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 Executive Summary 
 

 
 
 

Context 

 This study was commissioned by the Canadian Labour Congress – Congrès du travail du 
Canada, with financial support from Human Resources and Skills Development Canada 
(HRSDC).   

 This paper should not be read as recommending the adoption of TTFs in industries where 
there is no previous TTF history.  The bargaining and organizational circumstances that 
make a TTF practical are not present in all industries.  Only the unions in those industries 
can determine whether TTFs would be feasible or desirable.   

 

Features of TTFs 

 TTFs are ‘purpose trusts’ that are established to provide occupational training to the 
members of a union Local.  The trustees of a TTF are subject to the general obligations 
and duties of a ‘fiduciary.’  Most, though not all TTFs are also incorporated entities and, 
as such, own training centres.  

 TTFs generally provide only occupational training.  Usually they do not 
provide or finance union training (e.g., steward training or organizer 
training), with the exception of training for health and safety representatives. 

 Most TTFs are jointly managed by unions and employers.  There are TTFs 
that are solely managed by union Locals.  There are no TTFs that are 
directed exclusively by employers.  Most, although not all, TTFs are founded 
on multi-employer collective agreements. 

 TTFs are principally associated with craft unions, although there are instances 
of industrial unions establishing TTFs.  In Canada, the preponderance of 
TTFs are in the construction industry. 

 TTFs are financed by negotiated employer contributions or by an allocation 
approved by the membership from the overall wage package when that 
package is negotiated and ratified.   

 



 
 
 
 
 

Prism Economics and Analysis

 
 
 

 
› ›  Page No. 4  › › 

 

History of TTFs 

 There are several TTFs outside the construction industry.  Unions outside of 
construction involved in TTFs include: UFCW, CEP (through its former GCIU 
Locals), and the Grain Services Unions.  The Sectoral Skills Council which 
operated from 1990-1997 included USWA, CEP, IBEW, CAW, IAM, UFCW 
and IFTPE.   

 In Canada, most TTFs were established in the 1970’s or later, though there are several 
instances of TTFs prior to 1970.   The triggering condition for the rapid growth of TTFs 
in the 1970’s and 1980’s was concern over the supply of skilled labour.  As a result, 
several governments rolled out programs to encourage employer investment in skills 
training.  Without the stimulus of government funding, in all likelihood, the growth of 
TTFs would have been much slower.  Prior to 1970, TTFs and union training centres 
were the exception.  Today TTFs are the norm and there are over 200 union training 
centres.  Locals which do not have TTFs are the exception. 

 

Factors Promoting and Limiting Adoption of TTFs 

 Three factors are crucial in promoting the adoption of TTFs: 

1. multi-employer relationship, 

2. the ability to found the TTF in a collective agreement and thereby make  
employer contributions enforceable and subject to the duty to bargain, 

3. support from governments for capital and training costs. 

 By contrast, the four factors that limit the scope for introducing TTFs are: 

1. resistance by employers to joint management (and usually effective union 
leadership) of training, 

2. resistance by employers to an additional cost, 

3. the absence of government programs encouraging the creation of new TTFs, 

4. low wages which may make employer training contributions a lower bargaining 
objective than achieving union standards for wages and other benefits. 

 

Implications of TTFs 

 The achievements of TTFs have been considerable: 
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 Locals that have been operating TTFs for 10-15 years have typically 
achieved employer contribution rates that approach or equal 1% of 
wages.  This has been a benchmark for union training strategy.   

 In the minds of the members, TTFs cement the link between union 
membership and skills training.  In construction, approximately 25% 
of union members annually receive training through TTFs. 

 TTFs have directly contributed to the employability and advancement 
of union members.   

 TTFs in the construction industry have given Locals a significant 
degree of control over the supply of skilled labour.    

 TTFs have enabled Locals to force training into a generic and portable 
channel rather than an employer-specific channel. 

 TTFs have also enabled Locals to link occupational training to more 
general training, such as computer skills, literacy and general trade 
skills (such as blueprint reading).   

 The TTFs have created a sizeable pool of training experts whose first 
loyalty is to the labour movement and to the interests of workers.   

 TTFs have not only accessed government funds, they have been a significant 
factor in shaping the policies and conditions on which training funds are made 
available to the private sector.  

 TTFs are not the only strategy or vehicle open to unions in advancing the training 
interests of their members.  Alternatives which are often better suited to specific 
economic and bargaining conditions include: 

1. incrementally bargaining worker entitlements, 

2. bargaining systematic entitlements to jointly managed training, 

3. Paid Educational Leave, 

4. pursuing training through multi-employer frameworks, such as sectoral councils 

 TTFs have distinct advantages over concepts such as tax sheltered training accounts, also 
known as ‘registered individual learning accounts.’  

1.  TTFs are more likely to reach individuals who are not able to take up the 
financial incentives associated with tax-sheltered learning accounts.   

2. Tax-sheltered training accounts are unlikely to have much impact on 
closing the basic skills deficit.  TTFs have a history of delivering basic 
skills upgrading. 

3. TTFs are less likely to use training deliverers who lack a proven track 
record.  The UK’s short-lived experiment with learning accounts was 
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closed down as a result of widespread fraud perpetrated by unscrupulous 
training deliverers. 

 Experience in Quebec shows that TTFs are easily accommodated to a refundable training 
tax, which is a central goal of the CLC.   A wider adoption of TTFs might make the 
introduction of a refundable training tax easier to achieve politically. 
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1.  Introduction 
 

 
 
 
 

This study was commissioned by the Canadian Labour Congress – Congrès du travail du 
Canada, with financial support from Human Resources and Skills Development Canada 
(HRSDC).  The study is part of a larger project examining the role of trade unions in skills 
development.  This study examines one particular aspect of that role, namely the use of 
Training Trust Funds (TTFs) to support training infrastructure and training delivery. 

The following are the chief characteristics of Training Trust Funds: 

 TTFs are ‘purpose trusts’ that are established to provide occupational training to 
the members of a union Local.  The courts have found that TTFs are not valid 
trusts within the meaning of the common law, but are valid ‘purpose trusts’ 
within the meaning of statutes such as the Ontario Perpetuities Act or its 
equivalents in other jurisdictions.  The trustees of a TTF are subject to the 
general obligations and duties of a ‘fiduciary.’  In Québec, the duties of trustees 
are governed by the ‘fiduciary’ provisions of the Civil Code.   

 Most, though not all, TTFs are also incorporated entities and, as such, own 
training centres.  Some TTFs, however, are established as unincorporated 
societies, even though they own significant assets. 

 TTFs generally provide only occupational training.  This training includes: pre-
employment training, pre-apprenticeship training, apprenticeship training, health 
and safety training, upgrade training, and rehabilitation training following injury.  
TTFs generally do not provide or finance union training (e.g., steward training or 
organizer training), with the exception of training for health and safety 
representatives. 

 Most, though not all, TTFs are jointly managed by unions and employers.  There 
are TTFs that are solely managed by union Locals.  There are no TTFs that are 
directed exclusively by employers.   

 TTFs are principally associated with craft unions, although there are instances of 
industrial unions establishing TTFs.  In Canada, the preponderance of TTFs are 
in the construction industry. 
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 TTFs are financed by negotiated employer contributions or by an allocation 
approved by the membership from the overall wage package when that package is 
negotiated and ratified.   

 Most, although not all, TTFs are founded on multi-employer collective 
agreements, rather than single employer agreements.   

 Employer contributions to a TTF are a deductible business expense.  This 
deductibility, however, is only a minor advantage, since in the normal course, 
direct expenditures on training would also be deductible business expenses.  The 
training benefits received by workers are not regarded by the Canada Revenue 
Agency as a ‘taxable benefit’ under the Income Tax Act.   

 Although trusts are taxable entities, TTFs are generally exempt from taxation on 
the earnings of their assets under the non-profit exception provisions of the 
Income Tax Act.  However, this exemption must be justified annually.  The 
accumulation of excessive reserves would jeopardize this exemption.  The 
training centres that are generally owned by TTFs are subject to property tax 
levies.  TTFs pay GST on their purchases.  

As noted above, TTFs are found chiefly in the unionized construction industry.  There has 
been some adoption of the TTF model outside of construction: 

 The United Food and Commercial Workers operates TTFs in the retail 
industry, as well as other training funds that are not formally established 
as TTFs.   

 Locals of the Communications Energy and Paperworkers Union (CEP), 
which were formerly Locals of the Graphic Communications International 
Union (GCIU), operate TTFs in the commercial printing industry in both 
Vancouver and Toronto.  

 The Grain Services Union (GSU), an affiliate of the International 
Longshore and Warehouse Union (ILWU), operates a training trust in 
conjunction with the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool.   

