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Debunking myths
about unions
■■Question: Do Canadians
have an accurate understanding
of unions?
■■answer: There are several
misconceptions about unions
that need to be corrected.
Too often Canadians only hear about
unions when something dramatic happens such as a strike or lockout. People are inconvenienced, services are withdrawn or profits are jeopardized. Without a balanced view, it’s
far too easy to form negative views of
unions and accept myths as facts.
“It’s not surprising that anti-union
perspectives develop if the public has
no understanding of the history and
truth of unions,” says Trish Hennessy,
Ontario Director for the Canadian
Centre for Policy Alternatives.
Some of the most common myths
about unions include:
■■They are always making unreasonable demands
■■Unions are only interested in
money
■■Unions always go on strike
■■Union demands are driving jobs
away

“Unions are very reasonable in their
demands and they make concessions
all the time, but they do exist to protect the rights of workers.”

Money
As for the perception that unions
are only interested in money, that
too is a myth, says Hennessy. “The

WoMen Make
up 60% of
public Sector
WorkerS

main demand of unions is to bargain freely and collectively, and to do
so together with the employer,” says
Hennessy.

“The main
demand of unions
is to bargain freely
and collectively,
and to do so
together with the
employer…”

Strikes
While striking workers walking a
picket line are often the only union
stories that make the news, the fact
is that they are a rare occurrence in
Canada according to Hennessy.
“Strikes are often the only time
Canadians hear about unions but it’s
a distorted picture. In fact, the average Canadian worker is on the job
96.4 percent of the time. And since
1976, the hours lost to labour strikes
in Canada declined.”

trish Hennessy
Ontario Director,
Canadian
Centre for Policy
Alternatives
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Demands
“The truth is that unions are acutely
aware of the economic environments
in which they are bargaining,” says
Hennessy. That said, she adds, while
demands are not unreasonable unions
do seek to make gains for workers.
“History teaches that once those gains
are achieved, unions fight for them
on behalf of all Canadians.” Hennessy
cites hard-fought benefits such as the
40-hour work week, pensions, vacations, parental leave, all of which have
become Canadian cultural norms first
won at the bargaining table.

When you look at the range of
issues that unions have fought for
outside of wages, it’s evident that
there’s little truth to the notion
that money is paramount. However
middle-class standards of living are
closely connected to unionization,
says Hennessy. “There’s a direct correlation between the decline in rates
of unionization and the rise in inequality in Canada.”

organizeD labour
1. union meeting to
discuss upcoming agenda.
Photo: teamsters Canada

2. the many faces of
unionized labour.
Photo: UnIte here Canada

Job drain
There is “absolutely no evidence”
to support the myth that union demands are driving jobs out of the
province, says Hennessy. In fact,
unions have taken cuts to pay and
benefits in certain instances and
companies have still packed up and
moved elsewhere.
There are many factors at play
driving corporate decisions to relocate, says Hennessy, including
globalization, shareholder profit expectations, etc.
“It’s a complete red herring to say
that unions cause job losses,” she
says.
Diana McLaren
editorial@mediaplanet.com
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Apprenticeship:
The key to Canada’s success
countrieS
WitH HigHer
rateS of
unionization
Have loWer
uneMployMent
anD inflation

A mODel Of suCCess
You may not be aware of this, but
Canada’s apprenticeship system is a model of success. For decades, skilled tradespeople who’ve
been trained through our apprenticeship system have used
their knowledge, tools, and raw
materials to create Canada’s
infrastructure.
Today, there are over 500,000
Canadians serving as apprentices. They will become the plumbers, welders, electricians, and
carpenters that build the refineries, hospitals, power plants,
schools, houses, and malls where
we spend our days living and
working.

partnership and
collaboration
Canada’s Interprovincial Red
Seal program has allowed qualified tradespeople to practice their
trade in any province or territory
of this nation.This wonderful model of labour mobility, not present
anywhere else in the Americas,
is a source of pride for Canadians
working in the building trades.
In partnership with labour and
industry, our provincial and territorial governments operate apprenticeship programs in ten
provinces and three territories.
Building and construction trades
unions, vocational schools and colleges and institutes across Canada
educate and train people to work in

the trades throughout the Red Seal.
The health of Canada’s apprenticeship system is based on partnership and collaboration and this
model is one that works.

growing industries
Today, more than ever, there is an
immediate need to promote and
prepare young Canadians and new
Canadians to work in the trades
through apprenticeship. With
new work projects in the majority of our provinces and territories,
building, construction and work
opportunities are unparalleled in
our history.
The Construction Sector Council anticipates the need for approximately 360,000 additional
tradespeople in the next ten years.
For young Canadians and families thinking about the future, at
a time when youth unemployment
is at 15 percent and underemployment is at 25 percent, apprenticeship is the real answer.

