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Executive Summary

About one quarter of the estimated 450,000 cleaners in Canada work for private janitorial  
companies in commercial and government offices, retail establishments like malls, post-
secondary institutions like colleges, and other government buildings like museums. 

Most of these 100,000 plus private sector workers generally make minimum wage or not 
much more, and few have extended health benefits and sick days. Employment Standards 
Act (ESA) violations are common experience. 

Approximately 3,000 of these private sector workers clean in both privately and publicly 
owned properties in the City of Ottawa, where the largest property owner is the federal 
government. It is estimated that nearly one third of the janitors clean in these federal 
properties.

Cleaning contracts are awarded to janitorial companies through a competitive bidding 
process. This process, with little regard to working conditions, is largely at the root of a 
multitude of problems in the industry. 

However, it is the federal Progressive Conservative’s approach to the cleaning industry 
which not only exacerbates the problems in the City of Ottawa, but also creates the 
conditions for them to fester. 

At issue are the policies contained in the Janitorial Services National Strategy (JSNS), 
prepared by Public Works and Government Services Canada (PWGSC). The document 
provides PWGSC’s contracting authorities guidelines for awarding janitorial contracts at 
federally owned properties.

The most problematic elements of the document include:

• Awarding contracts to lowest price qualified bidders

• No effective provisions to exclude labour law violators from winning contracts

• No provisions for rising cost of living 

• No provisions for minimum wage increases

This Conservative’s “strategy” clearly results in systematic downward pressure on working 
conditions in an industry where wages are already well below the poverty line, workers lack 
extended health benefits and employment standards violations are commonplace.

Companies are always seeking ways to lower costs in an effort to underbid their 
competitors and win cleaning contracts. The hyper-competitive bidding environment leads 
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The Federal Government Should:
1. Introduce a Living Wage policy.  

 
Pay workers contracted in federally owned 
buildings $15 an hour plus extended health 
benefits. 

2. Change their approach to the janitorial 
industry.  
 
Eliminate policies that create downward 
pressure on standards and replace them 
with policies which are fair to workers, 
rewards law-abiding janitorial companies, 
and is respectful of taxpayers.

companies to search for loopholes in the ESA. 

Two common employment schemes used 
to get around the ESA and lower costs 
are subcontracting (where the cleaning 
companies refuse to hire workers as 
employees, instructing them instead to 
create their own companies in order to 
be subcontracted) and franchising (where 
workers are required to pay upfront “finders” 
or brokerage fees or commissions, as well as 
additional insurance costs, before cleaning 
service firms will grant them a contract.) 

In both cases, these schemes regularly deny 
workers basic protections covered in the 
ESA such as WSIB coverage, Employment 
Insurance, Vacation Pay, Holiday Pay CPP 
contributions and often even minimum wage. Those using these schemes also pay less 
taxes (i.e. payroll tax). All this puts companies who abide by the spirit of the law at a 
competitive disadvantage. 

Meanwhile, a workforce largely comprised of immigrants and women, silently suffer in 
poverty, with little prospects for improvements. 

A new public strategy is needed in the our nation’s capital in order to reverse these trends, 
raise standards in the industry and begin providing a pathway out of poverty for cleaners in 
Ottawa.

To begin, the federal government should introduce a Living Wage policy which pays workers 
contracted in federally owned buildings $15 an hour plus medical benefits. The role of 
government is to improve the lives of its citizens, not to perpetuate poverty.  A Living Wage 
can begin to lift working families out of poverty and makes sound economic sense.

In addition, the federal government should change its approach to the janitorial industry. 
They should eliminate policies which create downward pressure on standards and replace 
them with policies which are fair to workers, rewards law-abiding janitorial companies (while 
simultaneously excludes habitual ESA violators), and is respectful of taxpayers. 

With the federal government playing a leading role in improving industry standards, private-
sector property owners can be encouraged to adopt Responsible Contracting Policies. 
RCPs are formal policies originally developed by public pension funds in the United States to 
ensure, all other things being equal, an institutionalized preference for contractors who pay 
fair wages and benefits. They have successfully emerged as an institutional mechanism to 
address the potential risks posed by precarious work while simultaneously raising wages.

There is no reason we should continue to allow thousands of cleaners and their families in 
the City of Ottawa to toil in poverty. Fair and economically sound solutions are available. 



Justice for Janitors is a campaign of SEIU and a workers’ movement with broad-
based support from the public as well as community leaders. Together we work 
to provide better wages, benefits, and job security for janitors who clean luxurious 
buildings yet make poverty wages. For over twenty years SEIU’s J4J movement 
has helped low-wage workers achieve respect at work and build a better future for 
their families.Today more than 5,000  workers have united under the Justice for 
Janitors banner in Halifax, Ottawa, Toronto, Edmonton, and Vancouver.

613-567-3528
www.JusticeforJanitors.ca
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ACORN Canada is an independent national organization of low- and moderate-
income families. We have over 70,000 members organized into twenty 
neighbourhood chapters in nine cities across Canada. We believe that social and 
economic justice can best be achieved with a national active membership who are 
invested in their organization and focused on building power for change.

613-744-7228
www.AcornCanada.org
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