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Executive Summary 

This study takes an in-depth look at the Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office of Nova Scotia 

(MEBO). How MEBO supports First Nations’ participation in economic projects with non-

Aboriginal government and industry partners is closely examined. The study draws upon 

program data, survey research, and a comparative case study of major project partnerships 

supported by MEBO. It examines the organization’s critical success factors, as well as potential 

barriers and limitations to establishing partnerships that are appropriate to the employment and 

business needs of First Nation communities and to their goals for self-determination. 

One of MEBO’s objectives as an Economic Benefits Office is to increase Aboriginal employment 

within project partnerships. Its services help to match First Nation individuals with prospective 

employers, while providing a range of supports such as engagement, skills training, and wage 

subsidies that help to advance Aboriginal labour market development. This work revolves 

around MEBO’s delivery of Aboriginal labour market programs under Employment and Social 

Development Canada (ESDC). From January 2008 to 2016, MEBO and its collaborators have 

trained over 1100 clients; and their work has contributed to the direct employment of over 670 

individuals, many in trades and industry sectors where First Nations continue to be 

underrepresented. 

In MEBO’s approach, prospective employers have an opportunity to become directly involved in 

the process of recruiting and training First Nation individuals for projects. Although much of this 

work occurs in the shadow of major projects outside of First Nation communities, the benefits at 

the community level are evident as MEBO harnesses Aboriginal labour market development for 

Aboriginal community business development. Many of the employers MEBO assists belong to, 

and/or operate in close relationship with, First Nation communities. In helping to grow First 

Nations’ labour capacity, particularly in trades-related sectors, MEBO simultaneously helps First 

Nation businesses grow their own capacities to compete on projects. This in turn can help to 

keep First Nations skilled labour employed.      

The study first seeks to understand MEBO’s engagement with Nova Scotia First Nations. It 

develops a socio-economic profile of MEBO’s First Nation clients, and analyzes their labour 

supply characteristics and the barriers they face to finding employment. The study then provides 

a complementary analysis of the industry sectors and types of employers that engage and hire 

MEBO’s clients and benefit from MEBO’s support. Whenever relevant, the study compares and 

contrasts its profile of MEBO’s clients and partner employers with available labour force data 

from the general First Nations population of Nova Scotia (on and off reserve).    

How MEBO’s approach to Aboriginal engagement evolved and how its managers and staff 

learned to help First Nations participate in major project partnerships is also closely examined. 

The study synthesizes lessons learned from four major projects that shaped MEBO’s career as 

an Economic Benefits Office. In chronological order, we investigate its involvement in the $400-

million Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup project (2007-2013), the project from which 

MEBO originated and developed its core operating principles supporting Cape Breton’s five 
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Unama’ki First Nations. We then examine cases from MEBO’s involvement in ongoing efforts on 

the part of Unama’ki First Nations, the broader Mi’kmaq assembly, and Atlantic First Nations, to 

participate in:  

 The $39-billion National Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy (NSPS) – most notably in 

partnership with Irving Shipbuilding Inc., subcontractors, and unions in Halifax; 

  

 The $1.6-billion Maritime Link project – mostly notably in Cape Breton, with Emera 

Newfoundland and Labrador and a variety of partners including sub-contractors and 

unions; and 

 

 Provincial public infrastructure projects – most notably with the Nova Scotia Department 

of Transportation and Infrastructure Renewal and contractors on highway maintenance 

and repair; including portions of the $50-million provincial highway renewal projects 

announced in 2014.       

For those acquainted with regional economic development, major projects, and Aboriginal 

engagement in Canada, it should come as no surprise that the environment in which MEBO 

operates is at times, intensely competitive and overtly political.  

In this setting, First Nations try to fit major project opportunities within the frameworks of treaties 

and rights that define their fundamental nation-to-nation and nation-to-business relationships 

with non-Aboriginal Canadians. But given the diversity of Canada’s regions, there are varying 

degrees to which First Nations can use treaty and rights-based arguments to secure 

employment, business opportunities, and other benefits from major projects. Other approaches 

to engagement also need to be considered, including partnerships held together by interests-

based negotiations – where partners appeal to each others’ interests and joint problem-solving 

opportunities, rather than to a framework of rights. MEBO’s particular strength is in taking an 

interests-based approach to partnering with major project proponents, prospective employers, 

and First Nations in developing shared solutions for Aboriginal labour market development.   

In the major projects examined in this study, individual First Nations in Nova Scotia appear to be 

limited in their recognized rights to assume a nation-to-nation and nation-to-business 

relationship with non-Aboriginal government and industry partners. The First Nations labour 

force, particularly on reserve, also faces significant barriers that impede its access to major 

project opportunities. These include occupational barriers such as work experience and job 

readiness, educational barriers such as a lack of post-secondary certification, infrastructure 

barriers such as inadequate transportation options, and a range of other barriers from health 

and wellness to issues of family.    

To gain access to desired business and employment opportunities within major projects, their 

chances can however, improve with the assistance of an Economic Benefits Office. In our study, 

this is a role played by the Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office of Nova Scotia. In particular, we 

find that MEBO’s interests-based approach to partnerships provides a valuable complement to 

rights-based negotiations over major project benefits and Aboriginal set-asides. But MEBO also 
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does a lot more, in terms of providing training and support to individual First Nations members 

who would like to overcome labour market barriers and improve their chances of securing 

employment. This effort in turn, has helped First Nation communities and businesses build their 

own capacity to participate in major project opportunities. 

MEBO’s critical success factors (CSFs) are therefore anchored in the organization’s interests-

based approach to negotiating partnerships, in its work with First Nation clients on capacity 

building, and in the strategic role it plays as an intermediary between First Nations and non-

Aboriginal partners. Our analysis focuses on three broad areas of CSFs: in MEBO’s 

environment, at MEBO’s management level, and at MEBO’s staff level. This analysis gathers 

perspectives on CSFs from MEBO managers and staff, from MEBO’s First Nation clients, and 

from partners and key stakeholders involved in major project partnerships with MEBO.  

The most important critical success factors perceived by MEBO’s First Nation clients revolve 

around their perceptions of effective labour market programming and supports for meaningful 

employment. These include: 

 Capacity building that is tailored around client labour market barriers, e.g., such as 

relevant work experience, certification, and transportation issues; 

 

 Practical hands-on employment training, under experienced instructors and mentors, 

that has direct links to employers and job opportunities; 

 

 Client care and ongoing support by MEBO staff that is directly linked to employment and 

social support initiatives in the client’s home community (involving Native Employment 

Officers, and other community-based support workers); 

 

 Services to help clients plan for uncertainties linked to employment opportunities, 

particularly those associated with major projects and the possibility of having to relocate 

for work, deal with downtimes and layoffs, and so forth. 

A complementary set of critical success factors, perceived by MEBO’s managers, key 

stakeholders, and project partners, focuses on Aboriginal engagement and the ingredients of 

effective partnerships for Aboriginal labour market development. It includes the following 

actions: 

 Build clearly specified partnership agreements, on a foundation of rights/consultation, 

with actual targets that can be used to measure outcomes of Aboriginal engagement; 

 

 Focus on interests within partnership negotiations to encourage parties to work together 

on joint problem solving opportunities for mutual benefit; 

 

 To avert role conflicts and duplication of efforts within major project partnerships, clarify 

partner roles and build in mechanisms for interagency collaboration; 
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 Break major project opportunities down into smaller subprojects that match the 

capacities and needs of Aboriginal communities (“rightsizing”); 

 

 Create stable and predictable funding for MEBO and the community organizations that 

support Aboriginal participation in major project partnerships. 

In an ideal economic environment, MEBO’s clients would have no difficulty finding employment 

once their employment training needs have been addressed. This unfortunately is not the case, 

and there are many socio-economic barriers in the way of First Nation individuals who want to 

find and secure employment on major projects. The reality of major projects is such that labour 

and business opportunities can be highly coveted; and without a firm basis in rights to access 

project opportunities, First Nations interests can get crowded out by larger mainstream interests. 

This reality can be especially acute for major projects in the industry sectors that MEBO has set 

out to penetrate, where First Nations business and labour are largely underrepresented and 

may have limited influence.  

First Nations leaders therefore have to make special efforts to secure the economic rights and 

interests of their communities, through the negotiation of partnerships, project set-asides, and 

socio-economic impact benefit agreements; and in the broader promotion of a diverse and 

inclusive workforce. In this greater policy context of rights and interests, it is hoped that the 

present study of MEBO’s critical success factors and lessons learned will help First Nations 

leaders better understand the role an Economic Benefits Office can play to help them level the 

playing field for their communities in Nova Scotia’s economy.   
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Introduction 

Numerous studies have sought to identify and assess the benefits that government and industry 

partnerships can bring to support First Nation owned businesses and employment. In recent 

years partnerships have also become a common reference and vehicle for federal government 

policy dealing with Aboriginal economic development and labour market programs1. Most 

notably, The Government of Canada's Federal Framework for Aboriginal Economic 

Development, released in June 2009, set out to develop programs that were “opportunity-driven, 

results-focused and partnership-based”2. The ensuing years introduced several important 

programs that focused on strategic partnerships for Aboriginal employment and business 

development, including Employment and Social Development Canada’s Skills and Partnership 

Fund (SPF), and Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada’s Strategic Partnerships 

Initiative (SPI). In the broader policy conversation, federal advisors such as the National 

Aboriginal Economic Development Board (NAEDB)3 and Douglas Eyford4 have recommended 

partnerships to improve Aboriginal communities’ participation in major project opportunities. 

Similar recommendations have also appeared in various policy statements of First Nations 

assemblies, as well as provincial, territorial, and regional governments.  

Moreover, there is a growing recognition that First Nations can make a valuable contribution to 

the broader economy, and provide leadership through partnership opportunities. As put forward 

in the 2014 report of the Nova Scotia Commission on Building Our New Economy5: 

Minority communities and disadvantaged groups are themselves providing new 

leadership and significant initiative to address Nova Scotia’s economic and 

demographic challenges. Some of the most exciting economic development 

successes in rural Nova Scotia and industrial Cape Breton are being generated 

by First Nations as they leverage their land and resources to build new 

enterprises and provide employment opportunities for their youth. These projects 

often involve innovative partnerships and collaboration with surrounding 

communities, non-First Nations businesses and wider industry groups […]. 

Though such messages are hopeful, there is still much to learn about the critical success factors 

of effective partnerships, particularly in the context of First Nations business and employment 

needs. The term “partnership” covers a wide variety of business relationships – public and 

private (including for-profit and not-for-profit). The outcomes of partnership opportunities also 

vary, and partnerships in principle may not necessarily correspond to partnerships in practice. 

                                                
1 See: Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of 
Persons with Disabilities, Evidence, Thursday, December 5. 
2 Audit and Assurance Services Branch, "Audit of Economic Development Programs". 
3 See: National Aboriginal Economic Development Board, "Increasing Aboriginal Participation in Major 
Resource Projects".    
4 Special federal representative on west coast energy infrastructure. See: Eyford, "Forging Partnerships 
Building Relationships: Aboriginal Canadians and Energy Development".   
5 The Nova Scotia Commission on Building Our New Economy, "Now or Never: An Urgent Call to Action 
for Nova Scotians".  
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For all the good they may have to offer First Nations, partnerships, like any other kind of 

business relationship or agreement, come with trade-offs and risks – for all parties involved.     

The objective of this study is to take a close look at how partnerships between First Nations and 

non-Aboriginal government and industry partners actually develop, particularly in the context of 

labour market development under major projects outside of the natural resources sector. Such 

partnerships, involving employers in construction and fabrication, infrastructure repair and 

maintenance, environmental remediation, and to a lesser extent manufacturing, depend not only 

on the interests, rights, and powers of the partners involved, but also on the readiness of First 

Nations business and labour to participate in major project opportunities.   

Based on a comparative case study of partnerships supported by the Mi’kmaw Economic 

Benefits Office of Nova Scotia (MEBO), this study examines critical success factors, as well as 

the potential barriers and limitations to establishing government and industry partnerships that 

are appropriate to the business and employment needs of First Nation communities and to their 

goals for self-determination.   

A study of the Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office (MEBO), its critical success 

factors and lessons learned 

MEBO’s critical success factors (CSFs) are anchored in the organization’s approach to 

developing partnership opportunities with employers, in its work with First Nation clients on 

employment training and related capacity building, and in its broader strategic role as an 

intermediary between First Nations and non-Aboriginal partners.  

In addition to engaging with the perspectives of MEBO’s managers and staff, our research 

draws from two broad sources of insights in MEBO’s stakeholder environment: It looks at CSFs 

from the perspectives of First Nation clients that MEBO has worked with on capacity building for 

major project opportunities. It then looks at CSFs from the perspectives of MEBO’s partners and 

key stakeholders involved in developing major project partnerships. The resulting 

complementary analyses form the core sections of our study of MEBO’s involvement in 

government and industry partnerships.  

How MEBO supports First Nations is largely concentrated in its capacity building work with 

individual First Nation clients and employers operating in, or in close relationship with, First 

Nation communities. The first section of analysis in this study examines the labour supply 

characteristics, needs and capacities of MEBO’s First Nation clients, and investigates the types 

of businesses and industries that employ them. We then investigate the First Nations 

community level outcomes of MEBO’s work and summarize related CSFs perceived by MEBO’s 

First Nation clients. 

How MEBO’s broader strategic role evolved and how its managers and staff learned to help 

First Nations participate in government and industry partnerships is also closely examined. The 

second section of analysis in this study compares CSFs and lessons learned from partners and 
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stakeholders involved in four major projects that have shaped MEBO’s career as an Economic 

Benefits Office.  

In chronological order, we investigate MEBO’s involvement in the $400-million Sydney Tar 

Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup project (2007-2013), the project from which it originated and 

developed its core operating principles supporting Cape Breton’s five Unama’ki First Nations. 

We then examine cases from MEBO’s involvement in ongoing efforts on the part of Unama’ki 

First Nations, the broader Mi’kmaq assembly, and Atlantic First Nations, to participate in:  

 The $39-billion National shipbuilding procurement strategy – most notably in 

partnerships with Irving Shipbuilding Inc., subcontractors, and unions in Halifax;  

 

 The $1.6-billion Maritime Link project6 – mostly notably in Cape Breton, with Emera 

Newfoundland and Labrador, and a variety of partners including sub-contractors and 

unions; and  

 

 Provincial public infrastructure projects – most notably with the Nova Scotia Department 

of Transportation and Infrastructure Renewal and contractors on highway maintenance 

and repair; including portions of the $50-million provincial highway renewal projects 

announced in 20147.            

For those acquainted with regional economic development in Canada8, it should come as no 

surprise that the environment in which MEBO operates is at times, intensely competitive and 

overtly political. While an ideal Economic Benefits Office provides a common ground for 

stakeholders, in reality MEBO is not immune to the eruption of political conflicts. At the time of 

this study the organization has been under intense scrutiny as it seeks to define a role for itself 

in the broader major projects environment of Nova Scotia and Atlantic Canada. In particular, 

MEBO has had to downplay its promotion of business development to ease role conflicts and 

political tensions with collaborators in this environment. How the organization further evolves, is 

furthermore, contingent on a presently uncertain federal program environment, and a Nova 

Scotia economy9 that is challenging for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal business and labour.        

It is hoped that this study will help to provide stakeholders with a deeper understanding of the 

organization in an effort to promote constructive debate around the role an Economic Benefits 

Office can play to help level the playing field for First Nations in Nova Scotia’s economy. 

Focus on First Nations business and employment 

This study seeks to understand critical success factors (CSFs) associated with MEBO’s role 

supporting First Nations labour and business in economic partnerships with non-Aboriginal 

                                                
6 The Canadian Press, "Maritime Link to Bring Electricity to N.S. On Time, Budget: Emera".   
7 Withers, "Nova Scotia Highways to Get $50m in Upgrades from Ottawa". 
8 See for example, Savoie, "Reviewing Canada's Regional Development Efforts". 
9 See: The Nova Scotia Commission on Building Our New Economy, "Now or Never: An Urgent Call to 
Action for Nova Scotians". 
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governments and industry. Theories of Aboriginal business and employment often emphasise 

the need for special concepts such as “community development”, “nationhood”, and “self-

determination”, which are not normally fundamental to business or labour market analysis in the 

mainstream economy dominated by non-Aboriginal institutions10. Recent survey evidence from 

Canada nevertheless indicates that the majority of Aboriginal businesses, from sole 

proprietorships to incorporated firms – whether Métis, First Nation, or Inuit – measure their 

success based on general business goals such as profitability and business stability. But what 

the survey research also indicates is that many Aboriginal businesses highly rank more 

collective goals, such as community service, and community employment11 among their 

motivations. The pursuit of business, nation building, employment, and community development 

are therefore complementary for many First Nations.    

First Nations businesses also operate under special economic circumstances, shaped by 

statutes and legislation, such as the Indian Act and related frameworks, as well as a host of 

other factors such as geography, demography, culture, and political history. Following a set of 

criteria introduced by Anderson12, we therefore situate our study of MEBO’s critical success 

factors within the broader context of Aboriginal or indigenous economic development in Canada.  

In this context, economic development is organized around a community or ‘nation’, in pursuit of 

collective goals such as “ending dependency through economic self-sufficiency, controlling 

activities on traditional lands, improving socioeconomic circumstances, and strengthening 

traditional culture, values and languages”13. According to Anderson, the urgent need to advance 

these collective goals is part of why First Nations create and operate businesses. Research in 

this vein takes account of how First Nations have sought to form partnerships, “alliances and 

joint ventures among themselves and with non-Aboriginal partners to create businesses that 

can compete profitably […]”14, while at the same time building “capacity for economic 

development through: education, training and institution building” and the “realization of treaty 

and Aboriginal rights to land and resources”15. From this standpoint, the critical success factors 

to be investigated in this study mainly fall into three major areas of community-focused activity: 

how First Nations establish partnerships, build capacity, and advance treaty and Aboriginal 

rights.     

Of these three major areas, this in-depth study of MEBO focuses specifically on the linkages 

between partnerships (alliances, joint ventures, etc.) and capacity building for employment and 

business development, though issues of treaty and rights will be given due consideration 

whenever they appear relevant to the discussion of our findings.   

