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challEngEs

Tackling the challenges 
of canada’s workforce

As the prospects for the global economy lurch between  
recession and recovery, positive labour relations 
will be crucial in maintaining a growing  
economy that reflects the strength and diversity of  
Canadian society.

a
fter decades of 
struggles that 
secured the eight-
hour work day, 
the weekend, sick 
leave, health and 
safety legislation, 

maternity leave, injured worker com-
pensation, equal pay for equal work, 
and a minimum wage, it would seem 
that most of the big labour battles 
have been won. What, then, is the rel-
evance of unions in today’s economy?

Protecting the middle class
The answer, quite simply, is that 
unions remain the surest path out of 
poverty and the best protection of the 
middle class. Given the ever-widening 
income gap, nothing could be more 
relevant in today’s economy than 
working together to turn precarious 
jobs into decent ones.

History doesn’t offer many 
examples of Canada’s top 100 CEOs 
generously volunteering to share 
profits – or their $8.4 million aver-
age salaries – with workers who earn 
roughly 189 times less. Instead, his-
tory teaches that the only way to 

wrestle back fair wages and benefits 
is to bargain collectively. In doing so, 
workers who form a union also ele-
vate the conditions of all workers by 
creating pressure on other employers 
to keep pace with union wages.  

This model has proven successful 
for generations and created Canada’s 
middle class. 

current challenges
However, dramatic shifts in Canada’s 
labour market over the past 20 years 
have led to a decline in union density 
and the emergence of a massive pool 
of unemployed and precarious work-
ers. This is Harper’s “flexible work-
force” in which post-recession job 
recovery favours temporary, part-time 
and low-wage jobs and 30 percent of 
new jobs are subject to the Tempor-
ary Foreign Worker Program, forcing 
unemployed and migrant workers 
compete for jobs that pay wages 15 
percent below the going rate.

As a result, roughly seven million 
Canadian workers survive on less 
than $20,000 a year and Canada’s 
unemployment rates have hit 7.4 per-
cent. Even in oil-rich Alberta, nearly a 

quarter of all workers earn less than 
$15 an hour. These low-wage jobs are 
disproportionately filled by workers 
who are women, aboriginal, workers 
of colour, migrants or workers with 
disabilities. They are the changing 
face of Canada’s labour force and they 
are desperate for union protection. 

benefits for all
The evidence is so striking that even 
the World Bank confirms that unions 
reduce wage inequality, especially for 
women and minority groups. By rais-

ing the bar for union members, while 
fighting for legislation to extend 
these gains to the entire workforce, 
the labour movement establishes 
new and fairer standards for all work-
ers. In fact, the World Bank also found 
that high rates of unionization are 
more generally associated with lower 
unemployment and inflation, higher 
productivity and speedier adjust-
ments to economic shocks. 

extending protection
However, defending non-union work-
ers — especially unemployed and tem-
porary foreign workers — has become a 
top priority for organized labour. After 
all, their exploitation drives down the 
standard of living for everyone. This is 
the basis of the “social unionism” that 
motivates labour unions to fight for 
and defend universal social programs 
– like public pensions, Old Age Security 
and Employment Insurance – that go 
beyond its own membership.  It is also 
the reason why unions remain the best 
defense against inequality.

Patrick “sid” ryan 
president, 
ontario federation of Labour (ofL)

“We need to broaden 
our platform so that 
all workers can see 
that unions speak 
for them too, and are 
fighting to safeguard 
their rights.”

toby sanger
Senior economist, 
CUpe
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In short, when workers, through their 
unions, are able to bargain freely for 
decent wages, benefits and pensions, 
there are benefits for the middle class 
and for society as a whole.

canada’s changing labour 
landscape
In the not-so-distant past, Canadian 
governments also endorsed the value 
and purpose of free collective bar-
gaining. The current federal govern-
ment, however, frequently intervenes 
in the economy, more often on behalf 
of employers as opposed to employees. 

Recently, Ottawa brought in back-
to-work legislation on behalf of Can-
adian Pacific Rail in its dispute with 
engineers and other workers. Last 

year the government intervened in 
two Air Canada labour disputes and 
prior to that in another at Canada Post.

All of this impacts Canadians 
whether or not they are unionized 
workers. The erosion of collective bar-
gaining is linked directly to a growing 
income gap in our society. Corpor-
ate profits are at near or record highs 
while the wages of Canadians have 
stagnated for an entire generation.

the collective impact
Left to its own devices, free collective 
bargaining really does work for the 
common good. Unions have been able 
to ensure that workers share, at least 
to some extent, in the corporate prof-
its that they helped to create. Unions 
have been successful in reducing sys-
temic wage gaps in workplaces. Being 
in a union means better wages for 
women, workers of colour, Aboriginal 
people and people with disabilities. 

