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Foreword 
“The Power & Dilemma of the Trade Unions”, by Ross Dowson, 
was published by the League for Socialist Action about 51 years 
ago. 

That was a very different time. The post-World War 2 economic 
boom was still underway. Wages, benefits and social 
programmes were increasing. While the percentage of workers 
who belong to unions reached its apogee in 1958, organized 
labour still constituted over 40 per cent in 1964, on the eve of 
the white collar union organizing drive. A new generation was 
pushing hard against the hateful boundaries of racism and 
sexism everywhere. 

Half a century later, the ranks of organized labour are 
proportionately reduced. Wages have been stagnant for 
decades, job security is disappearing, and benefits are under 
ferocious attack. 

A wide gulf seems to separate the two periods in time. Yet the 
booklet by the machinist, journalist, editor of Workers' Vanguard 
and leader of the LSA, retains its relevance. It does so because 
of its focus on the power and potential of the working class, 
starting with the aspirations and awareness of the rank and file. 
Tied to that perspective is a sharply critical assessment of the 
role and behaviour of the official leadership of the unions in 
Canada at the time. 

Dowson shows how the labour movement, and the 
labour-based New Democratic Party, both institutions under 
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virtually the same tutelage, squandered the opportunity to 
advance the interests of their own class base. We are living with 
the poison fruit of that process of squandering today. 

The remedy for the missed potential, and for the subsequent 
decline of labour, is the same. It is the “coalescing of a left wing” 
to harness the “combativity of the workers”, which “fluctuates 
wildly”. It is the development of “a conscious and mature 
leadership” to advance the class struggle. 

Dowson argues against reliance on the then-existing labour 
leadership, against reliance on the NDP tops, much less 
dependence on the lobbying of bourgeois politicians in 
Parliament. He concludes by expressing confidence in a new 
generation of workers to “move out, to develop the necessary 
program and build the necessary leadership that can lead the 
struggles of the Canadian workers to their socialist revolution.” 

That happens to be the prescription of Socialist Action / Ligue 
pour l'Action socialiste for workers' emancipation. 

Our approach to education, agitation and organization in today's 
workers' movement is illustrated by the articles we have 
appended to this booklet. 

Written over the past five years, right up to the present, they 
diagnose the problems encountered today by militants who 
strive to battle capitalist austerity, and who seek to overcome 
obdurate, narrow-minded, and privileged union bureaucrats. 
The latter stand in the way of struggle. They even penalize, 
ostracize and exclude insurgent members. Which raises the 
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importance of a key element in any Workers' Agenda -- the fight 
for union democracy. It is to those who actively pursue that fight 
that we dedicate this modest booklet. 

 

B.W. January 2018 
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The Power and Dilemma of Labour 
Unions 
By Ross Dowson 

Introduction 

For many years the Workers Vanguard has closely followed and 
participated in developments in the trade union movement. A 
collection of back issues would present an accurate and moving 
story of the victories and the defeats, the present circumstances 
and the future prospects before this mighty and complex 
movement forged by the Canadian working class. The article 
that follows is a summary, an evaluation, and a projection of 
Canadian labour’s struggles. 

It addresses itself to the students who are daily bombarded with 
slanted information and distortions about union struggles for 
better wages and conditions. To the youth just coming into the 
labour force and encountering for the first time picket lines, 
clashes with the police over injunctions, and union involvement 
with the New Democratic Party. 

It speaks to those living on fixed incomes, to pensioners who . 
have it drummed into them that the unions' hard won wage . 
increases are responsible for price increases. And it speaks to 
trade union activists, to militants and socialists deeply involved 
in the workings of their locals, responding to harassment by 
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their bosses and fighting, often against their own union 
leaderships, in their efforts to make their unions responsive 
instruments of their class interests. 

There is no attempt here to relate the history of the trade union 
movement in any detail. Nor does this article take on the task of 
working out a point by point program for the union movement. 
Instead. the article attempts to analyze important experiences in 
recent union struggles and to draw from them broad 
generalizations and key lessons. What is the present state and 
the real potential of the union movement; what is the origin and 
essential role of the present leadership: what is the role of the 
courts, parliament and the state? These and other questions 
are answered with bold strokes. 

It is vital to see through the mass of detail. the. contradictions 
and the difficulties in the local, national and international union 
situation. Consistent and effective unionism demands a clear 
steady picture of the entire situation and all the forces at work. If 
this article. even in a small way achieves this task-of portraying 
the essential dynamics of the union movement in Canada it will 
have achieved its purpose. 

The Power and Dilemma of Labour Unions 

30 percent of all non-agricultural paid workers, 1,736,000 
persons at January 1966 were members of trade unions. Three 
quarters of them belonged to unions affiliated to the Canadian 
Labour Congress (AFL-CIO). The largest group outside of the 
CLC, the Quebec-based Confederation of National Trade 
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Unions, accounted for 188,000--slightly less than one third of 
the total number of trade unionists in Quebec. 

These unions appear as a tremendous social force across the 
country. They are the most powerful single organization, both 
real and potential, that those who live by their labour have yet 
created. 

Organized at the point of production, they intervene on a 
day-to-day basis, largely on a local but on occasion, and 
increasingly so, on a national and even international scale, to 
defend and extend the interests of their members and the entire 
working class against capital against those who own and control 
the means of production and exploit them for their own 
purposes. 

The mere fact of the existence of the trade unions testifies to 
the reality of the class nature of Canadian society. The 
ceaseless efforts of capital to destroy them, to fetter them with 
oppressive legislation, and failing that, to corrupt them, is 
irrefutable proof of the reality of the class struggle-that there is 
an irreconcilable, ceaseless, conflict between labour and capital 
in this country. 

The unions have not been able to remain as combinations of 
workers of one employer or even groups of employers in 
associated industries. They have developed from a unity of 
workers against a particular employer to unity against 
employers in one whole field of production, to unity of workers 
in entire areas. They form a massive unified network from union 
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local, to national, to international union-from local to area 
council, from provincial to the federal level-to the CLC with its 
1½ million members. Recognition has had to be made, even if 
largely formal, to the international character of labour’s struggle 
and the need for its world-wide coordination. 