                                                
10 Anderson, "Aboriginal People, Economic Development, and Entrepreneurship". 
11 Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business, "Promise and Prosperity: The Aboriginal Business Survey". 
12 Anderson, "Aboriginal People, Economic Development, and Entrepreneurship". 
13Anderson et al., "Toward a Theory of Indigenous Entrepreneurship"., p. 15. 
14 Anderson, Aboriginal Economic Development Anderson, "Economic Development among the 
Aboriginal Peoples of Canada: Hope for the Future"., p. 38. 
15 Ibid., p. 38. 
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What do we mean by First Nations business? 

There are many kinds of First Nations businesses and we must be cautious not to over-

generalize their characteristics, needs, challenges, and concerns. AAEDIRP has commissioned 

several different studies of First Nations business including a report on critical success factors in 

the First Nations Atlantic fishing industry16. In this study, the kinds of business activities to be 

examined primarily involve industries beyond the natural resources sector, such as construction 

and fabrication, environmental remediation, and in limited cases, manufacturing. Our 

comparative case study of MEBO’s involvement in partnerships touches principally upon these 

kinds of business activities and on various ancillary services associated with them (such as site 

security, custodial services, catering, and so forth).  This is not to suggest that MEBO and its 

partners are dedicated exclusively to such industry projects17; but they have formed the core 

thread of MEBO’s career as an Economic Benefits Office.  

The size, scope, and proximity of these businesses to First Nations communities are also 

important factors to consider. As we will discuss further on in our analysis, the largest group of 

private sector employers of MEBO’s First Nation clients, are small-medium enterprise, and 

generally operate out of the First Nation communities or in nearby urban locations. Most of 

these employers fall within the aforementioned industries as subcontractors and/or partners in 

joint ventures.  

The link between First Nations business and labour market development 

MEBO is part of a system of interrelated organizations that jointly structure business and labour 

market opportunities for First Nations in economic projects. In the language used in this study, 

MEBO management and staff, and their collaborators, have, over the timeline and key projects 

covered in this study, played the role of an Economic Benefits Office. At key projects and 

phases of MEBO’s career, this has meant jointly supporting and integrating different aspects of 

business and labour market development.   

In its first major project – the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup- MEBO (operating as 

the Unama’ki Economic Benefits Office) integrated a range of business and labour market 

development functions. But as the organization adapted to take on new and larger project 

opportunities and respond to feedback from a broader set of partners and stakeholders, beyond 

Unama’ki/Cape Breton, its role became more focused on facilitating labour market access and 

employment training opportunities for First Nation clients. Moreover, during this evolution, other 

collaborators, such as Ulnooweg Development Group, and MEMSKI Projects Inc., have taken 

the lead on business development under the major projects MEBO has participated in. In this 

study we will examine how this evolution happened and discuss its implications for the role that 

MEBO and its collaborators have played and could play in the future.  

                                                
16 Cooper et al., "Critical Success Factors in the First Nations Fishery of Atlantic Canada: Mi’kmaw and 
Maliseet Perceptions". 
17 In 2016 MEBO managers are pursuing opportunities in mining and Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG). 
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Focus on government and industry partnerships under major projects 

The concept of partnership can take on a variety of meanings depending on the context in which 

it is applied, sometimes precisely, as under law, and other times rather loosely. In terms of the 

latter, as Brinkerhoff observes, “partnership has emerged as an increasingly popular approach 

to privatization and government–nonprofit relations generally. While in principle it offers many 

advantages, there is no consensus on what it means and its practice varies”18. This observation 

is particularly pertinent to the kinds of government and industry partnerships our study will focus 

on. 

Partnership is also one of many terms used to describe business relationships, and its 

substance is often defined in relation to such terms as contract, alliance, joint venture, network, 

and so forth. This section reviews the relevant business research literature to provide readers 

with a better sense of how such terms compare and contrast, and how they fit the scope of our 

study of MEBO19. In particular, our review of the literature draws from research on supply chain 

management, construction, manufacturing and their related service sectors, fields that 

correspond to the primary business activities that appear in this study. Further along we will also 

examine relevant definitions in use for Aboriginal engagement and government partnerships.   

In the private sector, as in government procurement, contracting is a fundamental unit of 

business transactions between buyers and sellers. Stafford defines contracts as non-equity 

agreements that specify “the cooperative contributions and powers of each partner”20. Here 

there is usually a legal basis to the relationship that typically favours the buyer of contracted 

goods and services. In this case, particular goods or services need to be delivered according to 

agreed upon specifications. There may also be strict and enforceable penalties in place if one or 

the other party fails to meet these specifications. Yet, according to research in the vein of 

Roxenhall and Ghauri21 successful partnerships that endure over the long-term do not 

necessarily rely on formal contracts at all.  

Compared to typical business contracts, partnerships can be much more expansive and open 

ended; but their use can also have a definitional basis in law, including laws of contract. Under 

Canadian business law, a “partnership exists when two or more individuals or corporations carry 

on business together with a view to profit”22. In Canada, each province has exclusive jurisdiction 

over partnerships based on its own particular legislation. Common law provinces (which exclude 

Québec) recognize two kinds of partnership: general and limited. Québec law also recognizes a 

third form, what it calls an “undeclared partnership”. (See textbox below.)  

Yet, while Canada is home to several variants of partnership legislation, only a minority of 

Aboriginal businesses appears to be constituted as either general, limited or undeclared 

                                                
18 Brinkerhoff, "Government-Nonprofit Partnership: A Defining Framework". 
19 We found Johnston and Staughton’s review to be particularly helpful. See: Johnston and Staughton, 
"Establishing and Developing Strategic Relationships – the Role for Operations Managers".    
20 Stafford, "Using Co-Operative Strategies to Make Alliances Work"., p. 67. 
21 Roxenhaull and Ghauri, "Use of the Written Contract in Long-Lasting Business Relationships". 
22 Gowlings, "Doing Business in Canada - B: Business Structures". 
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partnerships. According to a 2011 Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business (CCAB) survey, 

only 11 per cent of self-employed Aboriginal businesses consist of formal partnerships of this 

sort23. The majority, by far, are sole proprietorships (over 60 per cent). 

  

While the majority of Aboriginal businesses in Canada do not operate as partnerships under the 

various streams of Canadian business law, the business research literature provides 

considerably more room for interpreting Aboriginal business activities in terms of partnership 

qualities. A classic study by Mohr and Spekman defines partnerships as “purposive agreements 

between independent firms with mutually derived goals and benefits”24. This more general 

definition, focused on the negotiation of interests, and mutually derived goals and benefits, more 

closely resembles the kinds of partnerships that MEBO undertakes25.  

To emphasize this sense of mutually derived goals and benefits, researchers and proponents 

also refer to partnerships as alliances26. The studies and theorizing of Kanter and others situate 

partnerships and alliances along a continuum from short-term to long-term. According to Kanter: 

“Some alliances are no more than fleeting encounters lasting only as long as it takes one 

partner to establish a beachhead in a new market; others are the prelude to a full merger of two 

or more companies’ technologies and capabilities”27. As we will see further on in our analysis, 

the duration of partnerships can directly impact the sustainability of employment opportunities 

for MEBO’s First Nation clients. If partnerships dissolve, jobs are also lost. 

                                                
23 Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business, "Promise and Prosperity: The Aboriginal Business Survey"., 
p. 14. 
24 Mohr and Spekman, "Characteristics of Partnership Success: Partnership Attributes, Communication 
Behavior, and Conflict Resolution Techniques". 
25 See also: Tulk, "Collaborative Aboriginal Economic Development: The Unama'ki Economic 
Development Model".  
26 Henderson, "Plugging into Strategic Partnerships: The Critical Is Connection". 
27 Kanter, "Collaborative Advantage: The Art of Alliances"., p. 96. 

A closer look at the legal definitions of partnership under Canadian business law 

In a general partnership, the partners are each liable for the joint debts and obligations of the 

partnership, on an unlimited basis. By contrast, in a limited partnership there is at least one 

general partner, who is liable to creditors on an unlimited basis, alongside one or more 

limited partners, who are not allowed to manage the partnership in exchange for liabilities 

limited to the amount of capital they each contributed. In Québec, a partnership is undeclared 

if its proponents do not make the required declaration of partnership that Québec law 

prescribes for the legal publication of partnerships. According to Québec law, a partnership is 

a “contract by which two or more individuals or corporations agree to carry on an activity that 

may be the operation of an enterprise by providing property, knowledge and/or activities and 

by sharing the profits”. 

Source: Gowlings, "Doing Business in Canada - B: Business Structures"., p. 2 
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A variety of relationships can appear along this continuum of partnership qualities, each varying 

in terms of duration, but also in terms of relative intensity and degree of formality. Some 

partnerships or alliances can approach a fairly high level of formal and legal detail, such as 

different kinds of licensing agreements or joint ventures28.  

Gill and Butler categorize joint ventures as a kind of formal alliance29. Similarly, according to 

Stafford, joint ventures can involve two or more partners “contributing resources to the formation 

of a new separate subsidiary, jointly owned by the partners”30. Such alliances are usually 

formed to exploit specific shared opportunities by combining the resources of different partners, 

including specialized skills and knowledge, strategic resources (such as lands, real estate, legal 

status), and other competitive advantages. These are the kinds of “innovative partnerships” that 

the Nova Scotia Commission on Building Our New Economy highlighted in its call to recognize 

the economic contributions of First Nations business31. The Unama’ki First Nation of 

Membertou, for example, has become an exemplar of joint venturing between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal partners in Nova Scotia and Canada32. As Doz and Hamel observe, the relative 

formality of joint ventures can be such that the allocation of risk and resources shared by each 

partner is usually made explicit through contracting arrangements33. Canada has no statutes 

governing “joint ventures” as such; however, the “terms of collaboration, the nature of co-

venturers’ respective contributions, and the arrangements regarding management and sharing 

of profits are typically set out in [a] contract”34. When First Nation SMEs and startups partner 

with larger, more well-established firms, there can be an uneven allocation of risks, resources, 

and profits. As we will see further in our analysis, MEBO can play a vital role in helping First 

Nation partners develop their capacity to participate in joint ventures, particularly in terms of 

helping First Nation staff acquire necessary training and pre-employment experience to boost 

their skills and confidence. 

In a broader sense, and at a scale typical of major projects, the term partnership can also be 

associated with potentially complex multilateral relationships involving multiple firms, industries, 

and levels of government. In this vein Gulati uses the term “strategic alliance” to describe 

“voluntary arrangements between firms involving exchange, sharing, or co-development of 

products, technologies or services [...] which can take a wide variety of forms”35. For Gulati, 

strategic alliances can involve multiple partners in support of collaboration and knowledge 

sharing along the lines of industry research and development, and technology innovation. One 

recent relevant example of strategic alliances in Canada can be found in the collaborative 

efforts to develop entirely new value chains for Canada’s National Shipbuilding Procurement 

                                                
28 Andrew, "An Operations Perspective on Strategic Alliance Success Factors: An Exploratory Study of 
Alliance Managers in the Software Industry". 
29 Butler and Gill, "Managing Instability in Cross-Cultural Alliances". 
30 Stafford, "Using Co-Operative Strategies to Make Alliances Work"., p. 65. 
31 See for example, The Nova Scotia Commission on Building Our New Economy, "Now or Never: An 
Urgent Call to Action for Nova Scotians". 
32 See for example: Scott, "Doing Business with the Devil: Land, Sovereignty, and Corporate Partnerships 
in Membertou Inc.". 
33 Doz and Hamel, Alliance Advantage: The Art of Creating Value through Partnering. 
34 Gowlings, "Doing Business in Canada - B: Business Structures". 
35 Gulati, "Alliances and Networks". 
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Strategy36 (an example we will return to in our analysis of MEBO and Irving Shipbuilding Inc.). In 

this case, multiple partners are coming together to develop an entirely new shipbuilding industry 

for Canada. Doz and Hamel look to strategic alliances as a “logical and timely response to 

intense and rapid changes in economic activity, technology, and globalization”37. However, 

Stafford also raises the issue of asymmetric power in strategic alliances, noting that one or more 

parties may come to dominate and even acquire a controlling stake in other partners38. While 

strategic alliances involve some form of mutual interest and collaboration, they can also be 

hierarchical, as is the case in major projects where a Prime Contractor is in charge of, and 

enforces rules for, several partners and teams of subcontractors. In such a situation, MEBO 

managers will first approach the Prime Contractor to see if they can establish favourable 

Aboriginal engagement protocols that will then affect the hiring practices of subcontractors.  

Some theories of partnership are unique to particular industries. The construction industry is 

prominent among the employers of MEBO’s First Nation clients. It also has its own terminology 

for describing partnerships and alliances39, which reflects the unique roles played by different 

partners, contractors and subcontractors in the construction process. Partnering is one such 

term, which, according to Black et al., “involves parties ... working together in an environment of 

trust and openness to realize [projects] efficiently and without conflict”40. Bennett and Jayes, of 

the Reading Construction Forum, define partnering as “a set of strategic objectives which 

embody mutual objectives of a number of firms achieved by cooperative decision making aimed 

at using feedback to continuously improve their joint performance”41. The collaborative focus of 

such partnering is directed towards the achievement of project goals, but it also involves 

process refinements such as the joint creation of common dispute resolution mechanisms, 

hiring practices42, and operating principles43. This approach is very much in line with MEBO’s 

supporting role within partnerships. In terms of duration, the object of partnering can be a single 

project; but Bennett and Jayes note that “greater benefits are available when [partnering] is 

based on a long-term commitment”44. To distinguish this long-term commitment and its positive 

effects, Bennett and Jayes coined the term “strategic partnering”.  

Finally, at their grandest scale, multilateral partnerships and alliances of all sorts (including joint 

ventures, and even more informal arrangements such as memoranda of understanding) can be 

interconnected into what researchers have come to call “networks” or “webs”45. While marriage 

                                                
36 Gereffi et al., "The Nsps Shipbuilding Value Chains". 
37 Doz and Hamel 1998 Doz and Hamel, Alliance Advantage: The Art of Creating Value through 
Partnering. 
38 Stafford 1994 Stafford, "Using Co-Operative Strategies to Make Alliances Work"., p. 65. 
39 Bresnen and Marshall, "Building Partnerships: Case Studies of Client–Contractor Collaboration in the 
Uk Construction Industry". 
40 Black, Akintoye, and Fitzgerald, "An Analysis of Success Factors and Benefits of Partnering in 
Construction". 
41 Bennett et al., The Seven Pillars of Partnering : A Guide to Second Generation Partnering. 
42 Including affirmative action, project diversity plans, etc. 
43 Larson, "Project Partnering: Results of Study of 280 Construction Projects". 
44 Bennett et al., Trusting the Team : The Best Practice Guide to Partnering in Construction. 
45 Doz and Hamel 1998. Doz and Hamel, Alliance Advantage: The Art of Creating Value through 
Partnering. 
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is a potentially useful analogy for bilateral forms of business relationships46, Doz and Hamel 

suggest that a better analogy for complex partnership networks and webs of value chains, is 

political, along the lines of ‘statecraft’ and governance. The idea that relationships are political is 

relevant here because each partner has to simultaneously manage “viable coalitions built on a 

number of bilateral relationships”47 each with their own unique politics and histories. This 

political analogy appears to be appropriate in the context of Aboriginal engagement in regional 

economic development, where multiple First Nations, businesses, industry groups, and various 

levels of government may be involved at various stages of a project alliance. But it is also a 

common characteristic of complex major project opportunities such as Canada’s National 

Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy. Because of the high stakes and potential involvement of 

government(s), major projects can be inherently political from beginning to end. 

The take home message from this review of the research literature is that partnerships can 

range in terms of relative formality, duration, scale, complexity, and intensity. The focus of our 

research is on the multilateral strategic partnerships that First Nations must become involved 

with in order to access opportunities within major projects; but the important issue of scale is 

one we will return to in our analysis. While much of the work MEBO does occurs in the shadow 

of major projects, its managers and staff must strive to ensure that partnership opportunities are 

appropriate to the needs and capabilities of small and often rural First Nation communities. 

Furthermore, in the context of major project partnerships, Aboriginal communities may be at a 

disadvantage to negotiate tangible benefits when their interests in a major project are not clearly 

tied to Aboriginal rights and title, and where there is a limited duty to consult and engage 

Aboriginal communities on the part of non-Aboriginal governments and industry.  

Partnerships in terms of Aboriginal engagement 

Many Aboriginal communities are not opposed to major projects. They want to participate in, 

and profit from, economic development opportunities in their regions. Aboriginal leaders and 

entrepreneurs, however, are not just interested in the odd job or business opportunity. They 

want to be included in the planning and development of all phases of major projects.  

Early engagement has become a very important element of Aboriginal consultation processes. 

All phases of major project developments provide rich opportunities to build potential 

partnerships between industry, government, and Aboriginal communities. The benefits of early 

engagement are especially clear when Aboriginal rights and interests overlap with the objectives 

of industry. Failure to involve First Nations in the exploratory phase of the Ontario Ring of Fire 

development, for example, led to several protests and complaints, resulting in a stop-work order 

on a remote exploratory mining camp. These kinds of delays can be expensive and disruptive. 

In fact, Syncrude Canada Ltd. estimated that “less than adequate consultation effort 

                                                
46 Johnston and Staughton Johnston and Staughton, "Establishing and Developing Strategic 
Relationships – the Role for Operations Managers".  
47 Doz and Hamel, Alliance Advantage: The Art of Creating Value through Partnering., p. 143. 
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surrounding a new project in the early 1990s [cost] about $1.5 million in delays and wasted 

efforts in its development plans.” 48  

Throughout the last decade, impact and benefit agreements (IBAs) have emerged as a 

pragmatic response by industry to address the concerns and claims of Aboriginal communities 

potentially impacted by major projects, particularly in the natural resources sector. These 

private, bilateral agreements act as guidelines to enhance the benefits of major projects for local 

Aboriginal communities. They provide specific employment targets, commitments for local 

Aboriginal business investments, and guidelines for education and training programs. Under 

these agreements, for example, Aboriginal businesses can be given procurement set-asides or 

first notice of business opportunities linked to project development. IBAs also provide specific 

details relating to revenue-sharing arrangements and accommodation for use of lands and 

resources, and outline commitments for environmental monitoring. 

IBAs are a pragmatic response by industry used to address the social, economic, cultural, and 

environmental concerns of Aboriginal communities that may be impacted by major projects. 