The more equal wage structure in 
unionized workplaces sets wage and 
benefit standards that spill over into 
other workplaces. Employees tend to 

be paid better when they live in com-
munities with unionized workers 
earning decent wages. Finally, coun-
tries with strong labour movements 
have a larger, more vibrant middle 
class and achieve greater societal 
fairness because unions advocate for 

government policies that benefit all 
working people, not just their own 
members.

a healthier future
Our government’s involvement in 
the labour market should play a more 
positive role in protecting labour 
rights and fostering a stronger middle 
class for Canadians.

For generations, Canada has 
endorsed the purpose and understood 
the value of free collective bargaining. 
To a great extent, their destiny and 
that of their communities depends 
upon it. Employees must be free to 
negotiate for wages that will allow 
them to pay their mortgages and 
put their children through school. A 
healthy middle class means a prosper-
ous Canada.

The impact of collective bargaining
the International Monetary 
fund and the organization for 
economic cooperation and 
development have confirmed 
that broadly-based collective 
bargaining is the best 
mechanism to build a healthy 
middle class. 

ken georgetti 

editorial@mediaplanet.com

patrick ryan 

editorial@mediaplanet.com

ken Georgetti
president,  
Canadian Labour Congress

1 The Canadian Labour Con-
gress represents 3.3 million 

Canadian workers in 56 affiliated 
unions, 12 provincial and territorial 
federations, and 135 district labour 
councils.

2 There were 1.38 million Can-
adians unemployed in May 

2012. Among youth aged 15 to 24 the 
official rate of unemployment was 
14.3 percent. 

3 Among unemployed Can-
adians, 62.5 percent were not 

receiving Employment Insurance 
benefits in April 2012.

4 Income inequality in Canada 
has increased over the past 20 

years. The richest group of Can-
adians increased its share of total 
national income between 1993 and 
2008, while the poorest group lost 
share. Middle-income Canadians 
also lost share.

5 More than 11 million Canadian 
workers have no workplace 

pension plan. 

6 One-third of Canadian work-
ers aged 24-64 have no per-

sonal retirement savings. 
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Open source unionism:  
a model for the 
underrepresented 
worker?
two of canada’s largest unions 
— the canadian auto Work-
ers (caW) and the communi-
cations, energy and Paper-
workers union of canada (ceP) 
— are toying with the notion 
of extending membership to 
workers who lack workplace 
representation.

a challenging task
The proposal has garnered consider-
able media attention because of its 
supposed novelty and applicability 
to today’s younger, more mobile and 
precarious workforce. “It’s a thought 
we have worked on for many years,” 
said CEP president Dave Coles, “but 
we have not been able to get our 
head[s] around how to do it.” This 
last comment is somewhat surpris-
ing given that academics have been 
writing about this idea for some 
time and that peering back even fur-
ther, to the foundations of the North 
American labour movement, one 
finds plenty of examples of ‘unaffili-
ated membership’ (i.e., accepting 
workers who are favourable to 
unionisation but who are otherwise 
not members of any trade union at 
work).

a new idea?
Talk of this ‘new union organizing 

idea’ by trade union officials reminds 
us of economist John Maynard 
Keynes’ famous admonition that 
“Practical men, who believe them-
selves to be quite exempt from any 
intellectual influence, are usually 
the slaves of some defunct econo-
mist.” Nowhere is this quote more apt 
(except for the ‘defunct’ part) than in 
this case.

The idea of extending membership 
to all workers, even if they fail to have 
a certified union at their workplace, 
was actually floated a decade ago by 

two academics; Richard Freeman (an 
economist) and Joel Rogers (a soci-
ologist) in a piece published in The 
Nation, titled “A Proposal to American 
Labor.” 

In it, the authors spell out just how 
such a proposal could work and be 
financed for little or no cost given the 
ease in which the internet (which at 
that time did not even include social 
networking sites such as Facebook) 
had allowed groups to communicate 
and share vital information.

the benefits
Opening up to new members who 
are in favour of union representation 
but who fail to work for an employer 
in which collective representation 
is on offer — what Freeman and Rog-
ers cleverly termed “open source 
unionism” (OSU) — can give labour 
an immense boost in its leverage and 
reach as well as gaining strategic 
information on employer behaviour. 

