
 

 

 

 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
BuildForce Canada’s Construction and Maintenance Looking 
Forward report shows that construction remains one of the fastest 
growing industries in Canada, with an estimated 300,000 new 
workers needed to meet expansion and replacement demand 
requirements between 2014 and 2023. Industry will need to recruit 
new workers by increasing efforts targeting local youth, women, 
Aboriginal people, other industries and immigration. Given 
Canada’s slow population growth, it is expected that there will be 
a growing reliance on international workers 1 to meet demand 
requirements and to address the growing need to replace an 
aging workforce.  
 
Canada’s ability to successfully recruit international workers in the 
past has been largely a result of weaker economic conditions in 
many Western English-speaking countries with similar education 
and trade standards, including the United States, United Kingdom 
and Europe. There has been, however, growing concern about the 
continued availability of these international workers as activity 
picks up in many of the source countries.  
 
This report takes a first step in understanding emerging global 
economic conditions and the international demand for 
construction tradespeople. The findings illustrate the potential 
sources of competing demands that Canada’s construction 
industry could face if recruiting trades and occupations in 
international markets.  
 
The key objectives were to review the following components: 
 

1. Global conditions for economic growth, commodity prices, 
general inflation and interest rates – these factors are key 
drivers when assessing emerging international 
construction markets 

2. Global hotspots, where current and the near-term outlook for construction activity translates into 
increased labour demand for skilled trades and occupations 

1 “International workers” refers to permanent immigrants and temporary workers. 
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3. Key competing construction markets – the subset of global construction hotspots with similar types of 
construction projects and skilled trade requirements that represent a source of direct competition to 
Canada’s recruiting from international markets 

4. Source pools of labour supply that currently provide workers to international construction markets  
 
The first section of the report describes emerging global conditions, including economic growth and changes 
in commodity prices, inflation and interest rates. Having set the global conditions for economic growth, the 
second section identifies countries where construction activity is increasing. The key focus is on identifying 
key markets where increasing energy and infrastructure projects are generating labour demands similar to 
the group of trades and occupations that will be in high demand for projects in Canada. The third section 
explores the population and workforce characteristics of select countries that may pose the greatest direct 
competition to Canada when recruiting internationally. Finally, global migration patterns are examined to 
identify where countries are most likely to source construction workers to meet increasing demand 
requirements. 
 
  

GLOBAL ECONOMIC OUTLOOK 
 

The outlook for global construction will be driven by the outlook for the world economy. The amount of 
construction activity undertaken by organizations is shaped by the expected increased future sales of goods 
and services and the profitability of increasing production capacity to meet growth. Expected future 
production may be measured by the outlook for economic (real GDP2) growth and the expected profitability 
by the outlook for commodity prices, general inflation and interest rates. This section describes the outlook 
for these measures as presented by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in their 
January 2014 economic outlooks. 

Economic growth 
 
The outlooks for economic performance by the World Bank and the IMF are shown in tables 1 and 2. Both 
outlooks suggest acceleration in economic growth in contrast to that experienced since the 2008–2009 
recession. According to the World Bank 3: 
 

“Most of the acceleration is expected to come from high-income countries, as the drag on growth from 
fiscal consolidation and policy uncertainty eases and private sector recoveries gain firmer footing. High-
income growth is projected to strengthen from only 1.3 percent in 2013 to 2.2 percent this year and 2.4 
percent in each of 2015 and 2016. This strengthening of output among high-income countries marks a 
significant shift from recent years when developing countries alone pulled the global economy forward. In 
addition to providing a second basis for global growth, stronger high-income growth and import demand 
will be an important tailwind for developing countries’ exports. This should help compensate for the 
inevitable tightening of global financial conditions that will arise as monetary policy in high-income 
economies is normalized. 
 
Overall, growth in developing countries is projected to pick up modestly from 4.8 percent in 2013 to 5.3 
percent this year, 5.5 percent in 2015, and 5.7 percent in 2016. Developing-country GDP growth will be 
about 2.2 percentage points weaker than it was during the pre-crisis boom period. The slower growth is 
not cause for concern, however. More than two-thirds of the slowdown reflects a decline in the cyclical 
component of growth and less than one-third is due to slower potential growth.” 4 