These agreements are also providing an important avenue to further crystallize meaningful and 

productive corporate-Aboriginal relationships. Establishing further clarity around the role of IBAs 

is an important ongoing challenge in enhancing the benefits of major projects for Aboriginal 

communities. In the context of this research project, it is clear that IBAs can be difficult to 

negotiate and enforce, particularly when Aboriginal rights and title are not clearly applicable to a 

major project negotiation.    

Government perspectives on partnership under the Federal Framework for Aboriginal Economic 

Development 

On the Non-Aboriginal government side, the term “strategic partnership” has emerged in several 

different contexts. Most relevant to this study are the definitions used by federal government 

programs vested in advancing Aboriginal business and labour market development. Two recent 

examples have important roles in this study, one from ESDC, the other from AANDC/INAC. 

Both examples stem from the work these departments have undertaken as co-leads of the 

Federal Framework for Aboriginal Economic Development introduced in 2009. 

ESDC’s Skills and Partnership Fund (SPF) is a demand-driven, partnership-based program that 

supports government priorities (federal/provincial/territorial) and strategic partnerships by 

funding projects contributing to the skills development and training of Aboriginal workers for 

long-term, meaningful employment. SPF, and its predecessor program ASEP49, originated from 

ESDC’s policy response to the “human capital pillar” introduced in the Federal Framework for 

Aboriginal Economic Development. By SPF criteria, partners contribute50: 

                                                
48Natural Resources Canada, "Csr Case Study: Syncrude Canada Ltd. Earning Its Social License to 
Operate"., p. 22. 
49 ASEP stands for Aboriginal Skills and Employment Partnership. 
50 Human Resources and Skills Development Canada, "Skills and Partnership Fund –  Aboriginal Call for 
Concept Papers". 
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[m]oney, time, or expertise, or make job commitments to hire project participants. 

Partnership contributions (whether cash or in kind) must account for at least 50 

per cent of the total project value. An applicant may not identify a separate 

department or division of its own organization as the sole partner. Public partners 

may include municipal, provincial/territorial or other federal government 

departments. However, [ESDC] programs and divisions cannot be considered a 

partner to meet the partnership requirement. If an organization (for example, a 

college, university or private training institution) is being paid to provide service to 

clients, the cost must be weighed against the organization’s contribution to the 

project. An organization that is being paid more than it is contributing (either cash 

or in-kind) to the project will be considered a service provider rather than a 

partner. 

In this case, MEBO, the not-for-profit/non-governmental organization managing these 

partnerships, matches SPF funding with the contributions of its other partners on a 

project basis. SPF allows the organization to be relatively flexible in meeting project-

based training demands. MEBO for example, has used SPF funding in collaboration with 

institutions like Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC), to train line workers for a 

subcontractor on the Maritime Link project, and welders for a subcontractor of Irving 

Shipbuilding Inc., among many other project opportunities including local tourism, retail, 

public administration, and construction. The SPF program is also intended to 

complement community level Aboriginal labour market programs, such as the Aboriginal 

Skills and Employment Training Strategy (ASETS); and MEBO managers and staff 

collaborate with their ASETS counterparts operating in the First Nations, particularly on 

the recruitment of First Nation clients and with the communication of business and 

employment opportunities.   

AANDC/INAC’s Special Projects Initiative (SPI) covers a broader range of partnership 

opportunities, focusing especially on business development opportunities that may 

complement SPF’s focus on Aboriginal labour market development. The department 

launched SPI in 2010 to advance the strategic priorities of the Federal Framework for 

Aboriginal Economic Development. In this context SPI funded projects should seek to 

support “Aboriginal participation in complex economic development opportunities, 

particularly in the natural resource sectors where projects are emerging at an 

unprecedented rate across the country”51. SPI provides a mechanism for federal 

partners to collectively prioritize and sequence investments, assess and make project 

approvals, leverage non-federal sources of funding, monitor progress and report on 

outcomes. With significant investments in major projects anticipated in the next 10 years, 

SPI has focused on supporting community economic readiness activities to help 

communities prepare for major project partnerships and opportunities. While AANDC 

has focused on natural resources sector opportunities, it has also directed SPI funding to 

support First Nations engagement on the Maritime Link and Irving Shipbuilding Inc. 

projects in Nova Scotia.  MEBO has not directly sought or benefitted from this funding, 

                                                
51 Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, "Strategic Partnerships Initiative: Overview ". 
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but some of its collaborators have, such as KMKNO, MEMSKI, and Ulnooweg. MEBO 

managers do however contribute to the relevant regional Steering Committees 

supported by these SPI projects. 

The need for such strategic government partnerships, SPI and SPF, generally reflects 

the increasing complexity and scale of the challenges public policy has to face. As put 

forward by Brinkerhoff52: 

Partnerships are advocated due to national governments’ growing inability to 

protect individual and community rights — e.g., workers’ rights, human rights, 

environmental justice — in a globalized world (see Murphy and Bendell, 1997). 

Without the cooperation of multiple and diverse actors, each with their own 

perspective and comparative advantages, we risk treating symptoms rather than 

causes and becoming frustrated by systemic forces that preserve the status quo 

(Brown and Ashman, 1996). 

This is especially the case in public sector efforts to manage the benefits of major 

projects for employment and business. Such efforts involve multiple actors, resources, 

and stakeholder groups. A partnership can provide governments with the means of 

developing a more realistic strategic direction for their involvement in major projects. 

Through the coordination of joint efforts in this context, a multi-stakeholder alliance of 

public and private partners may therefore lead to improvements in the creation of public 

value and benefits. The devil however, is in the details; and this is a setting where an 

Economic Benefits Office has an important supporting role to play.  

 What do we mean by major projects? 

Like partnership, the term “major project” has become associated with a variety of different 

economic activities. Most commonly the term is used to describe projects of major economic 

significance in the natural resources sector, and this view is emphasised by the federal 

government.  

The federal Cabinet Directive on Improving the Performance of the Regulatory System for Major 

Resource Projects defines a Major Resource Project as a “large resource project which is 

subject to a comprehensive study, a panel review, or a large or complex multi-jurisdictional 

screening, as defined under the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act”53. In this context, 

“large” refers to the physical or geographic extent of the project, the scale of project activities, 

and/or a project’s specific environmental or social impacts. Major Resource Projects therefore 

typically involve “extracting, processing, refining, producing, distributing, re-processing, 

disposing of or reclaiming natural resources”, as well as decommissioning and reclaiming sites 

used for any of these activities. Resource sectors in this context may include mineral and metal 

mining, oil sands development and processing, and energy generation and transmission. The 

                                                
52 Brinkerhoff, "Government-Nonprofit Partnership: A Defining Framework". 
53 Major Projects Management Office, "Mpmo Questions and Answers". 
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Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup, and Maritime Link projects, two of our 

comparative case studies, would fit this description of a major project.  

To the natural resource based perspective, we also add other projects of major economic value 

and complexity. For example, one of our comparative case studies involves the federal National 

Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy, an “unprecedented, long-term, multi-billion dollar 

commitment to renewing Canada’s federal fleet”54. In this regard we follow criteria from the 

Major Projects Inventory (MPI) developed by the Atlantic Provinces Economic Council (APEC). 

According to APEC’s criteria, a major project is defined as55:  

[Any] capital project valued at $25 million or more ($10 million or more in Prince 

Edward Island) that adds to the capital stock of the region. Projects in the MPI 

are classified into 12 industry groups and by four stages of development. The 

four stages of development are: underway/approved; near approval; under 

development or review; and proposal stage.        

In 2014 APEC tracked a total of 439 major projects in the Atlantic region, worth $122-billion in 

investment. Among these projects were included two of our comparative case studies, the Irving 

Shipbuilding Inc. NSPS project, and the Maritime Link project (itself worth $1.6-billion). For 

2015-2016 in Nova Scotia, APEC reports: 

 179 major projects identified, totaling $57 billion; 

 Manufacturing-related projects accounted for 58 per cent of the total potential value, led 

by the Irving shipbuilding Inc. NSPS project (in Halifax) and three planned LNG export 

projects; 

 Spending on major projects is expected to rise almost 20 per cent in 2016 as Shell and 

its partners hike spending on offshore oil exploration and spending growth in Halifax 

continues. 

Methodology 

Action Research and Case Study Method 

This study is an action research project, jointly undertaken by The Conference Board of Canada 

and Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office (MEBO) in partnership with the Atlantic Aboriginal 

Economic Development Integrated Research Program (AAEDIRP). A variety of different labels 

have come to be associated with this kind of research approach, including participatory 

research, collaborative inquiry, action learning, appreciative inquiry, and so forth. However, the 

underlying principles of the approach are generally simple. As summarized in Gilmore et al.56:  

                                                
54 Innovation Science and Economic Development Canada, "National Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy 
(Nsps)". 
55 Brannon and Beale, "Major Projects in Atlantic Canada and Their Impact on the Halifax Gateway"., p. 8. 
56 Gilmore, Krantz, and Ramirez, "Action Based Modes of Inquiry and the Host-Researcher Relationship". 
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Action research [...] aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in 

an immediate problematic situation and to further the goals of social science 

simultaneously. Thus, there is a dual commitment in action research to study a 

system and concurrently to collaborate with members of the system in changing 

it in what is together regarded as a desirable direction. Accomplishing this twin 

goal requires the active collaboration of researcher and client, and thus it 

stresses the importance of co-learning as a primary aspect of the research 

process. 

In our particular research context the system, or focus of study, consists of MEBO’s involvement 

in partnerships with First Nations, and Non-Aboriginal government and industry partners. In 

terms of advancing knowledge of critical success factors in this context, we see this study of 

MEBO as a contribution to better understanding the roles an Economic Benefits Office can play 

to support First Nations business and labour market development. But there are also practical 

concerns involved in this research, which created the need for an action research approach. At 

the time of this study MEBO has been seeking to better define a role for itself in the broader 

partnerships environment of Nova Scotia and Atlantic Canada. The questions surrounding 

MEBO’s past, present, and future role(s), is such that many of MEBO’s current stakeholders 

have a need to better understand what MEBO does, the partners MEBO works with, and the 

benefits this work creates.  

Our outreach efforts found that a broad cross-section of stakeholders were receptive to sharing 

their perspectives on MEBO, and to learning from our research. Our objective in designing the 

research has also been to ensure that the study presents a balanced and fair account of the 

diversity of stakeholder perspectives, in the context of what can reasonably be said about the 

outcomes of MEBO’s work. Our action research approach is therefore intended to help 

stakeholders come to a deeper understanding of the Economic Benefits Office role that MEBO 

has played up to this point, and to think about what role(s) MEBO and its collaborators could 

play in the future. 

In terms of undertaking the study, The Conference Board of Canada was primarily tasked with 

leading and supporting the research process. Our staff worked independently and jointly with 

MEBO staff over the study’s three distinct action research phases. The entire project spanned a 

period of just under six months, and was somewhat compressed, by AAEDIRP standards, due 

to delays in the external funding process that APC depends on to commission AAEDIRP 

research.  

MEBO’s participation in this project was vital. As a beneficiary of federal, provincial, and private 

sector funding, MEBO has rigorous reporting requirements that it must fulfill. The organization is 

also accountable to a variety of stakeholders, collaborators, and partners – both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal. This action research project built on these existing forms of accountability. The 

research team, led by The Conference Board of Canada, has also made a point of reaching out 

to a diverse cross-section of relevant research participants, including stakeholders and 

observers who may be critical of MEBO’s approach and track record.   
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MEBO’s role in the research project consisted of the following main activities. In phase 1 of the 

research, MEBO managers provided The Conference Board of Canada staff with contact 

information for key stakeholders, collaborators, and partners, as well as relevant reports, 

documents, and other kinds of secondary sources. Throughout the study MEBO managers also 

provided their time, to share their perspectives on the projects MEBO has undertaken and on 

the various role(s) MEBO has played. In the third and final phase of the research project MEBO 

managers also took the lead in organizing a workshop to share research findings and to discuss 

strategic implications with key stakeholders and invited guests.  

MEBO’s frontline staff members, who work directly with First Nation community members in 

arranging labour market development opportunities, were responsible for leading the community 

outreach component of this research project. These staff members all belong to First Nations in 

the region of study, and have cultivated extensive relationships with the communities MEBO 

serves. Their role in the research project primarily involved the administration of a research 

instrument, in phase 2 of the study, to create a 2015 client profile and engage client 

perspectives on MEBO training opportunities and related outcomes, including perspectives on 

MEBO’s effectiveness and on the benefits of partnerships and related critical success factors.  

Phase 1: Key Informant Interviews and Context Setting 

In phase 1 of the study, The Conference Board of Canada’s Adam Fiser (Senior Research 

Associate), undertook a two week field visit to Cape Breton and Halifax, Nova Scotia. Prior to 

conducting this fieldwork, The Conference Board of Canada and MEBO notified the Mi’kmaw 

Ethics Watch about the purpose and duration of this research component. Through AAEDIRP, 

the team also formally notified the Chiefs of the Unama’ki First Nations, to whom MEBO is 

directly accountable, about the research project and of The Conference Board researcher’s visit.  

A purposive snowball sample was constructed in phase 1 to capture a range of perspectives 

and views from management and executive level actors involved in, or affected by, MEBO 

partnerships. Interviews where then conducted according to the following process.  

To help initiate the snowball sample, MEBO managers and staff provided names to The 

Conference Board’s list of prospective research participants, but did not directly participate in 

the actual interviews. Additional names of potential research participants were also requested 

by The Conference Board of Canada researcher at each interview session. Over 30 interviews 

were conducted in phase 1, covering a cross-section of management and executive level 

actors. 

The interview process was semi-structured to let research participants identify critical success 

factors and possible limitations of the project(s) and related partnerships they had knowledge of. 

The Conference Board researcher also engaged participants to discuss the particular role(s) 

MEBO played, and to identify any (perceived) critical success factors and limitations associated 

with the Economic Benefits Office. After some discussion with prospective research participants 

it was decided that only notes would be taken during interview sessions, to ensure that research 

participants felt comfortable sharing their views and speaking candidly. It was also decided that 
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findings from the phase 1 interview process would be generally attributed to organizational 

entities rather than to particular individuals (unless permission was granted to share a particular 

quotation, etc.).  

The following organizations were engaged during the research process: 

Perspectives of First Nations  

 Eskasoni Corporate Division 

 Membertou Corporate Division 

 MEMSKI Projects Inc. 

 Mi’kmaq Rights Initiative (KMKNO) 

 Mi’kmaq Employment Training Secretariat (METS) 

 Potlotek First Nation 

 Ulnooweg Development Group Inc. 

 Wagmatcook First Nation Band Office 

 Waycobah First Nation (Administration) 

o First Alliance Security 

Perspectives of Government Partners 

 Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada 

 Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency/Enterprise Cape Breton Corporation 

 Employment and Social Development Canada 

 Nova Scotia Department of Labour and Advanced Education 

 Nova Scotia Department of Transportation and Infrastructure Renewal 

 Nova Scotia Lands 

 Service Canada 

 Sydney Tar Ponds Agency (former executives) 

 

Perspectives of Corporate Partners (Non-Aboriginal) 

 

 Emera Newfoundland and Labrador (ENL) 

o Abengoa 

o PowerTel 

 Irving Shipbuilding Inc. (ISI) 

o Cherubini Metal Works 

Perspectives of Education and Training Institutions 

 Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) 

 Cape Breton University (Purdy Crawford Chair) 

 



26 
 

In addition, The Conference Board researcher spent a full week with MEBO managers and staff, 

to observe their work processes and to discuss their perspectives on MEBO, and the several 

major projects and partnerships included in our comparative case study research. 

 

As figure 1 below indicates, these various stakeholder perspectives help to establish our 

comparative case study of critical success factors.  

Figure 1: Key perspectives engaged to support comparative case study research 

   

Phase 2: Engagement of First Nation Client Perspectives and Community Level Outcomes 

In phase 2 of the study, MEBO staff developed a socio-economic profile of MEBO’s First Nation 

clients. These are First Nation individuals that MEBO currently supports or has supported under 

the ESDC Skills and Partnership Fund (SPF), a program associated with MEBO’s work with 

First Nation communities and three of the major projects examined in this study (NSPS, 

Maritime Link, and Provincial highway renewal).  

The Conference Board staff designed a web-based survey instrument in collaboration with 

MEBO managers and staff. The instrument was designed according to the protocols of client 

confidentiality that protect MEBO’s clients under the ESDC SPF program.  

The instrument served two purposes. First it allowed MEBO staff to enter data they had 

previously collected from First Nation clients, such as: 

 Information about client backgrounds including: 

o Gender, age, and Aboriginal identity; 
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o Education and employment; 

 Information about the client’s job search experience including: 

o Barriers and obstacles to finding employment; 

o How the client learned about MEBO; 

o The kinds of MEBO training programs attended; 

o Employment outcomes; 

Secondly, the instrument allowed MEBO staff to engage current clients around deeper 

questions regarding their MEBO training experience and perception of related critical success 

factors. For this second purpose the instrument primed MEBO’s First Nation clients to discuss:  

 Reasons for participating in the MEBO sponsored training; 

 Critical success factors associated with their training experience; 

 Skills acquired and needs addressed from their training experience; 

 Connections with potential employers; 

 Recommendations for improving MEBO’s services. 

 

MEBO staff input data and engaged First Nation clients for approximately two months over 

January and February 2016. The research role MEBO’s First Nation staff members played in 

engaging their First Nation clients was critical. MEBO staff used a variety of means to contact 

MEBO’s client base, and from experience, have noted that clients are best reached via email 

and social media such as Facebook. Staff members note that many of MEBO’s clients rely on 

“pay as you go” phones, and that contact numbers frequently change. A total of 190 client 

profiles were created, which reflects the sum total of MEBO clients entering the SPF program in 

2015 (minus five records that were incomplete).  A random sample of 68 clients from MEBO’s 

2015 employment training and related capacity building projects then responded to the deeper 

set of questions around critical success factors. While we would have liked to have engaged the 

entire 2015-2016 population of MEBO’s clients around these deeper questions, there was not 

sufficient time or resources available to undertake further outreach to increase the set of 

responses. The instrument however, can be reused by MEBO staff at a later date, should they 

choose to follow up with members on the findings of this research, and so forth.  

