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The MHCA Board of Directors has approved 
initial steps to make the public aware of 

the cost — to Manitoba roads and to the 
economy — of the provincial government’s 
decision to cut the highways infrastructure 
budget by $152 million this year.

“Chopping 30% from the highways budget line 
in a single year is unprecedented and will have 
severe impact on our industry and the people 
we employ. The board has unanimously decid-
ed that it cannot let this go unaddressed,” said 
MHCA President Chris Lorenc.

Initial communications with the industry and 
the public are part of a fuller strategy expected 
to be rolled out over the next months.

“We must deliver our message to the govern-
ment and to the public because this directly af-
fects their highways and it means that the econ-
omy will not grow as it should,” Lorenc said. 
“Repeat studies have shown that investment in 
transportation infrastructure has amongst the 
greatest effects on boosting GDP.”

The MHCA Board of Directors, at a special 
meeting Monday afternoon, was briefed on the 
discussions the MHCA has had to date with var-
ious government ministers on the budget cuts. 
The board is alarmed by the fact the province 
appears tone deaf to the cuts’ grave implica-
tions for the provincial highways, impact on the 
industry and lost earnings to its employees.

The highways budget was cut in 2016-17 by 
$48 million to $540 million, and again last year, 
to $502 million. Both those budgets were un-
derspent by a total of $92 million.

This year, the budget was cut again by $152 
million, to $350 million. Since 2016, budget 
cuts and budget underspending have taken a 
total $330 million out of highways investment, 
30% of which represents lost earnings to its 
workforce.

Worse still, the government decided to sole 
source contracts for initial work on the access 
road to the proposed Lake St. Martin outlet 
channel. The government has refused to can-
cel those contracts and to commit to no further 
sole sourcing.

“We are urging industry to email the provincial 
government and all MLAs to tell them exact-
ly what this will do to their businesses, and to 
employee earnings,” Lorenc explained. “This 
is money that will not go to the pockets of 
hard-working Manitobans and that means mon-
ey not spent in the community, at local busi-
nesses and the likes. Men and women whose 
earnings sustain their families will be at risk; 
students relying on summer work to augment 
their annual earnings will be disappointed. The 
impacts affect all levels of Manitoba’s purchas-
ing and economic activities.” 

Provincial cuts to highways budget triggers campaign to restore 
investment in infrastructure

http://www.mhca.mb.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/suggested-letter_TEST1.doc
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Premier Brian Pallister 
has repeatedly noted 

in public comments that 
he and his government are 
smart shoppers, true to 
their Manitoba roots. But 
his government’s decision 
to sole source two 
contracts for work on an 
access road to the planned 
Lake St. Martin outlet 
channel proves otherwise. 

An analysis conducted by 
our industry of the price 
the government got on the 
two construction contracts 
shows the real cost of 
sidestepping the time-

tested process of open, competitive bidding. 

Conclusion: the $11-million price for the access road work is 
as much as twice what the government — taxpayers — could 
have got, had it tendered the work on the open market.

The Manitoba heavy construction industry was angered at the 
sole sourcing of the access road work, in part because this 
industry is hurting from repeated cuts to the highways capital 
budget. 

That budget was reduced again in 2018-19 by $152 million to 
$350 million (from $502 million in ‘17-18), an unprecedented 
30 per cent chop in one year. Since taking office, the 
government’s cuts to, and underspending of, this budget line 
has taken a total $330 million out of construction work on 
Manitoba’s highways. 

Our association and industry underpins its infrastructure-
investment advocacy with principles, including transparency, 
innovation and economic growth, all in a manner consistent 
with the public’s best interest.

Paying up to twice the price for road-building construction 
that you could have got on the open market is not prudent 
management of taxpayers’ hard-earned dollars and certainly 
not in the public’s best interest.

We warned the government not to sole-source the Lake St. 
Martin outlet contracts because history shows that open-
market competition drives prices down. The private sector 
is best placed to source their materials — equipment, fuels, 

aggregates, etc. — from suppliers. The private sector can best 
scope a job to know where costs can be trimmed and where 
they can’t. 