2 GDP (gross domestic product) is the defined value of all the finished goods and services produced within a region during a specific time 
period. It includes all of private and public consumption, government outlays, investments and exports less imports that occur within a 
defined region. It is one of the most common economic indicators that measure a region’s total output. 
3 World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, January 2014, p. 15. 
4 Three main high-income economies include the United States, Euro Area and Japan. Developing countries with strengthening growth 
late in 2013 include China, India, Malaysia, Thailand and Mexico. 
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Canada’s major trading partners are the United States, the Euro Area, Japan and, recently, China has 
become a more important partner, particularly in Western Canada. Both the World Bank and IMF see 
economic growth in the United States increasing from recent rates, averaging just below 3.0 percent over the 
next three years. GDP growth in the Euro Area will turn positive in 2014 after declining in the past two years, 
and strengthen in 2015 and 2016, averaging just below 1.5 percent over the 2014–2016 period. In contrast, 
economic growth in Japan is expected to weaken over the next couple of years from the rates observed in 
the past two years. 
 
Table 1: World Bank Global Economic Prospects, January 2014 (growth rates, unless otherwise 
specified) 
 

  2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
Consumer prices           

G-7 countries (1,2) 1.8 1.3 1.8 1.9 2.0 
United States 2.1 1.5 1.7 2.0 2.2 

Commodity prices (US$ terms)           
Non-oil commodities -8.6 -7.2 -2.6 -0.2 0.1 
Oil price (US$ per barrel) (3) 105.0 104.1 103.5 99.8 98.6 
 % change 1.0 -0.9 -0.6 -3.5 -1.2 
Manufactures unit export value 

(4) -1.2 -1.4 1.6 1.1 1.4 
Interest rates           

$, 6-month (percent) 0.7 0.4 0.4 0.7 1.3 
€, 6-month (percent) 0.8 0.3 0.3 0.5 0.8 

Real GDP growth (5)           
World 2.5 2.4 3.2 3.4 3.5 
High income countries 1.5 1.3 2.2 2.4 2.4 
OECD countries 1.4 1.2 2.1 2.2 2.3 
Euro Area -0.6 -0.4 1.1 1.4 1.5 
Japan 1.9 1.7 1.4 1.2 1.3 
United States 2.7 1.8 2.8 2.9 3.0 
Non-OECD countries 3.5 2.5 3.3 3.7 3.8 
Developing countries 4.8 4.8 5.3 5.5 5.7 
China 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.5 7.5 
Brazil 0.9 2.2 2.4 2.7 3.7 
Mexico 3.8 1.4 3.4 3.8 4.2 
India 5.0 4.8 6.2 6.6 7.1 

 
Notes: 
1. Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States 
2. In local currency, aggregated using 2010 GDP weights 
3. Simple average of prices of UK Brent, Dubai Fateh and West Texas Intermediate crude oil 
4. Unit value index of manufactured exports from major economies, expressed in US$ 
5. Aggregate growth rates calculated using constant 2010 dollars GDP weights 
 

Source: World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, January 2014 
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Among the BRIC5 countries, China is expected to continue to achieve strong growth, averaging near 7.5 
percent, although at a slightly slower rate than the past couple of years. According to the World Bank6: 
 

“In China, high levels of investment and associated lending have generated significant vulnerabilities, 
which represent risks to the banking sector. Recognition of such risks prompted authorities to adopt a 
program designed to restructure the sources of demand and growth away from investment and toward 
consumer demand and the service sector.” 

 
Economic growth is expected to strengthen in Mexico, Canada’s NAFTA partner, after weaker growth in 
2013. Growth is also expected to strengthen in Brazil and India over the next couple of years. The outlook for 
Russia remains unclear after the recent takeover of Crimea. 
 
Table 2: IMF World Economic Outlook, January 2014 (growth rates, unless otherwise specified) 
 

  2012 2013 2014 2015 
Commodity prices (US$)         

Oil (1) 1.0 –0.9 –0.3 –5.2 
Non-fuel (average based on world commodity  

    export weights) 
–

10.0 –1.5 –6.1 –2.4 
Consumer prices         

Advanced economies  2.0 1.4 1.7 1.8 
London Interbank offered rate (%)         

On US$ deposits (6 month) 0.7 0.4 0.4 0.6 
On euro deposits (3 month) 0.6 0.2 0.3 0.5 
On Japanese yen deposits (6 month) 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 

Real GDP         
World 3.1 3.0 3.7 3.9 
Advanced economies  1.4 1.3 2.2 2.3 

  United States  2.8 1.9 2.8 3.0 
  Euro Area -0.7 –0.4 1.0 1.4 
  Germany  0.9 0.5 1.6 1.4 
  France  0.0 0.2 0.9 1.5 
  Italy  –2.5 –1.8 0.6 1.1 
  Spain  –1.6 –1.2 0.6 0.8 
  Japan  1.4 1.7 1.7 1.0 
  United Kingdom  0.3 1.7 2.4 2.2 
  Canada  1.7 1.7 2.2 2.4 

