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The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in unprecedented 
challenges for the global economy, but none more 
acute than those faced by small business. In British 
Columbia there are over 523,000 small businesses — 
those that employ 50 people or less. 
They make up 98 percent of all businesses and 
employ 1.1 million people, meaning that one-in-ten 
British Columbians are small business entrepreneurs. 
The Nelson and District Chamber of Commerce, 
stretching from Salmo through Nelson along Kootenay 
Lake to Balfour/Ainsworth, advocates on behalf of 
over 1,400 business license holders. The Chamber’s 
effort to assist small businesses was comprehensive 
and uninterrupted throughout the pandemic’s two 
plus years. 
As it has since its inception in 1893, the organization 
endeavors to garner deep understanding of the 
region’s diverse business landscape, and advocate on 
its behalf as the economy faces ongoing challenges of 
global disruption and changing climate. 

BACKGROUND

Between March and May of 2021, in an effort to help 
small business overcome the pandemic’s challenges, 
the Economic Trust of the Southern Interior (ETSI-BC) 
launched a Business Recovery Advisor project, hiring 
36 advisors to train, network, and provide recovery 
centric resources in communities with less than 
25,000 residents.
In May of 2021, the Nelson and District Chamber hired 
Darren Davidson as its advisor. Community Futures 
Central Kootenay utilized the services of Selkirk 
College research Intern Jenna Annett. 
Following nine months of outreach, the Chamber and 
CFCK undertook a series of three independent round 
tables, researching the Food/Beverage/Hospitality 
sector, Retail and Development/Construction.
The round table findings were used to generate case 
studies on each of the sectors, detailing specific 
challenges over the course of the pandemic, those that 
remain, and others anticipated over 2022/early 2023.
The findings have been summarized and developed 
into a set of advocacy efforts that will be shared with 
federal and provincial levels of government through 
the Canada and BC Chambers of Commerce, as well 
as regional and municipal levels of government, other 
agencies and business service providers. 
This is State of The Sector Case Study III, focusing 
on the Nelson and District Chamber’s construction 
industry.

INITIATIVE
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Mario DiBella / Martech Group 

Ed Olthoff / Pacific West Builders

Mike Cowan / Pacific West Builders

Randy Horswill / Nelson Home Hardware  
Building Centre / Hippersons

Al LeClair / Steadfast Homes

Mike Culos / Culos Group

Mike Moore/ Cornerstone General Contracting

Larry Hurd / Rokform Solutions

Jamie Tedesco / Glacier View Glass

Gabe Tyler / North Mountain Construction

Ted Hall / Spearhead 

Josh Hall / Spearhead 

Randy Richmond / Provincial Small Business Advisory 
Panel member/Spearhead  

Justin Richards / RAMM Construction

Andrew Murray / Hemlock Homes

Cal Kooznetsoff / CK4 Construction

Aaron Dejong / CK4 Construction

Cam Kuch / Kuch Construction

Matt Ander / North Shore Builders 

Norm Maloney / Purcell Timber

ROUND TABLE  
PARTICIPANTS AND INTERVIEWS
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Sector Challenges

It’s a ‘buyers’ market for those looking 
for jobs. They can shop around.

The labour shortage seems to be 
continent wide, in all sectors, so it’s 
hard to say if any government has the 
tools to remedy this.

People were complacent and satisfied 
with CERB, and the lifestyle…now we 
see those people coming back to the 
workforce.

This is not a job, it’s a career.

It’s challenging to grow a construction 
business, maintain quality and cost 
control, and efficiency, with a less 
experienced crew. 

”””

” ”

CURRENT TO 2023

1. WORKFORCE & LABOUR

Labour Attraction
• Workforce is returning now, but there 

is a shortage of skilled labour 

• Seems to be less qualified people 
available or coming up through the 
trades. Many have little experience.

• Project manager /managerial / design 
positions tough to fill

• Chronic shortage of semi-skilled and 
skilled carpenters for the last year or 
two

• General labourers with minimum skills 
often are unwilling to make an entry-
level wage

• Sector is competing with other entry-
level jobs that are less physically 
demanding and pay $25 an hour

• In some cases, builders are now hiring 
human resource support

• Companies need versatile staff that 
can do a little of everything; a unique 
challenge to rural communities where 
there is little specialization 

Labour Retention 
• Some employers have had to increase 

wages in order to keep workers, as 
it is an employee’s market out there, 
especially for good workers

• Experiencing difficulty retaining staff 
after a year or two

• Staff often leave after completing their 
apprenticeship and start their own 
company

• Young workers often see their 
labouring job as a stepping stone, 
rather than a career choice 

• Losing industry veterans — managers, 
superintendents, etc

• Some businesses offered raises of 
10% raises or more, for all employees
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I’ve had people apply for jobs from 
Alberta but they can’t find a place to 
live or simply can’t afford to buy in 
this market.