Project New Society 

The union movement has proven itself to be a powerful 
instrument of a defensive character and as a force that poses 
the possibility of a fundamental transformation in 
socio-economic relations - from wage labour to a free 
association of labour and common ownership of its 
product-socialism. 

As early as 1919 the working people of Winnipeg, arising from 
their common interest in the defence of a group of locked-out 
metal workers, waged a general strike which. in its development 
created a new and revolutionary pole of social-political 
power-the Winnipeg General Strike Committee, which 
completely controlled the city for 41 days. It is no accident that 
many participants and observers from the ranks of both its 
supporters and opponents saw in this development a parallel to 
the workers' councils (soviets) that arose and seized power in 
Russia and took on embryonic form in other European centres 
in that period. 

A massive strike wave broke out at the close of World War II in 
defiance of all the war-time restrictions that had been clamped 
upon the unions with the agreement of the union leadership. In 
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wave after wave it swept up the entire organized labour 
movement to ring up the largest across-the-board wage 
increase ever, and to consolidate unionism on a higher plane. 
The mighty Ford strike demonstrated the revolutionary temper 
and ingenuity of the working class, their readiness to meet 
head-on the violence of the state. The threat by an army of 
RCMP to break up the picket.line was countered with an 
impenetrable barricade, a wall of steel. The workers 
commandeered public vehicles, trucks, cars, with which they 
jammed the highway stretching down the front of the main plant, 
to paralyze the police and win their strike. 

Twice in the last two years the working class of two key sections 
of the country have advanced up to the very edge of general 
strike, in Quebec and in the province of British Columbia. 

While capital continues to harass and persecute individual 
militants, to resort to the use of scabs and spies, to employ 
police to terrorize and smash up picket lines, with the rise of the 
modern labour movement, its broader unity, its increased 
organization and its tremendous resources, they have come to 
rely to an ever-increasing extent upon the state. 

What labour has won through battles on the picket lines and 
through the enforcement of the contractual rights it has 
established in the shops, has often been lost, due, not only to 
the operation of the laws governing the capitalist system itself, 
inflation for instance, but to counter attacks by the 
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representatives of the employers as a: class in control of 
parliament, and the state in its totality. 

 

The Power of the State 

The employers, through their agents in control of parliament 
and the entire state apparatus, have erected a whole network of 
laws and regulations designed to hamstring the labour 
movement. Anti-labour regulations such as the BC Social 
Credit's Bill 43 have been characterized by the most 
conservative labour leaders as "fascistic". They not only bar the 
use of information pickets but secondary boycotts, and have 
decreed the unions to be legal entities responsible for the 
actions of every individual member. But not the least of the 
union-busting laws are those which the union leadership itself. 
has come to live with those embedded in labour relations acts. 
These range from the various 

regulations designed to make it difficult for unions to establish 
the fact that they represent a majority of a specific group of 
workers, to those which only permit strike action after a long 
process of delay, that not only make it illegal to strike within the 
life of contracts, to the ever-increasing use of ex parte 
injunctions forbidding or limiting pickets, and the extension of 
compulsory arbitration to ever wider areas of the workforce. 

On the basis of their own experiences and in part due to the 
influence of the British working class movement, there has long 
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been a broad strata of union leaders and rank and file activists 
who have favoured the formation of a political arm for labour in 
this country. If there was any doubt about the direction of these 
forces with the dissolution of the socialist-oriented but largely 
agrarian-based CCF, the successful birth of the New 
Democratic Party three years ago as a labour party, with firm 
roots in the trade unions, was assured by the Liberal-Tory and 
Social Credit anti-labour drive. With the recent solid successes 
in the major urban areas across the country any concept of the 
NDP as a pressure instrument on the Liberals and Tories in 
office has been smashed. The Canadian working class through 
their unions are firmly committed to the building of the NDP as 
an alternative to the parties of Big Business and to the election 
of an NDP government into office in both Ottawa and the 
provinces. 

Between 1935 and 1966 trade union membership increased 
more than six fold - from 281,000 to 1,736,000. In these three 
decades there were four major periods of rapid expansion. In 
1936 and 1937, which saw the rise of the CIO, union 
membership increased 15 and 19 per cent respectively. The 
next major jump came during the war with 1941 seeing an 
increase of 27 per cent and 25.5 per cent in 1942. The post war 
upsurge saw an increase in membership in 1946 of 17 per cent 
and 9.7 per cent in 1947. 

But in recent years as a proportion of the workforce union 
membership has been decreasing. By 1962 the proportion of 
the workforce in unions dropped from 33 percent to 32 percent. 
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By l 963 the decline had continued to 30 per cent. By 1964, it 
was 29.4 per cent. 

 

Deteriorating Position 

Organized labour is not only weaker in relation to the growth of 
the workforce but it is weaker from a strategic point of view. 
Unionism hasn't yet really broken out of the basic industries. 
Between 1947 and 1959 there was virtually no net change in 
the employment levels in the goods-producing industries 
despite the fact that the actual quantity of goods being 
produced doubled. During that period however there was an 
increase of new jobs in the service industries by a million. By 
1958 the number of jobs in the service sector was larger than in 
the goods- producing industries. In 1958 the margin was 
68,000, by 1963 it had grown to 771,000. 

It is in this area that the tremendous expansion of the number of 
women in the workforce has taken place. The number of 
women in retail and wholesale trade grew from 1950 to 1959 by 
more than 50 per cent. By June 1965 women workers in the 
service industries had surpassed men to 51.9 percent of the 
total. 

The present leadership of the union movement, with vast sums 
of money at its disposal and skilful technicians at its beck and 
call, has proven incapable of moving into these most rapidly 
expanding and often most poorly paid sectors of the workforce, 
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thus permitting a serious deterioration in the strategic position of 
the union movement to take place. It has failed women 
miserably. 

Large layers of these workers, poorly paid and helpless before 
the onslaughts of inflation, the dangers of sickness, all the 
insecurities that are products of capitalist society, have fallen 
prey to the capitalist inspired propaganda that the union 
movement is a narrow, a sectional power bloc, insensitive to 
their needs and concerned only with its own welfare. 