Other advanced economies  1.9 2.2 3.0 3.2 
Emerging market and developing economies 4.9 4.7 5.1 5.4 
Central and Eastern Europe  1.4 2.5 2.8 3.1 

 
Continued on next page 

 

 

5 BRIC: Brazil, Russia, India and China 
6 World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, January 2014, p. 17. 
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  2012 2013 2014 2015 
Commonwealth of Independent States  3.4 2.1 2.6 3.1 

  Russia  3.4 1.5 2.0 2.5 
  Excluding Russia  3.3 3.5 4.0 4.3 

Developing Asia  6.4 6.5 6.7 6.8 
China  7.7 7.7 7.5 7.3 
India  3.2 4.4 5.4 6.4 
Brazil  1.0 2.3 2.3 2.8 
Mexico  3.7 1.2 3.0 3.5 

  
Note: 
1. Simple average of prices of UK Brent, Dubai Fateh and West Texas Intermediate crude oil 
 
Source: International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook, January 2014. 
 
 
The outlook for global economic growth, other things being equal, suggests a strengthening of investment 
expenditures over the next couple of years. The distribution of this strengthening would be expected to differ 
in line with the relative strength of economic growth across the countries. 

Commodity prices 
 
The outlook for commodity prices has an important impact on planned investments in the resource sectors 
throughout the world, as it impacts the profitability of these investments. The World Bank and IMF outlooks 
shown above see continued weakening in both energy and non-energy commodity prices over the next 
couple of years, with oil prices seeing the largest declines. Additional information on commodity prices from 
the World Bank January 2014 Commodity Price Outlook is shown in Table 3. The numbers in the table refer 
to price indices with a base year of 2010. 
 
Table 3: World Bank Commodity Price Outlook, January 2014 (price indices in nominal US$, 2010=100) 
 

  2013 2014 2015 2016 
Energy  127.4 127.3 123.9 122.8 

Coal, Australia $/mt 79.7 80.8 82.6 82.3 
Crude oil, avg, spot $/bbl 98.1 96 91.6 89.3 
Natural gas, Europe $/mmbtu 11.1 10.6 10.1 9.8 
Natural gas, US $/mmbtu 3.5 3.9 4.3 4.4 
Natural gas LNG, Japan $/mmbtu 15.1 14.7 13.8 13.3 

Non-energy commodities  101.7 99 98.8 98.9 
Agriculture  106.3 103.7 103 103 
Beverages  83.3 81.6 81.9 82.2 
Food  115.6 111.4 109.8 109.2 
Fats and oils  115.9 116.5 112.8 111.8 
Grains 128.2 115.7 116.6 116.1 

 
Continued on next page 
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  2013 2014 2015 2016 
Other food  103.9 100.7 99.8 99.5 
Raw materials  95.3 96.2 97.3 98.3 
Fertilizers  113.7 100.4 99 98.4 
Metals and minerals  90.8 89.2 90.2 90.7 
Base Metals 90.3 88.5 89.3 89.8 
Precious Metals  115.1 100.1 98.2 97.7 

 
Source: World Bank, Commodity Price Outlook, January 2014  
 
 
Oil prices, as measured by the simple average of spot prices for Dubai, Brent and West Texas Intermediate, 
decline over the next three years, as shown in Table 3. These declines reflect slower growth in demand and 
significant increases in non-OPEC supply, the latter reflecting the large amount of production expected in 
North America. Natural gas prices rise in the United States, but fall in Europe – although this outlook may 
change based on the recent Russian takeover of Crimea. Liquefied natural gas (LNG) prices in Japan are 
also expected to weaken, reflecting expected increases in LNG supply. 
 
The recent reductions in agriculture prices are predicted to be maintained, as the price outlook suggests a 
small decline in agriculture prices as a whole. Raw material prices, which include logs, cotton, rubber and 
tobacco, are expected to strengthen somewhat over the next couple of years. Fertilizer prices are predicted 
to continue to decline sharply this year and slowly in 2015 and 2016. The prices for base metals show little 
change over the period, but remain below their 2010 level. Precious metal prices fall noticeably in 2014 and 
more slowly thereafter. The weakness in the non-agricultural prices reflects weaker demand for the 
commodities and recent significant investments in additional supply. 
 
