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Executive summary | sommaire

Canada’s declining productivity and weak competitiveness are increasingly tied to
structural barriers that limit competition in domestic markets.

One of the most consequential — and overlooked — of these barriers lies in public
procurement. Accounting for 13.4 per cent of GDP, or roughly $350 billion annually —
government purchasing should exert strong downward pressure on costs and expand
opportunities for firms. Instead, transparency failures and fragmented systems are
inflating public spending and restricting access to government contracts.

The evidence is clear: when procurement processes are opaque or difficult to
manage, fewer firms participate and prices rise. In Canada, these effects are amplified
by inconsistent disclosure practices and the absence of a coherent national approach.
Fourteen separate procurement systems — each with its own platform, standards,
and rules — impose unnecessary burdens, discourage new entrants, and entrench
incumbents. The result is weaker competition, higher public expenditures, and
reduced innovation.

These inefficiencies have taken on greater urgency amid efforts to strengthen
Canada’s economic resilience. In 2025, an outpouring of interprovincial collaboration
emerged in Canada in response to US President Donald Trump’s overhaul of the global
trading system. While governments moved to reduce visible trade barriers, less attention
has been paid to embedded constraints within procurement systems. Reform must extend
to these less visible barriers.

Current procurement practices often function as de facto internal trade barriers.
Protectionism in procurement can anoint industrial winners and losers without regard to
merit, with outsized consequences for the economy’s competitiveness.

Transparency and disclosure are central to addressing this problem. When
governments fail to publish clear, accessible procurement information, fewer firms bid
and prices rise — imposing a direct fiscal burden on taxpayers.

To assess the adherence of Canada’s federal, provincial, and territorial governments

to their procurement transparency obligations under the Canadian Free Trade Agreement,
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we developed a scoring framework for four key areas: ease of use, data quality, coverage,
and accessibility.

The results reveal stark variation, ranging from world-class open data practices to
systems that barely meet the threshold of meaningful disclosure. Nova Scotia, Quebec,
British Columbia, and the federal government are highly compliant. New Brunswick,
Manitoba, and Yukon are in weak compliance. The remaining provinces and territories
fall in between.

A few serious problems must be addressed:

« Several provinces store public procurement data on privately owned platforms,
effectively outsourcing transparency to entities that control access without
democratic accountability. Any credible transparency framework must require
data portability and open access.

«  Pre-qualified vendor lists, used to streamline routine purchasing, often operate
with minimal disclosure. Contracts awarded through these channels are
frequently invisible, reinforcing closed networks and weakening competitive
pressure.

- Fragmentation remains a core problem. Firms must navigate 14 portals with
different formats, rules, and systems, incurring significant administrative and

legal overhead that adds no productive value.

We offer specific remedial recommendations for each government and propose

three system-level reforms:

. Establish a common procurement data standard.

. Create a Canadian “procurement passport” that enables firms that establish
financial standing, regulatory compliance, and technical qualifications in
one province to port those credentials into procurement processes in other
jurisdictions.

«  Provide a genuine single point of access.

The European Union provides a useful benchmark. Through its Tenders
Electronic Daily portal and the European Single Procurement Document, it has built a
far more transparent and interoperable system. Canada remains fragmented, rewarding
incumbency and obscuring opportunity.

Canadians are currently incurring billions of dollars in avoidable costs. The reforms
proposed here are achievable, require no amendments to the CFTA, and are grounded in
proven models. They would reduce spending, expand market access for firms of all sizes,
strengthen accountability, and support more effective, data-driven procurement.

Without action, these costs will continue to compound. Canada will entrench a
fragmented, opaque system that weakens competition, limits opportunity, and drives

higher spending at a time when Canadians can least afford it. ML
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Les barriéres structurelles qui entravent la concurrence sur le marché intérieur nuisent
de plus en plus a la productivité et la compétitivité du Canada.

Un des défis majeurs — frequemment sous-estimé — réside dans I'approvisionnement
public. Comptant pour 13,4 % du PIB, soit environ 350 milliards de dollars par an, les
achats gouvernementaux devraient fortement réduire les colits et €largir les débouchés
pour les entreprises. Or, le manque de transparence et la fragmentation des systémes
gonflent les dépenses publiques tout en limitant I'accés aux contrats.

Les preuves sont claires : I'opacité et I'ingouvernabilité des processus de passation
des marchés nuisent a la participation des entreprises et augmentent les prix. Ces effets
sont amplifiés par des pratiques de divulgation incoh€rentes et I'absence d’une approche
nationale unifiée. Quatorze systémes distincts — avec leurs propres plateformes, normes
et regles — imposent des contraintes inutiles, découragent les nouveaux entrants et
favorisent les opérateurs établis. Il en résulte une concurrence affaiblie, des dépenses
publiques plus €levées et moins d’innovation.

Ces inefficacités exigent une action immédiate, alors que I’'on s’efforce de solidifier
la résilience économique du Canada. En 2025, une vague de coopération interprovinciale
a pris forme en réponse a la révision compléte du systéeme commercial international par
le président américain Donald Trump. Les gouvernements ont réagi en abaissant les
barriéres commerciales visibles, mais ont négligé€ les contraintes inhérentes aux systémes
d’approvisionnement. La réforme doit englober ces barriéres cachees.

Les pratiques d’approvisionnement actuelles font souvent office de barrieres
commerciales internes. Ce type de protectionnisme peut favoriser certains secteurs
industriels sans considération du méerite, ce qui a des conséquences disproportionnées
sur la compétitivite.

Surmonter ces obstacles requiert transparence et divulgation stricte. Lorsque les
gouvernements ne fournissent pas d’informations claires et accessibles sur les marchés
publics, moins d’entreprises présentent des soumissions et les colts grimpent, d’ol une
imposition directe pour les contribuables.