The static situation in the producing industries, where 
expansion has been largely through technological changes, and 
the increasing tendency of the leadership to settle for so-called 
fringe benefits, including pensions, retirement funds, few of 
them portable, rather than wage increases, has alienated the 
younger workers. There has been a distinct tendency for the 
unions to deteriorate from combat organizations of the class 
into welfare organizations for older workers upon whom the 
administration has come to base itself. The unions under the 
present leadership have failed the youth. 

For the first time in decades organized labour has suffered a 
series of setbacks. Just as the decrease in the percentage of 
workers who are actually organized is not due in any way to an 
organizational saturation point having been reached , but to a 
failure on the part of the present leadership, so too these 
setbacks do not reflect any decline in the combativity of the 
ranks, but a failure of leadership. 
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Two notable defeats were those suffered by the Royal York 
Hotel workers and the workers at the Lever Brothers plant in 
Toronto. These setbacks all the more point up the failure in 
leadership in that they took place in an area where organized 
labour has its greatest concentration of strength. Even more 
startling is the situation confronting the oldest continuing local in 
the country – the International Typographical Union, Local 91- 
which has been locked in struggle in Canada's first automation 
strike with the Big Three Toronto dailies for three years now. 

Crisis of Leadership 

The entry of the CIO onto the Canadian arena and the 
organization of key basic industry along industrial lines threw up 
a whole new layer of leaders. Unlike the long-time secure craft 
business unionists, many of them rose out of the ranks, and 
many were radicals. With the coming of the Second World War 
this leadership collaborated with the bosses in the introduction 
under the union auspices of piece work and speed-up. With the 
close of the war, when the employers ended this honeymoon 
and strode out to smash the unions, the ranks proved able to 
overcome all the leadership's hesitations, to turn back the union 
busters and even establish new gains. 

Frustrated in their frontal attack, Big Business launched a 
coordinated coast to coast legal assault on labour. Instead of 
taking up this challenge, meeting it head-on, the leadership 
preached caution. When, as in BC, a massive cry went up 
against Bill 43 and for general strike, the leadership preached 
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submission until the next election. The impact of this legislation 
is graphically portrayed in the following figures: 

 

 

 

 Union 
Membership 

Workforce % of 
workforce 

1958 233,972 434,000 53.9% 

1959 219,279 452,000 48.1% 

1964 226,690 531,000 42.7% 
 

As the figures show, the failure of the leadership to mobilize the 
unions against the union-busting laws has not only resulted in a 
drastic decline in the strength of the organized labour 
movement as a percentage of the workforce but in absolute 
numbers. 

What is wrong with the present leadership of the Canadian 
labour movement that it has failed to effectively mobilize the 
mighty forces of the Canadian working class to fend off the legal 
assault on their unions, that it has failed to organize the 
unorganized, that with all the resources at its disposal, it has 
permitted a relative and in some areas an absolute decline in 
the strength of the unions to take place? It is true that the 
leadership is a relatively privileged strata, with considerable 
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wealth at its disposal, secure in its position, and thus concerned 
that there be no undue upset in the present state of affairs. 

But the problem is more profound than that. 

In the past few years court injunctions restricting and barring 
picketing have been successful in gravely weakening and even 
smashing an increasing number of union locals. The CLC 
leadership decided to stage a showdown at the struck 
Thompson newspaper in the union stronghold of Oshawa. Its 
demonstration of strength in defiance of the law, found the 
attorney general and provincial premier disclaiming any 
responsibility to uphold this class legislation, and the company, 
with the agreement of the courts, withdrawing its court order. 

Only a matter of weeks later in a similar situation- in nearby 
Peterborough, when an injunction was read and 28 arrested, 
the top brass ordered the demobilization of their controlled 
demonstration with the aim of arguing the matter on strictly legal 
terms in the courts. The top leadership carried their line in the 
face of a powerful protest at the Winnipeg CLC convention and 
a demand from the floor for massive passive resistance to the 
union busting injunctions. Even more shameful was the CLC 
leadership's response to the militant challenges against strike 
breaking injunctions that developed in B.C. and resulted in the 
jailing of four of the B.C. Federation's leadership. The latter's 
heroic defiance of the courts and the response that their 
principled conduct won from the ranks for mass action brought 
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the CLC machine into action all right. But only to isolate and 
quench every spark of militancy.  

Bankruptcy of Present leadership 

Its strategy in the fight against injunctions is to win the courts 
and the judges, with fine legal argument, over to the side of 
labour. And that is its policy with regard to parliament and the 
state. The bureaucracy hopes to neutralize the state which it 
sees as having only temporarily fallen into the hands of agents 
of the monopolists, with some elements aiming to win it over to 
their side and even fill it with their content. That is why it has no 
qualms about urging state intervention in strictly union affairs. 

The CLC leadership, with the support of the entire working class 
press-except that of the socialist Workers Vanguard-demanded 
that the government overcome its show of reluctance and 
intervene in a strictly internal union matter by imposing a 
trusteeship on the SIU and the Great Lakes seamen. They 
demanded the government enforce the law to the limit against 
the seamen who marched in protest against government 
interference in their internal affairs. They have continued to 
uphold the government trusteeship in the face of the dangers 
that it holds for organized labour as clearly voiced by its own 
representative on the board of trustees. 

As these events reveal, the leadership of Canada's union 
movement is essentially reformist in its outlook . Its support of 
the NDP flows not so much from a desire to supplement militant 
on-the-job action with aggressive political action, but to 
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substitute periodic visits to the ballot box for such militant 
action. In the place of a revolutionary, class struggle opposition 
to capitalism, the strategy that shaped, the foundations of the 
labour movement and upon which it has risen to its present 
state of power, they stand for a peaceful coexistence policy with 
capitalism. 

Because of its orientation this trade union leadership, which 
sees itself as part of the established order of things, poses the 
gravest peril to democracy within the union movement. It was 
with complete consistency with its lengthy record that the CLC 
leadership under wrote the old national leadership of the 
Canadian Postal Employees Association and fronted for the 
Liberal government against the rank and file during the 18 day 
national postal workers strike last summer. Thanks to the 
Montreal local leaders who had patiently built rank and-file 
connections across the country the CLC leadership were 
defeated, the old postal leadership routed, and unionism is now 
spreading through the .civil servants. It was no accident that 
important CLC leaders publicly approved of a trusteeship 
imposed on a Toronto local by an American international 
leadership at the head of which stands James Hoffa, a man 
whose actions they would never normally approve, regardless 
of their possible merit. 