For workers without majority 
status at the workplace, the OSU 
model would mean access to some of 

the bread-butter services that unions 
traditionally offer (e.g., advice and 
support on their legal rights, career 
guidance, access to training and so 
on).

coming to grips
As noted, the roots of this idea go back 
to the birth of the North American 
labour movement. In the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, directly affiliat-
ing with a union was not only possible 
but actively encouraged. It is only in 
the last half-century that labour has 
become closed in its membership, 
extending privileges only to those 
workers where a majority support 
unionisation and the union is recog-
nized by the employer as the exclu-
sive representative of workers for the 
purposes of collective bargaining. In 
the first half of the 21st century that 
model has come to its nadir, and it’s 
about time more trade union officials 
‘got their heads around that.’

“open source 
unionism ... can 
give labour an 
immense boost 
in its leverage.”
rafael Gomez 
Associate professor, employment relations 
Centre for industrial relations and Human  
resources & Woodsworth College 
University of toronto

cooPeratIon and  
InnovatIon
new forms of unionization 
are an emerging strategy 
to face mutual challenges

raFael gomez

editorial@mediaplanet.com

The devastating explosion in the 
Westray mine happened 20 years 
ago, on May 9, 1992. It may have been 
prevented had management acted 
on the workers’ safety concerns — 
but with no union to support them, 
their fears went unheeded.

safety affects everyone,  
including the employer
The economic impact of the Westray 
Disaster was immense and immedi-
ate. All 26 miners working under-
ground lost their lives. Soon after, 
117 more lost their jobs. The next 
year Curragh Inc., the company that 
owned the mine, went bankrupt.

A public inquiry found the min-
ers had complained of company 
cutbacks in safety training and 
equipment, its negligent behaviour 
toward safety inspections, and being 
obliged to work in deep coal dust. 
Only six months before the explo-
sion, one of them had made safety 
complaints to Labour Ministry 
inspectors, for which he was fired.

historic efforts
When efforts to prosecute Curragh 
and the mine’s managers failed, the 
United Steelworkers union lobbied 
to change the law.

The Mulroney government lis-
tened. In 2003, it amended the Crim-
inal Code to hold managers and 
directors of corporations criminally 
responsible if they fail to protect the 
lives of their employees.

call to protect 
Today, unions are advocating for 
safety in the face of federal govern-
ment cutbacks. The Canadian Immi-
gration Union says cuts to border 
security could hamper efforts to 
keep criminals out of the country; 
fewer resources will make it harder 
to stop human traffickers as well as 
the smuggling of drugs and firearms. 

The Union of Canadian Correc-
tional Officers has expressed con-
cerns about overcrowding of prisons 
and inadequate services for men-
tally ill inmates, which will create 
an unsafe environment inside the 
prisons and jeopardize public safety.

One raison d’être for unions is that 
without a collective voice individual 
complaints may be ignored, increas-
ing the possibility of harm to work-
ers and to the employer.

UnIonS BrInG SAFEty to 
thE ForEFront

 emile tHerien 

retireD preSiDent oF tHe canaDa 

SaFety coUncil

editorial@mediaplanet.com
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austerity and prosperity: 
striking the proper balance
The current government obsession 
with slashing deficits, through cut-
ting jobs and essential services will 
ultimately prove to be a Pyrrhic vic-
tory with devastating social conse-
quences , warns the Canadian Union 
of Public Employees (CUPE). 

“We started out in the 1980s by 
emphasizing supply-side economics, 
which argues that economic growth 
can be most effectively created by 
lowering barriers for people to pro-
duce goods and services,”  CUPE’S 
chief economist Toby Sanger explains. 
Therefore, cutting income and capital 
gains tax rates, while reducing bur-
densome regulation, would stimulate 
production. Such an environment 
would see consumers benefit from a 
greater supply of goods and services at 
lower prices.

dealing with crisis
Things didn’t go according to plan, 
though. Instead of basking in a glow of 
continued growth and rising incomes, 

“we have now witnessed an economic 
crisis that the European economies, 
especially, are struggling to recover 
from,” notes Sanger. Meanwhile, in 
Canada, the middle classes are being 
squeezed and the poor are getting 
poorer.

CUPE is the country’s largest union, 
with about 615,000 members. It rep-
resents workers in many essential 

services including health care, edu-
cation, municipalities, libraries, and 
emergency services. More than half 
of CUPE members are women. A third 
work part-time.

Growing inequality must be 
tackled
If venerable conservative institutions 
like the International Monetary Fund, 
the OECD, and even the Conference 
Board are warning against continued 
deficit-reducing policies, because of 
the resulting inequality, surely gov-
ernments should pay some attention, 
points out Sanger. 

Budget cuts increase inequality, and 
women, 62 percent of the public sec-
tor workforce, will be more affected. 
“I recognize that in the short term, 
people need to reduce their debt while 
maintaining some level of spending, 
but in the long term, people need to 
have stable, sustainable growth,” 
Sanger says. 

