share of the tax burden to newer suburban neighbourhoods.  This amounts 
to ongoing subsidization of under-populated and depressed value neighbourhoods by 
suburbanites.  Unless we actively promote the renewal of our inner city assets to increase 
property values, these neighbourhoods will not generate tax revenue to be self-sufficient.

Other cities have successfully reversed their fortunes and recovered from the precipice 
Winnipeg faces.  Melbourne has been named the most livable city in the world three years 

running.  Over thirty short years, it has changed 
its urban core from a vacant and half used space 
to a highly populated mixed used area with 
commercial, retail, arts, entertainment and 
housing connected by foot traffic as opposed to 
automobiles.

This equation is proving to be cost effective and 
healthier.  Many studies have found that people 
living in well-planned high-density communities 
live healthier and longer.  In essence, 
people living in compact, densely populated 
neighbourhoods are more physically active than 
those living in suburban communities.

Canadian cities including Winnipeg need 
to learn from the Melbourne experience.  If 
we want to stave off almost certain future 
bankruptcy, we must pay attention to downtown 
and other surrounding neighbourhoods and 
convert them to places where people don’t 
just come to work but stay to live and play.  
Melbourne transformed itself in less than thirty 
years.  It took courage and foresight to start the 
journey to sustainability.

Winnipeg’s own experience provides a template 
for creating vibrant, sustainable and affordable neighbourhoods.  In 2012, Osborne Village 
was named the best neighbourhood in Canada.  Its mixed use character, dense population, 
convergence of shops, restaurants and entertainment and pedestrian friendly layout stands 
as a well recognized model for other inner city neighbourhoods.

It is late in the day for many Winnipeg as the accumulated deficit is quickly getting beyond 
our capacity to surmount.  The effort to build a city that can contribute to our long-term 
financial and physical health is better started late than never.  

Living in an area where 
the amenities of life-
food, parks, playgrounds, 
libraries, restaurants and 
hospitals-as well as the 
opportunity to make social 
connections that are 
within walking or bicycle 
transportation, promotes 
healthy lifestyles, has a 
positive impact on the 
environment, and builds 
safer, people friendly 
communities.

Psychology Today,  
May 28, 2011
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foundationS for 
SuStainaBlE growth
The MBT supports a comprehensive review of Winnipeg’s planning priorities and suggest 
that future planning and development reflect the foundations of sustainability, affordability 
and livability.

Downtown Densification

A vibrant, well-populated downtown core is essential to the health of any metropolis.  
Winnipeg has experienced a recent upswing in downtown condominium developments.  
While the private sector is expressing confidence in the future of downtown, civic leaders 
must promote an influx of services to support future downtown residents.  To lend viability 
to a downtown population, residents will need grocery stores and other staple amenities 
within walking proximity.

Waterfront Drive has the potential of being a signature street in our downtown.  Yet people 
living on this emerging roadway are forced to drive to other neighbourhoods for basic 
and essential needs.  That is counterproductive and serves as a disincentive to downtown 
living.  Waterfront Street without an active service and retail component at the street level 
will not yield a neighbourhood like Osborne 
Village or Corydon Avenue.  Neighbourhoods 
without gathering places where people can 
share common experiences are bound to fail.

A visionary city would not debate the 
appropriateness of providing incentives 
to grocers and other essential commercial 
operators.  Such incentives are an investment in 
creating and supporting self-contained, mixed-
use neighbourhoods and the City stands to gain 
considerably in the long run.  It is simply a case 
of ‘build it and they will come’.

Unless there is a coordinated strategy 
to promote the simultaneous growth in 
downtown residents and the services they will 
require, downtown densification will remain 
a slow, drawn out and uncertain exercise.  

We recommend a combination of financial incentives for those purchasing downtown 
residential property along with a considered incentive program to accelerate the entry of 
commercial enterprise such as food and hardware stores to support downtown living. 

A coordinated initiative to attract and more importantly to divert residential construction 
investment from the suburbs to the downtown core is not only beneficial but also essential 
to the long-term health and sustainability of the City of Winnipeg.

neighbourhooD revitalization

Winnipeg is home to well-established 
neighbourhoods with majestic tree-lined 
streets.  While these neighbourhoods 
have great potential, much of it remains 
unrealized.  The essential reality is that 
many homes in these neighbourhoods are 
in poor condition and have not experienced 
any investment in maintenance or renewal 
in decades.