I’ve got two employees living in 18-
foot travel trailers — and the one guy 
owns a home out of town. But he 
can’t find or afford one here.

The government wants us to build 
affordable housing. But how can it be 
affordable when we receive all these 
downloaded costs?

”””

2. HOUSING & COST OF LIVING

• Both cost of living and housing 
shortage are creating major 
challenges for our workers 

• New and old staff are leaving Nelson 
because of the high cost of living

• Workers in the field (labourers and 
contractors) and managers alike are  
having a tougher time making ends 
meet, with inflation across the board

• Potential new hires contemplating 
relocation are unable to find or afford 
rentals in Nelson — forced to consider 
half-hour commute, or more, adds 
additional hardship with the cost of 
fuel and drive time

• Sector’s service industry needs more 
affordable housing 

• Government aims to build affordable 
housing are difficult to meet, with 
many new downloaded costs

• Aims for green building are not 
cost effective, industry wants the 
government to find a happy medium 
between new green building and 
standard construction, would allow 
industry to build more units for less

• Some builders have bought residential 
properties for staff housing and 
anticipating purchasing more over the 
next few years

• The high cost of living is forcing staff 
to start their own companies, which 
results in a watered-down trade

• It is a challenge to pay a livable wage 
while still making a profit
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Constant surcharges 
have been a major kick in 
the nuts.

Minimum wage increases 
by the provincial 
government ratchets 
salary expectations for 
all our staff, and industry.

The stimulus and pandemic recovery funds were there, 
along with breaks from work for a lot of people. But 
people didn’t spend a lot of the money they were getting 
over the pandemic. Now they are. And that’s over-
stimulated the economy. There’s not a lot of cheques and 
balances on that.

”””

3. INFLATION & MINIMUM WAGE

• Costs have ramped up rapidly

• But market is slowing, material costs 
are starting to stabilize

• Almost impossible to nail estimates/
quotes

• Buyers are backing out of building 
contracts because the cost is to high

• General inflation costs are passed 
on to new clients, at various phases 
of a project, it becomes challenging 
to manage client expectations that 
are based on budgets from earlier 
planning stages

• Surcharges from suppliers are being 
added steadily, and sometimes seem 
arbitrary 

• Suppliers are taking advantage of 
opportunities to increase their prices, 
so are sub-trades

• Despite being busier than ever, 
profits are lower due to inflation and 
minimum wage increases

• Fixed pricing is no longer the norm; 
suppliers cannot lock in their prices 
anymore

• It is increasingly difficult to pay staff 
as minimum wage continues to 
increases

15-40% 20-50% 
Percent that one local sub-contracor 
saw materials rise in cost in just two 
weeks in July

Estimated percetage increase in the cost of 
building residentially and commercially in the 
last year, not including 7% inflation
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4. POST PANDEMIC RECOVERY/   
    RECESSIONARY PREPARATION 

• After losses due to comparatively 
brief COVID slow down, many smaller 
builders say business quickly returned 
to normal levels, then exceeded pre-
pandemic levels 

• Larger builders report that following 
COVID slow down, lost revenues have 
been recouped, and business has 
levelled

• All builders are concerned over 
economic downturn/recession

• Larger firms are searching for a 
sustainable business model to last 
through a possible period of recession

10 14
Number of weeks 
builders used to have to 
wait for standard 2” PVC

Number of months they 
have to wait now

I wish I could find a positive, but 
I can’t. We have six employees 
now, I’d be surprised if we had 
four in January.

Even though they say we could 
have a national recession, that 
doesn’t mean it’ll happen here. 
Nelson has a lot going for it. 
We’re not a boom-and-bust 
economy. Other regions and 
communities are, and for them, 
that can be house of cards.

People are tightening their belts.

