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To retain skilled workers, some work-from-home options are likely needed, Coun. Markus Chambers says. 

(Mikaela MacKenzie / Winnipeg Free Press files) 

A call to limit the number of days City of Winnipeg staff can work from home and 

scrutinize the impact remote work has on civic services is up for debate at city hall. 

While approximately 1,800 of 10,400 staff have worked from home at least part-

time during COVID-19, the city revealed details of a new formal flexible workplace 

plan to employees and elected officials this week. 

https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/biographies/568568861.html


Coun. Janice Lukes fears the plan rushes to make a major permanent change. 

She’s calling for the executive policy committee to order an 18-month pilot project 

that allows employees to work remotely for a maximum of two days per week on a 

regular basis. The motion was unanimously supported by council’s innovation and 

economic development committee Wednesday. 

It also calls for a review of the impact of the flexible workplace program on 

productivity and service delivery. 

"This is a very big change for the City of Winnipeg workforce and I think we should 

take… baby steps to it before we jump in completely offering five days per week 

work flex. I just feel I need a level of accountability," said Lukes. 

The motion, which still requires EPC approval, also calls for the public service to set 

a goal for the changes to have "no negative impact on the downtown economy." 

Small downtown businesses have suffered, many shutting down, after foot traffic 

dwindled to a fraction of previous levels during the pandemic. Many downtown 

workers are still working remotely more than two years later. 

The city needs to set an example by bringing back as many of its downtown staff as 

possible, Lukes said. 

"I think we should be looking at as many avenues as possible to get people 

downtown. Sometimes we have to make a bit of a sacrifice to help out downtown 

until we get (more) people living there," she said. 

The city must be careful to retain skilled workers, so some work-from-home options 

are likely needed, Coun. Markus Chambers told the media. He agreed with Lukes 

that the impact on services must be carefully monitored. 



"We want to make sure there is some rigour behind any program that sets to have 

people work remotely (to) still hold them accountable for the work that they need 

to do on behalf of the citizens of Winnipeg," said Chambers. 

The recovery of the city centre does depend on the return of workers, at least part-

time, said Kate Fenske, chief executive officer of Downtown Winnipeg Business 

Improvement Zone. 

"It is important not to rush into any permanent change or shift to how we operate 

as a city immediately without figuring out what all the risks and the benefits are. I 

think going five days a week (remote work) goes too far. The downtown is a critical 

component and a piece of our city’s success," said Fenske. 

Michael Jack, city chief administrative officer, said the current plan doesn’t prescribe 

a minimum number of days staff must work at the office, though he expects few 

would be eligible to work remotely full-time. 

"From my discussions with our senior management team, I do think five days 

remote every week would be extremely rare." 

Jack will seek more detail about the calls to impose add an 18-month pilot project 

and a two-day-per-week maximum for remote hours before he weighs in on those 

ideas. He called it "somewhat unusual" for a political motion to dictate a human 

resources decision. 

The city’s current remote work plan offers a reasonable path forward that balances 

the need to attract and retain staff without sacrificing service levels, Jack said. 

"Most of the city employees that residents interact with, they see when they’re 

having their services delivered — whether you’re at the library, whether you’re at 

the pool, whether it’s a paramedic or a firefighter — these people aren’t working 

remotely, these people are working on the front line," he said. 



"I don’t think residents will see any discernible difference in their services or their 

level of service based on some employees working remotely." 

The city also has no plans to terminate leases or sell off properties it occupies in the 

downtown, should the new formal program free up office space, Jack said. 

"We don’t see this program as being a significant challenge to downtown economic 

recovery," he said. 

Council’s executive policy committee is expected to consider the motion May 18. 

 