Revitalization of these valuable future assets will require strong collaboration between civic 
and provincial leaders.  The health of Winnipeg’s older neighbourhoods is not solely a civic 
issue nor is it within the City’s singular ability to tackle.

Recent efforts to revitalize Main Street north of Portage Avenue and the initiatives to renew 
Selkirk Avenue are laudable and a step in the right direction.  But as long as these measures 
remain ad hoc, uncoordinated and do not introduce mixed-use elements, creating vibrant 
and self-sustaining communities will remain distant and unlikely.

Converting the Merchants Hotel into a space with apartments, retail and training spaces 
will contribute to the recovery of Selkirk Avenue.  However, the City and the Province can 
leverage the eleven million dollar investment better if simultaneous incentives were provided 

to business and residents to expedite 
street revitalization.  Selkirk Avenue 
can only become an anchor for another 
Osborne Village styled neighbourhood if 
a bold combination of public and private 
sector investments work in concert.

The time for bold investments in our 
inner city is now.  We strongly recommend 
a coordinated approach to revitalizing 

With 8,000 people 
living in the 231-acre 
neighbourhood, Osborne 
Village has the densest 
urban setting in Winnipeg 
and one of the most dense 
in western Canada, which 
makes it a vibrant area 
and a place that “evokes a 
strong sense of ownership 
in its residents.”

CBC, April 26, 2012

We have the third-oldest 
housing stock in Canada after 
Montreal and Halifax.

Winnipeg Free Press,  
March 22, 2014
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anchor streets such as Selkirk, Sargeant, Ellice 
Avenues and Salter Street.  Winnipeg must lead 
a process of redesign and planning to create new 
gathering places for area residents and people from 
across the city.  Rather than a piecemeal approach, 
we must reach the tipping point faster and 
articulate plans for entire street segments.

We recommend a joint program between Winnipeg 
and Manitoba to create a designated neighbourhood 
renovation program.  The recommended program 
would provide provincial grants to promote the 
renewal of homes in designated neighbourhoods 
and concurrently, up to five years of significant 
property tax reductions by the City.  Provincial 
grants and property tax incentives structured to 
match the level of investment by property owners 
will spur economic activity and neighbourhood renewal.

We believe a coordinated effort by the two levels of government will create meaningful 
employment opportunities, direct investment into neighbourhood renewal, constrain urban 
sprawl and provide a strong foundation for long-term sustainability. 

We understand that this program will require short-term investments by both Winnipeg 
and Manitoba.  However, the long-term returns on this investment are not just limited to 
recouping the financial outlay, the eventual benefits of replicating the success of Osborne 
Village provides countless intangible benefits to the health, well-being and community spirit 
of long-suffering neighbourhoods.

restrictions on urban sprawl

As long as the City of Winnipeg continues to rely on suburban developments to augment its 
strained budgets, the infrastructure deficit will continue to grow.  The City must slow the 
growth of new infrastructure being added to its capital asset base and in order to do so, we 
recommend at least a ten-year moratorium on large-scale new suburban developments.  In 
the alternative, we recommend that the City increase its development levy to reflect the full 
cost of services these developments demand and will receive in the future.

New neighbourhoods demand new schools, fire halls, police stations, libraries and other 
municipal services.  The costs of extending police and fire services to an ever-expanding 
city can be crippling.  Under our current development model, new developments are not 

self-funding.  The City finds itself in an unenviable position where neither new suburbs 
nor many inner city neighbourhoods are self-sustaining. It must take bold steps like those 
taken by Calgary to address a growing infrastructure deficit. 

Old neighbourhoods cannot and will not be revitalized as long as new suburban 
developments can be built, often with municipal subsidies.  The City must end the practice 
of suburban development subsidies and redirect incentives to existing neighbourhoods.  
Hyper development in the suburbs has contributed to urban decay as well as an 
infrastructure deficit hole that will take decades to fill.