Dans ce contexte, pour évaluer la conformité des divers paliers de gouvernement
a leurs obligations de transparence aux termes de I’Accord de libre-échange canadien
(ALEC), nous avons concu un systeme de notation fondé€ sur quatre piliers : la convivialité,
la qualité des données, le champ d’application et I'accessibilité.

Les résultats révélent des €écarts considérables, allant de pratiques exemplaires
en matiére de données ouvertes a des systémes de divulgation a peine adéquats. La
Nouvelle-Ecosse, le Québec, la Colombie-Britannique et le gouvernement fédéral sont
tout a fait conformes. Le Nouveau-Brunswick, le Manitoba et le Yukon le sont moins. Le
reste des provinces et territoires se situent entre les deux.

Quelques probléemes graves doivent étre résolus :

. Plusieurs provinces entreposent les données sur des plateformes privées,

externalisant de fait la transparence a des entités qui contrélent I’'accés sans
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reddition de comptes. Tout systéme transparent crédible doit permettre la
portabilité des données et un accés ouvert.

. Les listes de fournisseurs préqualifi€s, souvent soustraits a des exigences de
divulgation minimales, sont utilisées pour simplifier les achats courants. Les
contrats attribués via ces canaux sont frequemment invisibles, ce qui renforce
le cloisonnement des réseaux et nuit a la concurrence.

. La fragmentation persiste. Les entreprises doivent composer avec 14 portails
comportant des formats, des regles et des systemes différents, ce qui entraine

d’importants frais administratifs et Iégaux sans valeur ajoutée.

Nous offrons des recommandations précises pour chaque gouvernement et

proposons trois réformes a I’échelle du systéme :

. L’établissement d’'une norme commune pour les données dans le domaine de
I'approvisionnement.

. La création d’un « passeport » canadien qui permet aux entreprises a solvabilité
financiere, conformité réglementaire et qualifications techniques reconnues
dans une province de transférer leurs accréditations ailleurs au pays.

. La présence d’un véritable point d’acces unique.

L’Union européenne offre un modéle utile. Grdce a son portail TED (Supplément au
Journal officiel de I'UE) et au DUME (Document unique de marché européen), elle a mis
en place un systéme bien plus transparent et interopérable. Le Canada reste fragmente :
il privilégie les opé€rateurs établis et obscurcit les possibilites.

Les Canadiennes et Canadiens supportent des colts évitables de plusieurs milliards
de dollars. Les réformes proposéees sont réalisables sans modifier TALEC et reposent sur
des modeles éprouves. Elles réduiraient les dépenses, €largiraient I'accés au marchée
pour les entreprises de toutes tailles, renforceraient I'imputabilité et favoriseraient des
passations de marchés plus efficaces et rentables.

Sans intervention, les codts continueront de grimper. En effet, le pays ne pourra
qu’enraciner un systéme fragmenté et opaque qui affaiblit la concurrence, limite les
possibilités offertes et reléve les colts a un moment ol la population est le moins en

mesure de les supporter. MLI
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Introduction

In 2025, an outpouring of interprovincial collaboration emerged in Canada
in response to US President Donald Trump’s overhaul of the global trading
system. By breaking down Canada’s internal trade barriers, the federal and
provincial governments sought to address some of the trade repercussions
that followed the president’s actions. Premiers inked bilateral and multilateral
memoranda of understanding (MOUs) pledging to strengthen domestic
economic relations. Several provinces and the federal government introduced
new legislation to improve economic integration by way of statute. And Canada’s
governments signed the Canadian Mutual Recognition Agreement on the Sale of
Goods, which allows most goods legally sold in one Canadian jurisdiction to be
sold in another without additional requirements or re-certification. These are
just three examples of the significant strides that Canada made in its efforts to
unlock domestic prosperity.

However, not only is the job far from complete, but the reforms
must be broadened to include a significant and under-discussed source
of trade barriers: public procurement practices. When 14 governments
cach operate their own separate procurement portals, each with its own
unique interface, data format, and disclosure practices, the result is not just
administrative inconvenience; it is a measurable drag on competition and
a direct cost to taxpayers. This paper is the first to assess the compliance
of Canada’s governments with their procurement transparency obligations
under the Canadian Free Trade Agreement (CFTA). Its aim is to broaden
what Canadians consider to be domestic trade barriers, assess current CFTA
compliance, and offer some actionable proposals that could bring Canada

closer to globally recognized best practices.
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From 2025’s rhetoric to 2026’s implementation

Tabling legislation or signing hortatory pledges and MOUs is only a fraction
of the battle to free internal trade in Canada. Recent attempts to reform
interprovincial labour mobility, a key internal trade irritant, are instructive
about the outsized importance of effective implementation.

Labour mobility had risen to the top of the internal trade reform agenda
before 2025. In September 2006 — 20 years ago — internal trade ministers
committed to implementing mutual recognition for labour credentials and
certificationsby April 1,2009 (Knox2010). A wave of labour mobilitylegislation
passed by a number of Canada’s governments followed this multilateral
political agreement. The legislation was intended to enshrine the underlying
mechanism of mutual recognition in statute. But the laws passed were simply
inadequate for the job. Ideas were not appropriately translated into measures
and regulations, and efforts failed at the implementation stage. Almost as if
the reform efforts of 2006-2010 had never happened, 2025 saw a swell of calls
for improved labour mobility via mutual recognition along with the tabling of
companion labour mobility legislation (Manucha 2025). The sentiment and
efforts were a complete déja vu. It is also clear that inadequate implementation
over the past 20 years has hindered progress on labour mobility, a key internal
trade irritant. We can extend the lesson about the fundamental importance of
implementation to another key source of internal trade barriers, and the subject

of this paper: public procurement practices.

