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It is my pleasure, and indeed an 
honour, to bring greetings as 

the newly elected president of the 
Manitoba Masonry Institute (MMI). 
On behalf of the MMI, its executive 
and the entire membership, I would 
like to thank past president Harry 
Laarveld for his tireless effort and 
significant contributions during his 
two back-to-back terms.

One of Harry’s primary goals was to 
strengthen the masonry industry’s 

relationship with the University 
of Manitoba (U of M). Under his 
leadership, the MMI, in cooperation 
with the Canadian Concrete Masonry 
Producers Association, was able to 
partner with the U of M to develop an 
unprecedented masonry presence in 
the Faculty of Engineering. This gave 
rise to full masonry design courses 
and several masonry-related research 
projects. 

As a member of the national executive, 
Harry participated in the development 
of a masonry textbook currently 
being used by several training 
institutions across Canada for their 
apprenticeship programs, as well as a 
brand-new, fully supported masonry 
software program (M.A.S.S.) for the 
structural engineering community. I 
look forward to the many challenges 
in the two years ahead as we carry on 
Harry’s great work. 

The U of M’s masonry program, 
under the supervision of Professor 
Fariborz Hashemian, is absolutely 
thriving. Full undergrad courses 
are very well-attended, practicing 

engineers are auditing said courses, 
and undergrads are pursuing master’s 
degrees in masonry design. A 
number of students are conducting 
research ranging from cold-weather 
masonry applications, to hydration 
in masonry assemblies, to a more 
effective method for the placement 
of reinforcement—all with a focus on 
the optimization of masonry design 
and construction. We profile some 
of these projects in this issue of The 
Troweller. 

As a member of the civil engineering 
class of ’85, I vividly recall that the 
masonry curriculum consisted of 
merely two weeks at the end of our 
reinforced concrete class. Man, 
have times ever changed and we 
couldn’t be more thrilled. Building 
on this momentum, we will soon be 
exploring potential opportunities in 
the Faculty of Architecture.

The apprenticeship program at 
Red River College remains a very 
proud Manitoba tradition, with 48 
apprentices enrolled in the three 
levels—the highest number in the last 
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Updates to masonry trade scope

25 years. Manitoba’s top apprentices 
have consistently had great showings 
at both the national and world skills 
competitions; it is not hard to see 
why long-time masonry instructor 
Brian Gebhardt won this year’s Red 
River College Instructor of the Year 
Award. On behalf of the MMI, we 
congratulate Brian on an honour 
very well-deserved.  Brian has 
always possessed the perfect balance 
between technical expertise and the 
ability to engage the students—a 
very rare combination. He notes that 
one of the most significant changes 
over the last 15 years is the age of 
the students entering the program. 
Rather than those 25 and older 
enrolling as a second or third option 
after high school, more and more 
students between the ages of 19 and 
22 are recognizing masonry as a trade 
of choice.

It gives me great pleasure to announce 
that our dear professor and friend, 
John Glanville, won the Honourary 
Life Member Award at this year’s 
national masonry conference, 

held in St. Pete Beach, Florida. To 
this day, very few in the history 
of the Province of Manitoba have 
contributed more to the advancement 
and application of masonry than 
Professor Glanville. John was, to 
say the least, distinguished, selfless 
with his time and an inspiration to 
all. Most importantly, John was a 
gentleman. His family will accept this 
honour on his behalf at a ceremony to 
be held in the fall of this year. Further, 
the Manitoba masonry industry 
has established an endowment fund 
to honour John’s contribution to 
masonry engineering. The first John 
Glanville Memorial Scholarship will 
be awarded to a full-time graduate 
student in the civil engineering 
master’s program, conducting 
research in the field of masonry.

Finally, the MMI is excited to 
announce the 2014 Masonry Design 
Awards, being held on Thursday, 
Oct. 23 at the Fort Garry Hotel. 
This prestigious event celebrates 
architectural excellence in a masonry 
context. We look forward to receiving 

all submissions from the architectural 
community of Manitoba prior to the 
end-of-June deadline.

I look forward to working with the 
new executive and membership of the 
MMI as we continue our mission to 
promote, develop and strengthen the 
masonry industry, and our brand of 
constructing “the most state-of-the-
art wall systems in the world.” With 
this in mind:

“When Moses was alive, these 
pyramids were a thousand years old. 
Here began the history of architecture. 
Here people learned to measure 
time by a calendar, to plot the star 
by astronomy and chart the earth by 
geometry. And here they developed 
that most awesome of all ideas – the 
idea of eternity.” -Walter Cronkite

I look forward to hearing from you 
and seeing you at one of our upcoming 
events.

Jeffrey Dolovich 
President 
Manitoba Masonry Institute

Continued from previous page
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Mark Laarveld is helping to answer an age-old question for the construction industry: what, exactly, does a mason 
do?

A project manager at Euro-Can Enterprises in Winnipeg, Laarveld has been involved in updating the trade scope for 
masonry, as part of a broader initiative to update trade scopes for all trade contractor work in the Canadian construction 
industry.

“Masonry has been done for thousands of years, but the trade scope continues to change because of different dynamics 
in how construction is done,” says Laarveld, who has been working to update the masonry trade scope on a national 
level—and a local one, too. He emphasizes the importance of recognizing regional trade scope requirements, as they 
often differ from region to region. “Each region has its own distinct trade scope,” he says. 