It is time for the City to reverse the subsidies and look to its inner neighbourhoods as 
sources of renewal and new tax revenue to promote self-sufficiency neighbourhood by 
neighbourhood.  There will be a time for new suburban development but only when 
Winnipeg is home to vital, vibrant and affordable neighbourhoods in its core districts.  

public transportation

As with most North American cities, Winnipeg is over-dependent on private automobiles 
for the daily work commute.  The combination of our harsh winter weather and heavy road 
utilization places considerable stress on road infrastructure.

Winnipeg drivers are very familiar with the current state of our roads. The City will 
struggle to maintain many in drivable condition during the course of summer and fall 2014 
before yet another winter is upon us.

Winnipeg residents will agree that the state of our roads has progressively deteriorated 
and our roads take a heavy toll on our backs and pocketbooks.  Other public institutions 
such as MPIC and the drivers it insures ultimately experience higher costs directly as a 
result of poor roads.

The Merchants Hotel 
redevelopment has been 
slow going, in the works 
for three years following 
repeated pleas from 
the neighbourhood to 
do something about the 
corner.

Winnipeg Free Press,  
June 25, 2014

Calgary Mayor Nenshi says for many years more than 
100 percent of the growth in the city was in brand new 
neighbourhoods and the council at the time had decided to 
artificially subsidize the costs in new communities to the 
detriment of older neighbourhoods. “That subsidy has led to 
nearly $1.5 Billion in debt to the City of Calgary,” said Nenshi.

CTV News, October 4, 2013
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We have recommended building fewer roads by 
curtailing suburban development.  The other 
half of this equation is initiatives to reduce the 
number of vehicles using our roads on a daily 
basis by providing efficient public transit options.

Winnipeg has made a significant capital 
investment in rapid transit (BRT).  However, we 
believe that the vast majority of Winnipeg Transit 
users remain users of necessity rather than 
users of convenience and support for additional 
BRT investment remains lukewarm.  More people take a bus because of affordability 
considerations rather than as an option of convenience.  This user profile must change.

Efficient public transit is an essential foundation of sustainability.  Affordable cities depend 
of efficient public transit that is convenient, cost effective and fast.  Efficient public transit 
diverts people from cars and contributes to reducing pollution as well as wear and tear on 
road infrastructure.

Winnipeg is lagging other major cities in public transit 
options.  While BRT is a start, this option is unlikely to 
gain sufficient traction with users of convenience to 
have a material impact on transit usage in Winnipeg.  
With the bulk of Winnipeg’s population now residing in 
suburban neighbourhoods, creating an effective public 
transit network is cost prohibitive.

Dense neighbourhoods and public transit can exist 
symbiotically.  Each needs and supports the other.  As 
Winnipeg builds denser neighbourhoods within its 
central core, it must concurrently increase expenditures 
on public transit to provide efficient commuting 
options for more concentrated populations in urban 
neighbourhoods.  

Specifically, we recommend that Winnipeg revise it 
long-term public transit strategy to include plans for 
at least two surface rail corridors; one running from 
east to west and the other from north to south.  Once 
in place, Winnipeg must actively engage both the 

provincial and federal governments to pursue long-term funding strategies to construct a 
light rail transit (LRT) system within twenty years.

We believe a comprehensive revitalization plan is an essential corollary to successful 
implementation of a long-term transit strategy that replaces the planned BRT network 
with a faster, more efficient LRT network.  If Winnipeg is to secure long-term funding, it 
must demonstrate a commitment to redesigning and revitalizing its core to create demand 
for an expanded public transit system.

governance anD 
aDministration of the city

The effective administration of any organization 
is dependent upon creating and maintaining an 
environment that is conducive to excellence both at 
the governance and administrative levels.  Elected 
members of City Council provide strategic direction 
and priorities and the public administration is 
responsible for articulating this strategy into action.

The MBT has strong concerns about the perceived 
relationship between Council and its Public 
Service.  Winnipeg residents undoubtedly want a 
professional public service that is both engaged and 
empowered to deliver the best possible services.  
As with any employer, working conditions, 
organizational culture, available resources and 
organizational commitment to a clear strategy 
place well ahead of compensation as the primary 
motivating factors.

Employees of the City of Winnipeg should be 
expected to perform at their best each and every 
day and we believe the greater public good 
is a strong motivator for all civic employees.  
Firefighters, librarians, police officers, paramedics, 
public operations and water utility staff are all 
employees as well citizens and have a strong vested 
interest in the economic and social health of our 
community.