to actually hire apprentices. Our
governments’ response to the lack
of jobs for apprentices is to raise
the ratio that can work with a Journeyperson, but we still find ourselves with fewer apprenticeship
opportunities from industry.

employed apprentices will lead to
more skilled tradespeople.
If we want to address the skills
shortage, Canadian employers need to support hiring of apprentices and there has to be real
legislation drafted from the fed-

“Today, more than
ever, there is an
immediate need
to promote and
prepare young
Canadians and
new Canadians
to work in the
trades through
apprenticeship.”
larry Slaney
executive Director, National association of
union Schools and Colleges

creating opportunity

addressing the skills
shortage

Unfortunately, at a time when it is
needed the most, Canada is failing
its apprenticeship system. Today,
there are tens of thousands of Canadians who cannot complete their
apprenticeships because they cannot fulfill their work requirements.
In Canada today, there are some
financial support programs and
incentives for employers looking
to hire apprentices. However there
are no requirements for employers

Business and governments are
consistently pointing to the lack
of supply of skilled tradespeople
as one of Canada’s major economic challenges. In response to this
shortage, governments are developing programs that will accelerate the immigration of skilled
workers to Canada. While immigration is one part of the solution,
a healthy Canadian apprenticeship
system is the best solution — more

eral and provincial governments
that mandates construction companies to hire a minimum ratio
of Apprentices for their worksites
and maintain a minimum number based on how many Journeypersons they employ. Currently
the legislation in Ontario for example, only states that employers can hire a maximum number of Apprentices compared to
Journeypersons.
There is no mimimum requirement and that is where the issue

lies. If we hired more Apprentices and kept them working, in
just a few short years there would
be more Journeypersons and the
shortage would not be an issue
any longer. We need to employ our
youth first and give them the opportunity to have a career in the
trades.

invest in our future
We are strong supporters and believers of the time proven Canadian Apprenticeship model and
our vision of a renewed apprenticeship system is one where it’s
easy for apprentices to get hired
and where they are not the first
workers laid off, and where they
have many options for work opportunity across our great country, with true mobility. This will
ensure the stay in their chosen
trade and work to build the future of Canada for the next generation and beyond.
Lets not take our apprenticeship system for granted; let’s invest in our future by employing
apprentices. We need to make
change now for the betterment
of our system without downgrading the system we have in place
for short term gain. Our future
depends on it.

Larry SLaney
editorial@mediaplanet.com
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LOCAL 183 IS
NORTH AMERICA’S
BIGGEST
CONSTRUCTION
LOCAL UNION

Forty thousand
members strong
and still growing,
we serve the GTA,
Cobourg and Barrie.

Do you see a career in construction
trades in your future?
Get more
information at
www.183training.com
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standing up for the
rights of workers
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UnIon raIdInG faCts

in the golden age of social
justice and civil rights —
from the sixties to the early
eighties — unions played
a vital role in shaping
debates on tax policy, social
spending, spreading political
democracy and fine-tuning
economic policy.

What is union raiding?
“Union raiding” refers to
the act of union representatives visiting job
sites and soliciting members of
other unions in the hopes of filling their ranks with new membership.

1

raiding period
Ontario law dictates that
all contracts within the
construction sector are
to be renewed every three-years.
During the last three months
before a contract expires a
Union’s membership can be
raided. This year the Raiding
Period is from February 1st to
April 30th, 2013.

2

organization practices
The act of raiding is
done by union representatives visiting rival
job sites and soliciting union
members to sign a ballot which

has their existing union and the
raiding unions name on it. These
representatives often make
false promises and misrepresent facts in order to secure new
signatures. This process is often
disruptive and confrontational
as it interrupts union workers
on the job site.

act of raiding
By law, if the raiding
party wins more votes it
is then certified and the
previous union’s collective
agreement is automatically ended. The new union must now negotiate a new collective agreement with its new members and
until an agreement is met, they
are without any collective
agreement rights.