Despite its importance, the masonry trade scope is not often updated, making for a more daunting task. “After updating 

the trade scope, we’ll look at revising the masonry textbook to match. It’s a lot of work and will take us a few years to 
complete,” says Laarveld. “But this work is necessary because it helps designers to understand the capability of masonry 
contractors—we are trained to provide them the products they require.”

What does a mason do? 
A look at the masonry trade scope: Division 4

DEFINITION:
This tender shall be for the supply and installation of 
Brick, Tile, Stone and Concrete Block Construction. 

This contractor shall include and exclude the following 
items regardless of where they may appear in the tender 
documents unless specifically noted otherwise in this 
scope:

INCLUDED:
1. Anchors & ties;
2. Angle iron support for veneer when mechanically 
fastened;
3. Brick, units as specified in the tender documents;
4. Building air barrier and insulation used behind 
masonry facing;
5. Building-in of miscellaneous metals supplied by others 
(except as noted in point 20 and 28) in masonry;
6. Caulking, masonry to masonry, including caulking 
where it forms part of the expansion or control joint and 
fire stopping;
7. Cavity wall flexible sheet membrane, behind masonry, 
which forms part of the building air barrier or vapour 
barrier and where masonry is the last component to be 
installed, including connection to work of preceding 
trade where required. If connection is required by 
any trade following the masonry installation then the 
masonry contractor provides a maximum of 200 mm, 
unless otherwise specified, of overlap material beyond the 
exterior point of the masonry system;
8. Cavity wall insulation complete with adhesives, 
anchors, etc., behind masonry, where masonry is the last 
component to be installed;
9. Clay flue lining;
10. Clay tiles;
11. Cleaning of masonry;
12. Clear surface waterproofing of exterior masonry only;
13. Concrete and grout fill in masonry only;
14. Concrete blocks, glued blocks and glass blocks;
15. Cutting required for other trades in new work only;
16. Damp proof course in masonry;
17. Demolition of existing masonry when the materials 

are to be re-used or retained as specified;
18. Hoisting up to 35ft above grade, crane to be supplied 
above this height at no cost to the masonry contractor;
19. Installation only of frames within masonry;
20. Lateral supports at top of wall, only when 
mechanically fastened;
21. Loose fill or foam insulation in masonry;
22. Masonry laid with mortar containing bonding agents 
regardless of being pre-laid or otherwise;
23. Metal flashing built-in masonry, supply and 
installation;
24. Mortar;
25. Non-rigid and fabric flashing when built into 
masonry;
26. Parging of cavity masonry walls only when specified;
27. Precast concrete band courses, copings, sills and 
heads within masonry cladding, including supply and 
installation of insulation and vapour barrier behind these 
items;
28. Protection of other trades' work from damage by this 
trade, when masonry is last component installed;
29. Installation of reinforcing steel, including fabrication, 
tying, and drilling for reinforcing steel; 
30. Samples as specified in the tender documents;
31. Scaffolding for masonry contractors’ use;
32. Stone (natural and artificial), granite, terracotta facing 
over 30 mm, including anchorages;
33. Supply and/or installation of materials and other work 
that may be assigned by pretender ruling;
34. Temporary support and shoring for lintels at masonry 
openings;
35. Testing of material of this trade where specifically 
called for in the masonry specifications;
36. Weep hole and venting devices;
37. Wire reinforcing to mortar joints.

EXCLUDED:
38. Demolition, (except as per item 17 included above);
39. Dual blocks;
40. Inspection;
41. Temporary heat and hoarding, including mortar 
mixing shack;
42. Temporary wind-bracing;
43. Welding.
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SPOTLIGHT ON...U of  M’s masonry research program

THE TROWELLER

The University of Manitoba’s 
Faculty of Engineering continues 

to open doors for those interested in 
studying the art of masonry. One of 
the Department of Civil Engineering’s 
research areas lies in masonry and 
cementitious materials, which looks 
at cementitious materials science, 
structural design and behaviour of 
masonry, and structural efficiency 
of masonry and reinforced concrete 
structures.

“In conducting masonry research, we 
are doing something that has never 
been done at the university before,” 
says Fariborz Hashemian, assistant 
professor of concrete and masonry, 
of the now-two-year-old program. “It 
was definitely a challenge to start a 

new research program in a university.”

Since its inception, the program has 
helped students study different aspects 
of masonry though access to resources 
like the recently opened IKO materials 
lab. “It’s for cold-weather studies and 
their effect on materials, focusing on 
what’s happening in Manitoba and on 
our unique weather conditions,” says 
Hashemian. “We used to just have an 
environmental chamber but now we 
can look at masonry, concrete, grout, 
etc. microscopically.”

Students are able to get a hands-
on feel for masonry through an 
advanced design studio, offered every 
second year through the faculty. “We 
look at advanced research and design 
of masonry structures,” he says, “and 

then come up with different designs 
and possibilities—and then we build 
them.”

The research program’s first student 
is currently studying cold-weather 
effects on mortar and is set to 
graduate later this year. “He is looking 
at materials that could set faster 
rather than having longer periods 
of heating,” says Hashemian. “He 
has completed some very promising 
work.” 