Public procurement practices as a source of internal trade barriers

Public procurement is deeply linked to internal trade. Provincial politicians
who unfairly prefer local vendors may win electoral favour among a select
group of pleased stakeholders. However, public procurement spending in
Canada amounted to 13.4 per cent of national GDP in 2021 (approximately
$350 billion) (OECD 2023). As a result, protectionism in procurement
has outsized impacts on the economy’s competitiveness, and ultimately,
its strength and prosperity. Protectionism can anoint industrial winners
and losers without regard to merit. And it can roil trading partners into
introducing protectionist procurement practices of their own. With the
ongoing ramp-up in federal, provincial, and territorial government spending
on defence and Major Projects Office initiatives, competitive procurement

practices are more relevant than ever.
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Weak transparency practices affect more than just those firms that lose
out on government tenders. They also generate harm that cascades through
the whole system. Firms quickly become unwilling to invest time and effort
in playing an unmeritocratic game. Over time, there are fewer bidders on
government opportunities, which directly increases the prices governments
pay for goods and services. Poor transparency forces firms of all sizes to invest
in monitoring infrastructure that creates no economic value. And those
practices entrench incumbents whose continued success may owe more to
informational advantage than to the competitiveness of their offerings. Thus,
the transparency weaknesses identified in this paper are not merely a Canadian
Free Trade Agreement (CFTA) compliance issue. More consequentially, they

are a structural drag on the productivity of Canadian public spending.

Protectionism in procurement has
outsized impacts on the economy’s
competitiveness, and ultimately,
its strength and prosperity.

The job of internal trade reform is incomplete not only because
commitments from 2025 must now be put into effect, but because Canada’s
first ministers and the Committee on Internal Trade (a body composed of
Canada’s internal trade ministers) must now address parts of the reforms, such
as public procurement, that have been left behind.

When Canadians think of internal trade barriers, they often think
about trucking and transportation, pipelines, and alcohol. The connection
between those objects and internal trade is fairly intuitive, and thus,
politicians will often talk about such items to claim they are making progress
on improving trade. But often, internal trade barriers linger that can yield
a sizable economic impact and are more difficult to address. It is also less
clear how to communicate progress on these issues. Examples include the
alignment of electrical codes, occupational health and safety standards, and
corporate securities regulation. Another example, and one that this paper

focuses on, is public procurement.
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Scholars and public policy experts well know the link between
public procurement and liberalized trade. In the world of international
trade, negotiations to open up public procurement to global competition
started in the late 1960s (Trionfetti 2000). These efforts led to the WTO’s
General Procurement Agreement (GPA), which Canada signed during the
Uruguay Round of negotiations in 1994. By 2015, the GPA covered US$1.7
trillion worldwide annually in government purchases of goods, services, and
construction work (Steiner 2015).

Canada has long understood the connection between government
procurement policy and free trade. In a 1987 speech in Montreal on the virtues
of Canada-US free trade, Prime Minister Brian Mulroney made the connection
explicit when he discussed ongoing negotiations with the Americans: “it is
clear that non-tarift barriers increasingly distort trade. Our negotiators have
therefore been instructed to negotiate a broad and comprehensive agreement
addressing these issues, including changes to government procurement practices”
(Mulroney 1987, emphasisadded). Mulroney’s remarks can be taken as evidence
of a general understanding in the 1980s that public procurement practices can
generate non-tariff trade barriers in the form of the obstruction of the free flow
of goods, services, and capital.

There is another more optimistic side to procurement, however: it is also
a powerful demand-side tool that can leverage government spending power to
help regional economic development objectives. Mulroney’s own government
introduced the Industrial Regional Benefits program in the 1980s, which
used defence procurement to generate regional development benefits and
greater economic activity in Canada (Auger 2020). Procurement policy can
simultaneously be both a hindrance to liberalized domestic exchange and also
a boost to regional prospects, implying that governments face inherent policy
trade-offs when seeking to impose discipline.

The European Union provides a helpful benchmark for Canada. Through
its Tenders Electronic Daily portal and the European Single Procurement
Document, the EU has built a far more transparent and interoperable
procurement infrastructure than has Canada. We discuss the EU example in
detail below, but it is worth noting here that what Canada’s CFTA aspires to in
principle, the EU has operationalized in practice. And as we discuss, empirical
studies demonstrate that the EU model generates benefits for competition as

well as cost savings.
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Public procurement
and the push for internal free trade

In a push to tackle the internal trade barriers plaguing the economic union,
Canada’s governments agreed in 1994 to a domesticated free trade agreement
called the Agreement on Internal Trade (AIT). (In 2017, Canada replaced the
AIT with the Canadian Free Trade Agreement, which remains in effect). The AIT
was a political agreement analogous to international documents such as NAFTA
and similarly constrained the ability of member governments to unfairly prefer
local suppliers in government purchasing. It was not an easy path to include
such measures in the AIT. During negotiations, debates about disciplining the
public procurement process were particularly fraught (Doern and MacDonald
1999, 11). The Atlantic provinces in particular wanted ample room to benefit
local industries from their public purses (Doern and MacDonald 1999, 74).
Historians of the AIT negotiations that took place in the early 1990s reveal that
Canada’s governments struggled to agree on how far to impose discipline on
the procurement process (Doern and MacDonald 1999, 91).