Some commentators have argued 
that government cuts merely shift 
the costs elsewhere, and fixing the 

resulting problems can be very expen-
sive. Public services are a great equal-
izer in different ways, says Sanger. 
Both rich and poor depend on gov-
ernment services – think of the fire 
service, or food and environmental 
inspectors.

the reality of spending cuts
However, lobbying for change has 
been complicated because govern-
ment information has been kept 
under tight wraps.  It is incredible, 
for example, that Canadians are still 
unaware about the true impact of 
looming budget cuts. According to a 
March 2012 CUPE paper, “Economic 
Climate for Bargaining”, austerity 
budgets being tabled by federal and 
provincial governments could lead to 
more than 300,000 job losses. “Public 
spending in Canada is hardly out of 
control, having recently dropped to its 
smallest share of the economy in over 
30 years,” Sanger points out.

Equally mind-boggling – this year, 
Canadian governments are expected 
to spend less per person than the 

United States does, for the first time in 
many decades.

speaking for all workers
Yet, it is not all gloom. A weary Can-
adian public is an opportunity for 
unions, observes Sanger.

“We must emphasize policies that 
benefit society at large,” says Sanger. 
“We need to broaden our platform so 
that all workers can see that unions 
speak for them too and are fighting to 
safeguard their rights.”

It was in that spirit that CUPE 
lobbied for pension reform in 2009, 
calling for mandatory pension par-
ticipation, a national system of pen-
sion insurance, and expanding the 
mandate of the Canada Pension Plan. 
CUPE also recommended that pen-
sions be required as a condition of  
employment.

“Unfortunately, the campaign 
wasn’t successful, but we are trying to 
revive it.”

GoVErnmEnt CUtS

nEws

inDrani naDarajaH

editorial@mediaplanet.com

toby sanger
Senior economist, 
CUpe

lookInG to the future
Planned government cuts 
will deeply affect public 
sector workers

United way and labour: 
instituting positive change

Change started when IAM and United 
Way Centraide joined forces with 
Employment Ontario to support these 
workers.

Words into actions
Under a provincial program, IAM 
sponsored the IAM-Glendale Action 
Centre, which would offer employ-

two years ago a manufactur-
ing plant in strathroy, ontario 
went bankrupt, leaving over 
100 people without jobs. Many 
of the workers, members of 
the International association 
of Machinists and aerospace 
Workers (IaM), had been with 
the plant for their entire work-
ing life. for about 60 percent, 
english was their second lan-
guage, and 75 percent had not 
graduated from high school.

what will be the impact of Bill 
c-377 on working canadians?

Cutting public services and jobs will affect 
both rich and poor alike, argues the Canadian 
Union of Public Employees, and deepen 
existing divisions in society.

In 2011, the 
nuMber of 
unIonIzed 

Workers Was 
30.2 Percent

2
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neW skIlls 
the united Way and 
labour organizations have 
worked together to employ 
workers and build a  
brighter future

United way and labour: 
instituting positive change

Change started when IAM and United 
Way Centraide joined forces with 
Employment Ontario to support these 
workers.

Words into actions
Under a provincial program, IAM 
sponsored the IAM-Glendale Action 
Centre, which would offer employ-

ment skills workshops, information 
on community services, workshops 
on budgeting and coping with 
stress, language training, and any-
thing else that was needed to help 
unemployed workers get back into 
the workforce.

tying up loose ends
The Centre had to be governed by a 
committee of affected workers and 
chaired by a provincially-recog-
nized expert. United Way London 
and Middlesex just happened to 

have one on staff.  
Sharon Lupton is responsible for 

liaison with unions in the commun-
ity and some of her time was freed 
up so she could work with IAM and 
its members. 

The Centre was staffed by affected 
workers, who provided peer-to-peer 
support and Lupton trained them 
on the skills they needed to support 
their co-workers.  Much of the United 
Way-funded training provided to the 
Centre staff and affected workers was 
developed by the Canadian Labour 

Congress to connect workers with the 
resources available in their commun-
ity.

empowering the community
The entire community came together 
to help at the Centre. United Way-
funded and other local agencies pro-
vided a variety of services. Local gro-
cery stores and bakeries donated food 
to the Centre.  Employers in the com-
munity contacted the Centre when 
they had job openings. 

Practice and success
Over 80 percent of the workers found 
jobs or pursued post-secondary edu-
cation and the workers, their families 
and the community benefitted.