 

The Critical Success Factors Method 

This study uses a critical success factors method to analyze its research findings, as was 

requested by AAEDIRP in its scope of work for the research project. The Critical Success 

Factors (CSF) method first appeared in a 1979 Harvard Business Review article by John 

Rockart entitled “Chief Executives Define Their Own Data Needs”. Rockart and team members 

at the MIT Sloan School of Business originally developed the method to help managers think 

strategically about information systems design. Since then, the use of CSFs has expanded to a 



28 
 

range of strategic planning applications in various government, not-for-profit/NGO, and 

corporate sectors57. 

Critical success factors are those few things or activities that must go well to ensure success for 

a manager or an organization, and therefore, they represent those managerial or enterprise 

areas that must be given special and continual attention to bring about the effective 

accomplishment of strategic goals and objectives. 

CSF related methods are typically intended to draw managers’ attention to higher level strategic 

concerns.  As such, their use is most appropriate for decision-makers who handle executive and 

line functions in public and private sector organizations. CSFs help to pinpoint key areas and 

activities that require management attention, and they help to inform recommendations for 

changing policy, systems, and organizational practice.  

What is or is not a CSF for a particular manager, staff, or client of an organization is at times a 

subjective judgment arrived at only after some thought. Interviews and survey instruments are 

therefore particularly appropriate in helping different actors recognize and investigate an 

organization’s CSFs. However, the fact that identifying CSFs is anchored in a subjective 

process introduces potential biases and limited points-of-view into the research process. This 

calls for a need to compare and contrast multiple relevant perspectives on the areas different 

actors perceive as critical success factors for an organization; and to compare and contrast 

different lines of evidence associated with these perspectives. Such an approach is called 

triangulation in the qualitative and mixed methods research literature58. Our study design seeks 

to provide this kind of a balanced, triangulated account of views on MEBO’s related CSFs – as 

perceived by its managers, staff, First Nation clients, stakeholders and project partners.  

Definition and sources of critical success factors relevant to the study 

Various interpretations of Rockart’s original critical success factors method have found different 

ways to organize CSFs. Our interpretation retains the hierarchical orientation introduced by 

Rockart, to show how CSFs can be nested in one another59 and to emphasise that CSFs can be 

associated with, and shared by, different kinds of actors, both in and outside of the organization 

or industry one is analyzing. In MEBO’s case, there are CSFs associated with the organization’s 

operating environment, which comprises the region(s) and industries in which the Economic 

Benefits Office operates, as well as in the communities where MEBO interacts with First Nation 

clients, local businesses, and other service organizations. Then there are CSFs anchored within 

MEBO’s organization, at the levels of management activities, and staff activities.  Each level of 

the organization encounters different kinds of CSFs in its work to advance MEBO’s strategic 

goals and objectives. In taking this approach we will also confirm in our analysis that MEBO can 

look very different from one perspective to another, whether one’s focus of attention is on CSFs 

anchored outside of the organization (in client experiences, in government(s), industries, legal 

                                                
57 Bryson and Bromiley, "Critical Factors Affecting the Planning and Implementation of Major Projects". 
58 Olsen, "Triangulation in Social Research: Qualitative and Quantitative Methods Can Really Be Mixed," 
in Developments in Sociology. 
59 Bullen and Rockart, "A Primer on Critical Success Factors". 
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areas of First Nations rights, etc.), or inside the organization at management or staff levels. This 

relativity of views helps to explain why disagreements can arise over what constitutes a CSF for 

a particular organization, and why there is an ongoing need on the part of organizations to 

clarify their strategic goals and objectives to the various clients, stakeholders and external 

partners they are accountable to.      

CSFs in MEBO’s operating environment  

These critical success factors are anchored in MEBO’s external environment, in the needs and 

capacities of its First Nation clients, in the roles external partners (and funders) play, in the 

political and economic context of major projects, in the frameworks of First Nations treaties and 

rights, and in the political and economic context of First Nations development. None of these 

kinds of CSFs are under the direct control of MEBO’s managers and staff, yet they can be 

fundamental to MEBO’s potential success as an Economic Benefits Office, and must be given 

careful attention.  

CSFs at MEBO’s management level 

These are critical success factors that are anchored within MEBO’s organization, at the 

management level. They correspond to the activities of MEBO’s managers, and involve 

functions such as communications and stakeholder engagement, as well as project 

management and accountability. Our focus at this level is on understanding the activities 

MEBO’s managers undertake to secure and maintain various kinds of partnerships with First 

Nations, local businesses, governments, and industry partners. This level also includes MEBO’s 

strategic role as an intermediary between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal interests on major 

projects. 

CSFs at MEBO’s staff level 

These are critical success factors that are anchored within MEBO’s organization, at the staff 

level. They are associated with the activities that staff members undertake to organize and 

deliver employment training and related capacity building programs. Our focus at this level is on 

understanding the activities MEBO staff undertakes to support First Nations capacity building, 

and how the work of management and staff correspond to help MEBO advance its strategic 

goals and objectives for Aboriginal engagement and labour market development. 

 

Analysis of MEBO’s Involvement in Government 

and Industry Partnerships 

Who are MEBO’s clients? 
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MEBO began as the Unama’ki Economic Benefits Office, an initiative of the Unama’ki First 

Nations of Cape Breton to support their employment and business development interests under 

major project partnerships, beginning with the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup in 

2007. In this historical context, one may be tempted to assume that MEBO’s client base is 

concentrated in Cape Breton Island, from among members of the five Unama’ki First Nations. 

However, as the organization’s 2013 name change to Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office 

suggests, MEBO’s client outreach broadened as it evolved to support First Nations on the 

mainland and target partnership opportunities beyond Cape Breton. 

Throughout this evolution, MEBO’s core funding base has been with Employment and Social 

Development Canada60 (ESDC), beginning with the Aboriginal Skills and Employment 

Partnership (ASEP) program from 2008 to 2012 (with an initial $3.5 million in contributions from 

ESDC)61. Since 2013 MEBO has supported First Nation clients under ESDC/Service Canada’s 

Skills and Partnership Fund (SPF), which followed and replaced ASEP. This funding, over two 

years, was for $6 million under the condition that MEBO expand its services to all Nova Scotia 

First Nations. In 2015 and 2016, MEBO has received two SPF program extensions from Service 

Canada, valued at $900 thousand and $450 thousand each. Other key funders of this work 

include the federal Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA) and the Province of Nova 

Scotia’s Department of Labour and Advanced Education. 

In this section we examine the labour supply characteristics, needs, and capacities of MEBO’s 

clients, and investigate the types of businesses and industries that employ MEBO’s First Nation 

clients. We then investigate some of the First Nations community level outcomes of MEBO’s 

work and the related critical success factors perceived by MEBO’s First Nation clients.    

The client and business profiles we develop in this section reflect MEBO’s program activities 

under the Skills and Partnership Fund (SPF) from January 2013 to March 2016. This is the 

period covered by MEBO’s transition beyond the Unama’ki Economic Benefits Office, after 

successfully completing its involvement in the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup. 

Subsections of this analysis incorporate findings from the outreach and survey work that MEBO 

staff undertook for this research project with a subset of First Nation clients from MEBO’s 2015 

SPF program year.   

MEBO’s engagement with Nova Scotia First Nations 

To start, let us examine the extent of MEBO’s engagement with Nova Scotia First Nations 

beyond Unama’ki. Between January 1, 2013, and February 3, 2016, MEBO trained 844 clients, 

753 of whom had complete enough records to be included in the following summaries. Of the 

753 clients, 64 per cent belonged to Unama’ki First Nations, while 46 per cent belonged to 

mainland First Nations or lived off-reserve. The majority of these clients live on reserve. (See 

Table 1.)  

                                                
60 The department was formerly known as Human Resources and Skills Development Canada 
61 Evaluation Directorate - Strategic Policy and Research Branch, "Summative Evaluation of the 
Aboriginal Skills and Employment Partnership Program". 
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Table 1: First Nation clients by home community, MEBO SPF client profile (January 2013 
to February 2016) 

Home 
Community 

N. 
clients 

Per 
cent 

Cumulative 
percentage 

Unama’ki: 
   

 Eskasoni 
237 31% 31% 

 Membertou 
72 10% 41% 

 Potlotek 
57 8% 49% 

 Wagmatcook 
44 6% 54% 

 Waycobah 
72 10% 64% 

Acadia 26 3% 67% 

Bear River 2 <1% 68% 

Glooscap First Nation 2 <1% 68% 

Indian Brook 123 16% 84% 

Millbrook 28 4% 88% 

Paq'tnkek 37 5% 93% 

Pictou Landing 30 4% 97% 

Off-reserve: 
   

 Native Council of Nova 
Scotia 

15 2% 99% 

 Mi'kmaq Native 
Friendship Centre 

8 1% 100% 

Total N. 753 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 

To explore how representative this profile of MEBO’s SPF clients may be of the Nova Scotia 

First Nations’ labour force, we can look to benchmark data from the 2011 National Household 

Survey (NHS)62; in particular, the number of First Nations individuals on-reserve who reported 

being unemployed in the NHS. From this perspective, offered in Tables 2 and 3, it would appear 

that Unama’ki First Nations may be somewhat underrepresented in our MEBO SPF client 

profile. 

Table 2: Unemployed First Nations individuals, excluding off-reserve; Nova Scotia (2011 
National Household Survey) 

First 
Nation 

N. 
Unemployed 

Per 
cent 

Cumulative 
Percentage 

                                                
62 Statistics Canada, "National Household Survey Profile". 
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Eskasoni 360 40.9% 40.9% 

Indian Brook 120 13.6% 54.5% 

Membertou 110 12.5% 67.0% 

Waycobah 80 9.1% 76.1% 

Potlotek 60 6.8% 83.0% 

Millbrook 55 6.3% 89.2% 

Paq'tnkek 25 2.8% 92.0% 

Pictou Landing 25 2.8% 94.9% 

Wagmatcook 15 1.7% 96.6% 

Acadia 10 1.1% 97.7% 

Bear River 10 1.1% 98.9% 

Annapolis 
Valley 

10 1.1% 100% 

Glooscap First 
Nation 

N/A N/A N/A 

Total N. 880 

Sources: Statistics Canada, custom dataset; The Conference Board of Canada. 

Through the lens of the 2011 NHS data in Table 2, Unama’ki First Nations members comprised 

71 per cent of unemployed individuals living in Nova Scotia’s 13 First Nations, while they made 

up 64 per cent of the MEBO SPF client profile (from January 2013 to February 2016). Looking 

closer, we also see that of the five Unama’ki First Nations, the three smaller rural communities 

of Waycobah, Potlotek, and Wagmatcook have greater representation in the MEBO SPF client 

profile than in the NHS profile of Table 2. (See Table 3.) On this point, MEBO managers and 

staff note that they strive to ensure that clients in rural communities such as these are not 

crowded out by the labour needs of larger communities like Eskasoni or Membertou.  

Other differences are also apparent. In terms of mainland representation, Annapolis Valley does 

not appear to be represented in the MEBO SPF client profile63. The 2011 NHS however, did not 

capture any unemployed individuals from Glooscap First Nation. Yet, despite such differences, 

the rank order of MEBO’s First Nation clients under SPF is fairly similar to the rank order of 

unemployed persons on-reserve by the First Nation in which they reside, with the additional 

exception of Wagmatcook and Millbrook. (See Table 3.)     

Table 3: Rank order of the MEBO SPF client profile and 2011 National Household Survey 
data (unemployed First Nations on-reserve; Nova Scotia) 

MEBO SPF 
Client Profile 
(First Nations 
on-reserve) 

Percentage 
of total 

2011 NHS 
Unemployed 
(First Nations 
on-reserve) 

Percentage 
of total 

Eskasoni 32.5% Eskasoni 40.9% 

                                                
63 In 2016 MEBO is presently developing partnership opportunities with Annapolis Valley First Nation. 
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Indian Brook 16.8% Indian Brook 13.6% 

Membertou 9.9% Membertou 12.5% 

Waycobah 9.9% Waycobah 9.1% 

Potlotek 7.8% Potlotek 6.8% 

Wagmatcook 6.0% Millbrook 6.3% 

Paq'tnkek 5.1% Paq'tnkek 2.8% 

Pictou Landing 4.1% Pictou Landing 2.8% 

Millbrook 3.8% Wagmatcook 1.7% 

Acadia 3.6% Acadia 1.1% 

Bear River 0.3% Bear River 1.1% 

Glooscap First 
Nation 

0.3% Annapolis Valley 1.1% 

Annapolis 
Valley 

N/A Glooscap First 
Nation 

N/A 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; Statistics Canada, custom dataset; The 

Conference Board of Canada. 

From this perspective it appears that MEBO has been effective in targeting communities with 

the greatest need for labour market development, while also taking into consideration the 

special circumstances and needs of smaller, more remote First Nations. 

Socio-economic profile of MEBO’s SPF clients (2015 program year) 

As part of this research project MEBO staff created a deeper profile of its 2015 SPF clients, 

which consists of a total population of 190 individuals (plus five incomplete records, which have 

been omitted from the study). This socio-economic profile provides insights into the 

demographic and labour supply characteristics of the individuals that MEBO has helped support 

over the past program year. 

In terms of their gender distribution, the majority of MEBO’s 2015 clients in the profile were 

male, and this pattern persists whether we look at clients who were employed, unemployed, or 

not in the labour force by the end of the program year. (See Table 4.) 

Table 4: Gender distribution of MEBO's 2015 client profile 

 Employed Unemployed Not in the labour 
force 

Female 27.1% 36.8% 27.8% 

Male 72.9% 63.2% 72.2% 

Total N. 85 87 18 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 
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Table 4 presents a noticeable gender imbalance compared to data from the general First 

Nations population reflected in the 2011 National Household Survey (NHS). For the on-reserve 

First Nation population that was in the Nova Scotia labour force, the 2011 NHS distribution of 

male and female labour (employed or unemployed) was 51 per cent and 49 per cent 

respectively. While further relevant details from the on-reserve population were not available, 

among all working age First Nation individuals in the 2011 NHS, the gender balance was as 

follows:  

 Employed: 45 per cent male/55 per cent female; 

 Unemployed: 55 per cent male/45 per cent female; and  

 Not in the labour force: 46 per cent male/54 per cent female.   

The 2015 client profile is quite distinct from this general pattern in the NHS data. However, 

when we examine the industries that have employed MEBO’s First Nation clients since 2013, 

we find that similar gender imbalances also appear in the NHS data specific to top industries 

such as construction. (See Table 5.) 

Table 5: Industry specific gender imbalances in the 2011 National Household Survey 
profile of employed First Nations (on and off reserve; Nova Scotia); data sorted by top 10 
industries hiring MEBO clients since 2013 

Top 10 Industries by Employment Percentage 
of MEBO 
clients 
employed 
since 2013 

2011 NHS First Nations 
labour (employed) 

  Male Female 

91 Public Administration 30% 48% 52% 

23 Construction 29% 89% 11% 

56 Administrative and Support, Waste 
Management and Remediation Services 

13% 52% 48% 

11 Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 7% 84% 17% 

31-33 Manufacturing 6% 68% 31% 

44-45 Retail Trade 4% 39% 61% 

72 Accommodation and Food Services 4% 35% 65% 

51 Information and Cultural Industries 3% 19% 81% 

21 Mining and Oil and Gas Extraction 2% 100%  

62 Health Care and Social Assistance 1% 12% 88% 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; Statistics Canada, custom dataset; The 

Conference Board of Canada. 

 

The age distributions in MEBO’s 2015 client profile, for individuals who were employed, 

unemployed, or not in the labour force by the end of the year, are presented in Table 6. As 

might be expected, clients who were not in the labour force tended to be younger than their 
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employed or unemployed counterparts. 87 per cent of this group was under the age of 40. 

Clients who were employed tended to be concentrated in the 25 to 39 year age range (at 57 per 

cent); while those who were unemployed, tended to be older, with 32 per cent in the age range 

of 40 to 49 years. Compared to the working age population of First Nations individuals in the 

2011 NHS, MEBO’s clients are more concentrated in the 25 to 39 year age group. The NHS 

data we have available do not follow the same breakdown of cohorts used in the 2015 MEBO 

profile, (see Table 6); however for ages 25 to 44, the NHS reports the following: 

 Employed: 48 per cent are aged 25 to 44; 

 Unemployed: 38 per cent are aged 25 to 44; 

 Not in the labour force: 22 per cent are aged 25 to 44. 

Given their age, it appears that many of MEBO’s clients have prior work experience, and may 

also have considerable responsibilities in terms of family, and so forth, to keep them motivated 

to seek gainful employment.    

Table 6: Age grouping by client labour force status within a year or less of completing a 
2015 MEBO training program 

 Employed Unemployed Not in the labour 
force 

18 to 24 21% 19% 40% 

25 to 39 57% 47% 47% 

40 to 59 19% 32% 13% 

60 and over 3% 2%  

Total N. 85 87 18 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 

 

In terms of education, Tables 7 and 8 provide relevant breakdowns for the 2015 client profile by 

labour force status. Clients who were employed or unemployed within a year (or less) of their 

MEBO training program show similar patterns of educational attainment, with a similar 

concentration on attaining high school diplomas and/or post-secondary qualifications from a 

trade, technical or vocational school, or business college. The employed however, show a 

comparatively higher degree of achievement, particularly in terms of high school attainment 

(See Table 7.)  

Table 7: Highest Level of Education of MEBO clients who were unemployed or employed 
in 2015 

  Unemployed Employed 

Highest Level of 
Education 

Per 
Cent 

Cumulative 
Percentage 

Per  
cent 

Cumulative 
Percentage 
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No formal education 2.3% 2.3%   

Elementary school 5.7% 8% 3.5% 3.5% 

Some high school 26.4% 34.5% 20% 23.5% 

High school diploma 31% 65.5% 41.2% 64.7% 

Some trade, technical or 
vocational school, or 

business college 
4.6% 70.1% 8.2% 72.9% 

Diploma from a trade, 
technical or vocational 

school or business college 
23% 93.1% 24.7% 97.6% 

Some university 3.4% 96.6% 1.2% 98.8% 

University degree 3.4% 100% 1.2% 100% 

Total N. 87 85 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 

 

The smaller group of individuals not in the labour force is conspicuously lacking in college level 

certification, with over 72 per cent having less than a high school diploma. (See Table 8.)  