Mess with the open market, and all of that falls away.

The analysis of the price the government got from the sole-
sourced contacts illustrates this fact.

We compared seven contracts recently awarded by Manitoba 
Infrastructure, including the Lake St. Martin access road. No 
two contracts are identical, but the seven projects are alike in 
nature. But that’s where the similarity stops.

The contract for the access road to Gillam is perhaps closest 
in nature to Lake St. Martin. 
The $11.4-million project, located north of Thompson, is 
logistically tougher than that of Lake St. Martin, and it will see 
solid-rock and much more composite material excavated and 
more than three times the tonnage of aggregates laid down. 

In total, three times the volume of work will be done — for the 
same price.

None of this is the fault of the First Nations (or their private 
partners) that received the contracts: this issue falls flat at 
the doorstep of the provincial government, which decided to 
sidestep the open tender process.

We have given government our analyses of the “mess” it 
made.

Infrastructure Minister Ron Schuler says the Lake St. Martin 
contracts were sole sourced — to two Indigenous entities, 
with private partners — to ensure those hardest hit by the 
2011 flood receive benefit of flood-prevention work in the 
Interlake. 
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Province must respect tender process, 
reverse budget cuts 

C M Y K

What’s a mayor to do? As we 
sit, weeks away from the 
spring thaw that will trigger 

construction season, Winnipeg does not 
know if it will have funding to invest in 
regional roads at the top of the list for 
repair. Among these are Portage Avenue, 
Pembina Highway and Main Street, each 
needing significant work. 

Moreover, what is going to happen to the next 
leg of the southwest rapid transit route? We’ve 
constructed the leg to speed buses from Queen 
Elizabeth Way to Jubilee Avenue. But the 
‘corridor’ stops there, a stub of the bigger idea, 
which is to move commuters quickly to and from 
south Winnipeg.

Rapid transit is the kind of amenity almost 
universally available in modern, competitive 
cities. The city has made the decision to proceed. 
So why are we still in the funding weeds on this?

Winnipeggers should have been dismayed, 
yet again, to see Mayor Brian Bowman at the 
steps of the legislature, hat in hand, asking the 
province to flow the funds for the southwest 
transit corridor’s Phase II, along with almost $55 
million to honour funding agreements made in 
2017 for infrastructure shared-costs. 

And he was in Ottawa last month, seeking 
federal help to get the province to approve the 
flow of dollars from the New Building Canada 
Fund for Winnipeg’s regional road budget. The 
federal budget, released a week after his visit, 

confirmed protracted delays — years, not weeks 
— are expected before infrastructure funds flow 
to their intended targets.

So, what is the mayor to do? What is any mayor 
or reeve in Manitoba or Canada, to do?

There is a painfully common theme to these 
stories. 

No municipality can afford on its own to write 
large-scale projects into their capital budgets. So 
Winnipeg, like every municipality, is forced to 
await the nod from higher levels of government, 
which may decide to re-negotiate agreements 
their predecessors signed, or change direction 
based on fiscal realities they face.

Fair enough, but it’s no way to plan strategically for 
critical investment in transportation infrastructure 
— systems that move people to jobs and goods to 
market. These are the arteries of trade that keep 
the heart of the economy pumping.

Municipal governments, being the legislated 
creatures of provincial governments, are at 
the mercy of provincial and federal priorities. 
Funding transfers from higher levels of 
governments, which help sustain the budgets 
of basic services, can and do change. These 
sometimes unreliable funding relationships were 
created at the turn of the century; they do not 
meet the demands upon today’s cities and towns.

Municipalities rely too heavily on regressive 
property taxation to raise revenues, and 
the results are insufficient to the demands. 
Progressive taxation would see municipalities 
raising more revenues from consumption or 

income taxes, which grow as the economy does.

