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HOME IMPROVEMENT SECTOR A KEY COMPONENT FOR WOOD PRODUCT MANUFACTURING 
GROWTH 

 

 Technology in wood product design driving innovation and sales in the sector 

 Industry export volumes show promise, but not yet out of the woods 

 Labour supply plagued by demand of skilled workers in higher paying fields 

 Sector continues to await resolution of softwood lumber dispute, but some stability may be offered by new 
CUSMA    

 DIY home improvement sector offers opportunities for growth  

 Labour market conditions should remain positive in the wood product manufacturing industry over the 
2018 to 2020 period  

 
Employment in Ontario’s wood product manufacturing (WPMFG) sector stood at about 30,600 in October 2018, 
compared to the approximately 72,900 employed during the height of the industry in June 2004.1 The provincial 
wood product manufacturers have faced headwinds both from domestic markets as well as those abroad. Going 
forward, the industry should benefit from a variety of factors. In particular, an improving United States economy 
has given Ontario’s export-heavy sectors a renewed sense of optimism, which should lead to a slow recovery in 
WPMFG for the coming years. Although as the softwood lumber dispute remains unresolved, the WPMFG sector 
may face long-term impacts. Furthermore, the retail home improvement segment is bustling which could aid in 
the struggling manufacturing industry. 
 
WPMFG is composed of three sub-industries: sawmills and wood preservation; veneer, plywood, and engineered 
wood product manufacturing; and other wood product manufacturing. As of 2017, employment in Ontario within 
wood product manufacturing is dominated by the other WPMFG sub-sector,2 which includes establishments 
engaged in millwork such as wood windows and doors manufacturing, wood containers and pallets 
manufacturing, and the manufacturing of mobile homes and prefabricated wood buildings. As such, WPMFG in 
Ontario is very much impacted by trends in construction and renovation.  
 

Sectoral Profiles provide an overview of recent labour market developments and outlooks for key industries, for various 
regions of the country. 
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The occupations most commonly found within the wood product manufacturing industry are as follows: 

• Other wood products assemblers and inspectors (NOC 9533) 
• Labourers in wood, pulp and paper processing (NOC 9614)  
• Manufacturing managers (NOC 0911) 
• Sawmill machine operators (NOC 9431) 

 Material handlers (NOC 7452) 

 Carpenters (NOC 7271) 

 Other wood processing machine operators (NOC 9434) 

Jobs in the WPMFG contain some degree of seasonality, with opportunities more prevalent in the summer and 
fall months. Manufacturers who produce wood-based products used in construction such as doors and flooring 
are more impacted by seasonal variations.3  

Employment whittled down in wake of recession  

 
Sources: Statistics Canada Table16-10-0048-01 , Internal LMSID Employment data table 1 
 
Employment figures have not responded quite as positively as sales, remaining relatively stable between 2009 
and 2014 before falling in 2015. Canadian export volumes of lumber and other sawmill and millwork products 
fell dramatically leading up to the recession, and have not yet recovered.4 Volume growth since the collapse has 
been slow, with some recent year-over-year decreases, signalling some issues, particularly staffing and 
technology advancements in the field.  
 

Sector Outlook: Employment should remain positive in the wood product manufacturing sector 
 
Over the 2018 to 2020 period, the wood product manufacturing industry should experience moderate job growth 
in Ontario. 

 
Technology hammers innovation in wood product design 
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Figure 1: Ontario Wood Product Manufacturing Sales and Employment, Monthly, 2000-2018
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The WPMFG sector has changed over time, particularly in terms of adapting to changing consumer demands and 
use of new technologies. In the manufactured home manufacturing segment, workers generally put together 
various pre-assembled components and built mobile homes in large factory spaces. According to the Canadian 
Manufactured Building Survey Annual Report, 2015, the segment generates $5.2 billion in economic activity and 
supports over 25,500 full-time equivalent jobs across the country.5 The home manufacturing process employs 
staff with computer technology skills to design customized products. As such, many of the skills needed to 
operate the new technology are easily transferred to higher-paying sectors. When businesses lack qualified 
employees, the time and effort required to maintain existing lines of business reduce opportunities for 
innovation, which can negatively impact business productivity.6 A specific example of this technology would be 
in wood flooring and panel advancements,7 and home kitchen design,8 which incorporates new products with 
state-of-the-art engineering and design technologies to drive sales.  
 
In an attempt to close the gaps between emerging skill sets in WPMFG and attracting suitable staff, some schools 
offer specific courses and apprenticeship opportunities.9,10,11,12,13 Companies are also offering seminars on 
woodworking techniques and skills used in the field.14 Woodworking technology will no doubt continue to evolve 
and Ontario wood product manufacturers need to stay current in order to remain competitive.  
 