Table 8: Highest Level of Education of MEBO clients who were not in the labour force in 
2015 

Highest Level of 
Education 

Per  
Cent 

Cumulative 
Percentage 

No formal education 
  

Elementary school 11.1% 11.1% 

Some high school 61.1% 72.2% 

High school diploma 16.7% 88.9% 

Some trade, technical or 
vocational school, or 
business college 

  

Diploma from a trade, 
technical or vocational 
school or business 
college 

  

Some university 5.6% 94.4% 

University degree 5.6% 100% 

Total N. 18 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 
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Compared to data from the 2011 NHS profile of First Nations individuals (on or off-reserve), the 

2015 cohort of MEBO clients appears to more closely resemble the NHS’ off-reserve population. 

(Compare Tables 7 and 9.)  For example, 76.5 per cent of employed individuals in MEBO’s 

2015 client profile have at least a high school diploma or equivalent, compared to 77 per cent of 

employed individuals in the 2011 NHS profile of First Nations individuals living on reserve. By 

contrast, 84 per cent of employed First Nations individuals living off-reserve have at least a high 

school diploma or equivalent in the 2011 NHS profile. (See Table 9.)     

Table 9: Highest level of education among First Nations individuals employed in 
2010/2011, 15 years and older (on or off-reserve; Nova Scotia), 2011 National Household 
Survey (NHS) 

Highest certificate, diploma or 
degree 

On-reserve 
(per cent) 

Off-reserve 
(per cent) 

No certificate, diploma or 
degree 

24% 16% 

High school diploma or 
equivalent 

23% 29% 

      Non-university certificate or 
diploma  

35% 37% 

University certificate or diploma 
below bachelor level 

5% 5% 

University certificate, diploma or 
degree at bachelor level or 

above 
14% 13% 

Total 3285 6990 

Sources: Statistics Canada, custom dataset; The Conference Board of Canada. 

MEBO’s 2015 client profile consists primarily of First Nations individuals who live on reserve and 

their level of education attainment appears to reflect the general profile captured by the National 

Household Survey in 2011.  

Needs of MEBO’s 2015 SPF clients and barriers to labour market participation 

In terms of their employment training needs, the majority of MEBO’s 2015 SPF clients 

participated in trades-related training (60 per cent) – which reflects their orientation towards 

non-university based certificates or diplomas (as shown above). 30 per cent of MEBO’s clients 

chose training related to essential skills and general pre-employment training, which may also 

reflect the high concentration of unemployed clients with less than a post-secondary certificate, 

diploma, or degree. The remaining 10 per cent of MEBO’s clients chose programs specific to 

business administration or human resource management, an indication that a smaller subset of 

the 2015 client pool chose to pursue opportunities outside the trades.   

One of MEBO’s primary objectives under the Skills and Partnership Fund is to help its First 

Nation clients overcome barriers that stand in their way to finding employment. The 2015 client 

profile indicates that 42 per cent of barriers were occupational, and related to issues like work 
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experience, job search, and employability skills. 21 per cent of client barriers were then linked to 

education. The remaining barriers reflect broader socio-economic challenges. 12 per cent of 

barriers were linked to infrastructure, and particularly to transportation which is an issue of 

concern for many unemployed individuals who live in rural communities and on reserve. Over 9 

per cent of barriers related to health and wellness issues, 6 per cent of barriers related to family 

issues, and about 11 per cent of barriers related to other issues such as language, age, having 

a criminal record, and so forth. (See Table 10.) The lower proportion of barriers related to family 

and childcare issues appears to be related to the gender imbalance noted earlier. Although, the 

majority of MEBO’s 2015 clients are in the 25 to 39 year age range, when family life and 

childcare can be typical concerns, the fact that the majority of these clients are also male 

probably has an impact on the limited prioritization of barriers.  

Table 10: Top 17 barriers faced by MEBO’s 2015 First Nation clients (N. = 190), multiple 
responses combined 

Barrier Specific Issue Total 
responses 

Percent 
of Total 

Occupational Need work experience 72 18% 

Education Need a high school diploma 54 14% 

Occupational Lack of employability skills (e.g., time 
management, interpersonal skills, communication 
skills, etc.) 

49 13% 

Occupational Lack of job search skills (e.g., didn't know where to 
look for a job, how to create a resume, etc.) 

44 11% 

Infrastructure Transportation issues (e.g., driver's license, access 
to transport, etc.) 

43 11% 

Health and 
Wellness 

Alcohol and/or recreational drug use 30 8% 

Education Need a post-secondary certificate, diploma, or 
degree 

28 7% 

Family Disadvantaged background 17 4% 

Other Language barriers 15 4% 

Other Criminal record 14 4% 

Other Age  7 2% 

Infrastructure Housing issues or homelessness 4 1% 

Family Single parent 4 1% 

Family Childcare/daycare 3 1% 

Other Employer biases 3 1% 

Health and 
Wellness 

Mental health issues 3 1% 

Health and 
Wellness 

Physical disability 1 <1% 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 
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Given that many of these barriers are interconnected, MEBO managers and staff try to 

collaborate with other social services and programs that may be involved in a client’s 

employment training experience and longer-term career trajectory. This collaboration is 

especially important in the communities where MEBO’s First Nation clients live.  

MEBO for example, has developed a working partnership with the Mi’kmaq Employment 

Training Secretariat (METS), which represents Native Employment Officers (NEOs) from across 

Nova Scotia who administer ESDC’s Aboriginal Skills and Employment Training Strategy 

(ASETS) in each First Nation community, and in some off-reserve locations. Many clients are 

referred to MEBO by their local Native Employment Officer; and such referrals constituted about 

45 per cent of cases in the 2015 MEBO client profile. 

Native Employment Officers (NEOs), and caseworkers, are officially part of MEBO’s training 

committee (a stakeholder group which helps to direct MEBO’s training strategy and objectives). 

They also provide direct input from each of their communities on training needs and prospective 

clients. In important respects the SPF and ASETS programs provide complementary services 

and labour market strategies. With ASETS, METS is primarily focused on pre-employment 

training, whereas with SPF, MEBO is more focused on industry specific training and related 

Aboriginal engagement. MEBO’s community engagement activities are also strengthened by 

having NEOs and community caseworkers from each of the communities directly involved in 

steering its training activities and providing input from their communities.  

There are several challenges and limitations to fostering greater interagency collaboration of 

this sort however.  At a program administration level, there are the strict policies in place to keep 

client data confidential, regardless of the good that could come from having the different support 

systems in a client’s life work closer together in helping the client succeed – particularly when 

employment opportunities may take the client away from his or her home community. At a 

community practice level, there may also be geographic, political, economic, and sometimes 

cultural differences, such as between the Unama’ki and mainland communities, that can disrupt 

and delay opportunities for close collaboration.    

Who hires MEBO’s clients? 

Over the program period from 2008 to 2012, 230 clients of the Unama’ki Economic Benefits 

Office found employment under the ASEP program. Then, after MEBO transitioned to the SPF 

program, 388 of its clients found employment from January 2013 to March 2015. Finally, in the 

most recent SPF program period, from March 2015 to March 2016, an additional 56 clients 

found employment. In terms of clients who were known to be employed as of March 2016, the 

total comes to 228 individuals on record.  

MEBO’s success in matching its First Nation clients with employment opportunities is predicated 

on a variety of factors and circumstances. The most revealing insight that comes from MEBO’s 

available SPF program data is the importance of community level partnerships. While large 
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industry partners have been important sources of employment over the January 2013 to March 

2016 period, MEBO has also demonstrated strong ties to employers in the First Nations public 

sector and small-medium business sectors on reserve. Together, these community level 

employers have been the largest source of employment for MEBO’s clients under SPF.    

In the following analysis we look at a slice of data representing MEBO clients who were 

employed during the program period stretching from March 31, 2015 to March 15, 2016. The 

total in this case includes 230 individuals (228 of whom were known to be still employed at the 

end of the period). The following types of businesses have been predominant employers of 

MEBO’s SPF clients. We call them industry partners (26 per cent of hires), regional businesses 

(9 per cent of hires), First Nations public sector (31 per cent of hires), businesses located in 

First Nation communities (32 per cent of hires), and non-Aboriginal public sector (1 per cent of 

hires).  

For businesses that cluster around key industry sectors, we also provide corresponding codes 

from the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) 2007: 

 Industry Partners 

o Make between $15 million and $50+ million in sales per year and operate as 

multidivisional firms, strategic alliances, etc. Headquarters may be outside of Nova 

Scotia and Canada.  

o Employ between 50 and 230 employees 

o Cluster around key industry sectors: 

 Construction, e.g., 

 NAICS 236 - Construction of buildings 

 NAICS 237 - Heavy and civil engineering construction 

 NAICS 238 - Specialty trade contractors  

 Manufacturing, e.g.,   

 NAICS 332 - Fabricated metal product manufacturing 

 Transportation and Warehousing, e.g.,  

 NAICS 4842 - Specialized freight trucking  

 Telecommunications 

 NAICS 5171 - Wired telecommunications carriers  

15 large industry partners such as Flynn Canada, Cherubini Metal Works Limited, Emera Utility 

Service employed 60 of MEBO’s clients during the 2015-2016 SPF program period.   

  Regional Businesses 

o Are located within Nova Scotia, and primarily operate within the province; 

o Make up to $15 million in sales or less per year; 

o Employ less than 50 employees; 

o Cluster around key industry sectors: 

 Construction 

 NAICS 23814 - Masonry contractors 

 NAICS 23817 – Siding contractors 
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 Security 

 NAICS 561612 – Security guard and patrol services 

11 regional businesses such as First Strike Security, and McLeod Traffic Control employed 21 

of MEBO’s clients during the 2015-2016 SPF program period. 

 First Nations Public Sector 

o Are located on reserve. 

o Administer Band government services as well as community public services. 

o Cluster around key public sector services: 

 Health, Education, Housing, Public Works, Public Administration, Family and 

Children’s Services  

16 First Nations public sector organizations such as Eskasoni Health Centre, Indian Brook 

Health Centre, Membertou Public Works, and Millbrook Band Council, employed 72 of MEBO’s 

clients during the 2015-2016 SPF program period. This group of employers constituted the 

second largest source of employment for MEBO’s clients. 

 Businesses located in First Nations communities 

o Are located on reserve. 

o Make up to $15 million in local sales per year; 

o Employ less than 50 employees locally; 

o May be operated by Aboriginal and/or non-Aboriginal parties, and may include a 

variety of forms including joint ventures with industry partners and regional 

businesses;  

o Cluster around key industry sectors: 

 Construction 

 NAICS 238910 – Site Preparation Contractors 

 Manufacturing 

 NAICS 3329 – Other Fabricated Metal Product Manufacturing 

 Fishing, Hunting, and Trapping 

 NAICS 114113 – Salt Water Fishing 

 Food and Beverage Stores (NAICS 445) 

 Gasoline Stations (NAICS 447) 

 Security 

 NAICS 561612 – Security guard and patrol services 

 

27 businesses operating in and/or by First Nations communities such as First Alliance, Crane 

Cove Seafood, and Millbrook Fisheries employed 75 of MEBO’s clients during the 2015-2016 

SPF program period. This group of employers constituted the largest source of employment for 

MEBO’s clients. 

 Non-Aboriginal public sector 
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Finally a small group of employers is located in the Non-Aboriginal public sector.  This includes 

public sector employers such as the Department of Justice (NAICS 913), the RCMP, and the 

Northumberland Fisheries Museum (NAICS 712).  This group employed 3 of MEBO’s clients 

during the 2015-2016 SPF program period. 

In terms of how these employers of MEBO’s clients mirror the prevailing structure of 

employment for Nova Scotia’s First Nations, we can again turn to data from the 2011 National 

Household Survey (NHS). If we rank the industries that hired First Nations individuals living on 

reserve in 2011, by how many they employed, we find that the top industry sectors correspond 

fairly well to the kinds of employers MEBO connected its clients with at the First Nations 

community level. But there are noticeable differences. (Compare Tables 11 and 12.) 

Public administration is a top employer on-reserve and it is well represented among MEBO’s top 

employers. However, while the NHS data in Table 11 features industries such as health care, 

social assistance, and education, these are not well represented in MEBO’s list of top 

employers. (These industry sectors also tend to have a greater proportion of First Nations 

women than men – as we saw in Table 5 when discussing gender imbalance).   

Table 11: Top 10 industry sectors ranked by percentage of total employed First Nations 
individuals (living on reserve; Nova Scotia), 2011 National Household Survey 

Top 10 Industries by Employment 2011 NHS First Nations 
individuals  (employed and 
living on reserve) 

91 Public administration 35% 
62 Health care and social assistance 12% 
11 Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting 11% 
61 Educational services 11% 
 44-45 Retail trade 9% 
23 Construction 6% 
56 Administrative and support, waste 
management and remediation services 

5% 

71 Arts, entertainment and recreation 4% 
81 Other services (except public administration) 3% 
72 Accommodation and food services 3% 

Total N. 3130 

Sources: Statistics Canada, custom dataset; The Conference Board of Canada. 

Given its espoused mandate under SPF, MEBO is particularly focused on trades-related 

occupations, which increases the profile of industries such as construction, manufacturing, and 

related support services (such as security, traffic control, and so forth). For example, the 

construction industry in Table 11 hired 6 per cent of the total employed First Nations workforce 

(living on reserve) in the 2011 NHS. By contrast, in Table 12, the construction industry 

employed 29 per cent of MEBO’s clients during the period from March 2015 to March 2016. 

From this perspective MEBO is clearly helping to advance First Nations labour in industry 

sectors where they are still underrepresented. 
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Table 12: Top 10 industry sectors ranked by percentage of total MEBO clients employed 
(from March 2015 to March 2016), MEBO SPF client profile 

Top 10 Industries by Employment Percentage of MEBO 
clients employed 

91 Public Administration 30% 

23 Construction 29% 

56 Administrative and Support, Waste Management 
and Remediation Services 

13% 

11 Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 7% 

31-33 Manufacturing 6% 

44-45 Retail Trade 4% 

72 Accommodation and Food Services 4% 

51 Information and Cultural Industries 3% 

21 Mining and Oil and Gas Extraction 2% 

62 Health Care and Social Assistance 1% 

Total N. 230 

Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 

Linkages between employment outcomes and business development 

MEBO’s linkages with business development occur primarily at the First Nations community 

level. Prominent examples of local businesses operating on reserve, and hiring MEBO clients, 

demonstrate the vital capacity building role MEBO has played in helping these local businesses 

start up. These examples include First Nations led businesses and joint ventures in the security 

industry, metal fabrication, and construction.  Two prominent examples are featured in the 

accompanying text boxes, including: First Alliance Security, a security firm started by Waycobah 

First Nation; and MEMSKI Projects Inc. (MEMSKI), a joint venture between Membertou and 

Eskasoni.  
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First Alliance Security - Waycobah 

Waycobah First Nation is a rural Unama’ki community in the vicinity of Port Hawkesbury 

Paper, a paper mill in Point Tupper, Cape Breton. Waycobah’s corporate division had been 

looking for ways to expand the community’s economic base, and identified site security as a 

possible business opportunity, particularly at the paper mill. To develop capacity in this 

direction, Waycobah First Nation then partnered with Maritect Solutions, a respected non-

Aboriginal security firm in the region, to develop their First Nations security business, First 

Alliance Security.  

Waycobah First Nation also approached the Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office (MEBO) to 

collaborate with Maritect in designing a training and certification program for community 

members interested in site security work. The program trained 12 community members to 

become involved in security work under First Alliance Security. MEBO’s funding under SPF 

covered related support and training costs.  

In the background, KMKNO, the Mi’kmaq Rights Initiative, acting on behalf of the Assembly 

of Nova Scotia Mi’kmaq Chiefs, had also been working to negotiate a benefits agreement 

with Port Hawkesbury Paper. A successful negotiation process resulted in the mill agreeing 

to hold their security contract as a Mi’kmaq set-aside, and several Mi’kmaq companies 

responded to a request for proposals. 

As a result of the complementary actions of KMKNO and MEBO, First Alliance Security had 

an opportunity, and was in a position to make a strong presentation, and won its first contract 

with Port Hawkesbury Paper. 

Presently there are four full time security guards working at Port Hawkesbury Paper, and 

they have been employed since fall of 2013. There are also two part time Mi’kmaq security 

officers and two Mi’kmaq working inside the mill. Six other trained individuals are working in 

various locations throughout the community of Waycobah itself.  

First Alliance Security continues to grow, and has become involved in providing site security 

to projects in several different industrial sectors. The company also partnered with two other 

First Nation communities, Pictou Landing and Paq’tnkek, to have MEBO and Maritect provide 

training for their community members to become employees. This Waycobah business now 

has a total of 27 employees working across eastern Nova Scotia, including Port Hawkesbury 

Paper.  

Source: Mi'kmaw Economic Benefits Office, "Mi’kmaq Working at Port Hawkesbury Paper". 
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In terms of links to major projects, MEBO managers negotiate with large industry partners, such 

as Irving Shipbuilding Inc., or Emera Newfoundland and Labrador to devise strategies for 

recruiting, training, and employing First Nation clients; but the hiring generally occurs with 

smaller industry partners and regional businesses that are subcontractors to the major project 

proponents. 

In the case of multi-year, multi-billion dollar projects, MEBO’s efforts to explore opportunities 

and build relationships often start early, shortly after learning that a project opportunity exists. In 

the early stages, to understand the scope of opportunities, needs, and timelines, MEBO 

managers will meet with the lead industry proponent/prime contractor. During this stage they try 

to understand the lead proponent/prime contractor’s Aboriginal engagement policies and 

diversity requirements. As the relationship matures, MEBO managers then try to encourage the 

proponent to establish or strengthen contracting clauses that will specifically address Aboriginal 

employment and labour market development. In subsequent stages, MEBO managers then 

work with companies that may plan to bid on subcontracts, under the prime contractor, to help 

them effectively address provisions for Aboriginal engagement. Where good working 

relationships are in place, the lead industry proponent/prime contractor may even refer bidders 

to MEBO directly for advice and support on Aboriginal engagement. 

Under these circumstances MEBO can also provide additional support through mechanisms 

such as wage subsidies to further incentivize subcontractors into hiring MEBO’s First Nation 

MEMSKI Projects Inc.-Metal fabrication 

 

In 2013, Chief Terrance Paul of Membertou and Chief Leroy Denny of Eskasoni signed a 

joint venture agreement with East Coast Metal Fabrication to create meaningful training and 

employment for their community members. 