The above outlook, by itself, would not likely lead to increased profitability of investments in the relevant 
sectors, instead acting as a drag on additional investment activity. Increased growth in the economy, 
nevertheless, could offset this impact. 

Inflation and interest rates 
 
The expected declines in commodity prices, stronger but still relatively moderate economic growth, and 
relatively high unemployment rates are expected to keep inflation low over the next three years. Both the 
World Bank and the IMF see consumer price inflation averaging at or just below 2.0 percent. With this low 
inflation and concern by the monetary authorities to get stronger growth to reduce unemployment rates, 
interest rates are expected to remain low. Short-term interest rates – as measured by six-month instruments 
– are expected to remain below 1.0 percent until at least 2016.The low interest rates, other things being 
equal, would continue to be a positive factor in driving both residential and non-residential investment. 
 
Tracking key global economic indicators is important on two levels. The first sets the framework for the 
continued development of Canada’s resources. As global conditions improve, the demand for Canadian 
resources increase and resource development projects expand. The second level focuses on the demand for 
construction workers. As global construction activity rises, the demand for skilled construction workers 
increases, with many countries competing in the international marketplace for the needed workers.  
 
The next section explores how changing economic conditions is translating into increasing construction 
activity and the emerging labour demand requirements. 
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Canada and the global construction market  
 
Canada’s construction industry has experienced tremendous growth over the last decade, driven primarily by 
large resource developments and infrastructure projects. Recent economic trends point to continued growth, 
with proposed large resource development projects driving the most significant recruitment challenge as 
projects demand large numbers of experienced workers, in specialized trades, with specific skills at peak 
periods. Given the size of major projects, industry will need to recruit from both domestic and international 
markets. Adding to recruiting challenges is the remote location of most resource developments and the 
willingness of workers to work in remote areas for long periods of time.  
 
This recruiting challenge is not unique to Canada. China, Brazil, Australia, the Middle East, UK, Russia and 
parts of Europe have trillions of dollars in resource and infrastructure projects under way or proposed, thus 
increasing the global competition for skilled construction workers.  
 
To identify the growth countries, data on global energy and infrastructure construction projects was compiled 
from the Construction Intelligence Center. Figure 1 shows the top 20 countries with the largest aggregate 
value of known energy and infrastructure projects currently under way or completed over the past year. 
China, India and the United States lead the way with more than US$500 billion in energy and infrastructure 
projects in 2013. The value of projects in Australia, Canada and Brazil were in the order of US$200 billion, 
with many other countries reporting more than US$100 billion in known energy and infrastructure projects. 
 
Figure 1: Aggregate value (US$ billions) of energy and infrastructure projects currently underway or 
constructed in 2013, by country 
 

 
 
Sources: BuildForce Canada; data provided by Construction Intelligence Center 
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Figure 2 shows the aggregate value of known energy and infrastructure projects currently under way or 
completed over the past year, by project category and country. 
  
Figure 2: Value of energy and infrastructure projects under construction, 2013–2014 ($US billions) 
 

 
 
Sources: BuildForce Canada, data provided by Construction Intelligence Center 

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700

China

United States

India

Australia

Canada

Brazil

Russia

Saudi Arabia

United Kingdom

United Arab…

Iraq

France

Vietnam

South Korea

Qatar

Nigeria

Venezuela

Algeria

Germany

Turkey

Energy and utilities projects Infrastructure projects

 

 

Global trends: Emerging construction labour markets  8 



 

The one-two punch against Canada’s competition for global workers 
 
The recruitment of international workers will become increasingly challenging for Canada’s construction 
industry, as global construction activity is proposed to grow 70 percent by 2025 7. KPMG’s 2013 Global 
Construction Survey found energy and infrastructure to be the two primary sectors expected to drive the 
expansion.8  
 
The nature of this global growth packs a one-two punch.  
 
First, recruiting from international markets will be made more difficult by the fact that growth is expected to 
occur in many of the same countries that Canada currently relies on to source international workers.  
 
Second, much of the global construction growth is driven by energy and infrastructure demands, increasing 
the competition for the same construction trades and occupations expected to be in high demand in Canada. 
The tightening of global labour market conditions for skilled trades is rapidly emerging. With global capital 
expenditures on energy and resource-based projects expected to rise sharply in 2014, international 
recruitment challenges may already be at hand.  