Relying on current funding and fiscal arrangements 
wreaks havoc with long-range service planning, 
including infrastructure investments, as illustrated 
by Winnipeg’s funding relationship with Manitoba 
and the delayed flow of dollars from the federal 
New Building Canada Fund (which also messes 
with provincial planning). 

It’s time we re-thought municipal taxation powers, 
so they can explore new sources of revenue, to 
alleviate their dependence on property taxation 
and the political agendas of other governments. 
Not a blank cheque, but a coherent, transparent, 
accountable series of revenue streams that 
rebalance roles, responsibilities and relationships 
among the government levels, mindful that there 
is only one taxpayer. 

So what, indeed, is a mayor (or a reeve) to do? 
Good question. 

There’s no better time than now to explore 
solutions. 

As we move into municipal elections this fall, 
Manitobans need to hear what incumbents and 
aspiring candidates would do to engage with 
the public and senior levels of government to 
re-visit and re-engineer the wonky relationship 
and rework the roles and responsibilities 
between them. 

Manitobans should make this the ballot box 
question for the fall elections. And that’s what 
candidates for the office of mayor and reeve 
should do, too.

Chris Lorenc is president 
of the Manitoba Heavy 

Construction Association 
mhca.mb.ca 
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If there’s a secret to shaping a strong culture of
safety, it’s this:There are no secrets.
Sharing information is key to success, and

the heavy construction industry is unique in
that its members are willing to collaborate, says Gord
Lee, president of Nelson River Construction.

“Whatever you’ve done really well in your
own company, you’re happy to share it with your
competitor so that they don’t find themselves in a
predicament that you could have otherwise helped
them with,” Lee says.

“It’s just amazing the cooperation you get on
safety from people who could be your most fierce
competitor. They’re quite open about what they’re
doing to be safety-minded and you reciprocate.”

At Nelson River Construction, success rests on
promoting a sense of “internal responsibility” as
well as maintaining a long history of corporate
responsibility.
“Internal responsibility means that safety always

starts with the individual,” Lee says. “Each of us has
a responsibility to act safely for our own sake and so
we don’t bring harm to the person next to you or even
outside of your group.”

Lee says senior management has always provided
unequivocal support for safety initiatives.
“It’s always safety first, production second. I

remember back right from the earliest days, 30 years
ago, when I was working part-time here, safety always
took precedence at Nelson River Construction.”

In the early days, only a few in the industry really
paid attention to that element of operations, Lee says.
“Today everybody thinks about it.”

The COR™ (Certificate of Recognition) safety
programhas become an industry standard. Currently,
about 75 per cent of Manitoba’s heavy construction
companies are COR™-certified. Lee would like to see
the industry itself move it upwards of 90 per cent.

“You act on safety because it’s the right thing to
do and if you have a strong moral compass, which I
believe most of the employers in our industry do. It’s
good for their people, it’s good for their company and
it’s the responsible thing to do.”
Inspired by the book Good to Great: Why Some

Companies Make the Leap … and Others Don’t,
by American business consultant Jim Collins, the
Manitoba Heavy Construction Association (MHCA)
is looking at ways to apply Collins’ analyses to raising
the safety bar. That means adhering to core values,
maintaining focus and taking action because it’s a
responsibility, not a job.

The first step is to have the right people in the right
place. People like Hugh Munro Construction safety
coordinator Brent Good and Accurate HD safety
coordinator Marc Rodrigue.

The MHCA was among eight organizations that
presented awards at the inaugural Safetys, co-hosted
by SAFE Work Manitoba in September. Rodrigue
received the first MHCA WORKSAFELY™ safety
leader award.

Along with providing safety orientation for new
workers, WORKSAFELY™ training sessions and
“toolbox” talks, Rodrigue conducts inspections
to ensure everyone on a job site is in compliance
with safety protocols — everything from wearing
personal protection equipment to conducting

hazard assessments first thing in the morning and
reassessing potential hazards throughout the day.

“Someone might notice a tree with a big wasp nest
later,” he says.

“In the last year we have had two employees
working for us that were highly allergic to bee
stings… those things also have to be brought up to
the crew.”