“the iAM-glendale Action Centre... 
would offer employment skills work-
shops, information on community 
services, workshops on budgeting, 
and coping with stress.”

editorial@mediaplanet.com

two years ago a manufactur-
ing plant in strathroy, ontario 
went bankrupt, leaving over 
100 people without jobs. Many 
of the workers, members of 
the International association 
of Machinists and aerospace 
Workers (IaM), had been with 
the plant for their entire work-
ing life. for about 60 percent, 
english was their second lan-
guage, and 75 percent had not 
graduated from high school.

what will be the impact of Bill 
c-377 on working canadians?
Living in a free enterprise system 
offers tremendous opportunities 
while also containing inequalities, 
as evidenced by the global financial 
crisis gripping much of the developed 
world. Despite the challenges, Canada 
has a strong attribute and that is a 
strong civil society. By that, I am refer-
ring to the diverse ensemble of non-
governmental organizations, faith 
groups, charities, and trade unions. 
The relative autonomy of Canada’s 
civil society, vis-à-vis the state, is a 
rarity among most countries in the 
world, and is a primary reason that 
attracts people to this country. The 
right to freely associate and conduct 
one’s affairs without being beholden 
to government or business is a right 
that we take for granted.

the anatomy of a bill
Unfortunately, our system can result 
in conditions unfavourable to work-
ers, and nowhere is this more appar-

ent than through Bill C-377. This 
Private Member’s Bill, also known 
as An Act to amend the Income Tax 
Act (requirements for labour organ-
izations) was brought forward by 
Conservative British Columbia MP 
Russ Hiebert. If it passes, the Bill will 
force workers’ union dues to be placed 
under public and more importantly 
employer scrutiny, establishing a uni-

versally-accessible website that dis-
closes union finances ranging from 
salaries and benefits, to administra-
tion costs and political action funds 
that will be publicly known.

The Bill is presented as legislation 
to ‘improve transparency’. However, 
this Bill will allow employers and gov-
ernment to exploit information on 
union finances by scrutinizing how 
unions spend their money, with the 
potential consequence of persuading 
non-unionized workers that it is not 
in their interest to organize collect-
ively.

the effect on us all
Bill C-377 will be unfair and costly for 
workers. Trade unions are already 
accountable institutions with by-
laws, constitutions, and periodic 
elections of officers who are chosen 
to serve their members. Trade unions 
are certainly democratic in nature; 
any unionized worker has the right to 
access his or her local union finances; 
scrutinize those finances; and run 

for office if he/she thinks the money 
is misspent. Why should unions be 
forced to publicly disclose private 
money that belongs to their mem-
bers?

Impact on working canadians
Moreover, for a member of a govern-
ment that supposedly seeks to ‘reduce 
Red Tape,’ Mr. Hiebert’s Bill dumps 
excessive reporting requirements on 
unions that will increase the cost of 
compliance. The proposed penalty 
for non-compliance will hit workers 
upwards of $1,000 per day, per organ-
ization: precious money that should 
better be spent on apprenticeship 
training or workplace health and 
safety.

This Bill will cost union workers 
money, similar to how the Gun Regis-
try cost taxpayers money.  In this 
instance, the Tories are forcing some-
thing that workers have never called 
for, onto industries that will impact 
every aspect of our economy.

BILL C-377

how labour and united 
Way centraide work 
together

1  United Way Centraide 
Canada and the Can-
adian Labour Congress 

(CLC) have had a formalized 
cooperative relationship since 
1988

2
United Way Centraide 
Canada and the CLC 
come together  at 

national and local levels to 
engage and support workers and 
their families

3
Local labour councils and 
United Way’s Centraides 
team up to support work-

ers who have lost their jobs, in 
some cases, to establish com-
munity-wide adjustment cen-
tres to assist workers in their job 
search

4
Labour Programs and 
Services staff bring 
United Way’s Centraides, 

unions and community organiz-
ations together around common 
issues, such as anti-poverty 
initiatives, retirement security 
and affordable housing.

5
Unions also work with 
United Way’s Centraides 
to provide meals to hun-

gry community members; back-
packs with school supplies for 
kids whose parents can’t afford 
them; and renovation and repair 
for community organizations 
working on a restrictive budget.

6
The CLC and United Way 
Centraide jointly offer a 
Lab our  Community 

Advocate training program, 
which teaches members about 
the resources available in their 
community and about issues of 
concern to community members

dId yoU KnoW?

6

carol BUrnUp  
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UniteD Way centraiDe canaDa
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 the 12 principles of green chemistryPreventionIt is better to prevent waste 
than to treat or clean up 

waste after it has been created.
Atom EconomySynthetic methods should 

be designed to maximize the 
incorporation of all materials used in 

the process into the final product.
Less Hazardous Chemical SynthesesWherever practicable, syn-

thetic methods should be designed 
to use and generate substances that 

possess little or no toxicity to human 
health and the environment.