Global energy project demands 
 
Barclay’s Global 2014 E&P Spending Outlook projects that global exploration and production (E&P) by 
companies in oil services and drilling will rise for a fifth consecutive year to reach US$723 billion in 2014, up  
6 percent from the previous year. Spending growth is expected to be concentrated in North America, while 
solid growth is expected in the Middle East (14 percent), Latin America (13 percent) and Russia (11 percent), 
see Table 4.9  
 
Table 4: Worldwide exploration and production capital spending by company type/region, 2013–2014 
(US$ billions) 
 

Region 2013 2014 Change %  
United States       143,989         156,164          12,174  8.5 
Canada       41,738           43,069             1,331  3.2 
Middle East           34,791           39,812             5,021  14.4 
Latin America           74,590           84,159             9,569  12.8 
Russia/former Soviet Union          53,940           59,844             5,904  10.9 
Europe           46,684           50,313             3,628  7.8 
India, Asia and Australia         120,928         124,178             3,250  2.7 
Majors (international spending)         113,992         115,413             1,421  1.2 
Africa          25,241           25,337                  96  0.4 
Other             6,401             6,476                  74  1.2 
Total  $    662,294   $    704,765   $      42,468  6.4 

 
Source: Barclays Research 
 

7 Global Construction Perspectives and Oxford Economics forecast global construction to grow 70 percent by 2025, citing 4.3 percent 
global annual growth. Construction 2025, www.globalconstruction2025.com 
8 KPMG, Global Construction Survey 2013, www.kpmg.com/global/en/issuesandinsights/articlespublications/global-construction-survey  
9 Barclays, Global 2014 E&P Spending Outlook 
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In the United States, Canada’s biggest source of international workers, capital expenditures are forecasted to 
grow by 8.5 percent in 2014. The U.S. accounts for the largest share (22 percent) of the estimated total 
capital spending in 2014 (see Figure 3). 
 
Figure 3: Projected 2014 exploration and production spending by geography 

 

 Source: Barclays Research 
 

Global infrastructure activity 
 
Increased infrastructure activity adds to the global competition for construction workers. According to the 
report, Infrastructure 2013: Global Priorities, Global Insights, by the Urban Land Institute and Ernst & Young, 
infrastructure will be a key driver for increasing global construction activity. Results of KPMG’s 2013 Global 
Construction Survey echo these expectations, with two thirds of survey respondents feeling that national 
governments’ infrastructure plans are the single biggest driver of market growth.” 10   
 
China’s continued infrastructure investment stems from years of declining growth (13-year low of 8 percent) 
spurring the Chinese government toward economic stimulus funding through infrastructure spending. 
  
In India, the government pledged a five-year $1 trillion investment for infrastructure as the country continues 
to struggle in meeting its growing demands. The government hopes to enable public-private partnerships 
(PPPs) and has recently reformed some of its policies to entice foreign capital.  
 
In the UK, the government has developed a National Infrastructure Program (NIP) that has identified more 
than 550 projects totaling $471 billion.11 The Infrastructure 2013 report highlights a growing skills gap 
resulting from a loss of “manufacturing capacity, engineering skills sets and jobs in the rail sector.”  
 
In France, fiscal constraint has limited the government to rely on PPPs for infrastructure projects. According 
to Infrastructure 2013, projects are estimated at $43 billion through to 2020.12 The French government has 
injected a $13 billion stimulus package to help fund the infrastructure projects.  
 

10 KPMG, Global Construction Survey 2013, www.kpmg.com/global/en/issuesandinsights/articlespublications/global-construction-survey  
11 Urban Land Institute and Ernst & Young, Infrastructure 2013: Global Priorities, Global Insights 
12 Ibid. 
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Africa has identified a $30 billion to $90 billion infrastructure funding gap and countries such as China are 
investing in Nigeria, Angola and Kenya, including roads and infrastructure networks. In 2013, South Africa 
initiated a $430 billion 15-year National Infrastructure Plan.  
 
In the Middle East, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, infrastructure spending is focused on 
desalination plants, solar power and modern rail. The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) is undertaking  
a $25 billion rail plan that connects six countries in the region. It is expected to be completed in 2017 and 
cover 1,300 miles. Qatar is also spending billions on infrastructure in the run-up to the 2022 World Cup. 
 
The sum of activity across these regions reflects a significant increase in infrastructure investment, with 
many countries needing to go beyond their domestic labour markets to meet demand requirements for 
construction workers.  
 