When in doubt, Rodrigue calls upon
WORKSAFELY™ staff and other companies for
advice, and he’s happy to return the favour.
Good has been with Hugh Munro Construction

for more than 30 years, and since 2010, he has been
teaching safety in formal classroom and workshop
settings as well as in the field.
“If you’re working with a subcontractor who isn’t,

say, up to par on their safety, we would make sure
to help them out, give them some guidance, make
them aware of things they should have in their
safety program.”
Hugh Munro general manager Wayne Loo says it

benefits everyone to help smaller companies bridge
any safety gaps and increase baseline knowledge
throughout the industry.

“The best thing we can do as an industry is make
sure that everybody working in this industry is
getting to the same standards and levels,” he says.

“Because we all have to work alongside each other
and if everybody is held to the same standards that
will help take safety from good to great.”
Earlier this year, Hugh Munro initiated a

Behaviour-Based Safety (BBS) program as an
incentive to encourage workers to focus on safety
behaviours, both good and bad. Workers fill out
cards and submit them in a ballot box, with the
option to be entered in a draw for small prizes, or
remain anonymous.

Reported behaviours might be anything from
noting that an equipment operator failed to use
three-point contact while climbing off a machine, to
acknowledging a worker who drove at a safe speed
through a job site.

The reports are not used for punitive response but
rather as valuable feedback. Good has used some
issues in his toolbox talks.

Loo says the open communication contributes to a
culture of safety from the top to bottom.

Rather than laying blame, the company uses
incidents for learning purposes, and shares that
information with others.
“Sharing what’s been successful and not successful

for companies is not going to create any unfair
advantage competitive edge to contractors. It’s all
leading to growth.” ❱❱❱

TAKING SAFETY FROM
GOODTO GREAT

BUILDING ON INDUSTRY SUCCESS
B Y PAT S T . G E R M A I N

Accurate HD safety coordinator Marc Rodrigue reviews safety logs. Photo by DARCY FINLEY
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By Chris Lorenc

Pay up to twice the price for road-building 

construction that you could have got on the 

open market is not prudent management 

of taxpayers’ hard-earned dollars and 

certainly not in the public’s best interest.
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Our industry has a record of working with local and 
Indigenous partners, as part of tender-bid requirements. In 
fact, all of the comparison contracts included Indigenous 
involvement. 

We urged the government to fully discharge the Crown’s 
duty to consult with First Nations, even if that meant 
delaying the outlet project.

Lastly, we have implored the government not to repeat its 
mistake, to commit to no further sole sourcing of contracts. 
Still, we have no commitment to that.

Most years, our contractors would be far too busy right now 
— gearing up for the construction season — to have had 
the time to compare contract awards like this.

This year, heavy construction contractors are hoping to 
survive; equipment idles and employees await word they’ll 
be called back for work. Our members are looking at the 
fact that skilled, experienced workers — many of whom 

they’ve employed for decades — will not be called back 
this year, or will have their hours severely reduced this 
construction season.

When fully 30 per cent of construction project budgets 
are accounted for by wages, the ripple effect through the 
economy is huge. 

That’s what happens when the highways budget gets 
slashed to $350 million from $588 million, in three years. 

No one wins when highways construction is pared back 
dramatically. 

But it’s a pity that in this brutal market, taxpayers didn’t at 
least get the full benefit of tough competition.

Keep your promise

Industry calls for return to $500-mil-
lion highways capital budget, 
as PCs pledged

Manitoba’s Progressive Conserva-
tives came to power in 2016 promising 

financial prudence, transparency and ac-
countability. 
 
The heavy construction industry was 
hopeful — Manitoba direly needed a 
transportation investment strategy that 
transcends annual budgets and political 
cycles. We heard promising pledges from 
the Progressive Conservatives. 
 
They committed to invest a minimum of 
$1 billion annually in core infrastructure 
— sewer, water, highways, land drainage 
and bridges. And we were told their gov-
ernment would not underspend the high-
ways budgets, as happened in years past. 
A budget made was a budget to be kept.
 