Another student—set to graduate in 
January 2015—is studying a sensor 
that could prove very useful to 
masons. “These sensors are placed 
within a masonry assembly to 
determine when mortar is cured, so 
we know when complete hydration 

has occurred. If there are 
issues with construction 
in that the heater goes off 
and the concrete freezes—
we would know exactly 
when that happened.”

That research stems from 
the moisture-detecting 
tool developed by 
some of the university’s 
electrical engineering 
professors. “We took 
the same sensor to see 
if we could measure the 
level of hydration—after 
hydration, the sensors are 
still live and can detect 
moisture within the wall 
of assembly. They can stay 

in the structure and act as a structural 
health monitoring system,” says 
Hashemian. “Some very good data 
came out of that research.” 

A third student is still in the early  
research phases of his project, 
examining pre-cast masonry elements 
and what kind of work has already 
been done in the area. “Instead of 
heating the whole structure, we’re 
trying to look at heating a small area 
of the construction site and then 
lifting and connecting with the rest 
of the structure,” says Hashemian. 
“We hope to bring this research to 
the masonry industry to see if we can 
utilize that kind of system.”

Hashemian and his students also have 
a patent out for a new concrete block. 
“We think it could replace the existing 
concrete block system. It would be a 
lot more efficient and would reduce 
material by about 50 per cent—I 
think it could revolutionize the 
masonry industry,” he says, adding, 
“I’m very interested in increasing the 
use of masonry. We’re always trying to 
find ways to make masonry an even 
better solution for the construction 
industry.”

The university recently received 
funding for a scholarship for students 
who research and study masonry, 
which was awarded for the first time 
last year. Hashemian hopes that it 

acts as an extra incentive for students 
to join the masonry field and helps 
to continue the growth of both the 
program and interest in the field.

“We’re definitely growing,” says 
Hashemian. “I really want to get more 
local students to study masonry, as 
they have more of a tendency to stay 
in Manitoba, so obviously that’s a 
positive thing for the industry and the 
community.” 

For more information about the U 
of M’s masonry research program, 
please visit:

http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/
engineering/departments/civil/1438

“We’re always looking for ways to make masonry an even 
better solution for the construction industry.”

-Assistant professor Fariborz Hashemian
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Preserving history: a look at masonry restoration in Winnipeg
to reduplicate the façade while 
updating the exterior wall system 
to comply with current codes for 
structural support and environmental 
separation,” says Wells.

In the original façade, three stones 
bore on each other. To comply with 
current Code, they were too thin 
to enable a stacked gravity support 
system, meaning each stone had to 
be individually supported, which 
required a considerable amount of 
structural work. It was well worth it, as 
Crosier Kilgour & Partners and Alpha 
Masonry were among those who 
received Heritage Winnipeg’s 2014 
Preservation Award of Excellence in 
Commercial Conservation for their 
work on the project. 

Other recent restoration projects 
include the Fort Garry Hotel, 
Winnipeg Art Gallery, Birks Building, 
Paterson Global Foods Institute, and 
177 Lombard, notable due to its use of 
a difficult-to-source Kootenay marble. 
Upcoming projects include the 
Agassiz Youth Centre, as well as the 
Morden and Dauphin courthouses, 
which includes restoration work on 
the brick and stone cornices.

“There is a considerable amount 
of masonry restoration work that 
still needs to be done in Manitoba,” 
says Wells, adding that despite the 
benefits of quality masonry work, 
there are some who are hesitate to 
invest. “Masonry construction can be 
extremely durable and stands the test 

of time when designed appropriately 
for the exposure conditions, but some 
developers may be more concerned 
with the initial capital cost than long-
term life-cycle costing and may shy 
away from use of masonry.”

Looking ahead, Wells hopes to see 
the restoration sector of the industry 
continue to grow.

“There are really talented masons in 
Winnipeg and they’re an amazing 
resource to work with,” he says. “I 
would love to see more people capable 
of respectful masonry restoration. 
Nothing upsets me more than seeing 
a beautiful masonry façade that 
has been permanently scarred by 
inappropriate means or materials.”

“How could you justify putting  
400 tons of granite in a landfill  

instead of repurposing it?”  
—John Wells, Principal,  

Crosier Kilgour & Partners

THE TROWELLER THE TROWELLER

It’s easy to notice the striking heritage 
buildings dotted along our city 

streets, their walls holding decades of 
stories—and often showing decades 
of wear. 

Extending the life of both historical 
and modern buildings is no easy task, 
but masonry restoration has quickly 
become one of the fastest-growing 
segments in the industry. With the 
abundance of heritage buildings in 
Manitoba, it’s no surprise that the 
local restoration scene is booming.

Masonry restoration runs the 
gamut from replacing bricks to 
repurposing natural stone. The 
most important component of 
masonry restoration, according 
to John Wells, is conducting 
a thorough examination of 
a building’s exterior walls 
to accurately identify the cause(s) 
of deterioration—an exercise that 
often requires a significant level of 
investigative work.

“Once you determine that cause, only 
then you can develop appropriate 
methods of remediation,” says 
Wells, a principal at Crosier Kilgour 
& Partners Ltd., which provides 
consulting engineering and project 
management services. “To continue 
to repair areas in the absence of 
knowing the cause is false economy—
you need to determine the cause or 
causes behind the deterioration.”