 In the electrical and electronics industry, the Sector Skills Council, which 
has since been dissolved, established a multi-employer TTF initially in 
co-operation with the Communications Energy and Paperworkers Union 
(CEP), the United Steelworkers of America (USWA) and the 
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW).  Subsequently 
the SSC was also joined by the Canadian Autoworkers (CAW), the 
International Association of Machinists (IAM), the International 
Federation of Professional and Technical Employees (IFPTE), the 
Labourers International Union of North America (LIUNA) and the United 
Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW).   The TTF was based on an 
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employer contribution, an employee contribution (which was negotiated 
as an employer-paid benefit) and matching contributions from the federal 
and Ontario governments.  The combined total was equal to 1% of 
payroll.  The TTF operated from approximately 1990 to 1997.  At its 
height the TTF supported around $4 million in training. 

 The Seafarers International Union of Canada used to operate a training 
centre under the auspices of a TTF, but now relies on the Maryland-based 
centre administered by the International.  The SIU-Canada participates in 
the TTF sponsored by the International. 

 In the United States, although not in Canada, several Locals of the 
International Alliance of Theatrical and Stage Employees (IATSE) 
operate TTFs in the motion picture industry. 

 

An important purpose of this paper is to explore whether the TTF model may be more 
generally applicable.  The paper will consider the factors that may constrain or support the 
adoption of the TTF model and examine the circumstances most commonly associated with 
adoption of the TTF model.  In this regard, it is important to stress that TTFs are only one of 
several possible mechanisms that unions can use to advance the skills development interests of 
their members.   

This paper should not be read as recommending the adoption of the TTF model in sectors or 
industries where there is no previous TTF history.  Rather, this paper seeks to describe and 
analyze the TTF model.  By doing so, the paper seeks to assist unions in sectors where there 
is no history of TTFs, to better assess whether there are circumstances in which negotiating 
the establishment of a TTF should be explored.    

 

Chapter Two of this study discusses the history and legal foundations of TTFs as well as tax 
and funding issues.  This chapter also includes several short profiles of TTFs.  An important 
conclusion of this chapter is that TTFs are attractive to the unions which have established 
them chiefly because of the access that they provide to government programs which support 
occupational training and which are accessible only to TTFs.   Chapter Two concludes that 
the public policy environment is far more important than any tax or other advantages that may 
be intrinsic to the TTF model. 

Chapter Three provides information on TTFs in Canada.  There is no comprehensive 
directory of TTFs.  The discussion in this chapter is based, therefore, on previous work 
undertaken by Prism Economics for the Canadian Office of the AFL-CIO Building and 
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Construction Trades Department and supplemented by interviews that were done for this 
study. 

Chapter Four reviews the factors that may constrain or support adoption of the TTF model.  
This chapter also discusses the possible role of TTFs within the larger context of trade union 
strategies to develop and strengthen workers’ skills. 
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2.  History  and Legal Foundations of Training Trust Funds in Canada 
 
 
 

 History 
 Legal Foundations 
 Tax Issues 
 Funding 
 Access to Government Funding 
 Factors Driving the Formation of TTFs 

 
 
History 
There is no published historical survey of Training Trust Funds.  As far as can be 
determined, TTFs originated in the construction industry in the United States, where they 
were promoted by craft unions as vehicles to support apprenticeship training that was  
delivered through union training centres.   
 
In Canada, most TTFs were 
established in the 1970’s or later, 
though there are several instances of 
TTFs prior to 1970.  In B.C., Local 
115 of the International Union of 
Operating Engineers established its 
Training Plan with employers in 
1965.  In 1966, the Toronto Local of 
the Graphic Communications 
International Union (GCIU) – now a 
Local of the Communications Energy 
and Paperworkers Union (CEP)  – 
established a training centre for the 
commercial printing industry.  The 
Vancouver Local of the GCIU 
similarly established a training centre 
in 1969.    
 
TTFs are closely associated with the 
craft union tradition.  The central 
strategic principle of craft unionism 

International Union of Operating Engineers, Local 793 
Operating Engineers Training Institute of Ontario 

In 1983, Local 793 of the International Union of Operating 
Engineers (IUOE) established acquired the training centre in 
Morrisburg, Ontario that was formerly operated by the Seafarers 
International Union.  The Operating Engineers Training Institute of 
Ontario is financed by a negotiated training trust fund and is jointly 
managed by the Local and the employers that are bound to Local 
793’s collective agreements.  The OETIO is a 130 acre site with 
indoor and outside training facilities that replicate industry 
conditions.  The training centre can provide accommodation for up 
to 48 students.  The OETIO’s property and equipment is valued at 
more than $12 million.  The training centre provides training in 
heavy equipment operation and also apprenticeship training for 
crane operators.  The training centre has accessed significant 
capital support from governments. In 2001, the OETIO received 
$2.33 million from the Ontario government’s Strategic Skills 
Investment Fund. 
 
The TTF is founded in the collective agreement and is jointly 
managed with employers.  The negotiated contribution rate is 
$0.37 per hour which is slightly less than 1% of the total wage 
package and about 1.25% of the straight hourly wage.  
Apprentices are indentured to the TTF. 
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is control of the supply of skilled labour.  The strength of a craft union is directly related to 
its control of the supply of skilled labour in a particular regional market.  As well, craft 
unions have always been associated with apprenticeship as the principal means by which 
occupational skills are acquired.  Consequently craft unions have historically played a role in 
controlling access to the apprenticeship system and in overseeing or delivering apprenticeship 
training.   
 
The organizational character of the construction industry also contributed to its adoption of 
the TTF model.   The construction industry is dominated by small employers.  Approximately 
89% of construction employers employ fewer than 20 workers.  Indeed, 61% employ fewer 
than five workers.1  In these circumstances, collective bargaining would be impractical if 
agreements were negotiated 
employer-by-employer.  
Consequently, most collective 
agreements in the construction 
industry are multi-employer 
agreements.  Most Canadian 
jurisdictions recognize the necessity 
of multi-employer bargaining by 
formally establishing such a system, 
at least for the industrial, 
commercial and institutional (ICI) 
sector.   
 
In the construction industry, it is also 
common for workers to be employed 
by different employers over the 
course of a year.  A survey of 
carpenters, for example, found that 
more than 50% of carpenters worked 
for two or more employers during a 
year.  Over a five year period, this 
proportion increased to almost 75%.2 
 
Taken together, these four factors – the strategic interest of craft unions in controlling the 
supply of skilled labour, the close association of craft unions with the apprenticeship system, 

                                                      
1 Statistics Canada, Canadian Business Patterns (December 2002).  Data are for trade 

contractors for whom employment information was available. 
 
2  Survey undertaken by Prism Economics for National Study of the Carpentry Trade 

(1999), based on 3,778 responses, nation-wide. 
 

UFCW Local 1977 
Clifford Evans Training Centre 

In 1981, Local 1977 of the UFCW negotiated with the Zehrs retail 
chain an employer contribution of $0.01 per hour to a Training 
Trust Fund.  Initially the monies were used to finance union-
related training.  Subsequently the Local negotiated an increased 
employer contribution which was used to establish the Clifford 
Evans Training Centre.  The employer contribution was increased 
to $0.05 per hour in 1985.  Today the contribution is $0.15 per 
hour. 
 
The TTF and the Training Centre are governed by a six-person 
board comprising two representatives of Zehrs, tqo 
representatives of Local 1977 and one rank and file employee 
selected by each of Zehrs and the Local.  
 
Courses offered by the training centre cover  basic skills, (e.g., 
computer skills), occupational skills (e.g., pharmacy technician), 
and general skills that assist in career advancement (e.g., 
business skills).  The training centre does not deliver 
apprenticeship training. 
 
The Centre also conducts training in basic union skills, such as 
steward skills.   
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the prevalence of multi-employer collective agreements in the construction industry, and the 
pattern of working for more than one employer – all contributed to the establishment of 
industry-based TTFs in the construction industry. 
 
The triggering conditions for the rapid growth of TTFs in the 1970’s and 1980’s was concern 
over the supply of skilled labour.  This concern was based on supply shortages that  
were emerging in the construction industry in major metropolitan regions and by the expected 
impact on supply of energy-based 
mega-projects in western Canada.  
Fear of labour shortages prompted 
governments at both the federal and 
provincial level to support industry-
based initiatives to address these 
anticipated skill requirements.  As a 
result, several governments rolled 
out programs to encourage employer 
investment in skills training.  A 
number of these programs provided 
support for both the capital costs of 
industry-based training centres and 
the costs of delivering training in 
these centres.  Ontario’s program 
was the most explicit in supporting 
TTFs.  In the 1984 budget speech, 
the then Minister of Finance in 
Ontario, Larry Grossman 
announced: 
 

“ We will create for the first time in Canada an incentive to establish 
training trust funds, which will encourage workers and firms to 
undertake continuous training efforts.  Employers and employees will 
make equal hourly contributions to the trust fund.  In the first year 
the province will match the hourly contribution of employees up to a 
maximum of $100,000 for each firm.  These funds will provide 
retraining and job security.  They will also encourage more 
businesses to establish training programs and develop co-operative 
arrangements among business, labour and government.”3 

 

                                                      
3 Hansard, Legislative Assembly of Ontario, Budget Speech, Hon. Larry Grossman, 

May 15, 1984, p 1544 

UA Local 46 (Toronto) Training Centre 
(Piping Trades) 

 
UA Local 46 established its TTF in 1973. Employers contribute 
$0.26 per hour to the Local’s TTF and an additional $0.10 per 
hour to an international TTF which provides curriculum materials, 
instructors’ training and other training benefits to associated 
Locals.  The TTF supports a training centre which shares space 
with the Local’s administrative offices. The current training centre 
was built in 1991.  In 2005, the TTF invested over $1 million to 
establish a facility for teaching residential plumbing skills.   
 