Further, we heard the Infrastructure min-
ister, at the MHCA 2016 Awards Break-
fast, pledge to set out Annual and Five-
Year Highways Capital programs, so the 
industry can efficiently plan their busi-
ness.

But since 2016, Manitoba Infrastructure‘s 
highways capital program has taken sys-
tematic blows.
 
Our industry knew the 2015/16 highways 
budget of $588 million was unsustain-
able. We recognized that we, too, had to 
be part of beating back annual deficits. 
We accepted this government’s public 
assurances, after drops to $540 million 
(‘16/17) and then $502 million (‘17/18), 
that $500 million annually was a rock-bot-
tom certainty. 
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On March 8, we were again as-
sured this budget line would hold to $500 
million, and reassured what was budget-
ed would be expended.
 
On March 12, however, the facts spoke 
otherwise. Highways capital was slashed 
to $350 million — $152 million less than 
2017/18’s budget, and a 35% cut in two 
budgets. Further, the 3rd Quarter Finan-
cial Report forecasts the highways capital 
expenditure for 2017/18 will be only $436 
million, not the $502 million budgeted. So 
much for ‘budget made/budget spent.’

The MHCA has met several times since 
Budget 2018’s release March 12, asking 
that the highways capital budget line be 
returned to $500 million, as promised. 
We’ve been given no such commitment 
to date.

And gone is the 2016 pledge to present 
Annual and Five-Year Capital Budget pro-
grams.

This is severe for our industry, which sup-
ports the direct/indirect jobs of 15,000 
Manitobans. Wages account for 30 per 
cent of project costs, so a $150-million 
slash in one budget cycle will see $50 mil-
lion in lost wages to our workers. 
 
GDP growth depends upon strategic in-
vestment in highways, the arteries of do-
mestic and global trade.  We call upon 
the province to invest at least $500 mil-
lion annually in highways infrastructure, as 
promised. 

This is a revised version of a commentary by MHCA 
President Chris Lorenc published in the Winnipeg 
Free Press March 16.

Keep your promise

Industry is in crisis; government 
repeatedly committed to highways 

• From 2016 to 2018 the 
highways capital budget has 
fallen from $540 million to $350 
million

• Total reduction, including 
the under-spend of two budget 
years, is equal to $330 million
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State of Manitoba’s Highways Infrastructure Investment  

 
The MHCA’s principles for core infrastructure investment are underpinned by a 
commitment to reflect the public’s best interest.  
• Dramatic reductions in budget levels are injurious to that goal, and to a 

competitive market, which returns optimum value to public budgets.  
• Sole sourcing infrastructure contracts distorts the market and cannot return 

best price to the taxpayer. 
 

Consistent with the public’s best interest, the MHCA sought a formal commitment 
on these requests:  
1. Cancel the sole-sourced contracts for the Lake St. Martin Outlet Channel 

Access Road; commit to competitive, open bidding by industry  
2. Restore MI Highways Capital in Budget 2018/19 to promised $500 million 
3. Access fully all federal infrastructure programs  
4. Support Winnipeg’s request for a $182-million allocation of NBCF 
5. Table Annual & Five-Year Highways Capital Program & Highways Deficit Report 

 
To illustrate the gravity of the issues, MHCA provides the following analyses: 
MI highways infrastructure budget       
NDP   NDP  PC PC PC  
Actual Actual Actual Actual Budget 
14/15 15/16 16/17 17/18 18/19  
$534 $628 $520 $430 $350   
     1st Budget(B) 2nd B 3rd B   
A $152-million cut (30%) year over year (‘17/18 to ‘18/19) in 
the highways infrastructure budget is unprecedented. 