This clique, this bureaucracy that encrusts the 'trade union 
movement heads up a great multiplicity of expensive and 
unwieldy organizations of a widely diverse character. It is a 
labyrinth of conflicting clique interests with overlapping 
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jurisdictions which result in all kinds of divisive conflicts that- 
weaken labour in the face of the enemy. Some unions are 
strictly national formations, others are international. Some of the 
latter are set up along Canadian district lines, which assure 
considerable autonomy for the Canadian machinery, and others 
are so much under the domination of the international 
leadership that even the business agents are imposed upon 
them. 

Alternatives to the Present Situation 

This situation has led some to see the key problem as being 
largely organizational and to project structural changes as the 
solution. 

Bureaucracy is as rife in some syndicalist, anti-political-oriented 
unions as it is in the unions most active in promotion of political 
action in their ranks. Nor does largeness or smallness appear to 
have any significant beating on the question. In fact it is the 
extremely wide diversity in structure and structural relations, 
and yet the general prevalence of bureaucracy, that shows the 
irrelevancy of such a concept. While there are no doubt many 
structural changes that could be made in the interest of 
assuring a democratic milieu and a greater fighting unity, the 
granting to the CLC more constitutional authority over its 
affiliates, as some .propose at this time, would not heighten the 
fighting unity of labour against capital. Quite the contrary. 

The cry for Canadian trade union autonomy has also been 
raised as a panacea. The Canadian Communist Party has not 

21 



 

only called for autonomy but has used what influence it has had 
to, encourage some Canadian breakaways from international 
unions and the constitution of separate national unions. Aside 
from the question of the viability of such bodies they have not in 
any way proved immune to the virus of bureaucracy. There are 
Canadian, strictly Canadian unions that are as bureaucratically 
controlled as any international union. While in general the 
American trade union movement is more bureaucracy ridden, 
this virus is not peculiar to the United States, slipping into this 
country via personnel of the internationally affiliated unions. 

Should we draw a balance sheet of the pluses and minuses of 
the American connection? On the plus side the amount of 
money kicked back to support Canadian strikes; the influence 
that Canadian members. of an international union can hope to 
have in promoting an American Labour Party; the fact that the 
votes of the Canadian district membership of the United 
Steelworkers were decisive in the defeat of the Donald 
MacDonald-led machine; the preparations of Auto and 
Steelworkers to mobilize their U.S. forces to bring Canadian 
members' wages up to parity with U.S. wages; the intervention 
of the International prohibiting Toronto mailers from accepting a 
contract that would undermine national and international 
newspaper standards. And on the minus side, the imposition of 
international roadmen on Canadian affiliates, control over 
international strike funds and authority over strikes, etc. 

The mere process of attempting to work out all the pluses and 
minuses and to strike a balance only exposes the absurdity of it 
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all. The method is false. It is sterile, for it fails to take into 
account the dynamics of the struggle. It is all the more absurd in 
that the major sectors of industrial capital in Canada are in firm 
alliance with or are controlled by the same monopolists with 
whom the more concentrated and more powerful U.S. unions 
are in conflict. 

The fact that the struggle for democracy in the unions is a 
primary task before the workers of the United States, as well as 
Canada, demonstrates that it has nothing to do with some 
national peculiarities, but flows from a common source- the 
increasing intervention of the bourgeois democratic state in the 
internal affairs of the union movement and the tendency of a 
growing together of the trade unions with the state. 

To break out of the straightjacket it is necessary to win the 
unions to a revolutionary orientation, to give them a class 
struggle program and to forge a new leadership. This is the 
crucial task; to work in the unions as they are now constituted, 
to transform them into instruments for the establishment of a 
new social order. The situation is becoming increasingly more 
favourable for success. 

The Rising New Militancy 

Over the past year there has been a sharp rise in the number of 
strikes and the number of workers involved right across the 
country. The strikes have been extremely militant. They have 
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been taking place in a period of general boom, rising wages, 
considerable job mobility, etc. 

In Quebec they have been unfolding wave upon wave. Entire 
new layers of workers, including a high percentage of white 
collar and professional workers, have joined labour's ranks. 
They have not been solicited to join, rather they have knocked 
down the door in their demand for admission. They are bringing 
into the Quebec movement a verve, a new dynamism which will 
infect all Canadian labour. 

A highly significant number of strikes in other parts of the 
country have been wildcats- many of them violent repudiations 
of agreements solemnly negotiated by the leadership, others 
explosive outbursts against the failure of the union leadership to 
respond to accumulated grievances. 

So prevalent has the revolt become that various top leaders 
have felt called upon to publicly comment on it. President Little 
of the Canadian Union of Public Employees admitted that there 
was a lack of rapport between the leadership and the ranks 
which he attributes to inadequacy in the unions' education 
program-for the ranks of course. CBRT Secretary-treasurer 
Secord attributed it, to the surge of new workers into the union 
and a growing gap between them and the leaders. He noted 
back in 1963 that about 50% of the membership were not in the 
union during the strike 13 years earlier. Steel director Mahoney 
attributes it to the fact that "there is less and less satisfaction on 
the job and more uncertainty about his place in the social 
scheme". the role of the worker and Steel director Mahoney's 
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comment "on the mood of rebellion to be found today'' is only a 
reflection of the profound rejection by an increasing number of 
workers of the routinist and thoroughly reformist policies of the 
trade union bureaucracy. They also show the developing 
receptivity of a widening layer of workers for an alternative, a 
revolutionary program. 

Wage increases, hard fought wage increases to meet the rising 
cost of living, are being wiped out time and again by inflation. 
The profit gouging of the monopolists hoisted the cost of living 
3.7% last year. The finance minister has recently announced 
that the cost of living will skyrocket another 4% this coming 
year. 

In ifs running commentaries on the day-to-day problems 
confronting the trade unions, the Workers Vanguard has 
proposed the answer: the sliding scale of wages. Protect past 
wage increases and preserve the fighting strength of labour for 
new gains by inserting an escalator clause in every union 
contract! Such a clause will guarantee automatic wage 
increases with each rise in the cost of living. 