The TTF is governed by a six-person board composed of three 
union and three employer representatives.   
 
The training centre focuses chiefly on upgrade courses for 
journeypersons, but delivers some courses which are credited 
towards an apprentice’s in-school training.  Each year 
approximately 600-700 members take training courses.  This 
represents approximately 15-20% of the Local’s active members. 
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Other governments, including the federal government, were also strongly supportive of 
TTFs, though typically this support was provided through programs that were not specifically 
geared to TTFs.  In the construction industry, TTFs were important because they provided a 
means to access financial support from governments.  Given the predominance of small 
employers in the construction industry, it is unlikely that the industry would have been able to 
access significant program support in the absence of a vehicle like TTFs.  For unions in the 
construction industry, the participation of employers on the boards of trustees of TTFs 
conferred significant credibility and may have increased the ability of union training centres 
to access government funding.   
 
Without the stimulus of government 
funding, in all likelihood, the growth 
of TTFs would have been much 
slower.  In the case of the TTFs 
established outside the construction 
industry, for example by the Sectoral 
Skills Council, access to government 
funding was clearly a central 
consideration.  As noted, 50% of the 
Sectoral Skills Council’s training 
was financed by matching 
government funding.  When that 
funding ceased, the Sector Skills 
Council and its TTF were wound up. 
 
From the mid-1990’s onwards, 
government funding for industry-
based training was reduced or 
eliminated.  Operating support for 
training delivery was largely 
eliminated, with the exception of 
training centres that were designated 
training delivery agencies (TDA’s) 
for the in-school portion of 
apprenticeship training.  Some 
support remained in some provinces 
for capital funding, although these 
programs were not specifically 
targeted to TTFs.  Nevertheless a 
number of TTFs made significant 
use of these programs.  In Ontario, 
for example, the Sectoral Skills 

Graphic Arts Training Institute of B.C 
and 

Ontario Graphic Communications Training Centre 

The Graphic Arts Training Institute of B.C. was established in 
Vancouver in 1969. GATIBC was founded by Local 525M of the 
Graphic Communications International Union (GCIU).   The GCIU 
has since merged with the Communications Energy and 
Paperworkers Union (CEP).  GATIBC is a non-profit society that is 
jointly governed by four employer and four union representatives.  
GATIBC provides apprenticeship and upgrade training to union 
members in the commercial printing industry.  The training centre 
is currently supported by 28 employers. Contributions are based 
on a weekly levy per employee which varies depending on the 
size of the employer.  The centre also receives preferred pricing 
from a number of industry suppliers.  It should be noted that the 
GATIBC was founded 5 years before the printing trade was 
recognized by the province.  The British Columbia Institute of 
Technology (BCIT) does not offer training in the printing trade.  
Private trainers emerge from time to time, but do not endure.  
Hence the GATIBC is effectively the only supplier of training in the 
printing trade in B.C.  The GATIBC provides training only to union 
members. 

The Ontario Graphic Communications Training Centre was set up 
in Toronto in 1966 by Local 500M of the GCIU (now part of CEP).  
The OGCTC is also jointly trusteed with employers.  The OGCTC 
is supported by 75 employers with whom Local 500M has 
collective agreements.  The Centre provides instruction to 
apprentices and upgrade training to journeypersons.  All of its 
instructors are employed in the industry and teach during their off 
hours.  Both the GATIBC and the OGCTC have state of the art 
equipment and provide training in computer-based pre-press 
layout as well as press operation and bindery.  Both centres 
receive ‘per diem’ grants from their provincial governments for 
delivering apprenticeship training. 
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Investment program provided approximately $10 million in capital support to five TTFs in the 
construction industry. 
 
With the exception of the Sectoral Skills Council, the reduction in government funding for 
TTFs since the mid-1990’s has not prompt any wind-downs.  The TTFs have continued to 
operate through negotiated industry contributions.  In Quebec, since 1996, employers have 
been liable for a training tax of up to 1% if they do not provide eligible training to their 
employees.  In the construction industry, employers’ contributions to TTFs largely offset this 
requirement.  
 
In the construction industry, TTFs play a significant role in training.  A 2003 study by Prism 
Economics estimated that in 2001-02 TTFs in the construction industry provided training to 
approximately 51,000 workers.  This represented just over 25% of the unionized construction 
work force.  Overall, TTFs accounted for approximately one-third of all upgrade and 
apprenticeship training in the construction industry.4  In some provinces, this proportion was 
significantly higher.   
 
In Quebec, since 1968 the Act Respecting Labour Relations, Vocational Training and 
Manpower Management in the Construction Industry (known as Act R-20) has required most 
types of construction to be carried 
out under provincially negotiated 
collective agreements.  All collective 
agreements provide for employer 
contributions to TTFs.  In Quebec, 
as a result of the legislated system 
for construction labour relations, 
there is a more thorough integration 
of union training with the CGEP 
system than prevails in many other 
provinces. Consequently, TTF 
contributions in Quebec are used 
chiefly to support upgrade training.  
 
For TTFs, the 2004 federal budget represented a return to earlier policies in direct support of 
industry-based training.  The 2004 budget provided for a three-year $25 million Training 
Centre Infrastructure Fund which is specifically geared to providing capital support for TTFs.  
Matching grants of up to $500,000 are available under the program.  In the construction 
industry, it is now the norm for Local unions to operate TTFs in conjunction with employers.  

                                                      
4 Prism Economics and Analysis (2003), A Survey of Union Training Centres, 

prepared for the Building and Construction Trades Department, AFL-CIO – 
Canadian Office 

IBEW Local 353 (Toronto) Training Centre 
(Electrical Trades) 

Local 353 operates a TTF that is managed solely by the Local 
without any employer involvement, and a smaller TTF that was 
established in conjunction with the employers.  The TTFs were 
established in 1979 and 1993 respectively.  Hourly contributions 
to these TTFs total $0.22 per hour.  The Local’s training centre is 
owned by the union-only TTF.    
 
Through its training centre operations, the Local has been able to 
train its members to enter new fields that would otherwise have 
been non-union.  These include installing and maintaining solar 
and wind energy operations, troubleshooting and maintaining 
CNC equipment, and installing and connecting fibre-optic cabling. 
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Not all of these TTFs support training centres.  Many TTFs purchase training from colleges 
or private trainers.  As well, many Locals have collective agreements in which TTF 
contributions have not as yet been negotiated.  Nevertheless, since 1970 there has been a 
significant change in the construction industry.  Prior to 1970, TTFs and union training 
centres were the exception.  Today TTFs are the norm and there are over 200 union training 
centres.  Locals which do not have TTFs are the exception.   Outside of the construction 
industry, however, TTFs play only a secondary role in union strategies to develop the skills 
of their members. 
 

Sectoral Skills Council 

In July 1990, following a national human resources study and protracted negotiations, a bloc of companies in the 
electrical and electronics industry formed the Sectoral Skills Council (SSC) with the Communications Energy and 
Paperworkers Union (CEP), the United Steelworkers of America (USWA) and the International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers (IBEW).  Subsequently these unions were joined by the Canadian Autoworkers (CAW), the 
International Association of Machinists (IAM), the International Federation of Professional and Technical Employees 
(IFTPE), the Labourers International Union of North America (LIUNA) and the United Food and Commercial Workers 
(UFCW). 
 
The SSC established a TTF based on a private sector contribution of 0.50% of payroll, a federal contribution equal to 
0.25% of payroll and an Ontario government contribution also equal to 0.25%.  The two levels of government 
committed to support the SSC with up to $12 million each over five years (i.e., a total of $4.8 million per year).  
Employers believed that the private sector contribution should be shared equally by employers and employees.  This 
was rejected by the founding unions. It was left to Local negotiations to determine the distribution of the private 
sector contribution.  In practice, in unionized workplaces, employers paid the full private sector contribution. 
 
Funds were remitted to the SSC but were available for use at each participating workplace.  There was no transfer of 
funds from one workplace to another.  At each workplace a Joint Workplace Training Committee (JWTC) was 
established which administered the SSC funds.  Overall guidelines were established by the SSC, which was jointly 
administered by unions and participating employers.  Under the guidelines, 62% of funds could be used for skill 
upgrading that was directly related to a worker’s employment with a participating company.  A further 20% was 
available for general education.  The guidelines also allowed 10% of funds to be used either by individual workers or 
to be used in a way to be determined by workers collectively. The remainder (8%) was used for administration.  SSC 
monies could also be used to provide training and adjustment assistance in a plant shutdown. 
 