”””
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5. DEVELOPMENT SERVICES  

• City has improved development 
services, but seems understaffed 
because they are sometimes slow to 
respond

• Some builders feel there are not 
enough inspectors with both the City 
of Nelson and the RDCK 

•   Turnaround time on permits varies 
from 8-10 weeks 

•   RDCK only services one area twice 
a week

•   RDCK is now extremely hard to 
deal with

Some development staff being hired 
are well-educated, but with no 
experience and they can only see 
black and white, no grey.

Like many segments in the 
industry, development services are 
trying to cope with a building and 
renovation boom and are probably 
also understaffed due to the labour 
shortage.

If you call on a Monday for an inspection, you may not see 
someone ’til Thursday. Construction happens in real time 
and we can’t be expected to put the project on hold while 
waiting for an inspector.

Most of our jobs have professional consultants (architects, 
engineers) who ultimately hold responsibility for work 
being performed to code and the inspector is just a 
formality. The city or RDCK assumes no responsibility if 
something happens to fail.

The City of Nelson has very good 
people in place in development 
services. Support staff have the 
attitude that “we’re here to serve”.

”””

” ”
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$80,000-$100,000
Added cost to a local builder to cover the 2022 sick days for 47 employees.

6. SICK PAY LEGISLATION 

• The sick pay legislation is a great 
benefit for employees and now a part 
of everyone’s overhead costs.

• Implementation by the government 
came with short notice. Builders were 
not able to recover some of the costs 
from fixed price contracts that were 
signed prior, and completed after 
January 1/2022

• The new sick pay legislation has 
contributed to higher rates for clients

• Most employees used all five of their 
sick days in the first few months of 
the legislation

• Some employees say workers have 
been abusing the new system

• Sick Pay Legislation has driven costs 
up

• There are trust issues with workers 
regarding legitimacy of illness claims  

• Sick pay has been an added cost, on 
top of Medical Service Plan benefits, 
which have been passed on to small 
business — something individual 
employees used to pay

The government advertised it like they were paying not 
us employers.

Some seasonal employees see sick pay as being another 
week of holidays.

””
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7. TRAINING AND EDUCATION

• There is a lack of interest from 
high school students to enter trade 
professions

• There are many environmental 
changes taking place in the building 
code, leading to new related 
technologies, techniques and 
materials that tradesman have to then 
learn about

• Labouring is not seen as a career 
choice that will support you and your 
family – it is seen as a steppingstone

• It is challenge training inexperienced/
unskilled staff on the job; monitoring 
and teaching new staff requires 
organizational skills and patience 

• The industry’s effort to generate more 
interest in apprentices is great  

It seems like fewer young people are 
coming up through the trades despite 
the fact construction is one of the 
most versatile jobs on the planet. You 
can literally get a construction job 
anywhere in the world.

The province and education system 
should encourage trades at school 
instead of university — and give a 
trades carrier respect.

The increased amount of information 
on new code, regulations and green 
building has made it challenging to 
decide which training to invest in, and 
ultimately our training costs are also 
on the rise.

”””
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8. ADVICE AND OBSERVATIONS 

“The shortage of affordable housing 
is going to change the face of this 
community. A 25-year-old won’t be able 
to live here anymore. Do you want the 
town to have a commuting culture, where 
people are travelling 80kms to work? It 
will destroy the working class vibe of our 
communities, and lead to gentrification.”

“What’s the current wave of inflation and 
increasing borrowing rates going to do for 
people who are already running close to 
the line? Home owners could soon face 
mortgage payments twice what they were 
paying.”

“People are looking to bedroom 
communities now to live — Ymir, Salmo, 
Trail…they are then hit with a tremendous 
increase in fuel surcharges, and more for 
groceries, consumables…it’s a you’re-
damned-if-you-do, damned-if-don’t-
scenario.”

“There is a lot of infrastructure work and 
construction opportunity out there today.”

“The development business has been 
steady, and OK — worrisome and a little 
scary — but we’re getting a grip on it.”

“We have world class construction and 
technology expertise right here in the 
Kootenays. We don’t have to bring other 
talent in.”

“The four-day work week is becoming 
popular elsewhere in the world, and it’s 
something builders may soon start to 
consider.”

“The longer it takes us to find workers, 
the more often we are having to tell 
customers, “we’ll get there when we get 
there.” And that’s not good for the sector.”

“Local jobs equal a strong local economy. 
All the community benefits.”

“The politicization of affordable housing 
has resulted in proposals and regulatory 
efforts taking three times as long as it 
should — there are a lot of people voicing 
their opinions. If you want affordable 
housing, look at how things were done not 
all that long ago.”