But the workers want more than to defend themselves from the 
situation-they want to know why! They are not only questioning 
their own place in the social scheme, as Mahoney noted, but 
the place of others, and the social scheme itself. 

NDP leader Douglas gave voice to this sentiment in his recent 
appeal to the government to constitute a prices review board. 
He outlined that "such a board would be able to examine the 
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books, the profit and loss statements, and the cost accounting 
material of the particular industries concerned, in order to find 
out whether or not increased wage costs and increased costs of 
raw materials warranted the increase which is being imposed 
on the public". Mr. Douglas left it to the government, whose 
anti-combines regulations have operated as licenses to 
practice, and expressed his proposals with studied impartiality, 
as one who of course accepts the sanctity of capitalist 
ownership of great industrial enterprises. 

As Big Business attempts to narrow the area of collective 
bargaining, the trade union militants must fight to widen it and to 
open up the entire process of capitalist production and 
distribution to their scrutiny. The trade union bureaucracy and 
their counterparts in the top leadership of the NDP talk about 
planning but their planning not only comes up to a halt before 
the concept of government ownership, it contains no element at 
all of involvement of the workers . 

The workers have the right to know the secrets of a factory, of a 
trust, of an entire industry, of the whole economy, built by their 
labour. Open the books! Abolish all business secrets! Open the 
maze of deals and swindles that flow from capitalist anarchy 
and the shameless pursuit of profits. Extend the authority of the 
unions in the direction of factory committees and towards actual 
control of industry. 

While the technological revolution called automation is 
developing unevenly through the Canadian economy it has 
unleashed a wave of grave anxiety through the ranks of the 
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working class. What is going to happen to older workers? To 
the vast majority of workers? To trades and skills so patiently 
acquired? And what training and education, if any, is worth 
acquiring in the face of this revolution? 

In contrast to the NDP and trade union leadership who continue 

to talk in terms of education of what would be a narrow elite, the 
world famous scientist Sir Geoffrey Vickers told a Toronto 
audience that we need to find a way "to distribute goods and 
services free, according to need" - "a social revolution", as he 
called it. 

To guarantee that the inventive genius of man benefit all of 
society, and not a .small clique of monopolists, the unions must 
win a sliding scale of hours. Everyone has a right to work. 
Share the leisure and the increased wealth that can come with 
the full implementation of automation by instituting a continually 
diminishing work week with no loss in pay! 

The single most important advance of Canadian labour in 
recent decades is the rise and consolidation of the NDP as a 
labour party. So far the trade union bureaucracy have 
succeeded in curtailing union participation in the NDP. They 
have given the unions as their main function, the provisioning of 
funds for the party machine. 

For the bureaucracy, the labour party is an attempt to overcome 
their weakness on the economic front - to increase their points 
of pressure on the big business interests. It is not a supplement 
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but a substitute for the mobilization of the unions behind a class 
struggle program on a day to day basis. 

For the workers, independent labour political action is the 
beginning of their intervention into affairs that determine every 
single aspect of their lives and the future of their children: The 
labour party is a result of their increasing awareness that 
political decisions, now made in the overall interests of the 
employers as a class in control of the state apparatus, 
determine: who shall bear the main tax burden, mortgage rates, 
the character of education, the extent and nature of welfare 
legislation, etc. Politics determine the very circumstances under 
which the factory or office at which they work functions, the 
commitment of the country's wealth, including participation in 
such aggressive military alliances as NATO and NORAD and 
support both political and material for Washington's war of 
aggression in Vietnam, in fact not only how we live but whether 
we will continue to live, or be destroyed in a nuclear holocaust. 

Last year's CLC convention was confronted with the submission 
of 25 resolutions on international affairs. While the position 
adopted on Vietnam was scarcely more critical of Washington's 
perilous policies than the Liberal government's, nonetheless it 
testifies to the broadening outlook of the working class in the 
wider, the overriding issues of our time. 

The local unions must intervene fully in the NDP. They must do 

all in their power to elect NDP governments in the provinces 
and in Ottawa. They must demand reports from the NDP MP's, 
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pass. resolutions for their guidance, raise the entire p91itical 
level of the membership to assure that the NDP not only gives 
voice to the needs of the workers but sensitively reflects and 
functions entirely in their interests. 

The Conflict with Bureaucracy 

The trade union bureaucracy, while it has considerable material 
resources and an .extensive machine at its disposal, has no 
independent base of its own. It is suspended between the 
workers and the employers, It attempts to maintain a balance 
between these irreconcilable forces. 

In so far as the trade union bureaucracy challenges the 
employers--that is in so far as it is independent of them--it must 
base itself on the workers who sustain the unions for the 
protection they afford them. In so far as it hopes to be accepted 
by the capitalists, the bureaucracy must prove its ability to 
perform a useful function for them - essentially that of being 
their lieutenants in the ranks of the working class. 

The past few years have seen a growing conflict between the 
ranks and the leadership. This phenomenon has become so 
widespread that personnel supervisors and management 
advisers .are openly expressing sympathy and understanding 
for the union brass in its difficulty to control the ranks, urging 
their clients to understand the problem and establish a new 
relationship with them. 
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The revolt in the unions comes primarily from the new elements 
who have been flooding into the workforce and their impact on 
the scattering of old militants who have been holding on over 
the years. 

The press has been full of material on the revolt of the youth - 
the ferment on the campus and the total rejection of the 
established community by those who constitute Toronto's 
Yorkville and its counterpart in other major Canadian cities. But 
the bulk of this generation in revolt is in the workforce. For all 
the official talk about education they have been driven there by 
constantly rising university fees, the cost of books, and the 
mounting cost of living. 

The Impact of the Youth 

According to a statement by a CLC official, by 1970 the number 
of workers in the 24 to 27 year age group will have increased by 
one third. By 1975 this group will have climbed by 57%. 