In 1997 (close to the end of the SSC), the SSC covered 54,000 workers, 208 companies and supported 218 JWTC.  
The SSC was supporting approximately $4 million in training. (Note that this implied less than the total available 
amount of government funding support).   
 
The SSC was open to non-union plants.  By 1997, 70% of the covered workplaces were non-union, although the 
majority of covered employees were represented by unions.  The SSC also drew in a significant number of 
workplaces with fewer than 50 employees. 
 
In 1996, the Ontario government withdrew its funding support from the SSC.  Subsequently, the federal government 
re-oriented its support for sectoral councils away from direct training support.  With the loss of government matching 
support, the premise of the SSC collapsed.  The SSC and its TTF were wound up. 
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Legal Foundations 
The term ‘Training Trust Fund’ is purely descriptive.5  There is no statutory or regulatory 
definition of Training Trust Funds, although government funding programs sometimes set out 
eligibility criteria that either explicitly or implicitly favour TTFs.  For example, the recently 
announced HRSDC Training Centre Infrastructure Fund is accessible only to a “union-
industry consortium” that owns and operates a “union training centre.” The HRSDC 
guidelines explicitly state that “This consortium could comprise labour-management partners 
who participate in a joint training trust fund as defined in their collective agreement.”6   
 
The legal nature of a TTF and the duties of its trustees and administrator derive from three 
sources: (1) the founding documents of the TTF, (2) the status of the TTF in trust law, and 
(3) the statutory and common law applicable to trustees or fiduciaries.  In some instances – 
although it is uncommon – a collective agreement may set out the functions and governance 
of a TTF.  It is more common, however, for a collective agreement to simply specify the 
employer contribution.  Among other matters, a TTFs founding documents (‘the declaration 
of trust’) identify: 

• the obligation of employers to contribute to the TTF and the 
formula which governs those contributions (usually cents per 
hour), 

• the governance of the TTF, namely the manner in which its 
board of trustees will be selected and the number of seats to be 
allocated to the union Local and the employers, respectively, 

• the powers and duties of the trustees, 
• any restrictions on the trustees, 
• the purpose of the TTF, 
• the procedures applicable on wind-up of the TTF. 

 
Most, although not all, TTFs also incorporate as corporations without share capital.  This is 
the normal course if the TTF expects to own assets.  However, incorporation is common 
practice even in the absence of asset ownership for the purpose of obtaining limited liability 
and isolating any liability claims on the TTF to the TTF. 

                                                      
5 As a non-statutory term, the term “training trust fund” has also been adopted in 

other contexts.  The Yukon Territory, for example, has established “community 
training trust funds.” See, Yukon Training Strategy, December 1998.  The 2002 
Report of the House of Commons Standing Committee on Finance notes use of the 
term to refer to the ‘Registered Individual Learning Accounts’ that were referenced 
in both the Liberal ‘Red Book’ and the 2001 Throne Speech.  

 
6  HRSDC, Guidelines for Completing Your Training Centre Infrastructure Fund 

(TCIF) Application, http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/hip/hrp/tcif 
/guidelines_application_form.shtml 
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In the 1990’s, the legal status of a Training Trust Fund as a ‘trust’ was clarified by the 
courts.  Contrary to the commonly held view, a Training Trust Fund is not a valid trust 
within the meaning of equitable law.  However, in reviewing the status of an Ontario TTF, 
the Tax Court of Canada has found that the TTF was a valid ‘purpose trust’ under Ontario’s 
Perpetuities Act.7   The Tax Court’s findings are generally applicable to TTFs in other 
provinces, where there would be reliance on their equivalent to Ontario’s Perpetuities Act.   
 
In equitable law, a valid trust must have three certainties: certainty of intention, certainty of 
subject matter, and certainty of object or beneficiary.  The Tax Court found that the TTF 
operated by LIUNA Local 537 had only two of these certainties.  The documents establishing 
the TTF were certain as to the ‘intention’, namely, to provide occupational training.  The 
founding documents were also certain as to the ‘subject,’ namely transferring to the TTF 
specific sums of money.  However, the Tax Court found that the TTF lacked certainty as to 
the ‘beneficiaries.’  Under the TTF’s founding documents, the members of the Local are to 
be the beneficiaries of the TTF’s training activities.  The Court found that the Local’s 
membership was too amorphous to be considered ‘beneficiaries’ within the meaning of trust 
law.  Specifically, the Tax Court noted that the membership of the Local had no right to sue 
the trustees for breach of trust.  The ability to sue for breach of trust is an intrinsic 
characteristic of the beneficiaries of a valid trust.  The Tax Court found that the TTF was “a 
trust created in favour of purposes, as opposed to one created in favour of persons.”  The 
decision continued: “Such purpose trusts are void.  While beneficiaries can enforce a trust in 
favour of persons, a trustee cannot be compelled to discharge his duties by a purpose.”  The 
Tax Court ruling went on to conclude that the TTF was valid as a non-charitable trust under 
Ontario’s Perpetuities Act.  Section 16 of the Perpetuities Act refers to “a trust for a specific 
non-charitable purpose that creates no enforceable equitable interest in a specific person.”  
The Act makes such trusts “valid.”  In summary, a TTF is a ‘purpose trust’ that is validated 
by the relevant statutory law which recognizes purpose trusts.      
 
The trustees of a TTF are bound by the duties of a fiduciary.  Various standards of conduct 
are recognized in law.  These include a contracting party, an agent, and a fiduciary.  
Fiduciary status imposes the highest standard of conduct.  Fiduciary duty derives from the 
common law, applicable statutory law (e.g., in Ontario, the Trustees Act, or equivalent 
statutes in other jurisdictions), and the founding documents of a trust.  There are essentially 
four ‘rules’ that describe the main features of fiduciary duty, in so far as it applies to the 
trustees of a TTF:8 

                                                      
7 Labourers International Union of North America, Local 527, Members Training 

Trust Fund v Canada (Minister of National Revenue), 1992, TCJ, No. 466, also 
reported at 47 ETR 29 and 92 DTC 2365 

 
8 ‘This discussion is based on Roberto Tomassini, “Fiduciary Responsibilities,” in 

Raymond Koskie, et al., Employee Benefits in Canada, 3rd ed., International 
Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans (Brookfield, Wisconsin) 2004 
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Conflict-of-Interest Rule: 
Trustees must act scrupulously for the benefit of the trust or its 
intended beneficiaries (or purpose) and never for themselves while 
carrying out their duties as trustees. 
 
Standard-of-Care Rule: 
Trustees must be active in carrying out their duties and must perform 
them with complete integrity.  Among other implications, the 
standard-of-care rule requires trustees to obtain impartial and 
competent advice on matters that are central to the trust and to 
consider other alternatives, especially in regard to the investment and 
expenditure of funds.  The ‘prudence’ standard arises from the 
‘standard-of-care’ rule. 
 
No-Delegation Rule: 
Trustees must carry out their duties personally, although they are 
allowed to appoint an ‘administrator’ who is responsible to the 
trustees.  The trustees must actively hold the ‘administrator’ 
accountable through regular reports, etc.  Depending on the nature of 
the trust, certain tasks are considered so central to the trust that they 
cannot be delegated.  In the case of a TTF, this would include 
determining the annual training plan and reviewing the annual audit of 
the TTF’s financial activities. 
 
Even-Handed Rule: 
Trustees must act impartially between the beneficiaries unless the 
founding documents of the trust authorize certain preferences or 
priorities. 
 

In Québec, the Civil Code contains specific provisions governing the conduct of ‘fiduciaries’.  
Recent amendments to the Civil Code have made its concept of ‘fiduciary’ similar to the 
common law notion. 
 
 
 
Tax Issues 
 
There are four tax issues: 

1. whether employers’ contributions to a TTF are ‘business 
expenditures’ that may be deducted from business income, 
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2. whether the union’s members must treat the employers’ 
contributions as taxable income, as if they were wages, 

3. whether a union member who receives training must treat the 
value of that training as a taxable benefit, and 

4. whether income earned on a TTF’s invested assets are taxable. 

 

Employers’ Contributions as Business Expenditures: 

An employer’s direct expenditures on employee training are a deductible business expense.  
A direct expenditure is the actual purchase of training and its related costs.  A July 2004 
advice notice by the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) confirmed the longstanding 
interpretation, namely that employer contributions to a TTF are generally allowable as 
business expenditures as if they were direct expenditures on employee training.  The 
distinction between a direct training expenditure and a contribution to a TTF is of some 
significance.  In the case of a TTF, an employer’s contributions to the TTF are deemed to be 
an expenditure for training (under TN-13), even if no actual training expenditure occurs 
immediately following the contribution.  For all practical purposes, however, the tax savings 
associated with a TTF are no different than the tax savings associated with direct expenditures 
on training.  The minor benefit of realizing the expenditure when the contribution is made 
rather than when the actual training expenditure is made is trivial.  Tax savings, therefore, 
have no practical role in the decision to establish a TTF. 

A key element in the tax treatment of an employer’s contribution to a TTF is that the 
employer loses control of the funds to the trustees.  This has potential implications for a 
single-employer TTF.  If a single employer were to establish a TTF without equal union 
involvement on the board of trustees, it is unlikely that CRA would regard the TTF as an 
arm’s length entity.  Contributions to the TTF would therefore be regarded as internal 
transfers within the company and not as expenditures.   