Like any building product, masonry 
work is subject to the often-harsh 

elements. “The fundamental 
commonality to masonry 
deterioration is the presence of 
moisture,” says Wells. “However, 
it can be difficult to determine the 
source of that moisture—whether 
precipitation, condensation, or both.”

Other sources of deterioration stem 
from the significant temperature 
fluctuations our building exteriors 
experience, corrosion of support 
systems, and corrosion of the ties 
that secure the stone to the structural 

backup. “Terracotta is particularly 
interesting because it can undergo 
other forms of deterioration,” says 
Wells, “and brick masonry can see 
problems from long-term hygroscopic 
expansion, unless the façade has been 
designed to accommodate long-term 
expansion in the brick.”

With over 24 years at Crosier Kilgour 
& Partners, Wells is well-versed in 
building science, building material 
failures, analysis of structural 
deterioration or duress, and 
remediation design. His preferred 
masonry repair method is to preserve 
as much of the building’s existing 
fabric as possible. “For a stone or 

terracotta unit, we endeavour to 
salvage that existing unit as much 
as possible instead of creating a 
replacement piece,” he says.

Sometimes, however, a replacement 
place is necessary, in which case 
they make every attempt to source 
the original stone material. The 
downside? There are no long-
term performance metrics on the 
durability of replacement pieces, 
forcing the project team to rely on 
short-term tests. “If we’re doing a 

replacement piece, a stronger 
material is not always the 
most appropriate material. 
It will behave differently and 
create stress concentrations 
in the wall system that weren’t 
present before the repair.”

One of Crosier Kilgour & 
Partners’ most notable conservation 
projects is the Workers’ Compensation 
Board building—often recognized 
for its architectural design—at 333 
Broadway. “With exception to the 
fractured kerfs along the base of each 
stone, the granite was in excellent 
condition, which was a significant 
selling point to the owner,” says Wells. 
“How could you justify putting 400 
tons of granite in a landfill instead of 
repurposing it?”

The Alpha Masonry team was able 
to redress each stone so it could be 
reincorporated into the building 
façade. “In other changes to the 
external wall work, we were able 

Manitoba Masonry Institute
1447 Waverley Street, Winnipeg, Manitoba R3T 0P7
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The Manitoba Masonry Institute (MMI) is proud to present the 2014 Masonry Design Awards, which will be held on 
Thursday, Oct. 23 at the Fort Garry Hotel in Winnipeg. This prestigious event has been well-received by architects 

and engineers and goes a long way in promoting the masonry industry. There is no other event presently held in the 
province that gives credit to the firms, owners and builders that continue to design and build some of the most durable 
and aesthetically pleasing buildings in the world.

We are offering your firm the opportunity to advertise in Masonry Magazine, which celebrates achievements in masonry 
construction in Manitoba, and at the banquet through sponsorship. We have four levels of sponsorship available: 

Gold – includes full-page advertising in Masonry Magazine, signage in the banquet room, recognition in the   
production program and three complimentary corporate tables at the banquet

Silver – includes full-page advertisement (other than the ones mentioned above) and one complimentary   
corporate table at the banquet (sponsorship amount of $5,000)

Bronze – includes half-page advertisement in Masonry Magazine and four complimentary tickets to the banquet  
(sponsorship amount of $2,500)

Associate – includes quarter-page advertisement in Masonry Magazine and two complimentary tickets to the   
banquet (sponsorship amount of $2,500)

All requests regarding sponsorships should be emailed to the MMI office (mmi_mmca@mymts.net) no later than June 
27, 2014 at 10 a.m. 

For additional information, please contact committee chair Harry Laarveld directly at harrylaarveld@hotmail.ca.

2014 Masonry Design Awards
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SPOTLIGHT ON...Skills Canada National Competition
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Nina Widmer continues to carve 
out a niche for herself as a 

bricklayer.

The first female apprentice in 
the history of Red River College 
(RRC)’s Bricklayer Apprenticeship 
program, Widmer represented 
Manitoba at the 20th Skills Canada 
National Competition in Toronto 
at the beginning of June. The only 
competition of its kind in Canada, 
the annual event sees more than 
500 young students and apprentices 
from across the country take part in 
over 40 skilled trade and technology 
contests, in areas ranging from aircraft 
maintenance to website development 
to brick masonry.

Though RRC usually has a selection 
process to determine who will 
represent Manitoba at the event, 
instructor Brian Gebhardt opted not 
to have a competition this year. 

“I was so confident in Nina’s abilities 
that it was no competition,” he says. 
“We knew she would be the best 
person to represent Manitoba. She 
scored the highest on the IP exam in 
the last 24 hours, and her attention 
to detail put her above everyone in 
her class at every level—my decision 
was based on her performance and 
dedication.”

And Widmer—who was profiled in 
the last issue of The Troweller and has 
received significant media attention—
didn’t disappoint, winning the silver 
medal at the Skills Canada event.

“She did an excellent job, as I knew 
she would,” says Gebhardt. “We 
live in a region that doesn’t have a 
lot of bricklayers compared to, say, 
Ontario, and Nina still came out 
as one of the top-two apprentice 
bricklayers in Canada—that’s quite an 
accomplishment. She is a very skilled 
tradesperson.”