Canada’s Western provinces have been more ambitious in experimenting
with ways of imposing discipline on public procurement in the interest of
internal free trade; some of those ways pre-date even the AIT. In 1989, for
example, the western Canadian provinces of British Columbia, Alberta,
Saskatchewan, and Manitoba signed onto a Memorandum of Agreement,
pledging the signatories to principles of geographic neutrality in public
procurement (Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan 1989).
Those same Western Canadian provinces would reiterate their ambitions for
internal free trade reform with the New West Partnership Trade Agreement
(NWPTA), a comprehensive regional free trade agreement that went even
farther than the AIT in imposing discipline on public procurement. In an
in-depth analysis from 2015 comparing the AIT with the NWPTA, Professor
Christopher Kukucha noted that the latter had lower bidding thresholds than
the former across the full spectrum of procurement categories (Kukucha 2015).
For instance, the NWPTA set the bidding threshold for construction contracts
for Crown corporations at $100,000 versus $5,000,000 under the AIT. The
benefit of lower bidding thresholds is that they expand competitive access to

public procurement opportunities.
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Full and transparent disclosure
allows bidders ... to evaluate whether
governments are running fair and
open procurement programs.

Procurement discipline in the Canadian Free Trade Agreement

When the CFTA replaced the AIT in 2017, it retained discipline in public
procurement as a core component of its approach to internal trade liberalization.
Full and transparent disclosure allows bidders and other external stakeholders
to evaluate whether governments are running fair and open procurement
programs. Chapter 5 of the CFTA offers the main guidance on this front. It
secks to ensure fair and open access to government procurement opportunities
for all Canadian suppliers by instilling a regime of transparency. Article 516
is central to the CFTA’s transparency-giving framework, and it has two main
components. The first is a requirement that governments communicate with
losing bidders and explain why they did not win. The second (and the chief
focus of this study because it shoulders an outsized share of the Chapter 5
obligation) is a requirement that member governments publicly disclose
procurement outcomes.

More specifically, Article 516(2) requires that within 72 days of awarding
a contract covered by the terms of the CFTA, a CFTA member government

must publish a notice containing

« adescription of the goods or services procured;
o the name and address of the procuring entity;

« the value of the successful tender;

« the date of the award; and

« justification for limited tendering (if applicable).

Ryan Manucha and Joe Noss | May 2026
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Transparency is key
to public procurement discipline

The connection between procurement transparency and economic growth is
not theoretical. When governments publish clear and complete information
in a timely fashion about what they are buying, who they are buying it from,
and on what terms, they create the conditions for genuine competition. First,
businesses can easily identify opportunities and prepare responsive bids.
Second, businesses are able to monitor whether governments are making their
decisions based on merit. If businesses deem the game to be unfair or rigged,
they will choose not to participate in the future, thereby diminishing the pool
of prospective contestants. Without transparent disclosure, procurement
becomes a closed game, and closed games produce poor outcomes for taxpayers
and lock competitive firms out of the market.

The economic consequences of such transparency failures are quantifiable.
Research consistently shows a direct relationship between the number of
bidders and procurement costs (OECD 2011). Analysis of more than 3.5
million European government contracts found that single-bid tenders, often
the result of opacity in the tendering process rather than market structure, cost
governments over 7 per cent more on average than contracts that attracted
two or more bids (Bauhr, Czibik, de Fine Licht, Fazekas 2017). Given the
scale of Canadian public procurement ($350 billion annually), even modest
improvements in competitive participation translate to billions of dollars in
savings for taxpayers (Competition Bureau of Canada 2025; OECD 2023).
Ukraine’s experience is instructive: prior to the war, it had implemented
centralized, open, data-driven procurement through the ProZorro platform.
Asaresult, the number of unique suppliers increased by 45 per cent and average
procurement costs fell by 15 per cent (Amin 2017). These figures represent
funds that the government can use to buy other public services, and market
access opened to firms that were previously excluded, not by merit but by
information asymmetry.

This study reviews the extent to which each of the CFTA parties (all 13
provinces and territories, as well as the federal government) are adhering to
their Article 516(2) procurement transparency obligations. Importantly, it

examines whether CFTA parties are adhering to both the /letter and the spiriz
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of their obligations. To illustrate: imagine that a potential supplier arriving
at Province A’s procurement portal finds that there is a S-minute wait each
time they click “Next” or make a selection from a drop-down menu, and the
webpage takes 5 minutes to load. Technically, Province A provided visibility in
line with its obligations, but in reality, the government flouted the intent of its

516(2) obligations.

The international benchmark

The European Union offers a clear contrast to Canada’s internal market. Tenders
Electronic Daily (TED) serves as a single, searchable portal for procurement
notices across all 27 member states,' publishing not just award notices but
planning notices, tender documents, and contract amendments across the full
lifecycle of a procurement. The eForms standard, mandatory since October
2023, ensures that all data is published in a common, machine-readable format
(European Commission Undated a).

Perhaps most instructive is the European Single Procurement Document
(ESPD) established under Directive 2014/24/EU, which functions as a
sort of “procurement passport” (European Commission Undated b). Rather
than assembling fresh qualification documents for every contract in every
jurisdiction, a firm can file a single self-declaration of financial standing,
regulatory compliance, and technical capability, which is accepted across
the entire EU. The financial benefits of such a system have been quantified.
Denmark estimated annual savings to firms of €12 million (European
Commission Undated ¢). And Croatia achieved an 83 per cent cost reduction
in bid preparation (European Commission Undated c). There is also a
significant structural benefit arising from the ESPD arrangement. The ESPD
removes a friction that disproportionately burdens small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) trying to compete outside their home jurisdiction.

Canada has nothing comparable. Article 516(2) mandates basic award
disclosure, but it says nothing about standardized formats, lifecycle tracking, or
interoperable qualification systems. The gap between what the CFTA requires
and what modern procurement governance demands is where much of Canada’s

procurement-sourced trade barrier problem lives.
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Measuring compliance with the CFTA benchmark

To assess how well Canadian governments meet their CFTA transparency
obligations, we developed a scoring framework across four key dimensions,
as set out below. Appendix A lays out the full methodology more

comprehensively.

« Ease of Use measures portal design, search functionality, and navigation.
This matters because SME business operators scanning for opportunities
do not have dedicated bid teams. If the portal is slow, confusing, or
requires multiple clicks to find basic information, a firm is less likely to
compete. The difference between a well-designed portal and a poor one

is often what causes a firm to bid or to give up.

