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I. Introduction

The Grande Alberta Economic Region (GAER) is a Regional Economic Development
Alliance of west-central Alberta mayors and reeves from 13 communities. The Alliance
was formed in October 2000 in response to the closure of two coal mines and a downturn
in the forestry industry that was adversely affecting communities across the Region.

This project reflects another response by the Grande Alberta Economic Region members
to a challenge affecting the economic development and overall well being of the thirteen
communities in GAER—the challenge known as labour shortage.

Recognizing the labour shortage as an increasingly important issue for the Region,
GAER decided to take a proactive approach to developing strategies as a Regional
alliance.

Alberta Economic Development stepped up to sponsor the planning initiative, identifying
GAER’s work as an opportunity to empower local groups to analyze problems and
develop solutions at the local level, complementing provincial initiatives such as the
Foreign Worker Readiness and Aboriginal Awareness Seminars, and Euromission, and
generating ideas for other regions of the province.
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I[I. The Process

The process completed included:

1.

2.

>

A pre-planning survey of GAER members.

Preparation and pre-meeting distribution of a resource binder for GAER
members.

Three facilitated planning sessions.

Preparation of a draft and final report.

The initial survey distributed to GAER members included these questions:

What evidence of the labour shortage problem do you see in your area?
What appears to be driving the problem?
What is the result or impact of the problem?”’

What examples can you identify in your area of how businesses and the
community are adapting to and addressing the labour shortage challenge?

The responses to these questions were tabulated and presented back to Members for
discussion at the first meeting.

The resource binder distributed to GAER Members prior to the first meeting included
information on:
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= Responses to the pre-Meeting questions.

= Trends affecting labour supply in the Region.

= Relevant initiatives in other communities.

= Employer responses to the labour shortage challenge.

= Government responses to the labour shortage challenge, including resource
materials for employers, and the new provincial government strategy for
supporting immigrants and immigration. (Copies were provided of: “Finders

and Keepers, Recruitment and Retention Strategies”; “Supporting Immigrants
and Immigration to Alberta, an Overview”; “Alberta’s Skills Shortages, an



Inventory of Government of Alberta Initiatives”; “Understanding Alberta’s
Labour Force: Looking to the Future, A Discussion Document, September
2005™.)

The Board Members of GAER met three times between April and June to chart a strategy
for addressing the Labour Shortage Challenge in the Region.

Session #1. At the first session, participants described and analyzed the problem. Many
options for GAER emerged. The multi-faceted and somewhat complex nature of the
labour shortage problem and solutions became evident. From that session, a document
was prepared that outlined:

= The most immediate issues facing communities.

= Characteristics of the challenge at hand.

= What others were doing in the Region; emerging solutions.

= Emerging opportunities and resources available in the Region.

= The strategies (7 in number) and actions (30 in number) that had been
identified in the first session.

= GAER’s main criteria for moving forward.

Session #2. The second session began with an overview and organization of the ideas
generated in the first session for validation. This material became the strategic
framework for narrowing the wide range of options brought forward in the first session
(over 30 ideas generated in the first session were organized into seven key strategies).
Working in small groups, four priority strategies were identified, as well as specific ideas
for implementing each.

Session #3. In the last session, participants validated and expanded on the four strategies
of the previous session, adding a fifth strategy. They began to shape the plan for how
GAER would move forward on each strategy and manage the Labour Challenge initiative
overall. Four representatives from Alberta Human Resources and Employment’s Red
Deer, Drayton Valley and Edson regional offices took part in this session, sharing
experiences and knowledge from the other Regions and demonstrating their enthusiasm
and commitment to working with GAER on the strategies and actions developed at the
session.
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4.3. Strategy #3. Work as partners in GAER to resolve housing issues.

Available and affordable housing attracts and keeps people in the Region. Employers can
work hard to attract and hire workers, but if those workers do not have good options for
homes in the communities, workers will not take the jobs, leaving employers in a more
difficult situation.

Three specific actions were identified by GAER:

1) Share ideas and strategies among the Members of GAER to identify best practices
and possible solutions.

2) Facilitate discussions with employers and developers/builders to generate new
ideas, understanding, and possible solutions. (Other organizations of interest:
Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation, developers such as the Red Deer
developer identified by the AHRE participants; the provincial Department of
Seniors and Community Supports).

3) Initiate a Regional advocacy effort aimed at the provincial government to change
current policies and practices that are restraining land development and housing
solutions (this effort would be linked to Strategy #1, the representation to
government on immigration channels).
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4.4. Strategy #4. Work with partners to develop and implement initiative(s) to increase the
retention of youth in the Region.

Youth were identified as a specific group that should be targeted. This initiative will be
developed with partners, based on a clear understanding of who is doing what in the
secondary and post-secondary school system, to support career planning and youth
transitions, to support youth in communities overall, and to support linkages between
employers and youth in the Region.