“The level of complication, bureaucracy 
and added costs required for small 
companies is unprecedented.”

“It seems like any time government gets 
involved, it generally adds more costs.”

“The costs of carrying employees has 
gone through the roof in the last five years. 
For manufacturers, we are now often 
thinking about automating, because its too 
expensive to hire workers. You go to even 
small factories in Europe and its hard to 
find a person in there.”

“In the old days you’d call a supplier 
three months before hand to check on 
availability and confirm order delivery, now 
you have to do it two years in advance and 
check in every six months.”

“The government is now chasing the 
latest and greatest in green everything — 
that’s their mandate — but its extremely 
expensive and time committing.”

“We’re tripping over ourselves trying to  
be green.”

“We haven’t missed a day of work. 
But we’ve been working harder and 
differently.”

“Tenders are seen as greedy. It’s the 
consultants who are making poor 
estimates.”
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Opportunities for 
Support & Advocacy

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

Regulations

• Advocate for more cost effective aims for green building

• Urge Ottawa to reduce complications and bureaucracy required for 
companies under 700 employees 

Labour 

• Ensure retail venues are aware of Government of Canada Temporary 
Foreign Worker (TFW) Program 

• Lobby Ottawa for HR support for businesses and/or the creation of 
group HR

• Utilize the Rural Immigration Program and advocate for continuation of 
program’s three-year pilot

• Increase immigration

• Allow older workers to work longer

• Curtail federal income tax on seniors additional earnings beyond $39K

• Curtail federal income tax on Old Age Security and other income support 
programs, which are considered ‘additional taxes on working’

• Due to exodus of boomers there’s an exodus of skills — educate 
companies on how to invest more money into training programs to get 
new employees up to speed

Supply Chain

• Lobby for subsidization of international freight

• Stress importance of national manufacturing

Inflation 

• Lobby MPs/Ottawa to do all it can to ensure inflation does not become 
entrenched

Based on the analysis of builder and developer stakeholder feedback, here’s a 
compilation of aims the Nelson and District Chamber will initialize in the year 
ahead, through local, provincial and federal channels.
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OTHER PROVINCIAL AIMS

• Continually press the province to be cost-conscious, 
as are we. The construction industry needs the 
government’s support.

• Consult and collaborate with industry and  
stakeholders on a revision of the funding model 
for post-secondary institutions, to actively support 
BC’s economic growth

• Help retailers capitalize on BC’s vertically 
integrated, clean power economy to monetize and 
access new markets opening due to growing global 
demand for green economy products and services

• Conduct data/revenue analyses for municipalities 
in defined regions to assist with implementation 
and creation of new Mobile Business License 
programs, as well as analysis of existing programs; 
(businesses could operate freely anywhere in their 
province — there are six MBL programs in West 
Kootenay)

• Urge builders and developers to familiarize 
themselves with BC Chamber’s “Big Thinking For 
Small Business” 2021–2022 Policy & Positions 
Manual

PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT

Regulations

• Advocate for more cost effective aims for green building

• Urge Victoria to reduce complications and bureaucracy 
required for companies, especially those under 700 
employees

• Urge province to be cost-conscious

Sick Pay/Wages/Hiring

• Lobby province for a standardized guideline on mandated 
Sick Pay 

• Introduction of a student wage

• Help educate builders and developers to recruit/retain, 
motivate and leverage the millennial workforce

Immigration

• Ensure flexibility in BC Provincial Nominee Program (BC 
PNP) — the immigration system that allows skilled and semi-
skilled workers to gain permanent residency in BC

Housing

• De-politicize affordable housing, make it more affordable for 
builders to build it

• Incentivize accommodators or businesses to buy housing for 
staff through tax breaks

• Amend the Rental Tenancy Act to allow for more affordable 
and accessible entry level / working class housing

Disaster Mitigation and Resilience

• Support BC Chamber aims to lobby the Provincial 
Government for a framework for direct funds/support from 
municipalities to businesses in times of crisis, and that 
municipalities partner with a chamber of commerce, board 
of trade or other appropriate non-profit organization in their 
area to create a transparent, accountable, and equitable 
disbursement of funds

Insurance

• Subsidize insurance on commercial and light industrial 
properties, which would benefit small business.