The joint venture agreement led to a customized apprenticeship program in metal fabrication 

through the Nova Scotia Community College. Under the program, eight students from 

Membertou and Eskasoni gained employment with the East Coast Metal Fabrication Shop in 

Sydport, Sydney NS. The partnership also creates opportunities for Membertou and 

Eskasoni to source local skilled labour for their important capital projects. Mi’kmaq welders 

trained under the joint venture, for example, have been employed to work on the new 

Membertou Sports Complex. 

Recognizing the importance of such initiatives, the Mi'kmaw Economic Benefits Office 

(MEBO) has provided $160,000 in funding for training and related support for this joint 

venture, in partnership with MEMSKI Projects Inc.  

Source:Mi'kmaq Maliseet Nations News, "Memski Projects Inc. and East Coast Metal 

Fabrications Sign Joint Venture". MEBO  
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clients. Examples of this approach have occurred under both Irving Shipbuilding Inc., and 

Emera Newfoundland and Labrador, as follows: 

Irving Shipbuilding: 

 Flynn Canada 

 Walters Inc. 

 Cherubini  

EMERA Newfoundland-Labrador- Maritime Link: 

 PowerTel 

 Emera Utility Services 

 Abengoa 

MEBO supported training programs and wage subsidies can also be useful in helping local 

businesses operating on-reserve to develop their capacity. Examples of training programs to 

support local businesses include MEBO’s support of:  

 Waycobah’s First Alliance Security contract with Port Hawkesbury Paper;  

 Denko Mi’kmaq Enterprises, with which MEBO also entered into wage subsidy 

agreements, that resulted in work for 18 individuals; 

 MEMSKI Projects Inc.’s joint venture with East Coast Metal Fabricators. 

Critical Success Factors perceived by MEBO’s clients 

As part of this research project MEBO staff engaged with 68 individuals from its 2015 client 

profile to learn more about the outcomes of their training experience and perceived critical 

success factors. This sample of the 2015 client profile includes a greater proportion of 

unemployed individuals than in the larger client profile. (See Table 13.) 

Table 13: Labour force characteristics of respondents versus 2015 MEBO client profile 

Labour force 
characteristics 

Sample 
(per 
cent) 

2015 
client 
profile 
(per 
cent) 

Employed 38.5% 44.6% 

Unemployed 55.4% 46.2% 

Not in the 
labour force 

6.2% 9.1% 

Total 68 190 
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Sources: Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office; The Conference Board of Canada. 

 

Simply getting to and from the MEBO training site was a concern for over a quarter of the 

respondents (27 per cent). 21 respondents cited transportation as a major challenge for 

participating in their MEBO supported training course and related employment opportunities 

(evenly split between those who were employed or unemployed). The majority of respondents 

however, were satisfied with the practical nature of the employment training course(s) they 

participated in. Only 11 out of 68 expressed dissatisfaction with that aspect (7 of whom were 

unemployed); while 48 per cent agreed that this was a feature they liked best. Furthermore, 22 

respondents also agreed that the course experience was neither too long nor too short, and that 

the course instructors and MEBO staff were helpful to them. If anything, several clients wanted 

a longer exposure to the trade specific topics they had been learning and wanted more contact 

time with relevant trainer/mentors (11).   

32 out of the 68 respondents had participated on a MEBO training course that was linked to a 

direct employment opportunity. Of this group only 9 respondents indicated that they were 

working for the linked employer in 2016. (8 out of the 9 respondents are employed with a local 

business or First Nation firm, while one is with a large industry partner under a major project).  

Of the 23 who were not working under their particular opportunity, nine indicated that the 

employment was short-term and had finished up. An additional eight respondents indicated that 

they had not been hired. Other, single reasons given included, going back to school, pregnancy, 

medical leave, a failed drug test, and conflicts with a union.  

Fifteen of the 32 respondents linked to direct employment opportunities indicated that their 

training experiences involved subcontractors under major projects, while the other 17 indicated 

that their training experience involved opportunities with local businesses and First Nation public 

sector organizations. Among the 15 who had been involved in a major project, all but one 

expressed concern about project uncertainties and the temporariness of their employment 

position. (13 were on layoff and waiting for assignment or searching for other work at the time).           

In summary, the most important critical success factors perceived by the sample of MEBO’s 

First Nation clients where the following: 

 Capacity building that is tailored around client labour market barriers, e.g., such as 

relevant work experience, certification, and transportation issues; 

 

 Practical hands-on employment training, under experienced instructors and mentors, 

that has direct links to employers and job opportunities; 

 

 Client care and ongoing support by MEBO staff that is directly linked to employment and 

social support initiatives in the client’s home community (involving Native Employment 

Officers, and other community-based support workers); 
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 Services to help clients plan for uncertainties linked to employment opportunities, 

particularly those associated with major projects and the possibility of having to relocate 

for work, deal with downtimes and layoffs, and so forth.   

The majority of respondents felt they had received practical hands-on training linked to 

employment and appropriate care from MEBO staff, instructors, and community support 

workers. However clients also asked for more support to overcome specific barriers such as 

transportation, and to better plan for uncertainties related to employment on major projects. 

Comparative Case Study of MEBO’s involvement in 
Major Project Partnerships 

MEBO’s approach to Aboriginal engagement and its strategic role in major project partnerships 

are the focus of this second and complementary section of analysis. How MEBO helps First 

Nations labour participate in major project partnerships is also closely examined. Our case 

study analysis captures lessons learned and critical success factors from four major projects 

that shaped MEBO’s career as an Economic Benefits Office. In chronological order, we 

investigate its involvement in the $400-million Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup 

project (2007-2013), the project from which MEBO originated and developed its core operating 

principles supporting Cape Breton’s five Unama’ki First Nations64. We then examine cases from 

MEBO’s involvement in ongoing efforts on the part of Unama’ki First Nations, the broader 

Mi’kmaq assembly, and Atlantic First Nations, to participate in:  

 The $39-billion National Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy (NSPS) – most notably in 

partnership with Irving Shipbuilding Inc., subcontractors, and unions in Halifax; 

  

 The $1.6-billion Maritime Link project65 – mostly notably in Cape Breton, with Emera 

Newfoundland and Labrador and a variety of partners including sub-contractors and 

unions; and 

 

 Provincial public infrastructure projects – most notably with the Nova Scotia Department 

of Transportation and Infrastructure Renewal and contractors on highway maintenance 

and repair; including portions of the $50-million provincial highway renewal projects 

announced in 201466. In this case we focus on a most recent partnership between 

MEBO, Potlotek First Nation, Nova Construction, and the Department of Transportation 

and Infrastructure Renewal on a smaller $5 million project along Route 4.       

 

                                                
64 For analysis of MEBO’s origins, see also: Tulk, "Collaborative Aboriginal Economic Development: The 
Unama'ki Economic Development Model".  
65 The Canadian Press, "Maritime Link to Bring Electricity to N.S. On Time, Budget: Emera". 
66 Withers, "Nova Scotia Highways to Get $50m in Upgrades from Ottawa". 
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This section begins with a series of four case histories, followed by a comparative analysis of 

lessons learned and critical success factors perceived by MEBO’s key stakeholders and 

collaborators on these major project partnerships. 

Case History 1: Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup 

Setting 

The $400-million Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup (2007-2013), is the major project 

from which MEBO originated, and through which MEBO developed several core operating 

principles as an Economic Benefits Office.  

The sites of this major remediation project are located in an urban area of Sydney, Cape Breton 

– Nova Scotia, where more than 25,000 people live within a four-kilometre radius. The Sydney 

Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens bore the environmental legacy of 100+ years of steel production in 

the area. This industrial activity left more than 1 million tons of contaminated soil, across three 

major sites covering over 274 acres. Thousands of tons of contaminants also entered the local 

watershed, and ultimately made their way to accumulate as sludge in the tidal estuary of 

Sydney Harbour. Ownership and responsibility over the project sites changed hands several 

times and eventually became a federal issue. 

Given its scale The Sydney Tar Ponds became notorious as one of Canada's largest and most 

contaminated sites. In 2002, the Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable 

Development criticized the federal government for its lack of action in remediating the Tar 

Ponds and Coke Ovens sites. In April 2004, the federal government approved support for a 

cleanup project. 

Throughout this period, Unama’ki First Nations showed a particular interest in the Tar Ponds’ 

adverse impacts on Sydney’s natural environment, as well as an economic interest in having a 

part in the sites’ remediation. Membertou First Nation, given its proximity to the sites, took on a 

leadership role in advocating for a First Nations role in the cleanup operations. The actions 

Unama’ki First Nations took around this project eventually led to the creation of the Unama’ki 

Economic Benefits Office, or MEBO as it is now known.  

Labour Market and Business Context 

The estimated cost of the Sydney Tarp Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup project was $397.7M, 

spread over ten years (2004 to 2014). The federal government committed $277.7M and the 

Government of Nova Scotia committed $120M67. The roles and responsibilities of the parties 

became established through a 2004 Memorandum of Agreement. Under it, Nova Scotia became 

the lead party for overall management and implementation of the project. Its role was enacted 

                                                
67 The Agreement stipulated that there would be no cost overruns and, if they did occur, the Province was 
responsible for them. Office of Audit and Evaluation, "Final Evaluation of the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke 
Ovens Remediation Project". 
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by the Minister for Transportation and Public Works through the Sydney Tar Ponds Agency 

(STPA). 

The majority of project expenditures and associated benefits related to an eight year 

construction phase for the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens sites, and for the construction, operation 

and decommissioning of an incinerator. These activities were expected to create direct, indirect 

and induced employment and income for the regional municipality, Cape Breton, and Nova 

Scotia.  

The STPA set out to source between 65 and 75 per cent of labour and supplies from within 

Nova Scotia. Its goal for recruitment was to first seek out local labour from around Sydney and 

Cape Breton, where qualified individuals were available. Other priorities included increasing 

capacity in nearby Aboriginal communities (e.g., Unama’ki First Nations), and providing 

opportunities for African Nova Scotians and women in non-traditional trades and technologies.  

As part of its local recruitment strategy the STPA also recommended capacity building 

measures and linkages with local institutions, indicating that in Sydney, Cape Breton University 

and Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) could accommodate increased enrolment as well 

as industry demands to develop specific training to meet needs within a short time span. This 

strategy, particularly, collaboration with NSCC, would prove to be a successful approach used 

by MEBO in numerous subsequent training initiatives. 

Partnership opportunities for First Nations 

The 2004 Memorandum of Agreement between the federal and provincial parties included a 

focus on First Nations participation. Section 3.1 of the MOA stated that68: 

The Parties will continue consultation with the First Nation community to enable 

meaningful participation in economic activity including the development of an Aboriginal 

procurement strategy. 

The STPA’s engagement strategy was later reaffirmed in an October 2005 Protocol Agreement 

with First Nations representatives. The Province tasked STPA to develop a comprehensive 

economic benefits strategy for First Nations similar to those required of offshore oil and gas 

development projects. The Province’s first set-aside project for First Nations was then 

negotiated with Membertou First Nation for the remediation of a cooling pond. 

Ultimately, $19 million in contracts were identified as Aboriginal set-asides, where the lead 

bidder was required to be a First Nations firm. (In order to ensure cost-competitiveness, 

successful bids had to be within 5 per cent of the lowest bid). 

In addition, over $1 million in funding was provided to the Unama’ki Economic Benefits Office, 

which focused on upgrading the skills of First Nations individuals in the Cape Breton region and 

                                                
68 Public Works and Government Services Canada, Sydney Tar Ponds Agency, and Membertou First 
Nation, "Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens Cleanup Project Protocol Agreement". 
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on identifying business opportunities for First Nations firms. (This was in addition to funding the 

UEBO received from ESDC/HRSDC’s ASEP program beginning in 2008)69.  

The Economic Benefits Office engaged with the STPA to understand the scope of the major 

project and how a cleanup strategy might best match the labour force capacity of the Unama’ki 

First Nations. For six years the Economic Benefits Office served as a strategic intermediary 

between the STPA, contractors, and Unama’ki community leaders, First Nation members and 

local businesses to ensure that the parties involved understood each other’s capabilities and 

needs. The Economic Benefits Office also provided guidance, support, and mentorship to local 

First Nation businesses to help them bid on cleanup project contracts. (The issue of bid bonds, 

for example, was particularly challenging for small firms). From this experience MEBO 

developed several core operating principles70: 

 Engage with government and industry proponents to understand their interests and 

needs 

 Engage with local First Nations communities and businesses to understand their 

interests and needs 

 Develop labour market programs that address industry labour market demand and the 

capacity development needs of First Nations 

 Continue engagement and open communications with all relevant parties to ensure that 

goals and objectives are being achieved, that interests are being served, and that 

opportunities for joint problem solving are clearly identified and made use of.  

Measurable Outcomes 

Employment 

A total of 85 persons from First Nations were employed on projects under the Sydney Tar 

Ponds and Coke Oven cleanup, resulting in 140 thousand hours or 70 fulltime equivalents of 

employment71. In total, First Nations accounted for 5.4 per cent of employment on the major 

project as a whole. For the sake of comparison, First Nations represented 2.1 per cent of the 

2006 Nova Scotia census population and 3.6 per cent of the 2006 Cape Breton census 

population.  

Business Development 

First Nation firms ultimately won $71 million in contracts out of a total of approximately $323.5 

million72. (The majority of firms operated out of Membertou or Eskasoni). Most of these 

contracts were also won in competitions not involving set-asides. According to stakeholders 

from Membertou and Eskasoni, as well as MEBO managers and former managers of the STPA, 

the experience these First Nation firms gained on smaller works early in the major project 

                                                
69 For a deeper look at UEBO’s activities and structure at this time see: Tulk, "Collaborative Aboriginal 
Economic Development: The Unama'ki Economic Development Model". 
70 See also analysis in ibid., p. 5. 
71 Office of Audit and Evaluation, "Final Evaluation of the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens 
Remediation Project"., p. 23. 
72 Ibid., p. 25. 
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created opportunities for them to partner with other firms on larger works. The legacy of that 

approach, building on the success of initial wins, carries on today. 

Case History 2: NSPS and Irving Shipbuilding Inc.   

Setting 

On June 3, 2010, the Government of Canada announced Canada's National Shipbuilding 

Procurement Strategy (NSPS). In October 2011, the government announced its selection of 

Irving Shipbuilding Inc. to build combat vessels under the NSPS, as part of a 30 year military 

shipbuilding program worth $26 billion. The work would be largely situated around the Halifax 

shipyard in Nova Scotia, and the first ships on order are the Arctic Offshore Patrol Ships 

(AOPS). A parallel major project for non-combat vessels was also commissioned by NSPS on 

the West Coast, under Seaspan, largely situated around the Vancouver shipyard (on First 

Nations territory). 

Labour Market and Business Context 

Irving Shipbuilding Inc. (ISI) initiated its major project with a $350 million expansion and upgrade 

of the Halifax Shipyard from 2012 to 2015. The contracts associated with this Halifax Shipyard 

Modernization Program created an estimated 3,000 full time equivalent (FTE) positions directly 

from among ISI’s selected suppliers, and indirectly from among those suppliers’ subcontractors 

(over the program period and across Canada)73. 

In July 2012, a preliminary contract was signed to enable ISI to conduct a review of the existing 

AOPS design and specifications, and to create an execution strategy for the AOPS project. In 

November 2012, members of CAW/Marine Workers Federation Local 1 voted 69 per cent in 

favour of ratifying a new six year collective agreement with ISI. The agreement covers 

approximately 1000 workers at Halifax Shipyard, skilled shipbuilders who will play a crucial role 

in the construction of the new combat vessel fleet under NSPS. 

As Canada’s prime contractor for the AOPS project, ISI brought together a team of highly 

specialized subcontractors around the ship design phase including Lockheed Martin Canada as 

Command and Surveillance Systems Integrator, GE Canada as Integrated Propulsion System 

Integrator, Lloyd’s Register Group as Classification Society, Odense Maritime Technology 

(OMT) as Marine Engineering and Naval Architecture Provider, and Fleetway Inc. as Integrated 

Logistics Support Provider. An estimated 75 professionals from these suppliers have been 

dedicated to the AOPS project. These 75 jobs were in addition to an estimated 200 jobs that ISI 

required for the definition contract. Both Lockheed Martin Canada and Fleetway Inc. have 

operations in Halifax. These jobs are highly technical and entry level requirements include 

specialized post-secondary qualifications and knowledge. The related barriers to entry meant 

that such opportunities were generally out of reach for MEBO’s First Nation clients. 

                                                
73 Irving Shipbuilding Inc., "Halifax Shipyard Modernization Plans & Associated Economic Impacts". 

http://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/app-acq/sam-mps/snacn-nsps-eng.html
http://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/app-acq/sam-mps/snacn-nsps-eng.html
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In preparation for the work to come, ISI undertook several initiatives to grow a trades workforce 

that would meet its 2015 production schedule for the AOPS vessels. The production phase 

begun in 2015 requires a variety of trades including but not limited to: 

 Pipe fitters 

 Engine Fitters 

 Machinists 

 Welders 

 Electricians 

 Ironworkers 

 Spray Painters/Blasters 

 Labourers 

Most if not all of these positions fall under the CAW/Marine Workers Federation.   

In 2011 The Conference Board of Canada forecast that over the period (2012 to 2030), the 

combat vessel project will create an average annual employment gain of 8,400 for Nova Scotia. 

The forecast estimated that the largest increase in employment will be in the manufacturing 

sector where close to 7,400 new jobs are expected in 202074.   

As prime contractor, ISI has also been subject to the federal government’s Industrial Regional 

Benefits (IRB) policy, and more recently, its Industrial and Technological Benefits policy. The 

IRB policy was created 25 years ago to ensure that Canadian small and medium-sized 

companies benefit from federal Crown projects. Canada's Defence Procurement Strategy 

(DPS), announced in February 2014, subsequently transformed the IRB policy into the Industrial 

and Technological Benefits (ITB) policy. Among other goals, the ITB Policy is intended to 

ensure that significant investment in defence-related goods and services such as the NSPS, 

“supports the growth of prime contractors as well as suppliers in Canada, including small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in all regions of the country"75. If a portion of the work under 

NSPS is not actually performed in Canada, or if a component product is imported, the prime 

contractor needs to undertake business activities in Canada to compensate for the work 

performed outside of the country. In other words, the prime contractor must provide industrial 

benefits to Canada equal to or greater than the value of the contract won.  