  

Employers Contributions are Not Income to Employees: 

Although there is no published interpretation bulletin, employers’ contributions to a TTF are 
not deemed to be income to employees.  Most Locals that administer TTFs collect employer 
contributions along with other trust payments for health and welfare, and vacation.  

 

TTF Training is Not a Taxable Benefit: 

The rules concerning the tax treatment of employer-paid training are set out by the Canada 
Revenue Agency in Income Tax – Technical News No. 13 (May 17, 1998).  Employees are 
not liable for tax for specific employer-related training or for general employment-related 
training.  Personal interest training that is unrelated to an employee’s current employment is a 
taxable benefit.  As a practical matter, all training delivered by TTFs is considered to be 



 
 
 
 
 

Prism Economics and Analysis

 
 
 

 
› ›  Page No. 21  › › 

 

either specific employer-related training or general employment-related training.  Hence, 
TTF training is not a taxable benefit to employees.  The tax treatment of training by a TTF is 
no different than the treatment of any other type of employer-paid training.  There is, 
therefore, no tax-related incentive to establish a TTF. 
 
 
Income Earned by a TTF on Invested Assets: 

A trust is a taxable entity unless it qualifies for an exemption under section 149(1) of the 
Income Tax Act.  This section of the Act provides for an exemption for: 
 

149(1) (l)  a club, society or association that, in the opinion of the Minister, 
was not a charity within the meaning assigned by subsection 
149.1(1) and that was organized and operated exclusively for social 
welfare, civic improvement, pleasure or recreation or for any other 
purpose except profit, no part of the income of which was payable 
to, or was otherwise available for the personal benefit of, any 
proprietor, member or shareholder thereof unless the proprietor, 
member or shareholder was a club, society or association the 
primary purpose and function of which was the promotion of 
amateur athletics in Canada; 

CRA has always deemed TTFs to meet the criteria of 149(1)(l) provided they do not 
accumulate unreasonable surpluses.  If, in the view of CRA, the surpluses are unreasonable, 
then the income earned on those surpluses is subject to taxation.  A case involving surpluses 
arose with LIUNA Local 527 (Ottawa) in 1992.9  In this case, the Department of National 
Revenue (predecessor of CRA) argued that the TTF was persistently accumulating excess 
funds.  The following table summarizes the cash-flows in question: 

  1985 1986 1987 
Revenues    
 Contributions from employers $189,541 $183,933 $199,207 
 Government grants $36,790 $46,700 $100,027 
 Interest $42,291 $51,897 $58,506 
 Total revenues $268,622 $282,530 $357,740 
     
Expenditures $181,790 $192,758 $218,880 
     
Annual Surplus $86,832 $89,772 $138,860 
Cumulative Surplus  $176,604 $315,464 

                                                      
9 Labourers International Union of North America, Local 527, Members Training 

Trust Fund v Canada (Minister of National Revenue), 1992, TCJ, No. 466, also 
reported at 47 ETR 29 and 92 DTC 2365 
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As can be seen, by 1987, the accumulated surplus was some 50% greater than annual 
contributions by employers.  The union argued that during the three years in question, a tight 
labour market reduced the amount of training that it was able to offer.  (Members were 
working long hours and therefore unable to take training.)  As well, the government grant 
income was a contingency that the TTF had not explicitly taken into account in its training 
plans.  Interest rates were also unusually high during this period.  The Tax Court agreed with 
these submissions, although it upheld the general principle that if surpluses are unreasonable, 
the exemption under section 149(1)(l) no longer applies.  The exemption from taxation on 
investment earnings is subject therefore to ongoing confirmation and is not indefinite or 
intrinsic to a TTF.  
 
 
TTFs and Single Employers: 

It was already noted that if a single employer were to establish a TTF without equal union 
involvement, it is unlikely that CRA would regard the contributions to the TTF as the 
equivalent of training expenditures.  Rather, the contributions would be regarded as internal 
transfers within the company, i.e., moving funds from one pocket to another.  Similarly, in 
the absence of union involvement, it is unlikely that the TTF would be exempt under section 
149(1)(l), that is to say, any income earned on the TTF’s assets would be taxable.   
 
In short, there is no reason for a single employer to establish a TTF without union 
involvement.  Business expenses could only be recorded as such when actual training 
expenditures were made.  This is precisely the situation in the absence of a TTF.  Creating a 
TTF without union involvement confers no advantage to a single employer and may trigger 
obligations arising from trust law that would be absent if there were no TTF. 
 
 
 
Funding 
 
TTFs are funded in three ways: 
 

1. in some collective agreements, the employer contribution is specified; 

2. in some Locals, the total wage package is negotiated and the union 
membership determines the allocation of the package, based on 
recommendations from the Local Executive; 

3. in a minority of circumstances, the TTF is funded by both employer and 
employee contributions.  

In the construction industry, the prevailing, though not universal practice, is for negotiations 
to resolve the total wage package.  Negotiations may be informed by the union’s intent with 
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regard to allocating the package across wages, benefits, and other uses.  However, the 
ultimate decision on how to allocate the wage package remains with the members and is 
usually determined in conjunction with ratification of the memorandum of settlement.  In 
many instances, where the collective agreement specifies a contribution, this is pursuant to a 
ratification decision by the membership.  In other words, the negotiations between the parties 
did not establish the contribution rate.  Rather the membership adopted (or amended) an 
Executive recommendation when ratifying the memorandum of settlement, and the collective 
agreement was then written to give effect to the allocation approved by the membership.  In 
some circumstances, however, the employer contribution to the TTF may be the actual 
outcome of negotiations.  This is likely to be the case outside of the construction industry 
where bargaining typically is not undertaken on a total package basis. 

There are also instances in which employers and a union have agreed on joint contributions.  
In Ontario, for example, the Sheet Metal International Association negotiated the 
establishment of a provincial TTF outside the terms of the collective agreement and based on 
contributions of $0.12 per hour from both employers and employees.  

As described elsewhere, the TTF that was managed by the Sectoral Skills Council (SSC) was 
formally established on the basis of a private sector contribution, which sum was then 
matched by combined federal and Ontario government support.  As a practical matter, the 
unions in the SSC negotiated employer payment of the private sector contribution.  In non-
union workplaces, a direct employee contribution was possible.   

A national survey of construction industry TTFs by Prism Economics found that in 2001-02, 
negotiated employer contributions ranged from $0.03 per hour to $0.28 per hour.  The 
average negotiated contribution was $0.22 per hour.  Given the robust conditions that have 
prevailed in the construction industry in recent years, it is likely that a current estimate of the 
average would be a few cents higher.   
 
In addition, many collective agreements provide for employer contributions to an 
international TTF, based in the United States.  The International TTFs provide curriculum 
support, instructor training, learning materials, and sometimes equipment support for Local 
training centres.  Contributions to International TTFs, where they apply, range from $0.05 to 
$0.15 per hour.  
 

 
Access to Government Funding 
There is no overall inventory of capital and operating grants to TTFs.  The majority of public 
monies accessed by TTFs were from programs that were not specifically targeted to TTFs. 
 
Variously TTFs have accessed: 
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 capital grants for training from programs such as Ontario’s Strategic 
Skills Investment Fund and the federal government’s Training Centre 
Infrastructure Fund; 

 operating grants for delivery of pre-employment training using EI 
developmental uses funds; 

 per diem and other operating grants for delivering the provincially 
approved in-school curriculum for apprentices; 

 curriculum development funding from Provincial Advisory 
Committees / Trade Advisory Committees; 

 human resources planning and analysis grants from the federal 
government under various programs. Currently the major funding 
program is the Labour Market Partnership (LMP) Program. 

 

Access to government funds has been an important factor behind the creation of TTFs.  The 
joint management of TTFs and their construction as legal trusts is attractive to many 
governments.  The 2001-02 survey of construction industry TTFs shows how important 
government funding is to TTFs.  The following table summarizes Prism Economics estimates 
for the construction TTF sector.  As can be seen, in the survey year, revenue from other 
sources – which was government grant income and interest income – accounted for 27% of 
total revenues.  Given the comparatively low interest rates in 2001-02, it is likely that most of 
this income was from government grants of various types.   

 

 
2001-02 
$ Millions 

  
Revenue from employer contributions $55.6 73% 
Other revenue (including government) $20.7 27% 
Total (Cash revenue) $76.3  
   
In-kind contributions $3.6  

 

  
 
Factors Driving the Formation of TTFs 

From the foregoing discussion of the history, legal foundations and tax treatment of TTFs, it 
is clear that there is no intrinsic tax incentive that drives the formation of TTFs.  TTFs are 
established in multi-employer settings because of the ease of establishing this type of 
administrative vehicle which, closely resembles the health and welfare and vacation trust 
funds that already operate.  The trust structure also provides signficant reassurance to the 
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initiators that the funds will be used for their intended purpose.  Of particular importance, 
however, is the advantage that the TTF structure confers in accessing government funds.  
Here the TTF structure is attractive for three reasons.  First, TTFs connote a labour-
management partnership.  Fostering such partnerships has been an active goal of many 
governments at various times.  Second, TTFs involve a clear-cut and indisputable industry 
investment in training.  The industry contribution comprises real funds, not creative 
accounting.  The TTF model therefore has a clear advantage in accessing funds that are based 
on a matching principle.  And lastly, the trust nature of TTFs and their incorporated status 
imposes accountability and fiduciary duties that are strongly consistent with government 
administrative criteria.   
 
