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Issue  
There are two threats to the 
stability and management of Nova 
Scotia’s residential construction 
industry, according to the Atlantic 
Home Building and Renovation 
Sector Council (AHBRSC). One is 
the underground economy, and the 
other is a growing shortage of 
skilled labour. The two issues are 
closely linked.  
 
Recent studies show that the 
underground economy in Nova 
Scotia accounts for 20 per cent of 
new home construction and 36 per 
cent of renovations – activity 
valued at about $350 million 
annually. Underground operators 
are not tracked through the 
building permit process and their 
skills may not be current, raising 
quality and safety issues for 
consumers. Widespread 
underground activity makes it 
harder for above-board employers 
to offer stable and competitive jobs 
with benefits for their workers and 
opportunities for on-going skills 
training and advancement. As a 
result, many young people seek 
opportunities elsewhere.   
 

There is substantial industry and 
community support for mandatory 
licensing of contractors and 
enhanced certification of 
carpenters. A 2005 AHBRSC 
survey indicated that 70 per cent of 
Nova Scotia contractors supported 
mandatory licensing of new home 
contractors and 69 per cent said 
they wanted residential renovation 
and repair contractors licensed as 
well. A sampling of Nova Scotia 
homeowners that same year found 
that 68 per cent supported 
licensing new home contractors 
and 61 per cent backed the 
licensing of renovation and repair 
contractors.  
 
Plan  
In 2006, AHBRSC engaged a 
consultant to prepare a business 
plan for the creation of an industry 
body with the authority and 
administrative resources to 
operate a mandatory licensing 
system for the Nova Scotia 
residential construction and 
renovation industry. A $5,000 ACT 
grant helped pay the consultant.  
 
Project team  
AHBRSC 

Nova Scotia Home Builder and 
Renovator representatives  
Halifax Regional Municipality 
Provincial Building Code 
Coordinator 
Nova Scotia Real Estate 
Commission 
Better Business Bureau 
Praxis Research & Consulting Inc. 
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Results 
The business plan, delivered to 
AHBRSC in spring 2006, was 
strong on measures to protect 
consumers and professionalize the 
home building and renovation 
industry. These objectives would 
be achieved through establishment 
of a self-governing agency, the 
Nova Scotia Residential 
Construction Commission 
(NSRCC), which would be created 
within the Government of Nova 
Scotia and modeled on the existing 
Nova Scotia Real Estate 
Commission. NSRCC’s mandate 
would be to regulate residential 
contractors and promote high 
standards of competency and 
professionalism.   
 
NSRCC’s principal function would 
be the registration and licensing of 
residential builders and renovators.  
Licensing would mean that home 
construction and major renovation 
projects would be required to be 
completed and/or managed by a 
licensed residential contractor. The 
work would be covered by a third-
party home warranty provider to 
fulfill any warranty obligations not 
addressed by the original builder 
or renovator. As a licensing body, 
the NSRCC would have the power 
to suspend, revoke or put 
restrictions on a license if a builder 
or a renovator violates provincial 
regulations.   
 
To be licensed, applicants would 
complete an application form that 
includes the applicant’s address 
and phone numbers, types of 
business activity engaged in, work 
history, plus dispute record, if any.  
NSRCC would put this information 
in a database accessible to 
consumers. Licenses would be 
issued only to applicants who have 
taken appropriate industry training, 
can prove they have financial 
viability, employ persons who are 
certified in their trades and are part 
of a third-party warranty plan.    

  
Municipalities are important to this 
proposal. They administer building 
permits and inspections in Nova 
Scotia, so provincial building code 
legislation would require changes 
to ensure that municipalities only 
issue permits to properly licensed 
applicants.   
 
NRSCC would also be responsible 
for investigating consumer 
complaints and ensuring 
compliance with a code of conduct.  
It would have the authority to 
redress wrong-doing by imposing 
penalties through negotiated 
settlement agreements or, if that 
fails, through formal disciplinary 
hearings up to and including courts 
of law.  
 
At AHBRSC’s 2006 PRO SPEC 
Conference, delegates agreed to 
move forward with the plan. Since 
then, AHBRSC has commenced 
discussions with colleges and 
government agencies to develop 
residential trades training and an 
apprenticeship model. They have 
also initiated talks with provincial 
government and opposition 
officials to introduce legislation to 
create the NSRCC.  
 
Related reports  
Business Plan for the Introduction 
of a Mandatory Licensing System 
for the Residential Construction 
Industry in Nova Scotia (Atlantic 
Home Builders and Renovation 
Council, East Dover, N.S., 2006) 
 
This report is available from the 
ACT website. See “ACT projects & 
solutions”.  
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Got a housing regulatory issue? 
ACT may already have a 
solution! Find out about ACT 
regulatory reform projects 
carried out across Canada: 

 
www.actprogram.com 

 
ACT Administration 
c/o The Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities 
Tel: 613-241-5221 ext. 242 
Fax:  613-244-1515 
E-mail: info@actprogram.com 
 
The United Nations Centre for 
Human Settlements recognizes 
ACT as a top global best 
practice for improving the living 
environment. 
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