ISI’s NSPS shipbuilding project is highly technical; and the nature of the work also requires 

contractors and subcontractors to meet a number of strict security conditions imposed by the 

Department of National Defence. Such a constellation of constraints can be formidable barriers 

to entry for small and medium sized firms. The ITB however, potentially opens the door for 

smaller Nova Scotia businesses, including First Nations, to partner with the Irving family of 

companies on other economic projects that will help it account for ISI’s ITB obligations.  

                                                
74 The Conference Board of Canada, "Canada’s National Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy: Potential 
Impact on Nova Scotia and Other Regions". 
75 Innovation Science and Economic Development Canada, "Industrial and Technological Benefits Policy: 
Value Proposition Guide". 
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Partnership opportunities for First Nations 

AANDC established a Steering Committee for each of the two NSPS regions, comprised of 

federal and provincial departments, Aboriginal organizations, ISI in the East, and Seaspan in the 

West. The Steering Committees are intended to “enhance Aboriginal participation in the NSPS, 

identify opportunities for set asides and identify gaps where AANDC and other provincial 

governments or federal departments might assist Aboriginal communities and businesses in 

benefiting from the NSPS”76. To help organize Aboriginal interests around ISI’s project, AANDC 

also funded Kwilmu’kw Maw-klusuaqn Negotiation Office (KMKNO), the Mi’kmaq Rights 

Initiative, under its Strategic Partnerships Initiative (SPI). KMKNO’s role was to serve as 

Aboriginal lead on the Steering Committee and to help keep First Nations informed of related 

opportunities. AANDC also made a similar SPI investment in First Nations’ leadership under the 

Seaspan major project in BC.  

Unfortunately, KMKNO and ISI disagreed on the fundamental issues at stake. KMKNO wanted 

ISI’s portion of the NSPS to include set-asides for Mi’kmaq businesses, alongside hard targets 

for Mi’kmaq employment, and a socio-economic benefits agreement with the Assembly of 

Mi’kmaq Chiefs. ISI on the other hand stressed that the East coast portion of NSPS had no 

conditions for Aboriginal set-asides, and wanted to focus on strategies for Aboriginal 

employment training and capacity building along the lines of the Centre of Excellence it had 

established.  

It did not help the conflict that there was little guidance from the top federal proponents who had 

initiated NSPS. Some stakeholders believed that DND had imposed restrictions that there be no 

Aboriginal set-asides due to concerns about security. Others maintained that ISI was bound to 

deliver “value for Canadians” which meant that contracts would be awarded based on technical 

merit and strict cost criteria, leaving no room for set-asides or capacity building initiatives similar 

to what occurred at the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup. There was also general 

agreement that, aside from construction related opportunities under the Halifax Shipyard 

Modernization Program, there were very limited foreseeable opportunities for First Nation firms 

to participate in the actual combat vessel development process. The work itself appeared to be 

too technically specialized for First Nations SMEs to participate in. 

By 2014-2015, the East coast Steering Committee had reached an impasse, and AANDC 

decided to put its SPI on hold, in order find a new Aboriginal lead. In 2015-2016 AANDC 

received proposals from several organizations, and chose Ulnooweg (an Aboriginal Financial 

institution that represents all Atlantic First Nations) to take over the SPI. Ulnooweg has shared 

KMKNO’s frustrations around the lack of business opportunities for First Nations under the 

shipbuilding project. They are presently taking a broader strategic outlook to find ways to involve 

First Nations in satisfying Irving’s obligations under the federal ITB policy.     

                                                
76 Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, "Procurement Strategy for Aboriginal Business: 2012 Annual 
Report - Aboriginal Entrepreneurship Branch". 
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Throughout this time MEBO had engaged ISI under its direct mandate from SPF to advance 

Aboriginal labour market programming in the shipbuilding industry stimulated by NSPS. Without 

a need to negotiate with ISI from the standpoint of Mi'kmaq rights, MEBO managers were able 

to develop a working relationship with the company’s management team, focusing on 

employment opportunities instead. MEBO’s SPF mandate also resonated with ISI’s interest in 

labour market programs along the lines of its Centre of Excellence to support underrepresented 

labour groups in the shipbuilding industry (such women, visible minorities, workers with 

disabilities, and Aboriginal Peoples).  

Over a six month period beginning in 2013, MEBO managers and the supply chain team at ISI 

put their heads together to identify smaller construction projects that MEBO’s First Nations 

clients could participate in. Together they developed an Aboriginal engagement process for 

subcontractors on the shipyard modernization program.  

Through this process, ISI emphasized in contract clauses the need for bids to include plans for 

engaging Aboriginal labour, and referred subcontractors to MEBO, which then offered to work 

with companies on First Nations recruitment and any customized training that might be required 

to ensure that skill requirements where adequately addressed. MEBO received several calls 

from companies bidding on contracts under the shipyard modernization program. One of the 

companies that contacted MEBO was Flynn Canada. Together the organizations customized a 

sheet metal training program that MEBO had previously developed, and Flynn Canada 

subsequently retained several of MEBO’s clients upon winning a contract under the shipyard 

modernization program. MEBO then undertook a subsequent partnership with another firm, 

Cherubini Metal Works which has proved beneficial to First Nations.  

Measurable Outcomes 

Direct employment outcomes for First Nations have so far been limited under the ISI NSPS 

project. On July 3, 2014, ISI officially welcomed four Mi’kmaq tradesmen to the Halifax Shipyard 

as part of the contract awarded to Flynn Canada Ltd. for siding, cladding and roofing under the 

Halifax shipyard’s modernization77. The number of MEBO trained First Nation employees then 

grew to 21; and, as of March 2016, 15 of MEBO’s First Nation clients are on record as being still 

employed with Flynn.  

In 2015 Cherubini Metal Works hired all five of the First Nation trainees it took under its wing in 

partnership with MEBO. These employee trainees took part in an accelerated training program 

for metal fabrication and welding. Their present work portfolio will include projects Cherubini is 

undertaking for ISI, for the “Big Lift” (the MacDonald Bridge project) and for the Nova Center, all 

in Halifax. Six of MEBO’s First Nation clients are on record as being employed with Cherubini as 

of March 2016. 

                                                
77 Irving Shipbuilding Inc., "Irving Shipbuilding Welcomes Mi’kmaq Tradesmen to Halifax Shipyard as Part 
of Siding Contract with Flynn Canada Ltd.". Several First Nation workers were also employed as iron 
workers and bricklayers on the shipyard modernization. 
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Case History 3: Maritime Link project 

Setting 

Emera Newfoundland and Labrador’s $1.6 billion Maritime Link project will connect 

Newfoundland and Labrador to the North American electric power grid by way of Nova Scotia. 

For Nova Scotia the anticipated benefits include long-term access to Labrador’s hydroelectric 

power at a stable price, as well as project related employment, especially during the 

construction phases between 2015 and 2017. 

This major project involves the construction and operation of a new 500 megawatt transmission 

line and associated infrastructure, between Granite Canal, Newfoundland and Labrador, and 

Woodbine, near Sydney Nova Scotia. It includes two 170 km subsea cables across the Cabot 

Strait, close to 50 km of overland transmission in Nova Scotia, and nearly 300 km of overland 

transmission on the island of Newfoundland. 

Labour Market and Business Context 

Emera Newfoundland and Labrador (ENL) estimated that between 2015 and 2017, the Maritime 

Link project will require an average of approximately 300 workers a year with peaks reaching 

approximately 600 when the project ramps up in summer 2016. This employment forecast 

includes work occurring in both provinces for skilled trades and general labour positions. The list 

of positions required includes: 

 Surveyors 

 Carpenters 

 Millwrights 

 Mechanics 

 Ironworkers 

 Labourers 

 Powerline technicians 

 Electricians 

 Forestry workers 

 Heavy equipment operators 

 Accommodations personnel 

This major project involves three major subcontractors. Nexans is manufacturing and building 

the subsea cables. Its portion of the project does not appear to include significant opportunities 

for general labour in Nova Scotia. The cables will be manufactured in Norway and Japan, but 

local supplier opportunities will be available during the installation phase. ABB, a company 

based in Sweden, is building the converter stations and transition to the grounding sites, based 

on its specialized technology. Most if not all of ABB’s local labour is being provided by IBEW 

Local 1928 or the Cape Breton Construction Trades Council in Nova Scotia. Some opportunities 

will be available to subcontractors for projects such as outbuilding construction and site 
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preparation. Finally Abengoa, a Spanish company, is building the transmission lines. Abengoa 

relies on several subcontractors, including PowerTel, a company originally based in Northern 

Ontario that has a satellite office in Dartmouth Nova Scotia. The biggest hiring opportunities for 

local labour, including First Nations labour, appear to be associated with the work being 

undertaken by Abengoa and subcontractors such as PowerTel. 

Partnership opportunities for First Nations 

On April 9, 2015, ENL announced a Socio-Economic Agreement with the Assembly of Nova 

Scotia Mi’kmaq Chiefs under the Maritime Link project.78 The Socio-Economic Agreement builds 

upon engagement ENL undertook to support the Mi’kmaq Consultation Process conducted as 

part of the Maritime Link project’s Environmental Assessment (EA). Under the Agreement, ENL 

has committed to support ongoing dialogue and Mi’kmaq participation in environmental 

monitoring during the construction phase of the project, including a focus on protecting 

traditional land use activities. The agreement also promotes training, employment, and business 

opportunities related to the Maritime Link project for Nova Scotia Mi’kmaq. All components of 

the agreement are overseen by Kwilmu’kw Maw-klusuaqn Negotiation Office (KMKNO), the 

Mi’kmaq Rights Initiative. In Newfoundland and Labrador ENL entered into a similar type of 

agreement with the Qalipu Mi’kmaq First Nation. 

ENL’s subsidiary on the project components in Nova Scotia, NSP Maritime Link (NSPML), 

agreed to support communities where they do business; this includes supporting, where 

economically feasible, the development of local skills and capabilities. ENL however, is under 

no specific obligation to hire a specific percentage of First Nations workers on the Maritime Link 

project. Its diversity plan suggests that participation rates for Aboriginal workers should be in the 

range of 2 to 4 per cent79 (based on their proportion of the 2006 census populations for 

Newfoundland and Labrador and Nova Scotia).    

As part of the agreement, MEMSKI Projects Inc., the partnership between Membertou and 

Eskasoni that was featured in our analysis of local employers MEBO partners with, is 

responsible for managing the ongoing engagement and capacity building components of the 

agreement. Due to their geographic proximity to the activities taking place on the Nova 

Scotia/Cape Breton portions of the major project, it made sense for these communities to play a 

leading role. MEMSKI’s role is quite similar to the one MEBO performed with the Sydney Tar 

Ponds Agency (STPA) and includes: 

 Communicating with Mi’kmaq First Nations in Nova Scotia through KMKNO; 

 Identifying Mi’kmaq employment opportunities, business training, and business capacity 

building; 

 Connecting communities with contractors and sub-contractors working on the Maritime 

Link project; 

 Working jointly with ENL to implement the agreement.  

                                                
78 Emera Newfoundland & Labrador, "Nova Scotia Mi'kmaq Socio-Economic Agreement". 
79 "The Maritime Link Newfoundland and Labrador Diversity Plan". 
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Although MEBO is not formally involved in the socio-economic agreement, as part of their SPF 

program mandate MEBO managers have also engaged ENL to understand the needs of the 

project and work out strategies to help train and recruit local Mi’kmaq as part of the project 

workforce. MEBO started exploring potential opportunities from the Lower Churchill Falls hydro 

project in late 2010 when MEBO managers visited Labrador to tour the planned site of the lower 

Churchill Falls development, and share their economic development experiences with local 

Aboriginal groups. In 2011 MEBO managers had their first meetings with senior officials at ENL 

to explore their plans for the Maritime Link. MEBO had already established a good working 

relationship with ENL through a prior power line technician and labourer training program it had 

developed with Emera Utility Services. 

Based on their discussions, MEBO and ENL/NSPML developed the Maritime Link Employment 

Readiness training program with Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) to support training 

and employment relationships with a variety of partners such as The IBEW 1620 and the Cape 

Breton Building Trades Council. MEBO has also partnered with several Maritime Link 

subcontractors, including Abengoa and PowerTel, to develop custom Aboriginal training and 

recruitment strategies for the companies. With PowerTel, MEBO’s work led to a 15 week 

Powerline Labourer Training Program at NSCC’s Marconi campus in Sydney. Nine First Nations 

individuals were selected for the course (6 from Eskasoni, 2 from Potlotek, and 1 from off-

reserve).   

Measurable Outcomes 

At the time of this research project, Maritime Link has yet to ramp up to full capacity. MEBO’s 

partnership with PowerTel led to all 9 Powerline Labourer Trainees getting hired (of whom 8 

were on record as being employed as of March 2016). MEBO managers indicate that PowerTel 

is preparing an aggressive hiring campaign for summer 2016 and has been in close contact with 

MEBO staff in anticipation of its hiring opportunities. The partnership with Abengoa led to three 

First Nations finding employment with the company (as of March 2016). Abengoa is similarly 

preparing to ramp up its workforce for summer 2016 and continues to engage MEBO staff 

around hiring opportunities80.    

Case History 4: Provincial Highway Renewal – Route 4 

Setting 

In 2014, the Province of Nova Scotia announced $50 million in provincial highway renewal 

projects81. In August 2015, the province awarded a contract to NOVA Construction Co. Ltd. of 

Antigonish. This contract was for a 6 km upgrade of Route 4, which passes through the small 

                                                
80 Aggregate data for the broader number of First Nations hired under the Socio-Economic Agreement 
with KMKNO and MEMSKI were not available. MEMSKI indicates that partnerships it developed have led 
to employment for members of Eskasoni and Membertou working on the Site Preparation contract for the 
Maritime Link Project. 
81 Withers, "Nova Scotia Highways to Get $50m in Upgrades from Ottawa". 
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rural Unama’ki First Nation of Potlotek. The project is valued at more than $5 million and was 

completed in the fall of 2015.        

Labour Market and Business Context 

Nova Scotia’s road building industry is a substantial employer, creating an estimated 5,000 

direct and 2,500 indirect positions every year. The annual payroll for Nova Scotians employed in 

road building is approximately $300 million; and a typical $2 million paving contract generates 

about 60 direct jobs and about $200,000 worth of business82.   

Partnership opportunities for Firs Nations 

The Route 4 project reflects a typical provincial road maintenance contract that, although small 

by major project standards, demonstrates important principles for recruiting and training First 

Nations labour. This is also an example of a partnership built directly around the scale and 

capacities of a small rural First Nation community, rather than from a higher level based on 

negotiations between major project proponents, governments, and various stakeholder interest 

groups. 

In the fall of 2014, Chief Wilbert Marshall approached MEBO managers with a request to help 

Potlotek members benefit from the Route 4 highway work planned for their community. MEBO 

managers then contacted managers and staff at the Nova Scotia Department of Transportation 

and Infrastructure Renewal to explore possibilities. Department managers were encouraging, 

but noted that past efforts to engage First Nation communities had not been especially 

successful. MEBO managers then explained their strategy, combining training and support for 

First Nation employees (under SPF) along with industry engagement and discussions around 

how to ensure project opportunities and contractor needs match community capacities and 

needs. Based on MEBO’s approach to Aboriginal engagement and labour market development, 

the Department of Transportation and Infrastructure Renewal worked with MEBO staff and 

Potlotek First Nation to hold an information session in the community.  

With positive feedback from the information session, the Department developed a project tender 

document that referred to MEBO for support on Aboriginal engagement. This approach 

encouraged prospective bidders to contact MEBO managers before their bid, to seek advice on 

how they might establish an effective engagement process. With MEBO involved, Potlotek First 

Nation was also kept appraised of project developments. Subsequently, when the winning 

bidder, NOVA Construction was selected, the Department directed it to work with MEBO and 

Potlotek in organizing and promoting a local job fair. 

Measurable Outcomes 

Contract wording called for NOVA Construction to work with MEBO in an effort to have local 

Aboriginal workers make up at least 10 per cent of the workforce. In summer 2015, NOVA 

Construction hired five local Potlotek members to become part of its workforce. By November 

                                                
82 Province of Nova Scotia, "5-Year Highway Improvement Plan". 
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2015 13 of 39 site employees were from Potlotek First Nation, constituting 33 per cent of the 

workforce. While the majority of these employees worked as general labour, several become 

involved in operating heavy equipment and machinery. 

Most importantly the project provided a chance for the Department of Transportation and 

Infrastructure Renewal to pilot an approach to contracting work that includes specific 

opportunities for First Nation communities. The province is now working with MEBO and First 

Nation communities to take a similar partnership approach for several highway construction 

projects across the province in 2016. 

 

Comparative analysis of Critical Success Factors and lessons learned from 

MEBO’s participation in four major projects 

Each of our four cases demonstrates its own unique partnership structure. Details of the 

different partnership roles and agreements in place, as well as known outcomes up to March 

2016, are summarized in Table 14.  
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Table 14: Summary of Case history details 

Criteria 

Sydney Tar 
Ponds and 

Coke Ovens 
cleanup 

ISI NSPS 
ENL Maritime 

Link 

Provincial 
Highway 
Renewal 
(Route 4) 

Agreement 
in place to 

support First 
Nations 

business 
and/or 

employment 

Yes; $19 
million in set-

asides 

No specific 
agreement 

Yes, but non-
binding 

(suggested 2 to 4 
per cent of 
workforce) 

Yes; (10 per 
cent of site 
workforce) 

Agreement 

2004 MOA 
and 

subsequent 
agreement 

 Clauses 
included in 

certain RFPs for 
Aboriginal 

engagement 

Socio-economic 
benefit 

agreement 

Contract 
clause 

Intermediary 
for business 
development 

MEBO 

AANDC funded 
Steering 

Committee (SPI): 

 KMKNO 

 Ulnooweg 

MEMSKI 
reporting to 

KMKNO 

Not 
applicable 
(focus was 
on labour) 

Intermediary 
role for 

employment 
training 

MEBO MEBO 
MEMSKI and 

MEBO 
MEBO 

Business 
Outcomes 

$75 million in 
contracts out 
of a total of 
approximately 
$323.5M 
(most won 
competitively) 

In progress till 
2030: Uncertain 
whether any First 
Nation firms 
have obtained 
contracts. 