They are not primarily in the long-organized basic industries 
where, despite increased production, the work force has 
remained relatively frozen and older workers predominate 
thanks to the protection of the seniority clauses in union 
contracts. They are however on the key production lines of 
these industries. In their majority the youth are in the service 
industries many of which are only now in the process of being 
organized. 
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Few of the young workers have yet moved into the unions, few 
attend meetings and even fewer play any active role in union 
affairs. They tend to identify unionism with the union brass. 
They neither know the history of their class nor the scope of the 
task before them. Nonetheless they have been a vital factor in 
the new militancy. They are critical. They want solutions. They 
want action. 

The recent postal workers strike, which resulted in most areas 
iri the reconstitution of the union leadership from top to bottom, 
saw the picket lines set up and manned by youth. The bulk of 
them had never attended a union meeting, in fact had not even 
taken out membership in the association. 

The active base of support of the union leadership in the shops 
is very narrow. Their real, and it is largely a passive base of 
support, are the more highly skilled, the older workers who have 
a stake in the retirement fund, who have a real personal 
concern about the policing of seniority clauses. They are by and 
large the most conservative element in the shop. 

It is this phenomenon that has made the unions so 
unresponsive to the needs of the ranks, that has caused the 
ranks to see little possibility of effecting vital changes - less and 
less through the union machinery, and more and more through 
independent action as pressure on the machine. 

While the union ranks have been demonstrating a new and 
higher combativity - they have not yet come to seriously 
challenge the union bureaucracy. The explosive:ve outbursts 
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have had successes, but at best they have been only partial 
successes - they have been contained in one shop, or in an 
area of one union, and their force continues to be largely 
dissipated. 

The winning of the trade unions to a class struggle orientation 
depends on two interrelated factors: 

1. the development of a program that logically arises out of 
the experiences of the rank and file, that reflects their 
needs and present level of understanding and takes 
them forward, united in anti-capitalist struggle;  

2. the bringing together of the necessary forces to give this 
program life, to adapt it to specific conditions, to 
effectively disseminate it, to explain it, to defend it and to 
integrate these forces as a leadership that will not only 
challenge the old leadership but will prove its superiority 
and replace it.  

While the number of conscious militants is as yet small, they 
have in various situations proven capable on a limited scale of 
working out the necessary program in general outline and even 
effectively adapting it to specific circumstances. 

Build a New Leadership 

The situation is increasingly favourable for the coalescing of a 
left wing. But the process is a highly contradictory one. The 
combativity of the workers , lacking a conscious and mature 
leadership to develop and direct it, fluctuates wildly. Even the 
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better militants, deprived of necessary experience and 
education, suffer big gaps in their understanding. 

A patient and methodical approach to each specific situation is 
required. Some militants, inspired by the. need for action and by 
the possibilities of carrying it out, have moved too quickly or 
failed to establish sufficient support under themselves, and, 
particularly Vulnerable to attack from the bosses and under the 
hostility of the bureaucracy, have become isolated, ineffective - 
if not victimized. 

An important part of the forces which will bring together the new 
militant leadership are the new layers of youth coming into the 
workforce with their critical attitudes to all established 
conditions, many of them from the anti-war movement and 
some even socialist. The older militants who have been holding 
on over the years and whose spirits are being lifted, can speed 
up the integration of these new militants and fuse them into the 
ranks of the older workers whose support must be won. 

The militants must carry on a constant activity whereby they 
demonstrate that they are the best unionists, the most 
committed and the most loyal to their class, the most able 
defenders of what has already been won in struggle with the 
bosses, and those with the best ideas and the firmest will to 
extend the interests of the working class. 

All the evidence tells us that we are moving into a new and 
stormy period in Canadian labour history. The old reformist 
unionism is a thing of the past. A new class struggle, 
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revolutionary unionism is in the process of birth. The militants, 
the new generation coming into the world force have the 
responsibility, they have the opportunity, of preparing 
themselves to move out, to develop the necessary program and 
build the necessary leadership that can lead the struggles of the 
Canadian workers to their socialist resolution. 

 

 

 

Why is the Labour Movement in 
Trouble? 
A speech by Barry Weisleder to an open forum organized by 
Socialist Action, held at the site of the Canadian Labour 
Congress Convention, May 2014, at the Palais des Congres in 
Montreal. 
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Let’s consider the record of the labour leadership in Canada. 
Sadly, the prevailing theme is concessions. In sector after 
sector, from auto to steel, from forestry to railways, from the 
Ontario and Federal Public Service to the federal postal service, 
bosses usually get the concessions they demand from labour. 

Lindsay Hinshelwood talked about the record of the CAW and 
UNIFOR. Julius Arscott reported on the situation in OPSEU. 

I'm going to tell you about the teachers' unions in Ontario. There 
we find a particularly egregious example of class collaboration, 
and the strangulation of rank and file initiative. 

The Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association brass 
agreed to concessions before the Ontario Liberal government 
enacted Bill 115 (which suspended collective bargaining and 
the right to strike for education workers) – and did so without 
conducting a vote of OECTA members. The Canadian Union of 
Public Employees-Ontario followed suit. Ontario Secondary 
School Teachers’ Federation tops mounted token protest rallies, 
and simultaneously negotiated local concessionary deals. In 
York and Niagara districts, members voted in November 2012 
to reject the deals that mirrored provincial take-aways, despite 
heavy pressure from Federation headquarters to accept. In 
February 2013, OSSTF suspended its ‘political action’ protest 
(chiefly the boycott of extra-curricular activities, which impacted 
mostly on students and parents). In April 2013 OSSTF 
capitulated to the province’s demands, with minor tweaks. 
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ETFO, the last holdout, gave way on June 13. Discouraged by 
the unraveling of what began as a common front of resistance 
to austerity, education workers ratified the deals. But scandal 
dogs the leaders who did the dirty deeds. 

Outraged members of Toronto OSSTF demanded 
accountability from the District 12 Executive which donated 
$30,000 to four candidates who contended for the Ontario 
Liberal Party leadership. 

Members’ indignation pursued former OSSTF President Ken 
Coran. Coran angrily denounced the Liberals for violating 
collective bargaining rights. He did so right up to the front door 
of the Liberal Party leadership convention held at Maple Leaf 
Gardens in February 2013. Then Coran stood as a Liberal 
candidate in one of the by-elections held on August 1. Was his 
candidacy a reward for services rendered? 