Forty-seven per 
cent would reject 
building the next 
phase of rapid 
transit while 42 per 
cent would vote in 
favour of it. Another 
11 per cent said 
they aren’t sure how 
they would vote or 
did not respond to 
the question.

Winnipeg Free Press, 
June 24, 2014

“One source of 
frustration in the 
workplace is the 
frequent mismatch 
between what people 
must do and what 
people can do.

When what they must 
do exceeds their 
capabilities, the result 
is anxiety.

When what they must 
do falls short of their 
capabilities, the result 
is boredom.

But when the match is 
just right, the results 
can be glorious. This is 
the essence of flow.”

Drive, Daniel Pink
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We believe that citizens are entitled to a professional and competent Public Service as 
much as any employee is entitled to a respectful workplace that allows each individual to 
succeed and perform to the best of his or her ability.

As citizens, we want to create incentives and support the creation of professional 
workplaces that attract highly capable and motivated public servants.  Undue and 
unwarranted criticism of public servants will have exactly the opposite effect. 

We support high expectations of our civic workforce but we also call upon elected officials 
and Winnipeg residents to support the men and women whose efforts will be instrumental 
in implementing these recommendations.

We believe the next Council will have to make a concerted effort to restore essential trust 
between elected officials and the Public Service and improve the morale of a workforce 
that has been repeatedly asked to do more with less and less.  We trust that both will work 
in concert to develop a sustainable and affordable city where we can all live, work, play and 
thrive.

concluSion
Winnipeg stands at a crossroads and must choose between the maintaining a status quo 
that has left the viability of our city as pockmarked and broken as our potholed streets.

We can learn from our own past and the mistakes of other cities that are struggling to pay 
for the costs imposed by decades old decisions.  We need a bold and courageous shift away 
from the strategies that have yielded the problems we now face.

Our recommendations do not call for extraordinary expenditures.  Rather, we believe 
a reallocation of resources to more sustainable development strategies will assure the 
long-term financial health of our community and give us the most viable option to start 
addressing an accumulated infrastructure deficit that stands well in excess of one billion 
dollars.

We encourage Winnipeg residents to canvass the positions of their council and mayoral 
candidates and elect political leaders that will stop pursuing failed strategies and support a 
new course to build a community that compares well with other great global cities.
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MANITOBA
BUILDING
TRADES

The Manitoba Building and construction Trades council is an umbrella organization representing 13 construction unions 
in the Province of Manitoba.  The MBT partners on major construction and infrastructure projects and provides high skill 
trades and construction professionals who make on-time, on-budget project delivery possible.   
Our affiliated organizations are:
•	 International	Brotherhood	of	Boilermakers,	Iron	Ship	Builders,	Blacksmiths,	Forgers	&	Helpers,	Local	555
•	 International	Union	of	Bricklayers	&	Allied	Craftworkers,	No.1
•	 International	Brotherhood	of	Electrical	Workers,	Local	2085
•	 International	Association	of	Heat	&	Frost	Insulators	&	Allied	Workers,	Local	99
•	 International	Association	of	Bridge,	Structural,	Ornamental	&	Reinforcing	Ironworkers,	Local	728
•	 Construction	and	Specialized	Workers	Union,	Local	1258
•	 Millwrights	Local	Union	1443
•	 International	Union	of	Operating	Engineers,	Local	987
•	 International	Union	of	Painters	&	Allied	Trades,	Glass-workers	Division,	Signworkers	&	Carpet	&	Floor	Tile		  
	 Layers	Division,	Local	739
•	 Operative	Plasterers	&	Cement	Masons,	Local	222
•	 United	Association	of	Journeymen	&	Apprentices	of	the	Plumbing	and	Pipefitting	Industry	of	the	United	States		 
	 and	Canada,	Local	254
•	 Sheet	Metal	Workers	International	Association,	Roofers	Division,	Sheeters	&	Deckers	Division,	Local	511
•	 General	Teamsters,	Local	979

MANITOBA BUILDING TRADES

Sudhir Sandhu
Chief Executive Officer
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Winnipeg, MB
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