The various industry and union characteristics that were supportive of TTFs have prevailed 
for a considerable number of decades.  These characteristics alone, however, were not 
sufficient to trigger the widespread adoption of the TTF model.  What changed in the 1970’s, 
but especially in the 1980’s, was the interest of governments at both the federal and 
provincial level in supporting and encouraging industry involvement in occupational training 
and skills upgrading.  This public policy objective intersected with supportive industry and 
union characteristics. A rapid and quite substantial expansion of the TTF model was the 
result.  The TTF model proved durable.  With few exceptions, TTFs survived changes in 
public policy that swung government spending priorities away from direct involvement in 
industry-based training.  With renewed government interest in skills development, TTFs are 
again in favour and may prove an alternative to the individual-based training support that was 
mooted in the Liberal Red Book and promised in the 2001 Throne Speech.   This and other 
potential implications will be examined in Chapter Four. 
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3.  TTFs in the Construction Industry 
 
 
 
 
The discussion in this chapter is based on survey work done by Prism Economics for the 
Canadian Office of the AFL-CIO Building and Construction Trades Department.10  As noted 
earlier, there is no systematic inventory of TTFs or of the training they deliver.   The 
previous chapters noted that TTFs are not restricted to the construction industry.  However, 
the preponderance of TTFs are found in the construction industry.  This chapter seeks to 
provide an overview of the scale of TTF operations in construction and the strategic role that 
they have come to play in that industry.  

There are some 215 union training centres in Canada’s construction industry.  Of these, 
approximately 31% share premises with the union hall, 33% are stand alone centres, 19% are 
shared with colleges or CGEPS (mainly in Québec), and 17% deliver training in rented or 
mobile premises.   These training centres, in total, have approximately 5436 classrooms and 
239 trade-related shops.  They occupy an estimate 14.8 million square feet. 

In 2001-02, Prism estimated that union training centres delivered pre-apprentice training to 
1,675 persons and apprentice training to 11,093 persons.  The centres also delivered upgrade 
training, general training or health and safety training to 38,459 workers.  Somewhat over 
25% of unionized construction workers received training in 2001-02 through union training 
centres.  Completion rates were approximately 95% regardless of the type of training. 

The union training centres employed almost 1,100 full-time and part-time instructors.  
Virtually all of these instructors are rank and file members.  More than 85% teach in the 
training centre on a part-time basis while maintaining their full-time employment in the trade.  
The training centres also employ almost 300 administrative staff.  The instructional and 
administrative staff constitutes a substantial body of expertise whose primary loyalty is to the 
union. 

The total invested capital for land, building and equipment is approximately $19.6 million for 
training centres that share premises with a union hall and $77.4 million for stand-alone 
training centres.  In total, the union training centres invest around $8.3 million annually in 
land, building and equipment.   

                                                      
10 Prism Economics and Analysis (2003), A Survey of Union Training Centres, 

prepared for the Building and Construction Trades Department, AFL-CIO – 
Canadian Office.  The estimates are based on a survey to which weights were 
applied to derive the final estimates. 
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The average hourly contribution in 2001-02 was $0.22 per hour.  For the sector as a whole 
this generated approximately $55.6 million in 2001-02. 

In Quebec, the legislation governing labour relations and qualifications in the construction 
industry effectively requires almost all construction to be done under a collective agreement 
and all workers to be qualified in their trade or occupation.  Most formal trades training is 
undertaken by CGEPS in co-operation with the Commission de la construction du Québec 
which is a joint labour-management body.  TTFs therefore concentrate mainly on skill 
upgrade training.  Overall, 77% of training by Quebec-based TTFs is for skill upgrading.  In 
English Canada, union training centres often play a more central role in delivering the 
approved in-school curricula for apprenticeship.  Indeed, in some trades, union training 
centres are the only source for apprenticeship training.  Apprentices or pre-apprentices 
represent 25% of persons who receive training from these training centres.  However, 
apprenticeship training is much longer than upgrade training (typically 8 weeks, full-time). 
Apprenticeship and pre-apprenticeship training therefore account for a much larger share of 
overall training resources.  

In most instances, the union training centres offer an enriched curriculum to the apprentices 
that they train.  Where Locals rely on the colleges to deliver apprenticeship training, they 
often provide mandatory enrichment training (‘Saturday school’) for the union apprentices.  
The objective is to achieve a skill and productivity advantage over non-union apprentices.  
Similarly, union training centres provide advanced training in skills that are required by 
unionized contractors, but are not part of the standard apprentice curriculum.  By offering 
this training, the union training centres ensure that unionized contractors have access to the 
skilled labour they need so as to be able to bid on this type of work.  The training centres also 
offer skills updating to qualified journeypersons who earned their certificates of qualifications 
many years earlier.  In this way, the Local maintains a work force whose skills are always 
current.  The union training centres played a key role in assisting older journeypersons to 
adjust to the use of computer-based technology, especially for blueprints and drawings. 

It should be noted that not all industry-based training centres in the construction industry are 
supported by a TTF.  The Ontario Masonry Training Centre (OMTC), for example, is  
managed solely employers.  The OMTC is a non-profit corporation, but there is no formal 
training trust.  The OMTC is financed wholly by employers.  The contributions are not 
founded in the collective agreement, but are discretionary on the part of the employers.  The 
OMTC replaced a jointly-financed TTF which broke up when the employers and the union 
were unable to agree on key issues.  In Alberta, the Merit Contractors (non-union) provide 
skills training to workers and supervisors, but appear to do so outside of a training trust 
framework.  Other Merit Contractor or open shop associations appear to limit their training to 
supervisors, usually delivering the Canadian Construction Association’s ‘gold seal’ program.  
Again, this training appears to be delivered outside the framework of a formal training trust. 
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4.  Potential Implications of TTFs for Trade Union Training Strategy 
 
 
 
Factors that support the establishment of TTFs 

Before considering the potential implications of TTFs for trade union training strategy, it may 
be useful to review the conditions which have been most conducive to adopting the TTF 
model.  In our review of the history of TTFs, four factors emerged.  The first of these is 
multi-employer relationships with a union (or group of unions).  The evidence shows that 
TTFs established in the context of multi-employer structures are common place.  By contrast, 
TTFs and single-employer relationships are rare.  The UFCW’s TTF with the Zehrs retail 
chain is a notable exception.  So also is the Grain Services Union’s TTF with the 
Saskatchewan Wheat Pool.  There are good reasons why, in some circumstances, multi-
employer structures should be more conducive to adopting the TTF model.  One of the 
deterrents to employers investing in training is the ‘free rider’ problem, namely the fear that 
labour mobility will result in an employer’s training investment benefiting an employer that 
did not invest in training.  This fear is all the more acute if the benefiting employer is likely 
to be a competitor.  A TTF cannot eliminate the ‘free rider’ problem.  However, in some 
circumstances, TTFs can significantly reduce the severity of the ‘free rider’ problem.  TTFs 
standardize the contribution to training across similar employers in an industry.  By doing so, 
TTFs diminish the ‘free rider’ problem within that industry.  TTFs are effective in reducing 
the ‘free rider’ problem when industries are regionally focused and when labour mobility 
normally involves changing employers within the same industry and the same region.  TTFs 
are much less likely to be effective when labour mobility involves moving from one industry 
to another.  Long-standing trade union policy has sought to address the ‘free rider’ problem 
through a refundable training tax.  TTFs are not a substitute for this policy.  A systemic 
response to the ‘free rider’ problem requires a policy that cuts across industries.  However, 
for some types of industries, TTFs provide an important, partial solution to the ‘free rider’ 
problem.    

The second factor that is critical to the adoption and durability of TTFs is collective 
bargaining.  The contrast between the Sectoral Skills Council and other TTFs is stark.  The 
Sectoral Skills Council was not founded in a collective agreement, even though its creation 
involved a type of ‘social bargaining.’  When the subsidy policies that drew employers to the 
Sectoral Skills Council came to an end, employer support for the Sectoral Skills Council also 
evaporated.  By contrast, the many more TTFs that were founded in collective agreements all 
survived changes in the policy environment.  Indeed, many of these TTFs responded to 
reduced public monies by increasing the employer contribution.  (For example, the UFCW’s 
TTF with the Zehrs chain started operations at $0.01 per hour in 1981 and is today $0.15 per 
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hour.)  TTFs which are based on voluntary participation are unlikely to endure changes in the 
public policy environment.  By contrast,  TTFs which are founded in collective agreements 
are likely to endure and grow in significance over time.  Collective agreements provide 
unions with leverage which is largely lacking when a TTF exists outside the framework of 
formal collective bargaining. 