4
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Ben FaLLingBrook
editorial@mediaplanet.com

Michael Lynk — a human rights/
labour lawyer and professor at Western University — was fortunate
enough to be born in the midst of
that era, helping to cultivate a life
long interest in the labour movement and its greater role in protecting people.

change over the years
“(During that time) unions had
roughly 33-35 percent of the Canadian workforce represented by
them,” says Lynk.
With that support base, unions
created the social pressure to push
liberal policies forward; policies
that brought about a rise in income, wealth and equality in the
country.
Since the late 1980s, Lynk — who
has worked as a lawyer both for
unions and in private practice and
as an arbitrator — has watched the
ascension of conservative politics
in Canada and along with them a
slow fizzling out of labour law reform.
But there is a silver lining, he
says. “(One of) the greatest success stories that unions have had
in the last 25 years is they played a
contributory role in the growth of
human rights in society generally
— and the workplace in particular,”
says Lynk.

protecting the workforce
From pushing forward human
rights cases on gender equality,
rights of religious employees in the
workplace, sexual orientation, age
discrimination, racial discrimina-

“unions have
played a very
important
role in
pushing the
law forward”
Michael lynk
Associate
Professor of law,
Western university

tion and in more recent times,issues
involving family status and ability
of parents to balance work demands
with home life — unions have often
played a tireless role in protecting
the workforce. “Almost all of those
cases have union fingerprints on
them,” he adds.
Despite a tempering of union influence and power over the past 30
years, says Lynk, one of their greatest contributions has been devoting
a fair amount of their resources to
litigating important human rights

issues in the courts and in front of
human rights tribunals and labour
arbitrators.
“We now have in Canada probably
the best human rights legal system
anywhere in the globe and unions
have played a very important role in
pushing the law forward on all those
issues,” says Lynk.

future steps
The next big challenge facing
unions in protecting its membership, he suspects, is finding a way to
give a voice to an increasingly temporary workforce filled with parttime workers.
“Unions were built in the 1940s
and 1950s on the assumption that
people would have that job for life,”
says Lynk admitting that that’s not
the case anymore. “The rise of the
temporary workforce means a devaluing of jobs, a decline in wages
and benefits and a spreading of economic equality with all the ills that
attend to that.”
The next step is finding a way to
heighten job and social security in
this ever-changing workplace.
“The law keeps on changing, the
demands of our society keep on
changing,” he says.
But Lynk is up to the challenge
brought on by the changing paradigm. “It’s intensely fascinating to
see how the law and social justice
can be married in productive ways,”
he adds.

anDrew SeaLe
editorial@mediaplanet.com
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On the job
health and
safety
unions have an illustrious
history of acting as the
catalyst for safer workplaces.
“We’ve always been pushing for
those positive changes to impact
the lives of workers,” says Carmine
Tiano, Director of WSIB Advocacy
and Occupational Services at the
Provincial Building and Construction Trades Council of Ontario. “The
union side not only has a duty to protect our unionized workers, we also
have a bigger duty to help put legislation in place that protects the little
guy who’s non-union.”

Thirty charges were brought
under the Occupational Health and
Safety Act against Metron Construction Corporation, the employer of
the workers.
The accident sparked a provincial
review of the system that protects
Ontario workers and led to the shutdown of 784 dangerous jobs on sites
throughout the province.
In light of the accident, Tiano —
along with other labour groups, employers and safety experts — sat on
an advisory panel for the Dean report, a series of recommendations
surrounding structural, operational and policy improvements to the
provinces OHS system.
“The government can’t inspect all
the jobsites,” says Ferreira. “Some
small contractors take advantage of
that.” That’s where unions come in.

dent led to the strengthening of Ontario’s labour laws.“That’s where
we got the modern occupational health and safety report,” says
Tiano.
Flash-forward to Christmas Eve
2009 when four construction workers died in Etobicoke after the
scaffolding they were working on
collapsed.

Safety training
Through safety training, accreditation and establishment of joint
health and safety committees represented by both workers and employers — unions look to bolster safe
practices in the workplace.
“Through my experience in Europe and Africa and North America I
have been exposed to unionized and
non-unionized job sites in different
capacities,” says Ferreira. “I choose to
work for unions when I can because
the job sites are more organized and
the safety factors are better.”
At the end of the day, says Tiano,
having safety programs and training just makes good business sense –
a sentiment he feels both employers
and employees recognize.
“First and foremost we have a
moral interest but we also have an
interest in making sure this worker
can be as productive a possible,” he
says. “Our unions spend hundreds
of thousands of dollars on training
and instructors to keep this worker
at the top of his trade so why is it that
an accident should take him out of
the trade.”