Designing Safer ChemicalsChemical products should 
be designed to effect their desired 

function while minimizing their tox-
icity.

Safer Solvents and AuxiliariesThe use of auxiliary substan-
ces (eg. solvents, separation agents, 

etc.) should be made unnecessary 
whenever possible and innocuous 

when used.

Design for Energy Ef-ficiency
Energy requirements of 

chemical processes should be recog-

nized for their environmental and 
economical impacts and should be 

minimized. If possible, synthetic 
methods should be conducted at 

ambient temperature and pressure.
Use of Renewable FeedstocksA raw material or feedstock 

should be renewable rather than 
depleting whenever technically and 

economically practicable.
Reduce DerivativesUnnecessary derivatiza-

tion (use of blocking groups, 
protection/deprotection, temporary 

modification of physical/chemical 
processes) should be minimized or 

avoided if possible, because such steps 
require additional reagents and can 

generate waste.

CatalysisCatalytic reagents (as select-
ive as possible) are superior 

to stoichiometric reagents.
Design for Degrada-tion

Chemical products should 
be designed so that at the end of 

their function they break down into 
innocuous degradation products and 

do not persist in the environment. 

Real-time Analysis for 
Pollution PreventionAnalytical methodologies 

need to be further developed to allow 
for the real-time, in-process monitor-

ing and control prior to the formation 
of hazardous substances.

Inherently Safer Chemistry for Accident 
PreventionSubstances and the form of a substance 

used in a chemical process should be 
chosen to minimize the potential for 

chemical accidents, including releases, 
explosions, and fires.
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Source: AnAStAS, P. t. And WArner, J. c. Green chemiStry: theory And  

PrActice. oxford univerSity PreSS: neW york, 1998, P. 30

3 TIPS To A gREEnER  FooTPRInT

driving Change Making a move to mobilize change

Canada’s  resources A bio-based  industry on the rise

AboriginAl 
AffAirs

The Aboriginal people are the fastest growing  

community with the most untapped potential —  

a truth that can no longer be ignored. 

Shaping the 
future of Canada
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panEl Of ExpErTs
Question #3
What is a priority for Canada in securing a 
stable economic future?

Question #2
Given the diverse nature of Canada’s work-
force, what does the future of labour look 
like?

Question #1
What type of role do unions play in  
Canadian society?  

Unions have made a contribution to Canadian 
society and have contributed much, through 
things like the introduction of benefits we take 
for granted today, like weekends, sick leave, vaca-
tions and parental leave, among others. Through 
collective bargaining, unions have been able to 
help ensure that employees have rights to things 
like a safe workplace and other protections. 
Unions have played an important role in making 
sure Canadian workers are valued and receive 
the respect they deserve for the contributions 
they make to Canada’s economic success.

The NDP believes in a balanced economy, built 
on principles of sustainability. Unfortunately, 
Conservatives are managing our economy in 
a way that rejects the balanced economy our 
country has built since the Second World War. 
And to make matters worse, we are falling 
behind on building a green economy – mean-
ing future generations of Canadians will be at 
a disadvantage when it comes to competing in 
tomorrow’s world markets and establishing a 
stable economic future.

With the Conservatives in power, we are seeing 
an attack on workers’ wages, protections and 
rights. With major cuts to Employment Insur-
ance, with budget measures designed to keep 
wages down and repeated attacks on the right 
of employees to bargain collectively, Conserva-
tives have shown that their vision of the future 
has labour always taking a back seat to corpor-
ate interests. New Democrats disagree and pre-
fer a more balanced, fairer approach.

Historically, unions played an important role 
in shaping Canadian society, through improve-
ments to workplace health and safety, minimum 
wages, pension benefits, pay equity for women, 
and racial equality. They continue to play a rel-
evant role today, by offering working Canadians 
a collective means of protecting their interests. 
The key to whether unions will continue to play 
a significant role will lie in whether they can 
convince workers that they can still effectively 
represent their concerns in a time of changing 
labour markets and labour relations due to 
demographic shifts and globalization.

Increasing productivity will be essential to 
securing stability for the economy but neces-
sary for increasing the economic well-being 
and quality of life of Canadians. Skilled labour 
and innovation will be key to achieving this. 
The labour market of tomorrow will require 
more skills and knowledge. Additional invest-
ment in training and education is one of the 
most important things governments, busi-
nesses and individuals can do. Innovation in 
development or adoption of technologies, and 
best practices is vital. Government can and 
must create a favourable framework for busi-
nesses to improve productivity. 