 

CANADA’S COMPETITORS FOR  
GLOBAL CONSTRUCTION WORKERS 
 
The workforce requirements represented by the global increase in energy and infrastructure construction will 
compete directly with Canada’s need to recruit from international sources. Understandably, competition is 
strongest between countries and regions with the most similar construction workforce requirements in terms 
of trade standards, certification requirements and language. 
 
This section examines the language, workforce education attainment and broad population demographics of 
countries identified as growth markets to provide insights into which countries pose the greatest direct 
competition to Canada’s international workforce requirements.  

Language 
 
The ability for workers to communicate in one of Canada’s official languages (English or French) is a 
fundamental qualification for employment in the construction industry. Countries where English or French are 
the official language, or commonly spoken, are a natural recruitment target among Canadian employers.  
 
Of the 20 countries identified as global hotspots for energy and infrastructure construction activity, English or 
French is either the official language, or a commonly spoken language in nine of them (identified in Table 5). 
Western countries, including the United States, UK, Australia and France top the list as obvious sources and 
potential competitors, but other countries, including India, Algeria, Nigeria, Vietnam and Qatar, are also 
seeking English- and French-speaking workers to meet their domestic workforce requirements. 
 
Table 5: Hotspot countries for energy and infrastructure construction activity where English and/or 
French are spoken 
 

Country 
Spoken 

language(s) 
  English French 
Canada   
China     
US     
India    
Australia    

 
Continued on next page 
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Country 
Spoken 

language(s) 
  English French 
Brazil     
Russia     
Saudi Arabia     
United Kingdom    
United Arab Emirates     
Iraq     
France    
Vietnam    
South Korea     
Qatar    
Nigeria    
Venezuela     
Algeria    
Germany     
Turkey     

 
 
Sources: Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), The World Factbook: www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fields/2098.html; New South Wales, Government Database (2007), 
www.hnehealth.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/92496/Languages_Spoken_in_Each_Country_of_the_World.pdf  
 

Education attainment 
 
International workers need the right skills, training and experience to integrate with the construction 
workforce and make a meaningful contribution to meeting Canada’s construction labour requirements. 
Countries with equivalent or similar occupational certification and training standards are, hence, the most 
likely source for international labour and again the greatest potential competitor for workers.  
 
Obtaining detailed information about occupation certification requirements and training standards for 
individual countries is difficult. The educational attainment of the general population of a country, however, 
serves as a suitable gauge for the relative levels of education and training of the domestic workforce. 
 
Population data obtained from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
provides a comparison of education attainment. Education at the upper secondary and tertiary levels was 
compared for the 25 to 35 age group for countries where data was available (see Figure 4). Upper secondary 
education includes the equivalent of secondary school, trade certification and apprenticeship, while tertiary 
education includes those with a certificate from an advanced post-secondary education (college and 
university or equivalent).  
 
Figure 4 illustrates that Canada ranks third at 90 percent, following Korea and Russia, among countries 
where the share of the population with secondary or tertiary education attainment was tracked. The countries 
identified with similar construction labour demands as Canada also have well-educated populations and 
relatively similar occupational trade and certification standards.  
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Figure 4: Share of the population aged 25-35 that attained upper secondary and tertiary  
education in 2011 
 

 
 

Source: OECD 
 
 
Although somewhat dated, OECD provides year 2000 data on the level of education attainment of the 
construction workforce of OECD countries. The education attainment rates follow a similar pattern of the 
overall working age population. Figure 5 illustrates the composition of the construction workforce by 
education level in 25 OECD countries. When combining secondary and tertiary education, the Czech 
Republic (94 percent), the Slovak Republic (92 percent) and the United States’ (89 percent) construction 
sectors display a higher share of educated people. Canada was 9th with 71 percent; however, construction 
has a higher share of employees with tertiary education (19 percent), compared to other countries. Canada 
ranks third following the Slovak Republic (35 percent) and New Zealand (31 percent). The analysis points to 
strong potential for recruitment of workers with commensurate skills from many Western countries, as well as 
most Eastern European and Scandinavian countries. 
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Figure 5: Education level of the workforce in the construction sector, OECD countries (2000) 
 

 
 

Source: OECD 
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Age demographics 
 
Age demographics are a dominant theme in the dialog about Canada’s workforce requirements. As of 2011, 
more than one fifth (21 percent) of the Canadian population was between the ages of 50 and 64 and 
expected to retire or exit the labour market over the next decade. In the construction industry, BuildForce 
Canada estimates that replacement demands will total 235,000 workers over the next decade. 
 
A review of age demographics across countries with similar construction demands provides insights into 
which countries might present opportunities for recruitment and those which may be competing with Canada 
for workers to meet their own domestic aging workforce challenges.  
 