+ Data Quality captures the completeness and detail of disclosed fields,
from basic CFTA requirements through to RFP documents and bid
submission data. Richer data lets firms assess whether a contract is
worth pursuing before investing in a bid, enables researchers to study
procurement efficiency, and allows oversight bodies to identify patterns
that warrant scrutiny. Minimal data satisfies the letter of the law but tells

stakeholders almost nothing useful.

« Coverage measures the scope of contracts disclosed and historical depth.
Gaps in coverage mean entire categories of government spending are
invisible. A firm cannot compete for contracts it does not know exist,
and a policymaker cannot evaluate procurement performance if the data
only captures a fraction of actual spending. This is also the dimension
most tied to compliance with the trade agreement, as all provinces are

required to disclose contracts since the CFTA came into force.

+ Accessibility evaluates export options, application programming
interface (API) availability, and machine-readability. APIs are what allow
businesses to access the data using software or Al agents. This allows the
public not only to access this data more easily but also to build tools
using it.> This is the dimension that determines whether transparency is
real or performative. Data that can only be viewed one record at a time
on a website is technically public but practically useless for any systematic
analysis. Bulk downloads and APIs are what allow researchers, journalists,

and businesses to work with the data at scale.
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We scored each of these areas on a four-point scale, for a maximum of
16 points. We designed the criteria to be as binary as possible to ensure that
other scholars could reproduce our results.”> We scored all 14 governments
and classified them into three tiers: Strong (13+), Moderate (7-12), and
Weak (0-6).

Undergirding our assessment throughout is the distinction between the
letter and the spirit of compliance. A jurisdiction might technically publish
some procurement data, but if that data is locked behind a clunky interface,
missing key fields, or impossible to download in a usable format, the practical

effect for a business is not meaningfully different from no disclosure at all.

TABLE 1: Federal-provincial-territorial procurement transparency scorecard

Ease Data
Jurisdiction of use quality Coverage  Access Total Tier
Nova Scotia 4/4 4/4 4/4 4/4 16/16 Strong
Quebec 3/4 4/4 4/4 4/4 15/16 Strong
British Columbia 3/4 3/4 4/4 4/4 14/16 Strong
Government of Canada 3/4 3/4 4/4 4/4 14/16 Strong
Alberta 4/4 4/4 3/4 0/4 11/16 Moderate
Saskatchewan 2/4 3/4 4/4 0/4 9/16 Moderate
Newfoundland and Labrador 2/4 2/4 4/4 /4 9/16 Moderate
Ontario 2/4 2/4 3/4 0/4 7116 Moderate
Prince Edward Island 2/4 2/4 3/4 0/4 7116 Moderate
Northwest Territories 14 2/4 3/4 174 7116 Moderate
Nunavut 174 /4 4/4 /4 7/16 Moderate
New Brunswick 174 2/4 2/4 74 6/16 Weak
Manitoba 2/4 2/4 /4 0/4 5/16 Weak
Yukon 174 /4 3/4 0/4 5/16 Weak
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Results and discussion

The results reveal enormous variation in CFTA transparency obligations,
ranging from world-class open data practices to systems that barely function
as disclosure mechanisms. The Table 1 scorecard captures the detail. What

follows highlights the key patterns and the most consequential gaps.
The national landscape

- Strong (13+)

Nova Scotia (16/16) is the only jurisdiction to earn a perfect score (Nova Scotia
Undated). Its open data portal provides API access, multiple export formats
(which improves accessibility by allowing for multiple systems to easily use the
data) and lists over 31,700 contracts, including submitted bid information. A
researcher can download the entire dataset in minutes; a journalist can audit
sole-source awards without filing an access-to-information request. Quebec
(15/16) is the only Canadian jurisdiction publishing in Open Contracting
Data Standard (OCDS) format (Quebec Undated a), with bulk JSON exports,
the easiest format for software applications to use, through Données Qliébec
(Quebec Undated b) that make structured, cross-jurisdictional comparisons
possible. Its only failing is a slightly less-polished interface than that of other
provinces like Nova Scotia and Alberta.

On the coverage and accessibility components, British Columbia
(14/16) (British Columbia Undated) and the Government of Canada (14/16)
are both strong. BC Bid pairs with a comprehensive open data program;
CanadaBuys (Canada 2026a) provides the ability to download records back
to 2012 in multiple formats, including JSON. Both lose a point on ease of
use (a 25-50 per cent slower interface) and data quality (no data on the
businesses who submitted a proposal or the original request for proposal (RFP)
documents). Accessing RFP documents through CanadaBuys often requires a
separate login to another application (SAP Ariba), adding a layer of complexity

that discourages broad market scanning.

« Moderate (7-12)

Alberta (11/16) illustrates a pattern that occurs among several provinces:

it has excellent data, but that data is trapped behind poor accessibility. The
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portal is the most user-friendly in the country (4/4) with the richest data
fields (4/4), including RFP documents, sole-source justifications, and plan-
taker information (Alberta 2026). But there is no bulk export or API (0/4
on accessibility). Saskatchewan (9/16) follows the same pattern: it includes
every award back to 2009 and rich data fields, but users cannot extract
that information (Saskatchewan Undated). Saskatchewan’s portal is also
markedly slower and more challenging to navigate than Alberta’s, resulting in
a 2/4 for ease of use. For example, it takes 2.4 seconds on average on Alberta
Purchasing to receive results after applying a filter, and around 4.9 seconds
on SaskTenders.