Companies will continue to move away from 
full-time jobs to contract positions that will 
hold opportunity for some while creating 
uncertainty for others. Lifelong jobs will be 
replaced with the necessity for lifelong learn-
ing. The changing demographics, along with 
government policies, like increasing the age 
of eligibility for Old Age Security (OAS), will 
mean people will be working longer. This demo-
graphic shift will leave gaps that will result in 
reliance on immigration as well as increased 
participation by underrepresented groups like 
youth and aboriginals. 

As Minister of Labour, I am responsible for the 
federal private sector. While this represents 
only 7 percent of the total workforce in Canada, 
the workers and companies are crucial to our 
economic infrastructure.  42 percent of federal 
private sector workers belong to unions; they 
rely upon them to negotiate the terms and con-
ditions of their work, and represent them in set-
tling conflicts during the term of a contract. I 
work and seek advice from organized labour on: 
health and safety, employment standards and 
Canada’s role within the International Labour 
Organization. 

Our priority is to strengthen the financial 
security of Canadian workers and families, 
to help create good jobs and long-term pros-
perity across the country. Keeping taxes low 
helps hard-working families and supports the 
businesses that create jobs for Canadians. We 
made historic investments in infrastructure 
and have encouraged businesses to invest in 
Canada. Our Government remains focused on 
workers and we have put forward measures to 
create new, high-quality jobs. In fact, we have 
created 760,000 net new jobs. 

As a government, we recognize that a diverse 
and dynamic labour force plays a vital role in 
the workplace. Our government understands 
that we require the skills and experience of 
many new Canadians to help our economy grow 
and compete in an increasingly competitive 
global economy.  Small and large businesses 
alike need to continue to attract a strong and 
diverse workforce that will enhance productiv-
ity and promote innovation. Our government 
is working with unions and employers to help 
promote industrial peace and labour stability. 

the honourable lisa raitt, MP
Minister of Labour,  
Conservative Party

alexandre boulderice, MP
Federal Labour Critic,
New Democratic Party

rodger cuzner, MP
Federal Labour Critic, 
Liberal Party
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panEl Of ExpErTs

chanGInG Ideas 
Pla’s have helped to  
control costs and balance 
the interests of all parties 
in large projects 

Despite job losses caused by 
the economic downturn, Can-

adian employers continue to have 
difficulties filling positions because 
of a shortage of skilled trade work-
ers.

In 2007, 57.4 percent of small 
business owners saw 

employee shortages as one of their 
most significant challenges, the 
highest level since 1989.

The return on training invest-
ment for employers repre-

sents an average revenue-cost 
benefit of $1.47 for every dollar. 
That’s almost a 50% return, and it’s 
getting better every year.

The average annual salary for a 
skilled tradesperson is $50,000 

or $10,000 more than the average 
Canadian wage of $40,000.

Tradespersons in general 
actually earn a salary of 

approximately 3.1% above the aver-
age of all the careers combined in 
Canada, according to the 2001  
census.

SKILLEd trAdES FACtS

insighT

canada’s 
uneMPloy-

Ment rate has 
hIt uP to 7.4 

Percent
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project labour 
agreements: 
a new trick  
or an old saw?

fundamental builders 
Carpenters, cement or brick masons 
and labourers work on the founda-
tions; operating engineers and iron-
workers erect the structural heart of 
the project; sheetmetal workers clad 
the outside of the buildings; steam-
fitters, plumbers, millwrights, more 
sheetmetal workers, boilermakers, 
and elevator constructors install the 
mechanical systems that are often 
brought to the site in enormous loads 
by teamsters and operating engineers; 
and carpenters and labourers make the 
scaffold that they stand on to work.

The systems work because the elec-
tric workers do the cabling and bring 
electricity to the complex structure; 
the bricklayers, painters, plasterers, 
insulators either insulate, install corro-
sion coatings, fireproofing or beautify 
the work (don’t be fooled — the beauti-
fication has a practical purpose too); 
and the culinary workers prepare 
mountains of food and maintain 
accommodations for a host of people. 

Within each of these groups are a 
number of smaller specialist trades; 
cooks, bakers, refrigeration mechan-
ics, welders of all sorts that support 
almost all trades and nearly 50 more 
identifiable groups of workers. What do 
they have in common? Most often they 
work under a Project Labour Agree-
ment (PLA).

a structure rooted in history
Construction has been organized 
along craft lines since the pyramids 
were built. Contractors most often 
employ workers within one or two 
trade groups and only the largest gen-
eral contractors will employ all trades. 
Union organization in construction 
has followed the way in which their 
employer partners do business; they 
are craft unions for craft workers. 