OECD population data shows that like Canada, many Western countries are facing growing replacement 
demand pressures due to an aging workforce (see Figure 6). Roughly one fifth of the populations of the 
United States, UK, Germany, France, Australia and Russia are approaching retirement. Of the 20 global 
construction growth countries identified, Brazil is one of the few countries with significantly lower potential 
replacement demand requirements.  
 
Figure 6: Age distribution of the working age population (2011) 
 

 

Source: OECD (dependent age group cohort shares not shown) 
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The central conclusion drawn from the analysis of language, workforce education attainment and broad 
population demographics is that countries identified as growth markets for energy and infrastructure 
construction are facing similar workforce replacement demand requirements and many will be competing 
directly with Canada’s construction industry to recruit workers with the same language and qualification 
requirements.  
 

GLOBAL WORKFORCE SUPPLY  
 
To better understand how current global labour requirements are being met through immigration, data from 
the United Nations (UN) Department of Economic and Social Affairs on trends in international migration was 
analyzed to map global migration patterns from origin countries to those where construction activity is 
increasing (see Figure 7).13 While it is difficult to find comparable data across countries, the migrant data 
illustrates the number and share of a country’s population that is foreign born. It reflects a snapshot of the 
current population and where immigrants came from. Further analysis would be required to determine how 
the historic migrant patterns have changed over time and to assess the potential future international sources 
of labour specific to the construction industry.  

Figure 7 shows the countries with the strongest levels of energy and infrastructure construction activity and 
general patterns of in-migration to these countries. As indicated by the red regions, China, India and the 
United States lead with more than $500 billion in energy and infrastructure projects in 2013. The value of 
projects in Australia, Canada and Brazil were in the order of $200 million as reflected by the orange regions 
on the map.  

The lines illustrating migrant patterns include three characteristics: 

• Source direction: The arrows link the source country to the destination country. 
• Migrant population size: The thickness of the line indicates the number of immigrants from a source 

country for three levels of aggregation: 
o The thickest line indicates migration of one million or greater people to a country. 
o The medium-thickness line indicates countries with between 500,000 and a million migrants. 
o The thinnest, dashed line indicates the smallest group, countries with between 50,000 and 

500,000 migrants. 
• Migrant population share: The colour of the line reflects the source country’s share of the 

destination country’s total migrant population:  
o A blue line indicates that the source country accounts for more than 20 percent of the 

destination country’s total migrant population (e.g., UK to Australia).  
o A yellow line indicates that the source country accounts for between 5 percent and 20 

percent (e.g., UK to Canada).  
o A green line denotes that the share is less than 5 percent (United States to Canada). The US 

share to Canada would be much higher if temporary workers were taken into account. 

13 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 
Revision – Migrants by Destination and Origin (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2013). 
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Figure 7: Migrant population from source countries to construction growth countries 

 

Sources: BuildForce Canada, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Trends in International Migrant 
Stock: The 2013 Revision – Migrants by Destination and Origin (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2013). 

 

Figure 7 highlights a number of dominant global migration patterns and relationships with potential 
implications for Canada. Australia and Canada had similar migrant populations in 2013 (6.4 million in 
Australia compared to 7.3 million in Canada). Of the 6.4 million migrants in Australia, 1.2 million originated 
from the United Kingdom, accounting for 20 percent of the total migrant population. In Canada, approximately 
600,000 of the migrant population were from the United Kingdom, accounting for about 10 percent of 
Canada’s total migrants (i.e., number of foreign-born population in 2013).14 

In the United States, migrants from Mexico account for nearly 30 percent of the total migrant population  
(13 million out of 46 million). Given its large size, however, the US also attracts large numbers of immigrants 
from China, India, the UK and Europe. The United States draws in the largest overall number of migrants of 
any country.  

About a quarter of all immigrants in Brazil come from Portugal, with the remainder from other South American 
countries. A significant number also comes from selected Western European countries and Japan, however.  

14 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 
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Australia attracts the majority of its migrants from China and South Asian countries. Despite the long 
distance, however, about a fifth of migrants to Australia are from the UK. This is direct competition to 
Canada, which also draws heavily on immigrants from parts of the UK.  

Migration data shows that countries in the Middle East depend almost entirely on workers from India, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka to meet their domestic workforce requirements. Workforce requirements in Algeria 
and Nigeria are mostly met from neighbouring African countries, while many Algerian workers head north to 
France and other parts of Europe. 