For the bricklaying challenge, 
participants had 12 hours to create 
two complex elevations (see image on 
adjacent page). 

“These elevations were not simple, 
but we knew Nina would be capable. 
She has a high level of accuracy 
and attention to detail. Her work 
is virtually perfect,” says Gebhardt, 
adding that she has even received 
kudos from Minister Theresa Oswald.

Indeed, Widmer’s success in 
bricklaying and masonry has enabled 
her to present to other student groups 
to offer them tips on succeeding as a 
tradesperson. 

“She’s well-spoken, presents herself 
well and is a good spokesperson not 
just for women in the industry but for 
everyone working or hoping to work 
in trades,” says Gebhardt. 

“The reality is, there is so much open 
to her,” he continues. “She genuinely 
loves her trade and what she does. I 
can’t say enough good things about 
her.”

What’s new at  
Red River College

Bricklaying instructor Brian 
Gebhardt is excited to see interest 
in the field continue to grow, as 
evidenced by the apprenticeship 
program’s consistently high 
enrolment numbers. 

“This is the fifth year in which we’ve 
had around 15 people enrolled 
in level one of the bricklaying 
apprenticeship program,” he says. 
“That’s significant because we 
had gone a few years without a 
level one intake. Both small and 
large contractors are now sending 
people for training.” 

The college, in turn, is expanding 
and building on its commitment 
to trades, including a new trades 
building that’s currently under 
construction.

The bricklaying curriculum 
has also shown signs of change, 
transitioning from a four-year to a 
three-year program with the same 
number of required hours (4800 
hours). 

“The other thing that’s changed is 
that there is no longer post-grad 
trades testing,” says Gebhardt. 
“The students are evaluated in 
level three rather than bringing 
them back after they’ve worked in 
the industry.”

“Nina came out as one of the top-two apprentice bricklayers in Canada—

that’s quite an accomplishment. She is a very skilled tradesperson.”
-Red River College instructor Brian Gebhardt

Pictured: Nina Widmer hard at work on a project (above left) and receiving recognition for her success as a 
bricklaying apprentice (above right); one of the contest descriptions for the bricklaying component of the 2014 
Skills Canada National Competition, used with permission from Skills Canada (below)
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Skills Canada 2013

Due to the timing of our 
production schedule, we 
were unable to profile all 
of the winners of last year’s 
Skills Manitoba and Skills 
Canada competitions.

A big congratulations goes 
out to Damien Thenhaus 
for winning the 2013 Skills 
Manitoba competition. He 
went on to represent our  
province in bricklaying at 
the Skills Canada National 
Competition, where he  
won the gold medal.

Congratulations, Damien!
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SPOTLIGHT ON...Jacob Bell

In May 2012, Jacob Bell won gold at the Skills Canada 
National Competition in Edmonton, Alberta, where 

he qualified to represent Canada in bricklaying at the 
42nd WorldSkills Competition.

After dedicating four weeks to full-time training and 
many evenings and weekends—totaling more than 500 
hours of training—in preparation for the competition, 
Bell competed against bricklayers from around the 
world in Leipzig, Germany last summer. The four-day 
competition saw Bell and the other bricklayers build 
three different elevations over a total of 22 hours. “That 
included absolutely everything—from creating a strategy 
to cutting materials, laying out walls, laying out bricks 
and stones, deciphering blueprints and so on,” he says.

As the WorldSkills Competition is locally inspired, one 
of the projects consisted of building a small replica of 
Germany’s Brandenburg Gate, a former city gate that was 
rebuilt in the late 18th century as a neoclassical triumphal 
arc. “I loved being challenged, as there is nothing that we 
do locally that can relate to these projects,” says Bell. 

Some of the biggest challenges related to the competition, 
he says, were the time constraints as well as the amount of 
work involved and difficulty of the projects (pictured at 
right). “It’s like a 22-hour sprint,” he laughs. “It required 
good time management and pre-planning where you 
want to be every hour. If you fall behind at all, it’s like a 
domino effect.”

Thanks to his time management and problem-solving 
skills, he finished 12th out of 33 competitors. “It was 
absolutely excellent—a great experience,” he says of the 
competition. “I learned a lot and picked up skills that 
I’m applying and using every day, and it’s always neat 
to meet likeminded people in similar fields across the 
world. Overall, it was a priceless experience.”

Bell recently started his own company and plans to 
continue working in the masonry contracting industry 
in Winnipeg.
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Preventing the spread of  fires

Watering down building codes

MONTREAL — In the aftermath 
of the L’Isle-Verte fire that killed 32 
people in a seniors’ residence two 
months ago, one thing has come to 
be viewed by many as a symbol of 
the little that did go right on that 
tragic night. It’s the charred, three-
storey firewall that rose from the 
smouldering rubble.

Had that firewall not existed, it’s safe 
to assume that more elderly occupants 
of the Résidence du Havre would have 
perished.

The firewall — erected out of concrete 
blocks — protected a two-storey 
addition that was built in 2002. The 
original 1997 building burned to the 
ground, while the firewall allowed 
the frailer, “non-autonomous” 
residents of the newer wing to escape 
unharmed.

The self-supporting firewall also 
made it possible for firefighters to 
enter the older structure while it was 
burning without fear of the addition 
tumbling down on them. And once 
the fire was extinguished the next 
day, a forensic team was able to search 
for human remains while the firewall 
stood without risk of collapse.