The third factor that has historically promoted adoption of the TTF model has been the 
support for TTFs by governments.  As described earlier, this support has taken the form of 
matching grants for training delivery, operating grants for delivering apprenticeship training, 
and capital grants to support the purchase of equipment and the construction of training 
centres.  The ability to access substantial amounts of government funding encouraged many 
union Locals to negotiate the establishment of a TTF.  

 

What has been achieved through TTFs? 

As the discussion in Chapter Three and the brief profiles in Chapter Two illustrate, the 
achievements of TTFs have been considerable: 

 Those Locals that have been operating TTFs for 10-15 years have 
typically achieved employer contribution rates that approach or equal 
1% of wages.  This has been a benchmark for union training strategy.   

 In the construction industry, TTFs annually deliver training to 
approximately 20-25% of union members.  In the minds of the 
members, TTFs cement the link between union membership and skills 
training.   

 TTFs have directly contributed to the employability and advancement 
of union members.   

 TTFs in the construction industry have given Locals a significant 
degree of control over the supply of skilled labour.  This control is 
especially important in the construction industry where markets are 
regional and access to skilled labour is a key requirement for 
companies. 

 By providing unionized contractors with skills that would not 
otherwise be readily available, TTFs in the construction industry have 
ensured that work which requires advanced trade skills is done by 
union contractors.   

 TTFs have enabled Locals to force training into a generic and portable 
channel rather than an employer-specific channel. 
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 TTFs have also enabled Locals to link occupational training to more 
general training, such as computer skills, literacy and general trade 
skills (such as blueprint reading).   

 The TTFs have created a sizeable pool of training experts whose first 
loyalty is to the labour movement and to the interests of workers.   

 TTFs have not only accessed government funds.  They have been a 
significant factor in shaping the policies and conditions on which 
training funds are made available to the private sector.   

 

These are significant achievements.  Locals with TTFs have made significant progress in 
advancing labour’s overall training objectives.  While TTFs are not the only vehicle through 
which the labour movement can advance its training priorities, the success of TTFs suggests 
that the further potential of this model should be explored.  At the same, time Locals with 
TTFs should remain mindful of their commitments under the CLC Protocol on the Delivery of 
Training, Education, and Employment Services. 

 

Factors that may limit the scope for TTFs 

Several factors limit the scope for TTFs.  In the first place, many employers regard worker 
training as integral to their business strategy.  The challenge facing unions in these companies 
is not get employers to invest in training, but to influence the nature of that investment.  
When employers regard training as a strategic factor in human resource management, the 
training they offer often has characteristics which are opposed to the labour movement’s 
training goals.  Such employer training is often tied to employer-specific skill needs.  
Consequently the training may lack portability and recognized certification.  The training may 
also be integrated with strategies to foster company culture.  The role of unions and the 
values promoted by unions are usually absent from such training.  As well, company directed 
training often excludes or gives little scope to general training, such as computer skills or 
literacy.  Companies that already have well developed training strategies may resist TTFs 
because they confer no apparent advantage to the company and may be seen as representing a 
sharing of control with the union.  In such circumstances, incremental strategies that 
endeavour to negotiate fair entitlements and influence the types of training may be more 
realistic than seeking to establish a TTF. 

Where companies do not invest in training, TTFs may be resisted because they represent, 
from an employer’s perspective, an additional and undesired cost.  In these circumstances, 
multi-employer frameworks may make it easier to negotiate individual employer 
participation.  There are examples in other contexts of unions having established a multi-
employer benefit and securing individual employer participation over time, as bargaining 
conditions allowed.  The CAW’s Paid Educational Leave (PEL) and Paid Legal Services Plan 
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are important examples.  So also are the ‘humanity funds’ that a number of unions have 
established.  However, the prospects for success of such an incremental strategy could be 
quite limited in the absence of public policies that promote the expansion of TTFs into 
industries where there is no prior history of this type of arrangement.   

The current public policy environment, for the most part, does not encourage the creation of 
new TTFs.  The federal government’s Training Centre Infrastructure Fund, for example, is 
geared to existing TTFs with a proven track record.  Quebec is an exception, though only a 
partial one.  Since 1995, Quebec has operated a refundable 1% training tax.11  The ‘1% Act’ 
is part of an integrated strategy to promote occupational training and skills upgrading.  A key 
element of this strategy is the promotion of sectoral committees.  Some of these committees 
have undertaken sector based training initiatives.  However, the ‘1% Act’ does not require 
employers to work with unions when meeting their 1% obligation.  Indeed, one study found 
that following adoption of the ‘1%Act’, there was only a moderate increase in the proportion 
of collective agreements that referenced joint training committees.12  In general, therefore, it 
is fair to conclude that public policy does not explicitly encourage the creation of new TTFs 
in industries where there is no history of TTFs.  The need to correct this deficiency has been 
noted in private members bills and motions submitted by Pat Martin, MP for Winnipeg 
Centre.13 

A further limitation on the potential scope for TTFs may be low wages.  When a bargaining 
unit is composed predominantly of workers who receive low wages, there may be only 
limited membership support for negotiating an employer contribution to a TTF when wages 
and benefits are still below prevailing union standards.     

 

Union Alternatives to TTFs: 

TTFs are not the only means by which unions can advance labour’s training goals.  Indeed, in 
many circumstances, other vehicles may be more appropriate.  A Local may find it more 
appropriate to incrementally bargain entitlements into its collective agreement.  A more 
developed system of negotiated entitlements is that secured by the CAW in a number of its 
collective agreements in the auto industry.  Since 1996, the CAW’s major agreements have 
provided for a general entitlement to 8 hours of training which is paid by the employer and 
                                                      
11 Quebec, An Act to foster the development of manpower training (1995) RSQ, ch D-71 
   
12 Bernier, Colette, “Workplace-based Training and the 1 Per Cent in Quebec – 

Challenge and Dilemmas, Workplace Gazette, Spring 1999.  Bernier reports that in 
1992 (i.e., prior to the ‘1% Act’), 8.5% of Quebec collective agreements 
referenced joint training committees.  By 1998, this proportion had increased to 
only 9.8%.  Less than a third of these joint committees had explicit decision-
making power. 

 
13 See for example,  M-130 http://www.patmartin.ca/ndp.php/SEC401ffbce47646/ 
   ART40210f0e70bfe 
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jointly developed by the union and the employer.  In the auto industry, this training deals with 
‘industry awareness’ and also human rights in the work place.  As is common in jointly-
managed TTFs, effective leadership and control of this training is exercised by the union.  A 
third, and still more developed union model, is ‘Paid Educational Leave’ also along the lines 
negotiated by the CAW.   The PEL provisions of the collective agreement require an 
employer contribution that is paid directly to the union.  These funds are segregated from 
general operating funds, but are not vested in a formal trust.  In Canada, control over the use 
of PEL funds and the types of training they support rests entirely with the union.  In the 
U.S., control is shared with employers.  The CAW uses PEL to support union training, 
although some courses may fit into the ‘general education’ category.  

Some unions may find it more practical to pursue their training objectives outside the 
framework of the collective agreement.  Operating outside a collective agreement is unlikely 
to be the preferred option for unions, but the realities of economic power often may make it 
the only practical option.  In some cases, such joint training initiatives may arise from 
government programs or through government-supported sector councils.  For example, in the 
early 1990’s, the Ontario government supported industry-based training in a number of 
industries, on the condition that this training was jointly managed.   

There should be no presumption, therefore, that TTFs are either appropriate or realistic in 
all, or even in most industries.  The factors which limit the scope of TTFs may make it more 
practical for unions in those industries to pursue other strategies to advance their members’ 
skill training interests.  TTFs are clearly an important and an effective vehicle for advancing 
those interests.  However, it is also possible to advance the membership’s training interests 
through other vehicles.      

 

TTFs vs ‘Registered Individual Learning Accounts’ 

The Liberal Party’s election platform (‘Red Book) for the November 2000 election promised 
that: 

“A new Liberal government will create Registered Individual 
Learning Accounts (RILA’s) to help Canadians finance their 
learning needs.  We will top up the savings of each contributor 
and provide additional support for people with low and modest 
incomes.” 

The January 2001 Throne Speech that followed the election affirmed this promise: 

“We will…create Registered Individual Learning Accounts to make 
it easier for Canadians to plan for and finance their learning 
needs.” 
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The nature of RILAs was not specified, although it was generally presumed that the 
government’s intention was to establish some type of tax-sheltered savings account in which, 
at a minimum, income earned on deposited funds would not be taxed if the funds were used 
for eligible training.  There was also informal consideration of making deposits to RILAs tax 
deductible, in the manner of RRSPs and also of providing an additional government subsidy 
when funds were used to purchase eligible training.  However, it must be stressed that no 
formal plan was ever unveiled.  RILAs did not figure in the recent Throne Speech (October 
5, 2004). Nor do RILAs figure in the current Liberal election platform.14  It is possible that 
the idea has been shelved.  Indeed, when RILAs were first announced, they draw quite mixed 
reactions. 