Newfoundland and Labrador (9/16) has complete data back to 2018
but publishes it only in HTML tables that researchers must copy manually if
they wish to use it (Newfoundland and Labrador Undated). The province also
uses Merx for some categories, which introduces the issues with the privately
owned portal that are discussed in more detail below. Ontario (7/16) has close
to 100 per cent coverage for competitive tenders (Ontario Undated a; Ontario
Undated b), but a significant volume of procurement flows through standing
arrangements where individual awards are not consistently disclosed, data
cannot be exported in bulk, and it has no APL

Prince Edward Island (7/16) (Prince Edward Island 2022), Northwest
Territories (7/16) (Northwest Territories Undated), and Nunavut (7/16)
(Nunavut Undated) share a common profile: they adequately meet their
disclosure requirements but have weak portals and no meaningful data
extraction method. NWT adopted OCDS but the portal is so difficult to
navigate that there is no clear structural advantage. Nunavut has a commendably
low $5,000 disclosure threshold but minimal data fields and a dated interface.
For territories that depend on outside suppliers, these barriers are a direct

hindrance to competition.

- Weak (5-6)

New Brunswick (6/16) explicitly refers to CFTA thresholds, which shows that
the province is aware of its obligations, but the NBON portal is confusing and
the coverage has gaps (New Brunswick 2026). Manitoba (5/16) and Yukon
(5/16) both rely on private portals for procurement disclosure (Manitoba
Undated; Yukon Undated). Manitoba’s Merx claims 16,000-plus awards but

pagination limits mean only about 1,000 are accessible. Yukon’s Bids and
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Tenders system requires registration and payment just to see the available
opportunities. In both cases, procurement is effectively opaque to anyone

outside the system, and there are real barriers to entry.

The privately owned portal problem

Several provinces store public procurement data on privately owned platforms,
particularly Merx and Bids and Tenders.* This creates a fundamental tension:
contract awards funded by taxpayers and subject to public disclosure
requirements are controlled by a private company that sets the terms of access
to the opportunities.

Manitoba exemplifies this problem. The Merx portal claims access to over
16,000 awarded solicitations, but pagination limits mean only about 1,000
records are actually accessible; the other 15,000-plus are hidden behind an
artificial limit. Yukon faces a similar dynamic with Bids and Tenders, where
registration and payment are required to access procurement opportunities.
Newfoundland and Labrador’s partial use of Merx creates inconsistent access
depending on which system handles a given contract.

The concern is not that the private sector is participating in procurement
technology, as governments routinely contract with private vendors to build
digital infrastructure. The issue is what happens when public disclosure
obligations depend on a platform whose commercial incentives may diverge
from public access goals. In November 2025, Valsoft Corporation acquired
Bids and Tenders, the platform on which Yukon and other jurisdictions rely for
procurement disclosure (Valsoft 2025). Following the acquisition, subscription
pricing for complete access to Ontario municipal procurement data quadrupled,
from about $449 annually to $2,000. This cost is prohibitive to many SMEs,
discouraging their participation in what should be an open market.

Thisisa familiar pattern in public sector technology: a company purchases
a platform with sticky government customers and limited competitive
alternatives, then uses that lock-in to extract value. Once a government’s data
and workflows are embedded in a proprietary system, the cost for switching
to a different system becomes prohibitive. Any framework for procurement
transparency should therefore require data portability and open access as
baseline contractual terms, ensuring that the public’s right to procurement

information cannot be subordinated to a vendor’s pricing strategy.

INVISIBLE INTERNAL TRADE BARRIERS
How Canada’s fragmented, opaque procurement systems limit competition
and drive up spending



Standing offers, supply arrangements, and the disclosure gap

Every jurisdiction maintains some form of pre-qualified vendor list. They can
be called lists of standing offers, supply arrangements, or in the case of Ontario,
Vendor of Record (VOR) agreements. These are a sensible procurement
mechanism. OECD Guidelines for public procurement even contemplate
such tools (OECD 2025). They allow governments to pre-qualify suppliers
and streamline purchasing for routine goods and services. When a department
needs something, it issues a “call-up” to the pre-qualified vendors under the
standing arrangement. The problem is not the mechanism. Rather, it is one
of visibility.

Contracts awarded under these arrangements are frequently not disclosed
(even though the CFTA considers each call-up that meets the threshold to be
a procurement that is covered by the CFTA).? This is the most opaque aspect
of Canadian government procurement. In simple terms, it is a space where
established vendors with existing relationships have access to contracts with
minimal competition, while firms outside the network have no way of knowing
that the opportunities even exist. This is where procurement is most susceptible
to gaming, and where the lack of transparency most directly harms SMEs
trying to compete outside their home jurisdiction. It is this type of contract
mechanism that the firm GC Strategies used to win a series of contracts in the
recent ArriveCan scandal (Morrison 2025). It is also the first recommendation
any business receives when trying to break into government contracting:
figure out what standing offers you should get in on, or subcontract to the
people already in on them.

The economic cost of this opacity extends beyond excluded firms.
When procurement channels become closed systems accessible primarily to
incumbents and their subcontractors, the competitive pressure that drives
down prices and improves quality erodes. In turn, the lack of transparency
results in governments paying more for products and services, not because
the incumbent’s offering is superior, but because the absence of informed
competition removes the pricing discipline that open markets provide. This
is a direct cost to taxpayers, compounding with each undisclosed call-up. As a
counter-example, an implementation of the Open Contracting Data Standard
in Mexico resulted in up to 25 per cent more bids per opportunity due to the

increased visibility it provided (Brown and Coleman 2021).
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Ontario illustrates both the problem and the path forward. Supply
Ontario discloses a list of all active VOR arrangements and their renewal dates,
which is more transparent than is the case for many provinces (Ontario 2026).
But the individual contracts awarded under those arrangements remain largely
invisible. This is not unique to Ontario, and it is not a failure of intent. Standing
offer data is scattered across departments, each maintaining its own records
in systems that predate CFTA transparency commitments. The solution is to
build systems that capture these awards as they happen and ensure that the same
disclosure standards applied to competitive procurements extend to contracts

issued under standing arrangements.