growing concern
Despite Canada’s continuously
evolving occupational health and
safety (OHS) standards — workplace
safety is an ongoing and concerning
issue.
In 2010, 1014 workplace deaths
were recorded in Canada, an increase from 939 the previous year.
“Unfortunately most of the health
and safety legislation in Ontario has
been the result of some tragedy,”
says Tiano.
He points to the Hogg’s Hollow
tragedy in 1960, where five immigrant workers died while working on a water main under the Don
River.
A lack of safety standards at the
project was ultimately deemed a
factor in the deaths and the inci-

anDrew SeaLe
editorial@mediaplanet.com

LABOURERS’ INTERNATIONAL UNION OF NORTH AMERICA
ONTARIO PROVINCIAL DISTRICT COUNCIL

We are LiUNA !
We build your highways, your hospitals, your office towers, your
homes, your transportation systems, and we keep your power
running. We are the Union with the most comprehensively skilled
members. LiUNA! Represents 75,000 members in the province
of Ontario and will continue to build Ontario and Canada.
The Executive Officers of the LiUNA Ontario Provincial District
Council salute our loyal members; past, present and future.
Feel the Power!
Cosmo Mannella
Business Manager
Joseph S. Mancinelli
President
Luigi Carrozzi
Secretary-Treasurer

Carmen Principato
Vice President
Robert Petroni
Recording Secretary

Jack Oliveira
Executive Board Member

Jim MacKinnon
Executive Board Member

LiUNA Ontario Provincial District Council
1315 North Service Road E., Suite 701
Oakville, ON L6H 1A7
Tel: (289) 291-3678
Fax: (289) 291-1120

Mike Maitland
Executive Board Member

10 · february 2013

A sponsored feAture by MediAplAnet
fact

4

insighT

passing the torch:
Youth involvement in unions
union Work
W
payS $6.19
More/Hour
tHan nonunion Work

When amanda atwell decided to speak up about the way
other employees were being
treated at her workplace, she
didn’t realize she was aligning her goals with the entire
labour movement.

1

A decade later,Atwell — a United Food
and Commercial Workers Canada Local 1000A member — sits on the executive board of the Ontario Federation
of Labour as Vice-President of Workers Under 30. Juggling a full-time job
at supermarket chain Loblaws and
her role as an ambassador to young
people interested in unions is time
consuming but well worth it.
“Sometimes people say we don’t
need unions any more, people aren’t
dying on the job,” says Atwell. “But
it happens, and there are bad employers out there that try to take advantage of people.” She points out
that young people should be able to
“make improvements to their workplace” without fear of being fired or
reprimanded.

2
3

empowering youth
Kate Walsh, strategic coordinator
for the International Brotherhood of
Electrical Workers (IBEW) NextGen
Initiative, says it’s that very sense of
empowerment that has been drawing young people into the movement.
“I think it’s important for young
workers to learn how to get involved
within their locals — it’s such a
unique situation in a career where
you actually have a voice and vote
on the conditions of your employment,” adds Walsh. “In many other
non-union environments you don’t
get that.”

youtH in unionS
1. zacary tait gains experience as an automotive mechanic apprentice. Photo: aCCess
2. engaging youth in workplace issues gives them a stake in the wellbeing of the
organization.
3. unions help to represent gender equality in the workforce.

Motivating engagement
As Canada’s aging demographics take hold and current skilled
trades workforce retires, it will be
up to a new generation to carry the
torch and continue the struggle for
workers right.
“I think young people are already

conscientious,” says Atwell pointing to a heightened political understanding driven by social media and
the Internet. “Getting involved requires a certain amount of initiative on a young person’s part but it is
up to the union to make the labour
movement more inclusive,” she adds.

evolving for better inclusion
Walsh agrees pointing out that to
a fresh-faced apprentice, the first
union meeting can be overwhelming. “You’re just starting your career
and then you’ve also got to learn the
union side of things,” says Walsh.
“(But) within the IBEW and labour

movement it’s kind of at a cool time
– there’s a really old school traditional
environment that’s evolving.”
And it goes beyond workers rights.
The new generation is looking for a
greater social aspect — that sense of
camaraderie and solidarity that often
flows through a movement like this.
Walsh says although the social
aspect is seeing a resurgence, that
sense of camaraderie hasn’t wavered. She remembers a story about
a young electrician from the East
Coast who had just started a new job
out in Alberta and within a week of
being there found out about a family
emergency back home.
He hadn’t received his first pay,
so he couldn’t afford to travel home.
“The guys from the union put a collection together to help pay his way,”
says Walsh. “It didn’t matter that
they had just met him – he was IBEW
and he needed to get home so they
made it happen.”
anDrew SeaLe
editorial@mediaplanet.com

Why has the federal government reduced the corporate tax rate by one percent,
thereby depriving itself of $2 billion annually and has cut the accessibility to E.I.?
To ﬁnd out, contact your MP.

More on
teamsters.ca/MP
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