Russia draws most of its migrants from neighboring countries such as Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, 
while Germany tends to pull migrants from Russia and other countries in the East, including Poland and 
Turkey. 

The analysis illustrates additional trends in global migration patterns. Canada is distinct from many countries 
in that it attracts immigrants and draws in migrants from a large number of countries. The United States is a 
key source for migrants, but other important sources of migrant workers for Canada include parts of the UK, 
and to a lesser extent, some Western and Eastern European countries. The number and share of immigrants 
from countries in Asia and Southeast Asia is also growing.  

The migrant population data is limited in that it does not identify motives for migration, nor does it provide 
any information about the nature of work performed in the destination country. The data only reflects where 
they came from when they moved to Canada.  

The data does, however, provide useful insight into the relationships between countries with strong 
construction activity and the countries serving as source pools of migrant labour. Understanding these 
migration patterns helps to form a better understanding of which countries are most likely to be in 
competition with Canada when recruiting workers internationally. Identifying a subset of the primary source 
countries specific to migrants coming to work in construction would be a natural extension to this preliminary 
research.  

CONCLUSION 
 
Canada’s construction industry’s ability to continue to draw workers from the United States and the UK  
may be limited by growing domestic construction markets and increasing labour demands in both source 
countries. With declining unemployment in the US, skilled workers will likely become increasingly unavailable 
or less willing to come to Canada. Attracting workers from parts of the UK will become more challenging as 
domestic demands ramp up. The competing draw on labour from the UK to Australia may further limit the 
availability of workers to Canada’s construction industry.  

Canada will need to expand recruiting to countries where finding workers with English and French language 
skills are less common. Countries such as Spain, Poland and Italy may have potential, but growing demands 
for construction labour closer to home may make this an equally difficult proposition. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Table A1: Value of energy and infrastructure projects, 2013–2014 

    

Value of projects executed (under 
construction) currently or in 2013 (US$ 

millions) 

Rank by aggregate 
construction value (energy & 
utilities and infrastructure) Country 

Energy and 
utilities projects 

Infrastructure 
projects  Total 

1 China $380,462  $204,269  $584,731  
2 United States $292,825  $227,571  $520,396  
3 India $295,354  $207,115  $502,469  
4 Australia $259,916  $73,692  $333,608  
5 Canada $198,476  $36,133  $234,609  
6 Brazil $139,372  $59,715  $199,087  
7 Russia $128,823  $56,082  $184,905  
8 Saudi Arabia $136,870  $47,896  $184,766  
9 United Kingdom $74,613  $71,203  $145,816  
10 United Arab Emirates $100,037  $36,712  $136,749  
11 Iraq $117,360  $7,426  $124,786  
12 France $32,560  $61,141  $93,701  
13 Vietnam $59,553  $32,414  $91,967  
14 South Korea $65,589  $16,772  $82,361  
15 Qatar $19,005  $61,897  $80,902  
16 Nigeria $57,915  $21,716  $79,631  
17 Venezuela $56,346  $21,117  $77,463  
18 Algeria $44,014  $32,686  $76,700  
19 Germany $40,259  $29,919  $70,178  
20 Turkey $28,743  $31,513  $60,256  

 
Source: Construction Intelligence Center 
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Table A2: Primary spoken languages, by country 
 

Country Spoken language(s) 

China Standard Chinese (Mandarin, Cantonese, Shanghainese, Fuzhou,  
Hokkien-Taiwanese) 

United States English (82.1%) Spanish (10.7%) 
India Hindi (41%) English (subsidiary official language) 
Australia English (76.8%) Mandarin (1.4%) 
Canada English (official, 58.7%) French (official, 22%) 
Brazil Portuguese (official) Spanish 
Russia Russian (official, 96.3%) Dolgan (5.3%) 
Saudi Arabia Arabic (official)   
United Kingdom English  Welsh 
United Arab Emirates Arabic (official) Persian 
Iraq Arabic (official) Kurdish (official) 
France French (official, 100%)   
Vietnam Vietnamese (official) English 
South Korea Korean (official)   
Qatar Arabic (official) English 
Nigeria English (official) Hausa 
Venezuela Spanish (official) Indigenous dialects 
Algeria Arabic (official) French 
Germany German (official)   
Turkey Turkish (official) Kurdish 

 
Sources: Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), The World Factbook: www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fields/2098.html; New South Wales, Government Database (2007), 
www.hnehealth.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/92496/Languages_Spoken_in_Each_Country_of_the_World.pdf  
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