Fragmentation and the CanadaBuys missed opportunity

This assessment has identified a broader structural problem: fragmentation.
Canadian businesses secking government contracts face 14 separate portals,
cach with their own unique interface, data formats, search capabilities, and
disclosure practices. Large firms can absorb the costs of this fragmentation,
though it is not justified. These costs may include hiring dedicated procurement
monitoring staff, buying subscriptions to private aggregators, and funding legal
teams to navigate the 14 different disclosure regimes. These are not productive
investments that generate economic value. Rather, they are a pure deadweight
loss and consume firm resources solely because governments have failed to
standardize their procurement disclosures. A Nova Scotia engineering firm
and an Ontario I'T consultancy must both allocate a real operating budget to a
problem that would not exist under a functioning transparency regime. Every
dollar spent monitoring fragmented portals is a dollar not spent on innovation,
hiring, or competitive pricing.

The federal government’s launch of CanadaBuys in September 2022
was intended to address exactly this problem (Canada 2026b). Replacing
buyandsell.gc.ca with CanadaBuys was a genuine institutional effort to meet
the CETA and CFTA deadline. It involved migrating off a system that users
liked, coordinating across many departments and agencies, and delivering
a working platform with CSV/JSON downloads, OCDS commitment, and
historical data back to 2012. At the federal level, it delivers real value.

What it did not achieve was the pan-Canadian consolidation originally
envisioned. Provincial data was not integrated, no common standard was

mandated, and provinces continued operating incompatible portals. While
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provincial data is now shared on CanadaBuys, it is incomplete and lacks
standardization, so most government contractors still monitor all portals. This
is not unique to Canada: around the world federal governments in developed
countries face the most challenging procurement technology environments
precisely because they invested early, accumulated tech debt, and must now
coordinate across subnational governments with widely varying processes and
systems. CanadaBuys met the letter of the CFTA requirements, but the full
vision remains a work in progress. Without binding commitments to a shared
standard, each jurisdiction has developed its own approach in its own time,

producing the variation documented above.

Policy recommendations
to streamline Canada’s procurement system
and strengthen its economy

Three reforms would materially improve the state of procurement transparency

in Canada. Ciritically, none require amending the CFTA itself.

1. Adopt a common procurement data standard

The OCDS provides a ready-made framework for structuring procurement data
across the full lifecycle of procurement, from initial requirements to contract
award and management (Open Contracting Partnership 2026). A pan-
Canadian agreement to publish in OCDS-compliant formats, with mandatory
fields including the UN’s standardized classification system, would make cross-
jurisdictional data interoperable overnight — and globally aligned as well. This
is not a heavy technical lift, as the standard is well documented, open source,
and in use by over 50 governments. The government of Canada launched a
pilot in pursuit of this in 2022 and should restart those efforts.
Implementation of a common procurement data standard need not
wait for unanimous provincial agreement. The federal government can adopt
OCDS as its mandatory procurement data standard unilaterally, building on
its existing pilot, and invite provinces to adopt the same standard progressively.

There is precedent: the federal Canadian Collaborative Procurement Initiative
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(CCPI) already allows municipalities and other public sector bodies to use
federal contracts to buy commodity goods and services. Through the CCPI,
the federal government sets the standard and negotiates contracts, and
captures savings through bulk purchasing. Participating entities that opt in
enjoy efficiency gains as they don’t need to run their own tenders. The renewed
political emphasis on breaking down interprovincial trade barriers makes

broader buy-in achievable.

2. Create a Canadian procurement passport

The EU’s European Single Procurement Document (ESPD) demonstrates that
a shared credential system across jurisdictions is both feasible and enormously
beneficial. A Canadian equivalent would allow a firm that has established its
financial standing, regulatory compliance, and technical qualifications in one
province to carry those credentials into procurement processes in any other.
Today, a Nova Scotia engineering firm bidding on an Alberta contract navigates
an entirely separate qualification process, duplicating effort that serves no
competitive or accountability purpose. Mutual recognition of these firm-level
qualifications, a “Canadian procurement passport,” completely aligns with
recent successes (i.c., the pilot program for a mutual recognition agreement
for trucking regulations) and helps address the repeated calls of Canadas first
ministers to expand the use of mutual recognition as a way of bringing down
internal trade barriers (Canada 2025).

Unlike the data standard or single portal, a procurement passport would
require a formal multilateral instrument through either an amendment to
Chapter 5 of the CFTA or a stand-alone mutual recognition agreement. At
minimum, the federal government could test mutual credential recognition
within its own procurement processes and with willing provincial partners,

establishing a working model before seeking broader adoption.

3. Build a genuine single point of access

CanadaBuys has the institutional mandate to serve a single-point function.
But a single point of access means more than linking to 13 provincial and
territorial portals. It must aggregate standardized data into one searchable,
machine-readable interface where a business in any province can find every
open opportunity in the country. This is what Tenders Electronic Daily (TED)

does for the EU and what Estonia’s register does nationally.
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The federal government can lead this initiative under its existing
spending authority, as it did when it created CanadaBuys. Building the
platform does not require provincial consent at the outset, and the federal
government can aggregate its own data and invite provincial participation
voluntarily, much as the Collaborative Procurement Initiative operates today.
Over time, formal data-sharing commitments could be negotiated through
the CFTA’s Committee on Internal Trade. The key is to begin with a working

system rather than wait for comprehensive political agreement.

Conclusion

Public procurement has been largely left behind in the current wave of
interprovincial trade barrier reform. This paper has shown that the gap between
the CFTA’s transparency obligations and actual practice is wide, varied,
and consequential. Only four of 14 governments meet a high standard of
compliance with their CFTA requirements. The remaining 10 operate systems
that are effectively opaque to businesses, researchers, and the public.