AHRE is a potential lead or co-lead on this initiative, as they currently provide a variety
of programs and services targeted toward youth. The challenge is to link the provincially
driven AHRE initiatives with Regional messages and Regional-specific information.
Specific initiatives for consideration of the Working Group and key partners are:
= The potential benefits of additional post-secondary opportunities in the
Region, and the need to advocate for additional post-secondary resources for
the Region.

= The opportunity to directly promote jobs and lifestyle in the Region to post-
secondary graduates.

= The opportunity to generate synergy across employers for attracting and
retaining youth in the Region.

= The potential benefits of youth-oriented information packages and events,
reflecting on the Region and its opportunities for youth.

= The interest of youth in a balanced lifestyle, and the opportunity to position
the Region as providing this balance.

= The option of targeting Aboriginal youth in the Region.
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4.5. Develop regional partnerships to support action on the Labour Force Challenge.

Overlaying all of the previous strategies is the need to identify and work with key
partners. GAER can play different roles, depending on the nature of the initiative, and
other players involved. GAER will need to see who comes to the table, what resources
and supports they bring, and the knowledge and ideas that are presented through the
partnership process.

For this reason, each initiative will need to be flexible to respond to the input of other key
partners. GAER can play more of a facilitative and support role. The implementation of
these strategies will depend to a large degree on what partners emerge, and the role they
are willing and able to take on.

GAER can also join with other initiatives and partnerships already in place. AHRE has
been working directly with employers on specific initiatives, and has more meetings and
consultations planned. AHRE also supports communities, training, apprenticeship,
research, and information and awareness initiatives.

A key challenge here is how to consult with employers across the Region. A key
consideration is what format employers are most likely to and able to participate in.
Employers’ time is scarce and valuable, and convenience and efficiency from their
perspective should be a key driver in developing the GAER/AHRE consultation and
engagement plan.

In larger firms, the involvement of Human Resource professionals will be easier to
achieve than the engagement of smaller firms that do not have this dedicated resource.

Chambers of Commerce and other employer groups and industry associations with a
mandate to represent groups of employers is an efficient way of communicating and
consulting with employers.

Where advocacy is a main goal, then larger employers, and organizations representing
larger numbers of employers, would be effective targets for engagement. Each initiative
needs to consider its key goals and other unique dynamics, and then link to a coordinated
employer communications strategy.
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IV. Summary

The following tables summarize the results of the GAER planning sessions on the Labour

Force Challenge.

The Headlines in the GAER
Region: Immediate Issues to
be Addressed

= Workers Needed: lower skilled workers, seasonal
workers, trades workers, health care professionals

= Workers Leaving: The exodus to Ft. McMurray and other
mega-project locations.

= Youth: School drop-out rates are increasing; more youth
are leaving the Region.

= Stressed: Management is stressed from coping with
shortages (high turnover).

GAER’s Main Criteria for
Identifying Priority
Strategies

GAER strategies and actions must:

= Benefit the Region
= Positively impact on communities in the longer term.
= Demonstrate proactive response to immediate challenges.

Emerging strategies and
resources for GAER to build
on

= Employer innovation in human resource practices

= Employers developing new and under-represented labour
markets.

= AHRE offices active working with employers.

= Municipalities active in resolving housing issues.

= Provincial government developing improved strategies for
immigration, apprenticeship, rural development, other.

= Other Regions are taking action.

= GAER'’s Marketing Plan can be re-focused to include
workers.

= Private sector supports emerging for employers (e.qg.
Immigration consultants).
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GAER'’s Five Strategies

Strategy Goals Key partners Next steps Comments

1. Advocate Employers and indstru -Consult with and engage employers to Links to

for improved -Inform and influence key | associations confirm issues, develop momentum, Strategies #3

immigration decision makers in identify leaders (housing),

channels government. Possibly other Regional -Consult with other Regions and engage | and #5
-Influence improvement Alliances if feasible; consult with appropriate units | (partnerships)

1(a) Work and additional resourcing within the provincial government for

toward making | for the Provincial GAER role: support, initiator updated information on the status of

the GAER Nominee and related provincial initiatives (e.g. AHRE’s

Region Programs Provincial Departments (for 1a), | Immigration Unit).

“newcomer -Make it easier to attract also education and health system | -Develop key messages, and identify

friendly” and hire immigrants by representatives short-term opportunities to deliver these

offering expedient and
effective channels for
immigration to Alberta.
-Increase GAER’s
attractiveness to
newcomers by making it
“newcomer friendly.”

messages (consider hiring a consultant to
assist with this; the upcoming leadership
race).

-Develop presentation and roles of key
organizations and individuals
-Implement presentation and related
communications

-Follow up on results and develop the
initiative as necessary.