But that firewall has also come to 

be viewed by some experts as an 
alarming reminder of how building-
code regulations can be watered 
down as a result of industry lobbying. 
That’s because under changes to the 
National Building Code of Canada in 
2005 — after the L’Isle-Verte addition 
was constructed — firewalls no longer 
have to be made out of concrete or 
masonry.

Firewalls can now be composed of 
gypsum, a widely used construction 
material. Some experts warn that the 
whitish material is not completely 
non-combustible when manufactured 
as gypsum board, that it can crack and 
shrink during a fire and that it doesn’t 
possess nearly the same strength, 
stability or durability of concrete.

“Obviously, concrete block is more 
solid than gypsum,” said Edouard 
LaRocque, a fire-protection engineer 
and deputy chief of the Gatineau fire 
department who has taken a keen 
interest in the L’Isle-Verte calamity 
and who has spoken with some of the 
town’s volunteer firefighters.

“We have concerns” about that change 
to the building code, LaRocque added. 
“In our business, the safer the better.”

The story of how an arcane 
construction regulation gets changed 
usually attracts scant attention, largely 

because most of the work is carried 
out by volunteers sitting in hotel 
rooms. Yet many of these volunteers 
— who have expertise in their fields 
— also have vested industry interests 
and their building-code revisions 
have far-reaching implications.

In the vast majority of cases, 
changes are made for the better and 
adopted without any opposition. But 
sometimes a change is made despite 
grave concerns over safety. And the 
revision involving firewalls in Canada 
did spark such concerns.

It wasn’t an engineer, architect or 
building inspector who initially 
proposed that the building code be 
amended to allow firewalls to be 
made of gypsum.

It was Bob Mercer, of the Gypsum 
Manufacturers of Canada, who 
made the recommendation on Sept. 
27, 2000, during a meeting of the 
standing committee on fire safety that 
is part of the Canadian Commission 
on Building Codes. Mercer’s group is 
affiliated with the powerful gypsum 
lobby in the United States, where 
deregulation has gained momentum 
since the 1970s.

Mercer proposed that the code allow 
for firewalls to be made of materials 
other than concrete or masonry, 

The following article—“Watering down building codes” by Aaron Derfel—is reprinted from The Gazette 
(Montreal)’s March 23, 2014 issue. The Troweller would like to thank The Gazette for allowing us to reprint it.
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provided that the materials meet 
stringent standards and that they pass 
fire-resistance tests.

In a recent interview, Mercer said 
his initial proposal was limited to 
townhouses, not all types of housing, 
and it was for firewalls with a fire-
resistance rating of no more than two 
hours. That means the firewall must 
hold back a fire for two hours to allow 
for the safe evacuation of a building.

Minutes of that first meeting nearly 
15 years ago, obtained by The Gazette, 
reflect a number of concerns. “The 
committee considered a proposed 
change submitted to remove the 
reference to ‘masonry or concrete’ for 
firewalls. ... The committee expressed 
concern with the size of fire that may 
develop and the impact on life safety.

“It was also concerned with durability, 
the apparent ease with which building 
occupants may cut holes in the firewall 
and with application in the field.”

Mercer, for his part, “remarked that 
in his experience, masonry walls 
could be as badly constructed and as 
easily damaged as any other part of a 
building.”

The proposal was debated during 
three more meetings over the next 
three years, with representatives 
from the firefighting sector and the 
cement industry raising objections. 
Ultimately, when the proposal was 
adopted in the building code in 2005, 
it surpassed the expectations of the 
gypsum industry because the change 
applied to all buildings, not just 
townhouses.

Why did this happen? The building 

code is divided into nine sections, 
with Part Nine covering housing 
and small buildings. The gypsum 
industry’s original firewall proposal 
involved only Part Nine, but the 
committee reasoned that the firewall 
revision was more suitable for Part 
Three, which deals broadly with fire 
protection. And so by implementing 
the proposal in Part Three, the 
firewall revision ended up applying to 
all buildings.

Although objections were raised 
about the transfer to Part Three, the 
fire protection committee concluded 
those objections were negligible.

Gypsum’s one indisputable advantage 
over concrete is that it cuts down on 
the time it takes a builder to complete 
a firewall. A concrete firewall must 
first be erected by a stone mason or 
bricklayer before a contractor can put 
up the framing for the building. This 
process must be repeated for each 
floor.

In contrast, a contractor can put up 
a gypsum-panel firewall at the same 
time as the framing goes up (see 
graphic). The builder doesn’t have to 
wait for the concrete to be poured or 
for the blocks to be laid.

“This is economically practical,” 
Mercer said. “It can cut weeks of 
construction time” and save builders 
tens of thousands of dollars.

The National Building Code, first 
adopted in 1941 and revised every 
five years, is not binding, but is used 
by the provinces as a model upon 
which to draft their own construction 
codes. Quebec adopted the firewall 
change in 2009.

“In Quebec, several fire departments 
deplored the change in the 
construction code,” said Marc-André 
Langevin, a Montreal civil engineer 
and specialist in fire protection. 
“Firefighters were surprised by 
this change, and they’ve expressed 
concerns about having to enter a 
burning building to fight a fire and 
discover that the firewall is not made 
out of concrete or concrete blocks.”