The costs of this opacity are measurable. When procurement systems are
fragmented and disclosure is incomplete, fewer firms bid for contracts, and
fewer bidders means higher prices — in this case higher prices for governments
and thus, ultimately, for taxpayers. Analysis of over 3.5 million European
government contracts found that single-bid tenders cost governments over
seven per cent more than competitive ones (Bauhr, Czibik, de Fine Licht, and
Fazekas 2017). At the scale of Canadian public procurement (roughly $350
billion annually), a seven per cent premium on even a fraction of single-bid
contracts represents billions of dollars in avoidable spending. The firms that
do participate must invest in monitoring infrastructure, private aggregator
subscriptions, and duplicated qualification processes across 14 separate regimes.
These are deadweight and unproductive costs imposed by government failure,
not by market forces.

Fragmented, non-standardized procurement data also forecloses an
opportunity that Canada has barely begun to explore: cross-jurisdictional

purchasing intelligence. When procurement data is published in common
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formats, governments can identify where multiple departments or jurisdictions
are buying the same goods and services and can begin aggregating demand to
capture economies of scale. This presents a material opportunity for savings.
The three reforms proposed in this paper are achievable with existing
tools and proven models. They would reduce costs for taxpayers, expand market
access for businesses of all sizes, strengthen accountability, and enable the kind
of data-driven purchasingintelligence that modern procurement demands. The

path forward is clear and what remains is the will to take it. mu
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Endnotes

Tenders Electronic Daily lists 800,000 procurement notices annually

collectively worth over €815B (European Union Undated).

In the US, an entire ecosystem of tools has been created over the course
of a decade as a result of the federal procurement portal, Sam.gov, being
APT accessible. The same is true for Europe/UK. Some examples include

Govspend https://govspend.com/ and Tussell https://www.tussell.com/.
See the methodology appendix for full scoring criteria.
Merx is an electronic tendering service; see merx.com.

Ontario Vendor of Record (VOR) arrangements are pre-qualified
supplier lists managed through Supply Ontario. Individual call-up awards
under VOR agreements are not consistently published on the Ontario
Tenders Portal. See https://www.supplyontario.ca/vendors-of-record-

arrangements/.
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Appendix A: Methodology

Overview

Four dimensions; 16 points maximum. Criteria are binary or near-binary to

maximize objectivity and reproducibility.

POINTS

= N W

Dimension 1: Ease of use (4 points)
CRITERIA
Fast and intuitive navigation
Functional with minor friction
Slow or difficult to navigate

Very slow or confusing interface

Note: This is the only subjective dimension. We also considered the speed of

the portal and the clarity of the interface.

Dimension 2: Data Quality (4 points)

Measures the quality and richness of published data.

Parameter 1: CFTA Field Completeness (2 points)

Guiding query: For the contracts that are published, are the six required fields

consistently and meaningfully populated?

POINTS

2

1

0

CRITERIA

All six fields present and meaningfully populated

Fields present but some are incomplete or ambiguous
(e.g., title duplicated as description)

Significant gaps or unable to verify due to portal quality

Parameter 2: Beyond CFTA Requirements (2 points)

FIELD

RFP
documents
available

Plan-

takers or
amendment
tracking

POINTS

+

+

JUSTIFICATION

Provides substantive context beyond title and description. This is essential for
understanding what is actually being procured. Furthermore, it enables vendors
to assess their fit, researchers to analyze existing procurement patterns, and
governments to benchmark practices.

Plan-takers, which refers to any business that expressed interested in bidding
on an opportunity, reveal the competitive landscape: how many businesses

are bidding for a contract and who those businesses are. Amendment tracking
refers to when a government entity discloses the series of amendments it may
make to a publicly available tender. The number of amendments is a recognized
fraud indicator under the Open Contracting Data Standard. Sequential
amendments can signal bid-rigging or specification manipulation. Both are
established transparency markers internationally.
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Dimension 3: Coverage (4 points)

Assesses the scope and completeness of disclosure. More specifically: what

proportion of contracts that should be published actually are.

Since 2018 (3 points)
POINTS CRITERIA DEFINITION
3 Complete  All contract types above the published dollar threshold are disclosed:

competitive, sole-source, and standing offers

2 Substantial Most contracts above the published dollar threshold are disclosed but some
categories are excluded (e.g., sole-source contracts are omitted, or specific
departments do not report)

1 Partial Significant contract categories or departments excluded from disclosure

Pre-2018 Historical Data (1 point)

POINTS CRITERIA
1 Historical data available prior to CFTA implementation
0 No pre-2018 data accessible

Dimension 4: Accessibility (4 points)

POINTS CRITERIA
4 APl access available
3 Single bulk download (CSV/JSON/XML) available
2 Multiple downloads required to obtain complete dataset
1 Manual copy-paste from HTML tables
0 No programmatic extraction possible
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is worth fighting for.

WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT MLI

MLI has been active in the field of indigenous public policy, building a fine
tradition of working with indigenous organizations, promoting indigenous
thinkers and encouraging innovative, indigenous-led solutions to the
challenges of 21st century Canada.

— The Honourable Jody Wilson-Raybould

I commend Brian Crowley and the team at MLI for your laudable work as
one of the leading policy think tanks in our nation’s capital. The Institute
has distinguished itself as a thoughtful, empirically based and non-partisan

contributor to our national public discourse.

— The Right Honourable Stephen Harper

May I congratulate MLI for a decade of exemplary leadership on national
and international issues. Through high-quality research and analysis, MLI
has made a significant contribution to Canadian public discourse and policy
development. With the global resurgence of authoritarianism and illiberal
populism, such work is as timely as it is important. I wish you continued

success in the years to come.
— The Honourable Irwin Cotler
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