Industry exports may be carving out of recession lows, but not out of the woods yet 

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 12-10-0087-01- Merchandise imports/exports, (seasonally adjusted), NAPCS, monthly (index, 2007=100) 

 
Export figures for the Canadian lumber and other sawmill and millwork products have generally trended 
positively from 2009 to 2017. This export upturn can be largely attributed to the growing U.S. demand for Ontario 
wood products. However, if the dispute between both nations on softwood lumber continues, demand may 
begin to show signs of slack. Housing starts in the U.S. have undergone a slow recovery following the housing 
collapse in 2008, rising by approximately 157% in October 2018 from a record low in April 2009.15 As a result, 
domestic exports of forestry products and building and packaging materials from Ontario increased by about 
39% from 2009 to 2017.16   
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Figure 2: Canadian Lumber and Other Sawmill and Millwork Products Volume Index of Exports and 
Imports, Monthly, January 2000 - September 2018
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For the forecast period of 2018 to 2020, the U.S. housing market will likely hold steady. The U.S. Federal Reserve 
has expressed optimism about the outlook of the U.S. economy in the near future.17 Increasing employment and 
wages18 should spur residential housing construction as demand picks up. However rising mortgage rates will 
curb growth.19 Overall, demand for manufactured wood products from Ontario should continue to grow. 
 
Total manufacturing sales followed a similar trajectory as exports, as both declined leading up to the 2008 
downturn. During this time, the market for some domestic wood products eroded as cheaper imports came into 
the province, which has become an ongoing concern. For example, there are indications that domestic 
manufacturers and retailers of hardwood and engineered flooring are facing stiffer competition arising from 
cheaper Chinese-made flooring products, as big-box home renovation chains are mostly stocking foreign made 
products.2021 This once again engages the discussion around technological advancements in the field in order to 
spur growth in the provincial sector to remain competitive with importers. 
 

Labour supply is window of opportunity for sector 
 
According to a survey of Canadian advanced wood product manufacturers22 conducted by The Conference Board 
of Canada, a significant share of respondents faced human resources challenges.23 A large majority (84%) of 
businesses reported that there was an inadequate supply of skilled workers, while 76% responded that they had 
difficulty attracting applicants.24 Contributing factors to this inability to attract workers are the relatively low 
wages and the age and sex profiles of the industry.  
 
Although wage growth in WPMFG has kept pace with many other manufacturing sectors,25 it sits below the 
overall manufacturing wage ($25.51) per hour at $24.20 in September 2018. Compared to other sectors, such as 
chemical and machinery which make $31.83 and 28.36 per hour respectively, maintaining skilled talent at this 
lower wage is difficult for wood product businesses, particularly given the cross-industrial technological skills 
now required in the field.  
 
Although workers in manufacturing tend to be male (70% in May 2018), the WPMFG sector is particularly male 
dominant (91.4%).26 It has been noted that female participation in the sector is hampered by a male-dominated 
workplace culture.27 This gender disparity further limits the labour pool for WPMFG. In addition, the labour 
supply is aging in the sector, similar to the total workforce in the province.28 Business would be negatively 
affected should they lose these long-time employees to retirement,29 and these gaps will likely have a notable 
impact on future employment growth.  
 

Softwood Lumber talks tabled while trade branches out  

The Canada-U.S. Softwood Lumber Agreement expired in October 2015. In December 2017, the final decision on 
Canadian duties was announced. The U.S. International Trade Commission ruled that the U.S. lumber industry 
was injured by the Canadian lumber imports and duties of up to 20.23% were levied on Canadian imports.30 In 
March 2018, Canada brought the dispute to the World Trade Organization for review and settlement.31 A 
settlement is yet to be reached.  The duties may have had some impact on employment in the WPMFG sector in 
Ontario, as employment between October 2017 and October 2018 has been reduced by 690.32  However, 
sawmills may experience a pick up in the short-term due to increased lumber prices and sustained demand from 
the U.S. The sector may face more significant impacts in the long-term. As many of the products taxed are used 
as inputs for housing construction, this will likely lead to a decline in housing affordability, which may eventually 
slow the U.S. housing market. The implications of a slower U.S. housing market will be far-reaching, both 
domestically and abroad for exporting countries such as Canada and its many export-intensive sectors, 
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particularly in WPMFG. Additionally, efforts in the U.S. to increase domestic production and increasing imports 
from other countries could dampen lumber prices and squeeze out Canadian products from the U.S. market.33 
 
On November 30, 2018, Canada, Mexico, and the United States signed the new Canada-United States-Mexico 
Agreement (CUSMA), which will replace the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) established in 1994. 
CUSMA will now need to be ratified by all three member countries’ respective governments. The preservation of 
dispute resolution panels is an important gain under CUSMA. This allows Canada, U.S., and Mexico to retain the 
ability to challenge anti-dumping or countervailing duties via an independent panel of judges. Additionally, 
CUSMA has also maintained the ability to enforce the terms of the agreement.34 The preservation of this dispute 
settlement system is particularly important for negotiations related to softwood lumber in the future. 
 
