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t anya Uiselt admits it was hard to 
leave her home in Moosonee, 
Ontario nearly two years ago to 

train for a new career as a tower crane 
operator.

But the 21-year-old member of the 
Moose Cree First Nation saw learning 
the trade as an excellent career oppor-
tunity. She’s the first female aboriginal 
tower crane operator apprentice in the 
International Union of Operating Engi-
neers (IUOE) Local 793. From the 
summer of 2012 through this spring, 
she worked at the Lower Mattagami 
River hydroelectric dam project in 
northern Ontario—five hours from 
home—as part of her apprenticeship.

Uiselt is just one of Local 793’s suc-
cess stories in aboriginal recruitment. 

Over the last eight years, the union’s 
training arm, Operating Engineers 
Training Institute of Ontario (OETIO), 
has worked with aboriginal employ-
ment centres that are Aboriginal Skills 
and Employment Training Strategy 
(ASETS) agreement holders to train 
about 800 aboriginal clients in heavy 
equipment and crane operations.

Not all those who are trained become 
union apprentices, but about 86% find 
work in the heavy equipment industry, 
said Harold McBride, OETIO’s executive 
director. OETIO has training facilities in 
Morrisburg and Oakville, Ontario.

Local 793 believes recruiting more 
aboriginal people, who include mem-
bers of the First Nations, Inuit and Mé-
tis communities, is an important part 

of the solution to the skilled trades gap 
in Ontario. OETIO has boosted out-
reach in aboriginal communities and 
created new programs to link aborigi-
nal people with apprenticeships.

For example, Uiselt attended a four-
week course at OETIO in Morrisburg 
to prepare for the trade entrance exam 
in 2012. Candidates must earn a 70% 
score to become an apprentice. The 
program’s six participants, all members 
of the Moose Cree First Nation, passed 
the exam, and four have become Local 
793 apprentices.

SIBI Employment and Training, an 
aboriginal employment and training 
nonprofit, paid for the training. OETIO 
offered the program to help recruit 
more aboriginal apprentices for the 
Lower Mattagami project. Labour mar-
ket agreements required providing op-
portunities for aboriginal people, and 
the entrance exam was a barrier for 
some, McBride said. 

Training programs can fall short by 
not addressing those kinds of barriers 
with additional supports, McBride said. 
OETIO plans to offer a similar program 
this fall for up to 12 aboriginal people 
in preparation for other projects across 
Ontario.

Outreach to the aboriginal commu-
nities and youth is another important 
part of Local 793’s effort, OETIO offi-
cials say. In 2012, marketing staff at-
tended 65 days of trade fairs and mar-
keting events, and about half were in 
aboriginal communities.

Local 793 also participates in the 
Aboriginal Apprenticeship Board of 
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Tanya Uiselt is the first female aboriginal tower crane operator in the International 
Union of Operating Engineers Local 793.
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Ontario and one of its programs, LINK = 
Aboriginal Supply + Construction Demand, 
a new effort to work with ASETS agreement 
holders to connect aboriginal workers with 
construction jobs.

The aboriginal recruitment strategy 
makes good business sense for Local 793 as 
the wave of retirements among baby boom-
ers depletes the pool of skilled tradespeople, 
McBride said. Others are leaving Ontario for 
work in Alberta and Saskatchewan, he 
added. “Without a doubt we are struggling, 
especially in the mobile crane and tower 
crane positions, to supply the industry with 
operators,” he said.

The union wants to recruit 50 new ab-
original members annually in the crane and 
heavy equipment (dozer, tractor, loader, 
backhoe and excavator) sectors, including 
apprentices, preapprentices and regular 
members.  “We don’t feel the federal govern-
ment is doing enough to identify the aborigi-
nals as a key component to our skilled trade 
shortages,” McBride said. “We believe it is 
the right thing to do.”

Aboriginal people represent the fastest 
growing labour force in Canada, said Kelly 
Lendsay, president and chief executive offi-
cer of the Aboriginal Human Resource 
Council, a national social enterprise head-
quartered in Saskatoon, Saskatechewan that 
has worked with OETIO. 

Half of the aboriginal population is under 
the age of 25, and unemployment among ab-

original people is higher than for nonaborig-
inals. The 2011 Statistics Canada National 
Household Survey showed the aboriginal 
unemployment rate was 15% compared to 
7.5% for nonaboriginal people.

The council estimates that if aboriginal 
people were employed and educated at the 
same rate as their fellow Canadians, Canada’s 
GDP would increase by $401 billion by 2026.

“Employers are looking for any untapped 
labour market pool,” Lendsay said. Many re-
source-related projects are on or near ab-
original land and governed by agreements 
that require a percentage of local workers, he 
added.

“Aboriginal ways of learning and knowl-
edge transfer have always been done through 
apprenticeship-type models, systems and 
practices,” he said. The hands-on and visual 
learning apprenticeships emphasized are a 
good fit for aboriginal people along with the 
innovation, teamwork and good problem-
solving skills required, he said.

Uiselt has a message for other aboriginal 
people interested in heavy equipment trades: 
“If you really want it, you can do it. There are 
so many opportunities out there for these 
guys. They just have to get out there and do 
it.”  &
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Watch Kelly Lendsay talk about ab-
original training and apprenticeships 
at www.ifebp.org/benefitbits.
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