• Reduce insurance rates from municipalities that show 
proactive efforts in natural disaster business plan mitigation

E-commerce

• Promote small and medium-sized retailers adaptation to 
on-line/social media marketing (ic.gc.ca/eic/site/152.nsf/
eng/home) via Canadian Digital Adoption Program, Small 
Business BC)
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MUNICIPAL AND REGIONAL 
GOVERNMENT

RDCK 

• Advocate for improvement to staff shortages and 
inefficiencies in Development Services

• Urge RDCK to continually advocate for local contractors

• Suggest RDCK provide a list of properties they own, and 
plan for use as affordable housing. They could be donated to 
developers for affordable housing, with grant help from feds 
and province.

• Urge RDCK to keep a cap on costs

• Advocate for establishment of better and more affordable 
building recycling programs.

• Improve rental housing opportunities and regulations 
regarding rental housing

• Lobby the RDCK to issue permits faster and communicate 
with builders who work throughout the district more often 

City of Nelson 

• Urge City to continually advocate for local contractors

• Suggest City provide a list of properties they own, and plan 
for use as affordable housing. They could be donated to 
developer for affordable housing, with grant help from feds 
and province.

• Continue to develop more affordable housing within the city 
through infills and entry level accommodations

• Urge City to keep a cap on costs

• Reinstate temporary student job board at the Nelson and 
District Youth Center, and temporary work board at the 
Employment Assistance office
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DIRECT BUSINESS SECTOR 
EDUCATION AND SUPPORT

Nelson and District Chamber of Commerce

• Maintain Rural and Business Community Recovery 
Team, transition to businesses resilience, coaching 
and partnerships, and promote cost savings 
through Chamber Membership Benefits Package 
(discovernelson.com/chamber/membership/)

• Ensure building and development stakeholders’ 
are aware of numerous GHG emission standards,  
programs, cost-savings and climate action efforts 
through Chamber and City of Nelson energy 
efficiency/retro-fits, waste diversion and emissions 
reduction programs (discovernelson.com/chamber/
sustainability — Business & Climate Advisor 
program + nelson.ca/222/EcoSave-Program +  
nelson.ca/804/Climate-Change-Action — City of 
Nelson’s Nelson Next program)

Grants and Funds

• Connect builders and developers with remaining economic 
recovery grants and funds (discovernelson.com/news/
economic-recovery)

Kootenay Career Development Society

• Educate builders and developers on how to retain the 
staff they have, make investments in them and create a 
positive working environment (kcds.ca — Kootenay Career 
Development Society programs including RAFT, Fast 
Forward, Smartlaunch, West Tech, KCDS Virtual Hiring 
Supports). “The person you hire is likely eligible for many job-
related expenditures you can’t afford, but KCDS can help.”

WorkBC

• Encourage builders and developers to provide work 
experience and on-the-job training to unemployed Nelson 
and area residents (wage-subsidy.es.workbc.ca — WorkBC 
Employer Identified Wage Subsidy.)

Columbia Basin Trust 

• Help builders and developers improve management, human 
resource practices, marketing and growth (bbaprogram.ca — 
Basin Business Advisors program +  ourtrust.org/grants-and-
programs-directory/basin-revup — Columbia Basin Trust Rev 
Up program)

• Help connect builders and developers with student interns 
with employers (https://ourtrust.org/grants-and-programs-
directory/career-internship-program — Columbia Basin Trust 
Career Internship program) 

• Promote business action on climate adaptation and climate 
resilience, including engagement with new emerging market 
opportunities (basinclimatesource.ca — Columbia Basin 
Climate Source)

• Connect builders and developers with wage subsidies for 
apprentices (https://ourtrust.org/grants-and-programs-
directory/apprentice-wage-subsidy/ - Columbia Basin Trust 
Apprentice Wage Subsidy)

Community Futures Central Kootenay

• Help business startups, business growth, financing, the sale 
of their products and services in new markets, and workforce 
support (futures.bc.ca )

• Educate business emergency preparedness and disaster 
resilience planning in the event of economic disruption 
through natural or man-made catastrophe (futures.bc.ca/
ced/nelsonready/_ — Community Futures CK Nelson Ready 
program)

Insurance Sector 

• Help business start-ups, business growth, financing, the sale 
of their products and services in new markets, and workforce 
support (futures.bc.ca )

• Educate business emergency preparedness and disaster 
resilience planning in the event of economic disruption 
through natural or man-made catastrophe (futures.bc.ca/
ced/nelsonready/_ — Community Futures CK Nelson Ready 
program)
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