The electrical workers (IBEW) rep-
resent electricians and electronic 
instrument mechanics (and the ubi-
quitous welders). The Plumbers (UA) 
represent plumbers, steamfitters, gas-
fitters, pneumatic instrument mech-
anics (and welders). The Plasterers 
(OPCMIA) represent cement masons, 
plasterers and fireproofers, and the 
lists go on.

a complex negotiation  
process
The number of trades unions and con-
tractors makes for a large and com-
plex team of workers on the building 

of only one house; imagine what hap-
pens on a $5 billion project, which will 
take in the vicinity of 30 million work 
hours to complete, and where each 
union group and employers’ group 
must bargain for feasible agreements. 

The employers are grouped into 
“employers’ unions,” by virtue of the 
legislative mechanism that every 
province, except Manitoba, mandates, 
in order to make the industries’ col-
lective bargaining work. This means 
one collective agreement that results 
from one bargaining dispute, and if 
there is an economic sanction, one 
strike or lockout. In this process, there 
is a chance for up to 40 serial strikes 
given the province.

a basic necessity
The answer to the bargaining conun-
drum has been the PLA. The agree-
ment applies across Canada on major 
projects where the Owner has a 
number of drivers to satisfy in order 
to make the job viable. These drivers 
include:

■■ Spanning bargaining rounds by no-
strike, no-lockout provisions 

■■ Tailoring common terms for all 
trades to suit the conditions

■■ Giving contractors the same terms 
and conditions of employment 

■■ Increasing the base of contractors 
who will bid the work

■■ Achieving broader Owner policy 
goals for community and diversity 
causes, and for the creation of an oper-
ations workforce once the job is done

■■ Aligning goals like safety and pro-
ductivity

■■ Collecting input and conducting ef-
fective dialogue through project steer-
ing teams and liaison committees

■■ Structuring workload, workplace 
safety, employee compensation, attrac-
tion and retention, as well as integrat-
ing apprentices and temporary foreign 
workers

Project implementation
The PLA has proven so useful that 
some governments, as well as non-
union and alternate unions, have 
utilized them. It is instructive that 
virtually every PLA is initiated by a 
purchaser of construction, and once 
owners have used a PLA, they often 
insist on them thereafter. PLAs make 
sites safer, more productive and more 
innovative: all good reasons to utilize 
them for any significant work.

“the pLA has 
proven so useful 
that some gov-
ernments, as well 
as non-union and 
alternate unions, 
have utitlized 
them.”
robert r. blakeley
Canadian operating officer, AfL-Cio
building Constructions trades department

roBert r. Blakely   

editorial@mediaplanet.com

■■ Question: have you ever won-
dered how complex building pro-
jects like an airport, an electrical 
generating facility or a refinery get 
built?

■■ answer: there are thousands 
of workers on those sites and they 
have varied skills.

QUEStIon & AnSWEr

■■ What are the challenges  
facing the trades industry in 
the upcoming years?

! “Restrictive apprenticeship 
ratios in Ontario pose a sig-

nificant challenge for the trades  
industry.”

■■ how can a career in the 
trades help prospects in being 
entrepreneurial and starting 
their own business?

!  “Trades lend themselves to 
entrepreneurs since many 

trades people open  small busi-
nesses which grow significantly; 
this is a national trend, however 
ratio’s in Ontario are undermining 
this long standing practice.” 

■■ What areas of the skilled 
trades are facing a labour 
shortage?

! “Trades such as Plumbing, 
Electrical and Refrigeration 

Air Conditioning Mechanic are all 
experiencing a shortage with pro-
jected employment of 3,296, 6,416 
and 2,170 respectively.”

■■ Why should someone  
consider a career in the 
trades?

! “A career in the trades pre-
sents many opportunities and 

good financial prospects. The 
trades are always in high demand 
and are projected to continue this 
trend placing a greater emphasis 
on the necessity for more skilled 
trade professionals over the next 
15-20 years.”

■■ considering the state of the 
economy, can the trades offer 
stable employment to recent 
grads?

! “Trades remain a strong 
aspect of the economy and 

projections indicate that we need 
300,000 trades workers over the 
next 10 years.  Unique aspects to 
trade work is that the skills are 
transferable and portable giving 
people greater access to areas that 
are in demand.”

■■ how do wage prospects in 
the trades compare to other in-
dustries?

!  “Wage prospects are very 
competitive with experi-

enced foreman earning approxi-
mately $100,000 .”

rUi cUnHa  

Director oF operationS, 

 pre-apprenticeSHip  

training inStitUte
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Director, 

SkillS canaDa
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