Ontario was the sole province not 
to adopt the change. The Ontario 
building code will not permit 
two-hour firewalls to be made of 
materials other than concrete or 
masonry for detention centres or care 
facilities like the L’Isle-Verte seniors’ 
residence. And for all other buildings, 
alternative firewalls must perform as 
well as masonry or concrete during 
fire conditions.

Although Alberta adopted the change 
in 2006, two years later it issued a 
clarification requiring that firewalls 
be evaluated “using the resistance of 
masonry and concrete as the baseline 
for acceptance.”

Sylvain Lamothe, a spokesperson for 
the Régie du bâtiment du Québec, 
which is in charge of the province’s 
building code, said he could not 
explain the rationale for Quebec 
adopting the change. However, he 
added that all proposed revisions to 
the Quebec code are first studied by 
a consultative committee, reviewed 
by the Régie and open to public 
consultation before being approved 
by the government.

Proponents of gypsum firewalls 
contend that they serve their purpose 

of fire resistance. Mercer has even 
gone so far as to speculate that had 
the L’Isle-Verte firewall been made 
out of gypsum instead of concrete, 
it would also have saved the lives of 
the seniors in the newer section of 
the building, and would probably 
have stood up after the fire was put 
out.

“When we’re talking about a fire-
resistance rating, this is a very 
intense fire that’s unrelenting and 
continually getting hotter and 
hotter,” Mercer explained of the 
testing of gypsum firewalls.

“That is not the real world. The 
building code requires prescribed 
times of fire resistance that don’t 
necessarily equate with what a real 
fire would be,” he added, suggesting 
that gypsum can more than 
adequately withstand any blaze.

Philip Rizcallah, a senior technical 
adviser for the National Research 
Council that oversees the Canadian 
building code, insisted that safety 
was on the minds of everyone who 
ratified the change.

“We’re trying to design a code that 
will provide you with a minimum 
acceptable value,” he said. “We can 
put up ... a firewall that will last 
for six hours and spend a lot more 
money, but if everybody is going 
to be out of that house within 30 
minutes, then why would we spend 
that much money to keep a wall up 
for six hours?”

A point of contention in the debate 
is whether a gypsum firewall is, in 
fact, non-combustible. Gypsum, 
derived from the Greek word for 

plaster or chalk — gypsos — is a 
soft mineral. Gypsum panels used 
in firewalls contain glass fibres in 
the core for reinforcement. The 
outer lining of the panels are made 
of paper or glass.

During a fire, gypsum shrinks as 
the water that is naturally found 
in the mineral is released as steam. 
This will crack and shrink the 
gypsum, and with time it will burn 
off.

Lamothe, of the Régie du bâtiment, 
described gypsum as a “combustible 
material that has a fire-retardant 
capability.”

Richard McGrath, of the Cement 
Association of Canada, is 
categorical in stating that a gypsum 
firewall is combustible.

“The total protection of these 
firewalls comes from the gypsum 
board covering them,” he said in an 
interview. “Once the gypsum layers 
fall away, there is little resistance in 
the hollow interior of these walls to 
fire.”

However, both Rizcallah and 
Mercer maintain that gypsum 
firewalls are non-combustible.

In the days after the L’Isle-Verte 
fire, much attention was focused on 
the fact that the older section of the 
seniors’ residence did not contain 
sprinklers. There are now calls in 
Quebec to have all such facilities 
equipped with sprinklers and even 
to retrofit existing buildings, as is 
now the case in Ontario.

But there are currently no plans 

to revisit the firewall regulation 
— either at the national level or in 
Quebec. For Liangzhu Wang, an 
engineering professor at Concordia 
University, that’s unfortunate given 
our aging population and the likely 
increase in the number of private 
retirement homes in the province. 
Many of these properties are 
expected to build new additions to 
accommodate the influx of seniors, 
which will mean more firewalls.

“In terms of seniors’ residences, 
the National Building Code doesn’t 
have much information,” Wang 
said. “I definitely think the code 
needs to consider the safety of 
elderly people, and one way to do 
that would be to have a concrete 
firewall.”
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The Troweller wants  
to hear from you!

Questions? Kudos? If you 
have a story idea, project  
photos(s) or article that you 
think would be of interest to 
our readers, please contact us.

For more information on how 
to purchase the Textbook of 
Canadian Masonry, please 
visit the Manitoba Masonry 
Institute website at www.
manitobamasonry.ca.
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Showcasing masonry projects across Manitoba

Police station 
2321 Grant Avenue 
 
Architect: Number TEN 
Architectural Group

Mason: Roma Masonry Ltd. 
 
Suppliers: Expocrete Concrete 
Products Ltd., I-XL Masonry 
Supplies Ltd., Gillis Quarries 
Ltd., Forte Construction 
Services, Brock White

Homewood Suites
1295 Ellice Avenue
 
Architect: Raymond SC Wan 
Architect 

Mason: Cunha Masonry 
 
Suppliers: Alsip’s Building 
Supplies and Services, 
Expocrete Concrete Products 
Ltd., Forte Construction 
Services, Brock White

THE TROWELLER

Reveal Condominiums 
10 Linden Ridge Drive
 
Architect: Daniel Serhal 
Architecture

Mason: Kornerstone 
Masonry Ltd.
 
