
GCAO Position on PM Firms 

Background: 
In recent years we have seen the rapid growth and growing presence of Project 
Management firms as agents of public and private Owners. This has coincided with 
the ongoing trend with a number of larger private and public Owners to divest 
themselves of their in-house construction management capacity and outsource this 
“non-core” business function, even when they may have significant ongoing capital 
project spending program and/or facility maintenance requirements. Another 
unstated benefit for many larger public entities, is that the employment of a third 
party also offers a potential buffer for political criticism when projects are delayed or 
go over budget. This trend is expected to continue into the foreseeable future. 

The PM’s fees are in many cases substantial, sometimes at the same level of all the 
design consultants’ fees combined. We have anecdotal evidence that the PMs 
counter the resistance to the fees from the Owners by proffering the “value 
proposition” that they will be able to offset this cost by achieving improved contract 
conditions (e.g. onerous and lopsided Supplementary General Conditions [SGCs]) 
and holding the consultant and contractor costs down by vigorously applying the 
contract terms in favour of the Owner where ambiguities arise or are known. 

The PM’s performance, from the contractor’s perspective, is mixed. At best, the PM 
firm will assign competent and experienced individuals to the project that are able to 
advise the Owner on the process, manage the political machinations in the Owner’s 
organization, and achieve timely and fair decisions with the authority. However on 
numerous projects this has not been the experience, as the PM’s assigned 
individual often lacks the knowledge, experience, and authority in a manner 
described above, thus only adding a layer of management that has little value to the 
process and the construction team during the construction phase. In the worst case, 
the PM actually becomes the source of delays in the decision making process, 
behaves in a defensive manner, tries to coerce the consultants into enforcing the 
aforementioned unfair SGCs, and generally generates negativity within the project 
team. Such inefficient and/or obstinate behaviour leads to a significant cost to the 
Owner and the construction team. 

The GCAO membership understands that PM agency services are here to stay, 
however we are concerned about their unwillingness to cooperate and adhere to the 
industry practices that we have fought so long and hard to establish. The cost for 
their involvement, beneficial or not, must not come at the expense of the contractors 
and consultants who already undertake significant risks in practising their 
professions. Our goal is to moderate the behaviour of the PM firms such that they 
will accept the contractual balance of risk between the parties as promoted by the 



Canadian Construction Association (CCA) as the best framework for them and their 
clients. 

In summary, the following are identified issues with Project Management Firm 
practices: 

1. The PM firms often push Supplementary General Conditions (SGCs) into 
the contracts that unfairly skew the risk to the General Contractor / CM. In 
some cases the PM seeks to cover their own contractual risks to the 
Owner. 

2. The PM firms are purposely unresponsive to concerns raised regarding 
SGCs during the tender period and do not adhere to the industry standards 
where to do so would reveal weakness in their advocacy or require them to 
revise their position. We have recently seen the PM firms act in a manner 
contrary to established industry practices in a tender call where the bidders 
have unanimously objected to the onerous SGCs by cancelling the tender 
after the closing date, then negotiating with all the bidders to achieve 
concessions (divide and conquer.) rather than negotiating with the low 
bidders. 

3. Design consultants are often pressed by the PM firm to enforce the 
onerous conditions on their behalf. 

4. There is little or no recourse for the Contractor or Consultant to address the 
situation where an assigned PM staff member is found to be incompetent, 
obstructive, or disruptive to the construction process. 

Action Steps: 

Currently there is a general absence of industry-level dialogue with the PM agency 
firms. The PM agency firms do not have an established association for us to 
approach and, interestingly, have resisted suggestions by past GCAO Board 
members to hold a meeting where other PMs would be present. Due to the 
fragmented nature of their subsection of the industry, the GCAO Board and its 
members are only able to deal with each firm individually and often only on a project 
level. This situation is not conducive to coordinated action and, frankly, suits their 
roguish style of operating where there is no pressure of accountability to the 
industry. 

Major Owners are the other group whose needs are driving the expansion of the PM 
firms’ growth, but may not fully understand the price they are paying for some of 
their practices. Because the PMs are often first to be involved in a project, even 
ahead of the consultants, they exert undue influence that may be used as a wedge 
between the Contractor and the Owner. Some even question the need for a PM’s 
involvement once construction begins, particularly if there is a prime Consultant 
engaged. In summary, the following are potential action steps that the GCAO would 
advocate: 



1. Engage the Ontario General Contractors Association (OGCA) and CCA to 
more aggressively promote the use of the Guide to Project Management 
Services (CCA 25) and related documents such as the CCDC 20 Guide to 
the Use of CCDC 2 – 2008, and CCDC 23 Guide to Calling Bids and 
Awarding Contracts. Further, we could offer to Owners the possibility to 
have proposed PM contract undergo a review before implementation. 

2. Lobby the Board of the CCA to consider forming a PM Section to represent 
their interests. Such a move would facilitate the formation of an “association 
with an association” that would be directly tied to industry (Reel them in.). 
Irrespective of this potential long-term project, an industry-level dialogue 
needs to be initiated to begin to address our issues with PM practices. 

3. Work with the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada (RAIC), the Ontario 
Association of Architects (OAA) and the Ottawa Regional Society of 
Architects (ORSA) to develop educational literature for Owners that outlines 
when a PM agency is appropriate, what phases, and what level they need 
to be involved, and the option of having a “prime consultant” to fulfill that 
role. 
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