As it turned out, Coran came a distant third in London West. 
The NDP surprised the pundits by winning that seat, and the 
one in Windsor-Tecumseh. 

While perpetrating treachery from on high, union officials curtail 
democracy down below. One example is the ten year ban 
imposed on me. I’m not allowed to attend OSSTF meetings for 
ten years, including meetings of the unit I organized in 1983. 
This is for the 'crime' of speaking out of turn at a substitute 
teachers’ bargaining unit meeting in November 2012. I 
demanded job dispatch-list data that the local executive 
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(consisting mainly of double-dipping retirees) refused to 
disclose... refused for a decade! 

Here’s a bit of background. In 2002, OSSTF officials removed 
the entire elected leadership of the Toronto substitute teachers’ 
bargaining unit on an assortment of petty and false charges. 
They put conservative retirees in control. The right wingers 
surrendered an array of historic job security, wage and benefit 
gains in short order. In July 2013, activists from several unions 
launched a Campaign to Defend Democracy in Unions and to 
Rescind the 10 Year Ban. On October 30, the Greater Toronto 
Area Council of OPSEU voted overwhelmingly to support the 
Campaign, and to ask OSSTF to rescind the 10 year ban. The 
Canadian Civil Liberties Association issued an open letter 
making the same demand to OSSTF. 

In OECTA, bureaucrats imposed a two year suspension of 
Richard Brock, the elected President of Halton District Catholic 
teachers, for opposing the Memorandum of Agreement with 
Queen’s Park last year. A campaign to reinstate Richard Brock 
is underway. 

The United Association of Plumbers and Pipefitters barred 
Brother Giancarlo Cessorronne for four meetings, until January 
2014, because he called the Treasurer of his Local a liar, when 
speaking outside of a union meeting. 

The fact is that the teachers’ top brass, and most of the entire 
labour leadership, would rather suppress militant-minded 
members than fight austerity-minded bosses. Bureaucrats put a 
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premium on tight control — even if it means weakening workers’ 
resistance to an agenda that harms the vast majority, including 
ultimately themselves.  

Meanwhile, governments have been busy imposing 
back-to-work legislation. In 2011 they broke strikes on the 
railroads, at Air Canada, and in the post office -- with scarcely a 
murmur from the labour movement tops. Union heads kept 
mass job action off the agenda. 

Unions in Canada now encompass 31 per cent of the work 
force, 9 per cent less than in 1983. Average wages are lower 
now than in a generation. Morale is lower still. 

Union leaders talk about confronting the threat of so-called ‘right 
to work’ laws (which would end compulsory deduction of union 
dues at source). You’ve probably seen the TV ad campaign, 
titled “Together Fairness Works”, set to the tune of ‘Sunny’. 
Unfortunately, it side-steps the need to fight rollbacks in wages, 
benefits and pensions, and the insidious lower wage rate 
increasingly imposed on new hires. Such measures undermine 
the confidence of all workers’ (especially young workers’) in 
unions. 

Is the 30 year pattern of retreat by Labour due primarily to an 
inherent lack of self-confidence? Are unions no longer suited to 
their task, as some academic ‘Marxists’ argue? Or does a 
sense of powerlessness simply grow out of the bureaucrats’ 
self-inflicted failures? Perhaps the truth is that Labour’s retreat 
arises primarily from an aversion to struggle by union officials. 
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Plenty of evidence suggests that where a good, strong lead is 
offered, large numbers of people are willing to fight the austerity 
agenda of growing social inequality. The massive Quebec 
students’ uprising showed that. The global Occupy protests and 
the cross-Canada Idle No More movement testify to that. 
What’s lacking, at the top, is a will to fight, or even to allow the 
ranks to discuss the option. 

So, how can workers organize in a non-sectarian way to 
challenge both the bosses and the labour traitors? Fortunately, 
some positive examples exist, pointing the way forward. 

In the Ontario Public Service Employees’ Union, rank and file 
members organized a large and inspiring Solidarity Caucus. Its 
mission: to get OPSEU to rejoin the Ontario Federation of 
Labour. The Solidarity Caucus attracted much support. It helped 
to elect reformers to the union’s Executive Board. It did not win 
the re-affiliation battle. (In 2017, OPSEU rejoined the OFL – 
editor). But the struggle continues. 

In OECTA, in March, convention delegates defeated and 
replaced the President who signed the bad deal and denied 
members a vote. 

Meanwhile members of OSSTF and the Elementary Teachers’ 
Federation of Ontario formed a cross-union caucus, the Rank 
and file Education Workers of Toronto. REWT initiated actions 
to protest government policies, and is now demanding 
accountability from officials who approved funding and other 
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forms of collaboration with the governing party which attacked 
teachers’ rights. 

And in the Toronto substitute teachers’ bargaining unit, there is 
an Action Caucus. It was launched in 2003 when local control 
was undemocratically usurped. The Action Caucus has been 
successful at winning policy and action resolutions at unit 
meetings. It has come close to getting its candidates elected. 
The ten year ban on this writer reflects the bogus executive’s 
fear of losing control. 

In CUPE, rank and file members formed a Return to Militant 
Labour caucus, which was active at the CUPE national 
convention last Fall. 

And keep in mind the fine example of Sister Lindsay 
Hinshelwood who ran for Unifor president at the Unifor founding 
convention in August. She ran directly from the floor, without a 
fancy campaign, standing against concessions, for democratic 
principles, and she got 17.5% of the votes cast. 

So…. what do these various experiences suggest? 

1. The fight against capitalist austerity and union 
concessions requires rank and file organization in all the 
unions to promote mass job action to win a Workers’ 
Agenda. 

2. Rank and file organization should be based on policies, 
not personalities. It should actively strive to replace the 
current mis-leaders on political grounds. Abstention from 
struggle in the union arena, or giving political support to 
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this or that wing of the bureaucracy, are a betrayal of the 
fight against austerity and concessions. 

3. To change the overall direction of our unions, it is 
necessary to build a cross union, class struggle left wing. 
This has been the approach of revolutionary socialists in 
the unions in Canada and the USA since the 1920s, 
pioneered by the Trade Union Education League. The 
TUEL, which was active prior to the Stalinist 
degeneration of the Communist Party, provides an 
example that every worker-socialist should study. 