Suppliers: Expocrete 
Concrete Products, Barkman 
Concrete Ltd., Brock White

Bridgwater Forest Condos 
25 Bridgeland Drive North 
 
Architect: 701 Architecture

Mason: B&F Masonry (phase 
one), Euro-Can Enterprises 
Ltd. (phase two)
 
Suppliers: I-XL Masonry  
Supplies Ltd., Gillis Quarries Ltd., 
Expocrete Concrete Products 
Ltd., Forte Construction Services, 
Brock White

Investors Group Field
315 Chancellor Matheson Road
 
Architect: Raymond SC Wan 
Architect

Mason: Alpha Masonry
 
Suppliers: I-XL Masonry 
Supplies Ltd., Expocrete 
Concrete Products Ltd., Forte  
Construction Services, Brock 
White

Boeing Canada  
(Winnipeg division)
99 Murray Park Road
 
Architect: Stantec 
Architecture 

Mason: GKW Construction 
Inc. 
 
Suppliers: Expocrete 
Concrete Products Inc., 
Brock White
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Mall expansion 
35 Lakewood Boulevard
 
Architect: David Goyer 
Architecture Inc.

Mason: Alpha Masonry
 
Suppliers: Alsip’s Building 
Supplies and Services

Seasons of Tuxedo 
 
Architect: Number TEN 
Architectural Group

Mason: B&F Masonry
 
Suppliers: Alsip’s Building 
Supplies and Services, 
Expocrete Concrete Products 
Ltd., Forte Construction 
Services

Canadian Western Bank 
125 Nature Park Way
 
Architect: ACM Architects

Mason: GKW Construction 
Inc.
 
Suppliers: Gillis Quarries 
Ltd., Forte Construction 
Services, Brock White

Courtyard Marriott Hotel 
780 Powerhouse Road 
 
Architect: Chamberlain 
Architect Services Ltd.

Mason: Kornerstone Masonry 
Ltd.
 
Suppliers: Alsip’s Building 
Supplies & Services, Expocrete 
Concrete Products Ltd., Forte 
Construction Services, Brock 
White

Oxbow Condominiums 
110 Creek Bend Road 
 
Design builders: Pre-Con 
Builders Ltd.

Mason: Euro-Can Enterprises 
Ltd.
 
Suppliers: Expocrete Concrete 
Products Ltd., Brock White, 
Building Products & Concrete 
Supply LP, Alsip’s Building 
Supplies and Services

Shoppers Drug Mart 
43 Osborne Street
 
Architect: Heather Sarna & 
Associates

Mason: Euro-Can Enterprises 
 
Suppliers: Gillis Quarries 
Ltd., Alsip’s Building Supplies 
and Services, I-XL Masonry 
Supplies Ltd., Expocrete 
Concrete Products Ltd., Forte 
Construction Services, Brock 
White
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Sixth annual MMI golf  tournament

Manitoba Masonry Institute members enjoyed a beautiful sunny day on the course at the sixth annual MMI golf 
tournament, held at Larters at St. Andrews Golf and Country Club on June 6, 2014. Players included masonry 
contractors and suppliers, along with architects, engineers, developers and general contractors. A great time was 
had by all. See you next year!
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Dalhousie School 
262 Dalhousie Drive
 
Architect: Synyshyn 
Architecture Interior Design 
Inc.

Mason: Alpha Masonry
 
Suppliers: Expocrete Concrete 
Products Ltd., Alsip’s Building 
Supplies & Services, Forte 
Construction Services, Brock 
White

Steinbach Regional Secondary 
School 
90 McKenzie Avenue 
 
Architect: Stantec Architecture

Mason: Kornerstone Masonry 
 
Suppliers: Expocrete 
Concrete Products Ltd., I-XL 
Masonry Supplies Ltd., Alsip’s 
Building Supplies & Services, 
Gillis Quarries Ltd., Forte 
Construction Services, Brock 
White

Target (1080 Grant 
Avenue and 35 Lakewood 
Boulevard locations)
 
Architect: Stantec 
Architecture

Mason: Roma Masonry Ltd.
 
Suppliers: Alsip’s Building 
Supplies and Services, Forte 
Construction Services, Brock 
White
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For more information about The Troweller or the Manitoba Masonry Institute, please contact us at: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1447 Waverley Street

Winnipeg, Manitoba R3T 0P7
Phone: (204) 949-0688

Fax: (204) 694-7505
www.manitobamasonry.ca
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Manitoba Masonry Institute Executives
Jeffrey Dolovich (Gillis Quarries Ltd.) — President

Mark Laarveld (Euro-Can Enterprises Ltd.) — First Vice-President
Neil Ingram (Expocrete Concrete Products Ltd.) — Treasurer

Harry Laarveld — Past President
 

The Troweller Committee
Keith Boutelier, Euro-Can Enterprises Ltd.

Neil Ingram, Expocrete Concrete Products Ltd.
Alden Wood, Alsip’s Building Supplies and Services

In memoriam

The Manitoba Masonry Institute would like to acknowledge the passing of several members of the Manitoba 
masonry community: Roger Chemar (Gillis Quaries Ltd.), Christopher Dunn (CD Renew Masonry) and 
William Keith Rankin (Cooper Rankin Architects). All of these individuals will be greatly missed.


