Rejecting
racism
is an obligation
for Ontario
workplaces
Racism is an unacceptable behaviour that
is a hazard to mental and physical safety,
productivity, and morale.
For many Ontarians, racism may seem distanced from
their everyday experience, limited to what they see in the
news or on social media. But racism—seen or unseen—
affects everyone.
Over the summer, there were seven nooses found on
construction sites throughout Toronto. These incidents
were followed by racist graffiti scrawled on the washroom
of one of those sites in October. These racist acts are
under investigation by both the companies involved and
the Toronto Police.

Racism’s toll in the workplace
The costs of racism in the workplace are real. Studies
show that it can lead to workers not showing up for
work or employees who do show up to work but are
disengaged and unproductive. There can also be
challenges with recruiting and keeping workers. All of this
can negatively affect a company’s overall performance.
Even for those who are not the target of racism,
witnessing racism in the workplace can also result in
reduced productivity and morale.*
There are also mental health concerns for individuals who
experience racism. Individuals who experience racism
may have higher levels of anxiety, stress, and are also at
a higher risk of developing depression and stress-related
illnesses, such as high blood pressure and heart disease.†
Racism in the workplace should raise the same alarm as
when we see the improper use of personal protective
equipment, damaged tools, or inadequate safety training.
*Bridgid Trenerry, Hayley Franklin, and Yin Paradies, “Preventing race-based
discrimination and supporting cultural diversity in the workplace: an evidence review:
full report,” 2012.
† Kwasi Kafele, “Racial discrimination and mental health in racialized and Aboriginal
communities,” Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2004.
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Legal requirements for employers

The RESCON CARE project

Legal obligations to protect workers from racism are
described in the Ontario Human Rights Code and the
Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA). Both the
Code and the OHSA apply to every provincially regulated
workplace in Ontario.

In September 2020, the Residential Construction Council
of Ontario (RESCON) kicked-off the Construction Against
Racism Everywhere (CARE) campaign. RESCON and
its board of directors are also organizing a coalition of
employers, unions, and sub-trades from all sectors of the
industry to develop ideas on how to recognize racism and
change the culture of the industry.

Employers, supervisors, and workers may be held liable
under the OHSA and Ontario's human rights system if
harassment occurs in the workplace, at worksites, or at
work-related events. This places a firm responsibility on all
workplace parties, particularly employers, to create and
maintain a healthy, discrimination-free work environment.
The OHSA also requires employers in Ontario to assess
the risks of workplace violence and harassment and to
develop policies and programs to help eliminate it. The
policies can be combined into a workplace violence and
harassment policy, as long as all the requirements for the
policies are followed.
Every employer in Ontario must prepare and review, at
least annually, a policy on workplace violence, [OHSA
section 32.0.1 (1) (a) and (c)].
Every employer in Ontario must prepare and review, at
least annually, a policy on workplace harassment, [OHSA
section 32.0.1 (b) and (c)].

How IHSA can help
For examples of workplace harassment and violence and
a Violence and Harassment in the Workplace Tool Kit
with links to risk assessments, policy requirements, and
policy templates, please visit ihsa.ca/workplace-violenceharassment.

IHSA is proud to be a member of the RESCON CARE
roundtable and engaged in the conversation about
rejecting racism in the construction industry.

Recognizing systemic racism
There are deeper aspects of racism in the workplace that
can exist beyond person-to-person interactions addressed
by a workplace violence and harassment policy.
One critical aspect of racism in the workplace is systemic
racism. Systemic racism describes patterns of behaviour
that are part of how an organization operates. For
example, who is doing what job, who is being promoted,
who is earning what, and whether employee concerns
that are brought forward (about reports of racism or
otherwise) are being adequately addressed.
These patterns of behaviour can create disadvantages for
individuals based on race.
It’s legally required for workplaces to have policies to
prevent violence and harassment. However, companies
should also examine their work culture and how their
organization actually operates in order to reject racism
from their workplaces if it exists.

The bottom line
If you don’t have a healthy work environment and culture
with engaged and productive workers, or if you are not
able to keep your top talent, you are also unlikely to grow
your bottom line.
Racism is an unacceptable behaviour that is a hazard to
mental and physical safety, productivity, and morale—just
like the workplace risks of any other physical injury. Like
other preventable risks to physical safety or mental wellbeing, employers need a zero-tolerance policy on racism
in the workplace.
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