The Canada-European Union Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) came into force on 
September 21, 2017.  Other wood product manufacturers and veneer, plywood, and engineered wood product 
manufacturers should benefit from elimination/reduction of tariffs on prefabricated buildings, veneered panels, 
fibreboard, particle board, and plywood.35 Strong demand for wood pellets and seat components in the EU could 
also provide opportunities for increased exports from the sector.36  
 
The anticipated launch of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) 
could support long term growth for Canadian forest and value-added wood products which will benefit from 
duty-free access within the relevant CPTPP markets.37 While most of the tariffs will be eliminated immediately, 
a small number of forest and value-added wood products will have a tariff phase-out-period of up to 15 years.38 
The potential inclusion of the United Kingdom in CPTPP39 could also benefit the sector by providing preferential 
access to the UK market that will be lost under CETA post-Brexit. While these benefits may be experienced more 
significantly by provinces that have established ties with these markets (e.g. B.C. with Asian markets), Ontario’s 
wood manufacturers could potentially benefit from the opportunity to access markets that currently make up 
less than 1% of provincial exports from this sector.    

 

DIY could mean sector growth: Link to domestic construction & home building supply companies 
 
The Ontario housing market continues to see diverging indicators. The average price of a home went up 5.1% in 
October 2018 compared to the same period last year, and residential sales activity increased 1.1% from October 
2017. However, the year-to-date figures present a 3.3% decline from the first ten months of 2017.40 Housing 
starts also declined by 19.0% in the third quarter of 2018.41 New housing construction however has continued to 
grow over the year, which will continue to drive WPMFG employment and profits.42 However, new mortgage 
measures and higher interest rates will limit the purchasing power of prospective home buyers, potentially 
slowing down housing market activity and steadying the price of a home. 
 
Home renovation is another growing trend. There are several indicators of such changes, particularly in the 
growth in the retail segment of building material and garden equipment. Recently, successful television 
personalities in Ontario43,44,45 have partnered with companies in the home improvement sector, signalling 
opportunity for growth.  Additionally, sales in the home building supplies sub-industry have risen more sharply 
than retail sales overall,46 and homeowners have increased spending on maintenance and repairs over the last 
several years.47 The home improvement trend could be further bolstered by factors such as:  

 Reduced affordability causing some homeowners to invest in their current house rather than looking to 
new properties; 

 New provincial mortgage laws48 which may be squeezing new home buyers into less costly ‘fixer-uppers’ 
rather than finished products;  

 Millennials living longer with their parents than in the past,49 potentially inciting home improvements to 
accommodate the growing space requirements in existing homes; and   
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 Increasing multi-generational housing,50 further supporting the sector’s productivity growth.  
 

As an increased number of Ontarians seek alternative solutions to exchanging real estate, this trend could prove 
to be the driving force in inciting growth in WPMFG, spurring employment going forward. 

Sub-provincial Trends 

Ontario’s wood product manufacturers are found in every economic region (ER). However, the most significant 
concentrations are found in the Northeast and Northwest ERs, where a number of large sawmills and veneer, 
plywood and engineered wood product manufacturers are located. 51 A lower Canadian dollar and a rebound in 
softwood lumber prices will benefit the sawmill industry; particularly in the north where some companies have 
already expanded production,52535455 and others have planned expansions during the forecast period.56 In 
addition, initiatives promoting Indigenous-industry partnerships will continue to support the industry in the 
north. For example, Greenstone’s Nakina Lumber Inc. entered into an agreement with three northern Ontario 
First Nations, which allowed the previously shuttered mill to restart.5758  
 
Mass timber for the development of tall wood buildings is gaining traction in Ontario, with at least four planned 
projects; three in Toronto and one in North Bay.59 While tall timber projects are common in parts of Europe and 
some provinces, they are relatively new in Ontario. Some of the challenges facing this emerging segment include 
limited suppliers and materials, building code limitations, and a lack of experts such as structural engineers and 
architects with mass timber experience.60 Despite this, mass timber buildings provide a number of benefits 
including increased sustainability and structural integrity61626364, and an opportunity to boost the northern 
Ontario forestry and wood products sector.65   
 
Although the forestry sector is concentrated in the north, over one-third of employers66 and over one-quarter of 
workers67 in wood manufacturing are located in the Toronto ER. The region has a higher concentration of veneer, 
plywood and engineered wood product and other wood product manufacturers compared to other ERs.68 Two 
of Ontario’s largest employers, Georgia-Pacific Canada, makers of tissue, pulp, paper, packaging, building 
products and related chemicals, and Frendel Kitchens Limited, manufacturers of kitchen and bath cabinets, are 
located in Toronto.69 Other major employers can be found in the Muskoka–Kawarthas, London, Stratford-Bruce 
Peninsula, Northeast and Northwest ERs.70  

 
 
 

Note: In preparing this document, the authors have taken care to provide clients with labour market information that is 
timely and accurate at the time of publication. Since labour market conditions are dynamic, some of the information 
presented here may have changed since this document was published. Users are encouraged to also refer to other sources 
for additional information on the local economy and labour market. Information contained in this document does not 
necessarily reflect official policies of Employment and Social Development Canada. 

 

Prepared by: Labour Market and Socio-economic Information Directorate (LMSID), Service Canada, Ontario  
For further information, please contact the LMI team at: NC-LMI-IMT-GD@hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca 
 
© Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada as represented by Employment and Social Development Canada, 
2018, all rights reserved 
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