 
LSM sole-sourced contracts vs. similar competitive tender bids  

 
 
 
 
MIT is now only able to 
repair the very worst 
sections of roadways with 
cheaper, short term and 
less cost effective methods 
of repair  
- Minister’s Briefing Binder 2016 
 
 
 

Manitoba… struggles with 
an aging transportation 
network that requires a 
significant infusion of 
funding to maintain the 
status quo service 
standard. The result is a 
backlog of preservation 
and replacement work 
throughout the province 

 
- MI response, Management 
of Provincial Bridges 2016 

 
Comparison: LSM Sole Source Contracts vs Current MI Open Public Tender Contracts  
Description Sole Source MI Public MI Public MI Public MI Public MI Public MI Public Tender 
of Contract Tender Tender Tender Tender Tender  
Work 

  
       

MI #6856 & #6857 MI #6848 MI #6748 MI #6816 MI #6840 MI #6744 MI #6834  

 LSM Access Road PR #280 PR #280 PTH #6 Freedom Road Freedom Road RiceRiver Road  
Mobilization $1,690,000 n/a $200,000 $250,000 $650,000 $640,0000 $693,084 
Traffic Control Level 2 Level 4 Level 4 Level 4 Level 2 Level 2 Level 3 
Aggregates 387,900 t 1,109,000 t 551,000 t 245,160 t 158,300 t 153,510 t 118,900 t 
Solid Rock 0 12,000 m3 37,000 m3 136,000 m3 154,890 m3 10,325 m3 74,000 m3 
Excavation        

Composite 28,500 m3 153,000 m3 88,900 m3 168,000 m3 54,545 m3 13,650 m3 64,000 m3 
Excavation        

Bid Hourly 445 hr 450 hr 950 hr 950 hr 750 hr 700 hr 400 hr 
Equipment        

        
        

Tender        
Amount $11,106,111 $11,428,300 $9,687,594 $9,450,450 $11,987,607 $6,326,708 $4,537,427 

          
Note: MI#6848 - Tender closed Feb. 27, 2018. If we used sole-source pricing for the aggregates and excavation alone, the amount 
would have been approx. $24 million.  

Sole-source contracts are costing the taxpayer up to 2 times what open bidding could have and still can return.  



CALL TO ACTION: 
EMAIL THE PREMIER, FINANCE AND INFRASTRUCTURE MINISTERS AND 
YOUR MLA, ASKING THE PROVINCE TO:

• RESTORE THE MANITOBA INFRASTRUCTURE HIGHWAYS CAPITAL BUD     
GET TO  $500 MILLION 

• COMMIT TO NO FURTHER SOLE SOURCING OF ANY OF THE LAKE ST.     
MARTIN OUTLET CHANNEL PROJECT

Email addresses:

premier@leg.gov.mb.ca
minfin@leg.gov.mb.ca
minmi@leg.gov.mb.ca
Your MLA’s email address can be found here:
http://www.gov.mb.ca/legislature/members/pf/electoral_pf.pdf
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MHCA is pleased to announce:

Breakfast with the Minister of Finance
The Hon. Cameron Friesen has accepted MHCA’s invitation to 
be the keynote speaker on April 19 at our second ‘Breakfast 
with the Leaders’ event in 2018.

The Minister will speak to these industry priorities:

• Budget 2018 and the Highways Capital program 2018/19
•     economic growth strategy and projections for Manitoba
•     the role of strategic investment in infrastructure in growing the economy 

The MHCA Board of Directors is urging industry to attend this breakfast to listen 
to, and ask questions of, Minister Friesen about the decision to reduce the high-
ways infrastructure budget by $152 million (from $502 million to $350 million) this 
year.

The 30% single-year cut to the highways budget is unprecedented and is a threat 
to the sustainability of many companies in our industry and the workforce we 
employ. This is your opportunity to speak to those challenges ahead.

THURSDAY APRIL 19, 2018
Doors open and registration - 7:30 am

Hot breakfast - 8:00 am
Presentation and Q & A - 8:20 am

Holiday Inn 
Winnipeg Airport Polo Park

Madison B
1740 Ellice Avenue

Cost:  $35/pp (taxes incl.)

To register, please contact 
Christine Miller at:  204-947-1379 or 

email at christine@mhca.mb.ca

Event Sponsor
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