In progress till 
2017: 
MEMSKI projects 
on site 
preparation, 
others (?) 

Not 
applicable(?) 

Labour 
market 

outcomes 

85 First 
Nation 
individuals 
employed, 
resulting in 
140 thousand 
hours or 70 
fulltime 
equivalents 

In progress till 
2030, so far: 
15 First Nation 
individuals still 
employed with 
Flynn Canada; 6 
still employed 
with Cherubini 
Metal Works 

In progress till 
2017, so far: 
MEBO indicates 
8 First Nation 
individuals still 
employed with 
PowerTel; and 3 
still employed 
with Abengoa; 
Hiring expected 
to ramp up in 
summer 2016 
Data from 
MEMSKI/KMKNO 
missing) 

13 Potlotek 
members 
hired (33 per 
cent of site 
workforce) 
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The following critical success factors emerged from our discussions with MEBO managers and 

staff, as well as with key stakeholders and partners involved in the four major project 

partnerships we’ve focused on in this study. These CSFs are a part of MEBO’s operating 

environment. As such, they are holistic and action-oriented, in that they focus on the partner 

relationships and shared activities that support greater productivity within major project 

partnerships. While MEBO has some influence over these CSFs, in reality their proper 

management depends on the collaboration of multiple partners involved in the major projects we 

have encountered. 

Build clearly specified partnership agreements, on a foundation of rights/consultation, 

with actual targets that can be used to measure outcomes of Aboriginal engagement 

Our qualitative evidence suggests that major project partnerships lead to more substantial 

labour market and business development outcomes for First Nations when they are based on 

clearly specified agreements that include actual targets for First Nations participation in 

business and employment. The Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup has arguably 

demonstrated the greatest success of the four projects in terms of outcomes for First Nations 

business and employment. We believe this success had a lot to do with the discussions and 

consultations that took place in advance to develop an agreement that specified actual set-

asides and relevant performance measures for local Aboriginal business and labour. The 

Maritime Link project, although it lacks clear targets for First Nations business and employment, 

is nevertheless founded on a clear consultation process between ENL and the Assembly of 

Mi’kmaq Chiefs/KMKNO. The Route 4 project, although small in comparison to the large major 

projects, incorporated simple and clear targets for the partners involved. Because partners 

understood a common goal and shared objectives, they were then able to jointly problem-solve 

ways to achieve the goal, and recognize each other’s relevant needs and interests along the 

way.  

Focus on interests within partnership negotiations to encourage parties to work together 

on joint problem solving opportunities for mutual benefit 

When an acknowledgement of First Nations rights and the duty to consult is not present in a 

major project it creates a risk of conflict. The risk is that proponents and stakeholders will spend 

their time arguing over rights and powers rather than getting down to joint problem solving on 

common goals and issues of mutual interest.  

There may also be times when the pursuit of a rights-based agreement is no longer tenable. 

With the Irving Shipbuilding Inc. (ISI) project based in Halifax (outside any clearly recognized 

First Nation territory), and with a lack of federal resolve for Aboriginal set-asides under the major 

project, it appears that First Nations proponents have had little recourse but to find ways to 

engage ISI on its terms. This strategy worked for MEBO, as it acknowledged ISI’s plans for a 

Centre of Excellence and searched for ways to work harmoniously with that vision. The results, 

although small wins over the course of what should be a 30 year major project opportunity, 

nevertheless demonstrate the viability of taking an interests-based approach. Through MEBO’s 

work with subcontractors Flynn Canada and later Cherubini Metal Works, First Nations labour is 
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finding opportunities in and around the Halifax Shipyards despite a variety of major obstacles 

from security clearances to the high tech nature of the work largely involved. With ISI having 

obligations to support Canadian business under the federal ITB policy, a similar interests-based 

approach could help secure opportunities for Aboriginal business beyond the Halifax Shipyards.             

To avert role conflicts and duplication of efforts within major project partnerships, clarify 

project roles and build in mechanisms for interagency collaboration  

The value of having a clear agreement in place is that it specifies roles and responsibilities for 

the parties involved in a major project. Under the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup, 

the Sydney Tar Ponds Agency (STPA) was the agent of the province and federal government 

and main project manager. Being closest to the action, Membertou First Nation was also 

recognized by its peers as the lead on First Nations engagement for cleanup project 

opportunities. UEBO/MEBO in turn provided a supportive, intermediary role, taking direction 

from the Unama’ki Chiefs, STPA, and other stakeholders associated with the ASEP program. 

Similarly, ENL’s socio-economic agreement with the Assembly of Mi’kmaq Chiefs specifies fairly 

clear roles for KMKNO and MEMSKI; though, outside of the agreement, some overlap appears 

to exist between MEMSKI and MEBO on employment training and labour market engagement.  

Challenges arise when roles are not clearly defined or maintained. Industry proponents and 

government stakeholders on the ISI NSPS project observed a lack of cohesion, and sometimes 

open conflict, among the First Nations leaders, firms, and interest groups that sought out project 

opportunities. Non-Aboriginal government and industry proponents wanted to see the First 

Nations organize around a single agency. For ISI and ESDC SPF the hope was that MEBO 

would be the lead on project opportunities, particularly those focused on employment. Some 

First Nations made KMKNO their intermediary of choice (as it served as Aboriginal lead on the 

AANDC funded regional Steering Committee). Still others suggested other organizations such 

as Ulnooweg, or their respective tribal council or joint ventures such as MEMSKI Projects Inc. 

Finally, several independent First Nations wanted to deal with ISI bilaterally instead of through 

an intermediary organization.   

Unfortunately, this lack of interagency collaboration creates unnecessary duplication of efforts 

and role conflicts that can confuse potential partners and community members looking for 

opportunities. The lack of effective interagency collaboration encourages miscommunication; 

and when groups stop effectively collaborating and communicating with one another, it opens 

the door for misinformation and mistrust to spread.  

Proponents and stakeholders involved in the ISI NSPS and Maritime Link projects each shared 

similar concerns about role conflicts and how information vital to First Nations communities’ 

understanding of project opportunities may have gotten lost because different groups were in 

conflict and not working towards a common purpose. 

Interagency collaboration requires that First Nations organizations like MEBO and MEMSKI, 

Ulnooweg and KMKNO, work together and with their counterparts at the community level, such 

as the NEOs and EDOs, and social support workers, to coordinate the sharing of business and 

employment opportunities, and provide the joint support that First Nations members need to 
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make something of these opportunities. Interagency collaboration also requires that these 

organizations understand each other’s goals and objectives, and work towards maximizing joint 

problem solving opportunities.       

Break major project opportunities down into smaller subprojects that match the 

capacities and needs of Aboriginal communities (“rightsizing”) 

The evidence from our socio-demographic profile of MEBO’s First Nation clients suggests that 

community readiness to participate in major projects is an outstanding issue. While Membertou 

First Nation advocated and fought hard to have First Nations take on the Sydney Tar Ponds and 

Coke Ovens cleanup; to make this feasible, the Sydney Tar Ponds Agency had to lay the 

groundwork with its contractor, MEBO, and interested First Nations to create conditions for 

suitable project opportunities that matched the capabilities of local firms and labour. Once those 

conditions were met, the successes created opportunities for more ambitious undertakings. 

MEBO’s ability to identify and help project proponents break off smaller pieces of major projects 

that are more accessible to First Nations is a key strength of the Economic Benefits Office. The 

Route 4 case history demonstrates how MEBO and Potlotek, a small rural First Nation, were 

able to help project proponents shape a better fitting model for the local recruitment and 

retention of a rural First Nations labour force. Such “rightsized” projects of necessity have to 

start small, in order to match community capacities. But the value of creating a small win, rather 

than in going after a larger chunk of a major project all at once, is that it builds confidence, 

demonstrates that capabilities are in place to grow, and that shared goals can be achieved. This 

has also been the lesson of MEBO’s involvement in the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens 

cleanup.  

Create stable and predictable funding for MEBO and the community organizations that 

support Aboriginal participation in major project partnerships  

All of the work that an Economic Benefits Office does with its community sector partners is 

based on external funding sources. This is not-for-profit work being undertaken by a Non-

Governmental Organization. Although MEBO’s federal and provincial government supporters 

acknowledge its positive role in the Nova Scotia economy, they nevertheless have yet to 

develop predictable funding sources that MEBO managers and staff can count on. This means 

that for a good portion of their fiscal year, the MEBO team may be in fundraising mode. With all 

the work that needs to be done, such an approach seems to defeat the purpose of an Economic 

Benefits Office.   

Conclusion – Lessons learned from MEBO 

This study investigated how government and industry partnerships, for good or ill, structure First 

Nations’ access to business and employment opportunities within major projects – such as 

Canada’s National Shipbuilding Procurement Strategy, the construction of interprovincial power 

grids, the remediation of a decommissioned steel mill, and the renewal of provincial highway 

systems.  
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Partnerships should be complementary to, and not substitutes for, the frameworks of treaties 

and rights that many Aboriginal leaders refer to when negotiating nation-to-nation and nation-to-

business relationships with non-Aboriginal Canadians. However, given the diversity of 

frameworks and exceptions across Canada’s diverse regions, there are varying degrees to 

which First Nations can use treaty and rights-based arguments to secure benefits from 

economic opportunities in their regions.  

Other approaches also need to be considered, including partnerships held together by interests-

based negotiations – where partners appeal to each others’ interests and joint problem-solving 

opportunities, rather than to a framework of rights, or to relations of power.   

Interests-based partnerships may serve to fill gaps in the juridical bedrock; and in the absence 

of a robust framework of treaties and rights, they can become the dominant channels for First 

Nations’ access to business and employment opportunities within major projects. In our case 

histories of MEBO’s involvement in four major projects, individual First Nations were limited in 

their powers to assume a nation-to-nation and nation-to-business rights-based relationship with 

non-Aboriginal government and industry partners. (And this has been so despite the presence 

of several different consultation tables and forums). To gain access to desired business and 

employment opportunities within major projects, they often have to rely on interests-based 

negotiations. Under such circumstances, their chances of securing benefits can potentially 

improve with the support of an Economic Benefits Office.  

As we investigated in depth, an Economic Benefits Office is not a regional table, a government 

agency, an economic development corporation, or an employment agency. But under different 

circumstances it connects and even emulates different aspects of these institutions, and others 

(such as college and training institutes), to help make First Nations business and labour market 

development happen in the context of interests-based partnerships. The office is a multipurpose 

institution that serves a variety of functions, such as helping to bridge gaps in understanding 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal partners, developing employment training programs, and 

facilitating collaboration across community, government, and industry sectors.  

Yet, because the Economic Benefits Office (EBO) acts as an intermediary between multiple 

partners, each holding potentially unique interests and beliefs, and asymmetric rights and 

powers, it can become a focal point for conflicts between interest groups. Careful and persistent 

stakeholder engagement is therefore critical; particularly when non-Aboriginal government and 

industry partners seek to adopt a “single-window approach” to partnerships, and lean on the 

EBO to represent the range of individual First Nations’ needs and interests. To do so 

legitimately often requires a great deal of tact, diplomacy, and grass roots involvement by an 

EBO’s management and staff.  

The “single window approach” preferred by many non-Aboriginal partners, often for efficiency 

reasons, can be infeasible in a First Nations context. For reasons of self-determination, many 

First Nations communities – large or small, urban, rural, or remote – prefer to negotiate 

business for themselves without having to deal with an intermediary. Their political territorial 

unit, which may look homogeneous to an outsider, is often vastly more complex in terms of the 
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actual political and economic relationships that evolve between different groups of First Nations 

in assembly. As a matter of fact, an Economic Benefits Office is going to be part of this more 

complex environment. Its managers and staff may therefore be better acquainted and have 

greater relations of trust with some First Nations, more so than others; not for any ulterior 

political motives, but simply because of how their organization became established and 

developed historically, where their operations are principally located geographically, and so 

forth. In Nova Scotia, for example, there are longstanding historical and cultural affinities 

between the First Nations of Unama’ki/Cape Breton that are distinct from the affinities among 

First Nations on the mainland. Such contexts are inescapable and may require special attention 

if the “single window approach” is to be broadly accepted and successful.        

Moreover, the political kaleidoscope of First Nations business is intensified by the politics of 

institutions and organizations tasked to work for First Nations on a regional level. The role of an 

Economic Benefits Office coexists with, and could be taken on by, a variety of other First 

Nations institutions, such as Aboriginal Financial Institutions (AFIs), employment agencies, 

friendship centres, tribal councils, and various other social service organizations. With limited 

institutional resources that often stem from the same federal programs and departments 

(AANDC, ESDC, ACOA, etc.), there can be rivalry and competition between these coexisting 

organizations. Regional First Nations organizations often share broadly similar economic 

development goals – whether their specific objectives relate to the defense of rights and title, 

the financing and support of businesses, the provision of social support, or labour market 

development. Such organizations may also operate under pressure to adapt their institutional 

mandates to new program opportunities, simply in order to survive. Rather than take 

opportunities to jointly problem solve and advance a common agenda, these organizations may 

therefore find themselves in competition. 

The federal and provincial program dollars made available to support the kinds of functions 

associated with the Economic Benefits Office have at various times become the object of 

several competing First Nations organizations and groups of First Nations in Nova Scotia. How 

these organizations and groups resolve their differences in the near future will have an 

important effect on the viability and effectiveness of an Economic Benefits Office for their shared 

region, particularly with respect to enabling First Nations participation in major projects. It could 

be that two or more regional organizations will each take on different aspects of a functioning 

Economic Benefits Office in the province (or several regional enclaves), but to do so effectively 

requires trust between potential rivals, as well as shared systems in place to support close 

collaboration, information sharing, and joint problem solving. If the functions of an Economic 

Benefits Office become too fragmented by competing organizations, their performance will be 

suboptimal for the kinds of major projects and business and employment opportunities 

discussed in this study.            

In an ideal world, an Economic Benefits Office represents a common ground in between 

communities, governments, and businesses, where trust is established and where partners can 

come together to “set the table” for First Nations economic development. The principles of this 

office also appear to be best served by a not-for-profit/non-governmental organization, in order 

to divert political interference and potential conflicts of interest related to partnership 
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opportunities, employment, and business development. In cases where the absence of clear 

firewalls between First Nations community governments, agencies, and businesses accentuate 

such real and perceived risks83, a not-for-profit/non-governmental organization (NGO) can 

provide a measure of control that external partners (and auditors) may appreciate. In this regard 

the role of an Economic Benefits Office bears some resemblance to the role of NGOs, 

especially indigenous NGOs, in international development. But to reiterate, this is a First 

Nations institution; and though it may possess similar operational goals and challenges to 

NGOs in international development, the relatively well industrialized Canadian context makes it 

distinct84.  

The Economic Benefits Office role is also distinct from the kinds of strategic partnership offices 

that have emerged within Non-Aboriginal governments, corporations, or universities and 

colleges. Its broader institutional purpose is to advance First Nations self-determination in the 

realm of business and labour market development. Its capacity to facilitate transactions as an 

intermediary between diverse partners should be subservient to this greater purpose.   

In this study we examined how an effective Economic Benefits Office can help First Nation 

communities, individual businesses, and labour, to identify and secure benefits from partnership 

opportunities. It helps “set the table” for subsequent business development, and related labour 

market training, recruitment and retention activities. To do so requires the office to plug into a 

range of different partners and service providers, each with unique resources, capabilities, and 

commitments to making the office and related project outcomes a success. MEBO’s 

collaboration with Nova Scotia Community College for example, has been particularly effective 

in establishing relevant trades training for First Nations communities that is also responsive to 

particular employers’ needs. 

Management and staff must also possess a variety of skills to complement the work of their 

collaborators, and to help different partners and candidates for project opportunities work 

together. The role of organizational capabilities and leadership therefore calls for special 

attention to issues of succession planning, knowledge transfer, and business continuity among 

staff within the Economic Benefits Office. This need is especially acute when the shifting 

landscape of partnership opportunities forces the organization to periodically shift its focus, 

reconfigure staff positions, and alter its management and accountability structure to meet the 

needs of particular projects and emerging partnerships.    

An effective Economic Benefits Office can help First Nations and their non-Aboriginal 

government and industry partners better appreciate and more effectively respond to each 

other’s unique characteristics and needs. Yet, as this study examined, there can be many 

challenges on the way to developing an effective approach and a variety of critical success 

factors need to be understood and attended to.  

                                                
83 See for example: Scott, "Doing Business with the Devil: Land, Sovereignty, and Corporate Partnerships 
in Membertou Inc.".   
84 Garilao, "Indigenous Ngos as Strategic Institutions: Managing the Relationship with Government and 
Resource Agencies". 
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Contingency is an important factor in how the Economic Benefits Office sets its goals and 

objectives, for most of the business and employment opportunities it helps to secure are not 

simply the result of having a detailed plan or vision. Internally, the organization’s management 

and staff depend on qualities such as responsiveness, agility, and flexibility. Major project 

opportunities are such that successful organizations often have to be “demand-driven”, 

opportunistic, and capable of bringing the right partners, candidates, and service providers 

together at just the right time. But the Economic Benefits Office also has to be prepared for, and 

help its First Nation clients contend with, uncertain downtimes and slack periods as major 

projects evolve. It also needs to be rigorous in capturing the outcomes of its various partnership 

activities, particularly at the community level, where recognizable benefits need to have a 

tangible impact on peoples’ employment and livelihoods.  

As a result, in terms of impact, this study finds that “rightsizing” project opportunities for small 

wins85 can be more appropriate to the role of an Economic Benefits Office than attempts at 

securing large chunks of benefits from major projects all at once. Through cumulative small 

wins, the office can help First Nation clients with targeted employment training and skills 

development, and create meaningful changes to the contracting and human resource 

management practices of potentially risk averse non-Aboriginal partners. If given sufficient time 

and persistent attention, such changes can have cumulative long-term benefits for First Nations 

in terms of improving business and employment conditions. Such a role however, must be 

complementary to, and not a substitute for, the work that First Nation leaders and their regional 

assemblies undertake to establish broader frameworks for economic development through 

treaty, diplomacy, judicial proceedings, and other forms of rights-based action.  
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