A study by the Canadian Labour and Business Centre for HRDC reported that RILAs found 
no support among unions and only mixed support among employers.  Unions were highly 
critical of the RILA concept, preferring a 1% refundable training tax, similar to that in 
Quebec.  Employers, on the other hand, favoured business tax credits, although some 
expressed interest in the RILA concept.15  In a Special Report (September 6, 2001), TD 
Economics commented that:  

“ … [tax-sheltered learning accounts] appear[s] expensive, and [its] 
prospective payback is questionable.  And it begs the question: if 
people are far from using their maximum RRSP room – other than 
those at high income levels – why would they be drawn into these 
vehicles?  Moreover, the government’s hands will be tied to some 
extent because labour-market policy has been in the jurisdiction of 
the provinces since 1998.”16 

Indeed, even the then Ontario Conservative Minister of Training Colleges and Universities 
opposed the RILA concept, although then qualified that opposition by suggesting that RRSPs 
could be used for training purposes: 

“I would also suggest that Ottawa reassess the idea of moving ahead 
with Registered Individual Learning Accounts. Such accounts are 
likely to be practical only for the highest income Canadians, and 

                                                      
14 Liberal Party of Canada, Moving Canada Forward, http://www.liberal.ca/documents/ 
    platform_en.pdf 
 
15 Sangster, Derwyn and Arlene Worstman, “Labour and Business Perspectives on 

Canada’s Skill Challenges,” Workplace Gazette, vol 4, no 3 (Fall 2001) 
http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/asp/gateway.asp?hr=en/lp/wid/gaze/fall2001/ 

   Fall2001_Labour.shtml&hs=cyc 
 
16  TD Economics, “Canada’s Talent Deficit,” September 6, 2001 http://www.td.com/ 
    economics/special/def0901.pdf 
 



 
 
 
 
 

Prism Economics and Analysis

 
 
 

 
› ›  Page No. 34  › › 

 

will not significantly increase the amount of workplace training. 
Another approach would be to allow more people to use some of 
their RRSP savings for training for the next phase of their careers. 

With this change, withdrawals from RRSPs could be used for part-
time training. It would have to be carefully designed with pay back 
provisions so that people's retirement funds are not jeopardized. 
Ottawa should take a close look at this.”17 

The Canadian Council of Chief Executives favoured the principle tax sheltered accounts, but 
recommended that a single tax sheltered vehicle be used for all retirement, education and 
training purposes.18 

It is useful to look at the experience of the UK where the New Labour government introduced 
‘Independent Learning Accounts’ in September of 2000, only to cancel the program in 
October of 2001, on police advice [sic].  Initially the New Labour government conceived of 
ILAs as a tax-sheltered vehicle, perhaps augmented by government subsidies.19  After two 
years of testing various models along this line, it was concluded that no type of tax-sheltered 
vehicle could be designed that would attract the segments of the work force that had been 
identified as priorities, namely under-qualified young workers and persons experiencing 
frequent or long-tem unemployment.  The government then changed the program to one 
involving subsidies only, but retained the original designation, ‘Individual Learning 
Accounts.’  Under the scheme, individuals could register an account with a government body.  
They would then be credited with £150 in subsidies towards any course or courses for which 
their own payment was £25.  As well, by using an ILA, individuals were eligible for a 20% 
discount on a course.  This discount rose to 80% for IT-related courses.  The discounts were, 
in fact, subsidies paid directly to training providers.  During its year of operation, there was 
some 2.6 million ILAs were opened.  Of these, 58% were actually used.  The ILAs were 
aggressively marketed by training providers.  A subsequent survey found that 45% of ILA 
account holders heard about the program through training providers.  It is unclear to what 
extent the ILA program reached the two priority groups.  Survey reports suggest that 
approximately 40% of account holders had university degrees or the equivalent.  Training 
providers could be either public or private.  The National Audit Office reported that many of 
the training providers had been established as new ventures to take advantage of the ILA 

                                                      
17  The Hon. Diane Cunningham, (Ontario) Minister of Training Colleges and 

Universities, speech to the Toronto Board of Trade, September 27, 2001 
 
18  Canadian Council of Chief Executives, Memorandum for the Right Hon. Jean 

Chretien, Prime Minister of Canada, September 7, 2001. 
 
19  This discussion of ILAs is based on: National Audit Office, Individual Learning 

Accounts: Report of the Comptroller and Auditor General, October 2002 
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program.  Although training providers had to register, there was no verification of the quality 
of training they delivered. 

The ILA scheme was characterized by widespread fraud.  Many training providers appear to 
have waived fees in order to obtain the subsidy.  Indeed, a survey cited by the National Audit 
Office reported that 16% of ILA account holders did not pay anything for their training.  
Reports of widespread defrauding of the system through reporting of training that never 
occurred led to the program’s early cancellation.  (It should be noted that administration of 
the program was contracted to a private company.)  In fairness to the ILA concept, it should 
be noted that survey evidence also showed that there was significant legitimate utilization of 
the program, that the program led to training that would not otherwise have been taken, and 
that there was some take-up of the program by the target groups.  More tightly defined and 
publicly administered variants of the ILA scheme have since been launched by regional 
governments in Scotland and Wales.   

Tax-sheltered learning accounts can be contrasted with government support for TTFs.  In the 
first place, TTFs are much more likely to reach individuals who are not able to take up the 
financial incentives associated with tax-sheltered learning accounts.  Second, the training 
offered by TTFs can be either basic skills training (e.g., literacy or basic computer skills), 
general education, or training that is tailored to meet immediate skill needs.  Tax-sheltered 
training accounts are unlikely to have much impact on closing the basic skills deficit.  And 
third, TTFs are less likely to use training deliverers who lack a proven track record.    

 
 
TTFs and a Refundable Training Tax 

Experience in Quebec shows that TTFs are easily accommodated to a refundable training tax 
system.  Indeed, Quebec’s legislation explicitly allows employers credit for their TTF 
contributions.  A wider adoption of TTFs might make the introduction of a refundable 
training tax easier to achieve politically.  Certainly for many small and medium-sized 
employers, TTFs would be a more practical vehicle for delivering training commitments than 
self-administering the training or purchasing the training from a supplier.  In a refundable tax 
credit system, TTFs also have the distinct advantage of recording only actual cash 
contributions.  They afford no room for creative accounting, which is one of the drawbacks 
historically attributed to a refundable tax credit. 

 

 

 

It will be evident from this paper that TTFs can potentially make a significant contribution to 
advancing the labour movement’s training objectives.  There are, of course, no ‘cookie-
cutter’ solutions.  TTFs may not be either feasible or desirable in many industries.  However, 
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it is also possible that the potential for TTFs is greater than their current role in the 
construction industry and a few important instances outside of construction.   

TTFs also raise important internal policy questions for the labour movement.  These are 
addressed in the CLC’s protocol and should inform any overall strategy to increase the scope 
and role of TTFs.20  As well, it is important to keep in mind that TTFs are not an end in 
themselves, but a means to achieving certain goals.  Those goals are set out in various 
statements of objectives and principles, most recently the CLC’s policy statement from its 
2005 Convention.21  TTFs do not occupy any privileged position in the pursuit of those goals.  
However, TTFs are clearly central to achieving the labour movement’s training objectives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
20  Canadian Labour Congress (1998), CLC Protocol on the Delivery of Training, Education, and 

Employment Services (June 1998) 
 
21  Canadian Labour Congress (2005), Labour’s vision of Workplace Training and Lifelong Learning, 

24th Constitutional Convention (2005) 
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Persons Interviewed  
 

 
 
 

Don Attfield 
Director 
Ontario Masonry Training Centre 
 
 
Tom Bauer 
Partner 
Thorsteinssons – Tax Lawyers 
 
 
Jim Duff, 
Director 
Glenn Biech Graphic Arts Training Institute of BC  (CEP) 
 
 
Jorge Garcia-Orgales 
Education Director 
United Steelworkers of America (USWA) 
 
 
Sam Gindin 
Former Research Director 
Canadian Autoworkers (CAW) 
 
 
Vince Kacaba 
Director 
Training Centre 
UA Local 46 
United Association of Plumbers and Pipefitters 
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Brian Koehler 
National Representative – Health and Safety 
Communications Energy and Paperworkers Union (CEP) 
 
 
Raymond Koskie 
Raymond Koskie Consulting 
 
 
D’Arcy Martin 
Former Education Director 
Communications Energy and Paperworkers Union (CEP) 
Bryan Neath 
Assistant to the Director 
United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) 
 
 
Bill Nicholls 
Business Manager and Secretary-Treasurer 
District Council 46 
International Union of Painters and Allied Trades 
 
  
Hugh O’Reilly 
Partner 
Cavalluzzo Hayes Shilton McIntrye and Cornish 
 
 
Lito Romano 
Training Director 
Universal Workers Union – LIUNA Local 183 
Labourers International Union of North America 
 
 
Roberto Tomassini 
Associate 
Koskie Minsky 
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