1(a) Gather information necessary to
better understand current immigrants in
the GAER Region, and GAER’s current
supports and gaps for immigrants.

Based on the information, identify and
implement priorities for making GAER a
more “newcomer friendly” region. (E.g.
welcoming committee)
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Strategy Goals Key partners Next steps Comments
2. Develop job | -To improve the AHRE, lead on the information Links to
specific accessibility and quality piece. -Research other web-based and related Strategy #1
information, of information available job sites (such as on2careers.com from (immigrant)
an internal on jobs in the Region, to Employers and employer groups | Grande Prairie), and information #4 (youth),
promotional support promotional HR professionals available across GAER on employer and #5
campaign, and | campaigns. Realtors needs (e.g. Hinton’s employer study; (partnerships)
an external -To influence the HRE labour market studies) and current
promotional retention of workers and Community Futures employer initiatives. Organized by
campaign their families in the community,
Region. Other Regions -Consult with employers re their support | and by
-To attract workers and need for the initiative. Region.

needed by employers in
the Region.

-To build partnerships
that result in efficiencies
and innovative response
to attracting and retaining
workers and families in
the Region.

GAER Role: support, resources
through the GAER Marketing
Plan, lead on the promotional
pieces.

Other provincial Departments
(for attracting health
professionals, for example)

-Consider maintenance as well as
development of any new systems (need
for efficiency); the Regional perspective;
related information that could be made
available (e.g. programs available to
support employers); using links

-Develop the plan for the development
and maintenance of the Regional job
information.

-Develop the internal and external
promotional campaigns, with employers.
(Consider: direct ads; alternative target
markets; employer-driven approaches;
building on others” initiatives; targeting
specific international communities)

Implement promotions.
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Strategy Goals Key partners Next steps Comments
3. Regional -To enhance the ability of | GAER Members, lead.
work on GAER members to -Schedule and plan a series of GAER
housing respond to housing issues | Other Regions. meetings to address and resolve issues.
solutions by sharing information -ldentify key individuals and groups
and ideas and by working | Private sector (developers, outside of GAER membership to
together. realtors). participate in key parts of meetings.
-To improve the -Follow up on specific ideas generated in
availability of housing in | Employers (re labour demand) meetings.
communities -Link with Strategy #1 on advocating for
-To enhance housing as a provincial government changes.
key feature of the Region
that attracts and retains
workers in the Region.
4. Youth -Develop partnerships and
initiative working groups that lead | AHRE, lead -ldentify key partners and organize a Links with
initiatives aimed at meeting of the key partners to identify Strategy #2,
retaining youth in the Youth, and youth-led priorities and more specific strategies and #5.
Region. organizations (churches, sports
-Increase the portion of organizations, schools) -Follow up on the ideas presented in the
youth who stay in the first meeting.
Region after high school, | Employers
and who return to the -Implement initiatives identified.
Region after post- School system representatives
secondary education (secondary and post-secondary)
-Increase the awareness of
youth of the opportunities | Other Regions
and advantages of living
and working in GAER
communities.
-Increase GAER’s
5. Partnerships | linkages with other key GAER and AHRE, lead Develop and implement an overall Links to all
partners, and capacity to communications plan for the Labour other
work in partnership with Employers Force Challenge, working with AHRE. Strategies.
others across the Region,
and with other Regions. Citizens Develop and implement a plan for
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-Attract and support other
organizational resources
to specific initiatives.
-Reduce duplication and
overlap, and increase the
efficiency and
effectiveness of local
initiatives relating to
labour shortage.

REDAs

consulting with and engaging employers
in all five strategies, across the Region.

Develop and implement a plan for
consulting with and working with other
Regions on all five strategies.
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Managing the Labour Force Challenge Initiative

The GAER Labour Force Challenge Initiative would be overseen by a single Committee
(including GAER Executive members and other members as identified), with Working
Committees set up for each key strategy. Each Working Committee would be given
broad-based parameters to guide their work.

The next steps for managing the Labour Force Challenge Initiative are:

1.

Identify the membership and recruit members for specific Working Committees
for each strategy; identify their relationship with the GAER Executive and GAER
staff; and identify the lead for each Working Committee.

Engage the key partners, and confirm leadership roles of key partners, particularly
AHRE.

Explore and confirm roles and responsibilities with AHRE, on each Strategy, and
on the initiative overall.

Develop an overall regional communication plan for the initiative, including
involvement of others in further refining the Strategies.

Develop an overall plan for contacting, consulting with, and engaging employers
(with AHRE) on a Regional basis.

Engage in more specific planning work for each Strategy at the first meeting of
the Working Committees, identifying milestones, timelines and goals for the next
two years.

Based on the initial meeting of each Working Committee, develop resource

estimates for each of the five Strategies, identify resource gaps and financial
shortfalls, and develop proposals to secure additional resources where required.
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