How will a new generation of workers repair the damage done 
by the bureaucracy? Not by the so-called ‘centre left unity’ 
tactic advanced by the Communist Party. That tactic chains 
workers to the agenda of liberals and opportunists. Also dead 
wrong is the Toronto Labour Council’s nearly exclusive focus 
on defeating Tim Hudak’s Conservatives who threaten 
so-called right to work legislation. Don’t forget: Liberals are 
Tories too. Liberals curtailed free collective bargaining, 
suspended the right to strike, and prorogued the Legislature. It 
is capitalist austerity that we must fight and defeat. Clearly, it 
will take more than an election to do it. It will take class 
struggle, plant by plant, community by community, through 
mass action, mass resistance and general strike action. That 
course logically leads to the fight for a Workers’ Government. 

We have serious battles ahead. Needed today is a cross-union, 
class struggle caucus. 
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The idea that labour will turn things around ‘when the economy 
recovers’, and the notion that a struggle against management 
will occur without the union rank and file challenging and 
removing the union bureaucracy, are grand delusions. 

Workers know that it is we who built our unions, and that it is 
the rank and file which must reclaim the unions to fight for all 
workers’ needs — for the unionized and the non-union, for the 
employed, the under-employed, and the unemployed. 

In 1991 over twenty labour and community groups came 
together to launch a Workers’ Solidarity Coalition in Toronto. Its 
initial purpose was to organize support for key public sector 
strikes involving postal workers and federal public service 
employees. Those were strikes which challenged a major Tory 
initiative to attack labour and public services. We were relatively 
successful in that fight. Now the stakes are higher. The global 
neo-liberal agenda is more extensive, more intensive, and it is 
relentless. And increasingly, union officials are caving in to it, 
and turning their fire on union members. That is why we need 
Workers’ Solidarity more than ever. 

What can we do today? We can build a rank and file caucus in 
every union and social justice movement. Build a network of 
militants to oppose concessions and capitalist austerity. 
Challenge the current labour leadership. Support the Campaign 
to Rescind the 10 Year Ban in OSSTF, the 2 Year Ban in 
OECTA, and similar initiatives. 
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Together, we can prove that the corporate agenda, and labour 
sell-out policies, can be blown away by a strong wave of class 
struggle. Let’s force the labour leadership to lead that fight, or 
get the heck out of the way. This entails the construction of a 
militant, radical, well-organized left wing in the unions and the 
labour-based NDP. To that task my organization, Socialist 
Action, is absolutely committed. If you agree, you should join us 
today. 
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Would you like to WAM it to the 
bosses? 
A speech by Barry Weisleder to a meeting of the London 
(Ontario) Common Front in 2015 

 

The Workers' Action Movement is a fledgling, new, positive 
force for change, in the ranks of organized labour. WAM has an 
ambitious goal. It is determined to break the hold of capitalist 
austerity and to end the downward spiral of concessions 
bargaining. 

WAM seeks to establish a cross-union, class struggle workers' 
movement that is anti-capitalist, anti-austerity, anti-concessions, 
and pro-union democracy. 

WAM strives for change based on policies, not on personalities. 
We aim to replace mis-leaders on political grounds; to affirm 
union democratic principles from the bottom up; and to build an 
independent, class struggle movement from below that is 
inclusive, transparent and accountable. That means changing 
the overall direction of our unions, and supporting union 
activists who battle concessions and anti-democratic practices. 
Not confined to unionists, WAM aims to work with social justice 
movements, and welcomes all workers and activists from those 
movements. 

Ours is a body of union radicals that emerged from the Take 
Back the CLC campaign. Take Back sought to elect Hassan 
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Husseini to the position of President of the Canadian Labour 
Congress in May 2014. Although Husseini did not win, his 
cross-country organizing effort contributed significantly to the 
defeat of Ken Georgetti - the first time an incumbent CLC 
president lost. 

Take Back campaigners decided to convene a grassroots 
labour assembly at the People's Social Forum in Ottawa in 
August 2014. Over 150 activists attended that labour assembly. 
They agreed to form an anti-capitalist, pro-democracy body in 
the unions, and to include civil society organizations and 
individuals in that effort. Over twenty people volunteered to 
serve on a temporary steering committee. Via telephone 
conferences and e-mail, we formulated a Basis of Unity and set 
WAM in motion. 

The campaign to save home mail delivery is one of our current 
priorities. Why? Because the attack on public services is at the 
forefront of the corporate agenda. The plan to eliminate home 
mail delivery would eliminate over 8,000 good jobs and weaken 
one of Canada's most democratic unions. At the same time, the 
postal service cuts are deeply unpopular, and could be the 
Achilles heel of the Harper Conservative government. 

But mass action is needed to win. Unfortunately, the union 
leadership required on this issue is not forthcoming. 

The Workers' Action Movement is trying to make a difference, 
but it cannot substitute for the mass organizations. Our ideas 
are strong, but our resources are meagre. That is why we are 
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trying to change the leadership and overall direction of the 
existing unions, from the bottom up. Unions have enormous 
resources. Potentially, militant, democratic unions are the key to 
unlocking the power of the working class to create a better 
world for all. 

A constitution and an elected steering committee will be put in 
place over the coming year. To become a voting member of 
WAM it costs $2 a month, or $24 a year. Together we can win. 
But how? 

Let's consider, for a moment, what we're up against – on both 
sides of the track – in capitalist society, and inside the labour 
movement. 

Look at the Ontario Budget. Remove the Liberal smiley-face 
and the Ontario budget delivered on April 23 is the companion 
piece to its regressive Conservative federal cousin. Both are 
austerity plans. Both try to generate a false panic about 
balancing the books - in order to accelerate the transfer of 
wealth from the working class to the capitalist class. 

Ontario Liberal Premier Kathleen Wynne and her Finance 
Minister Charles Sousa signalled that, over the next three 
years, spending on health care will suffer a real cut, once 
inflation is taken into account, and that education, training, 
justice and agriculture will be hit even harder. 

Instead of taxing corporations and the wealthy, Queen's Park 
aims to freeze public sector wages, slash workers' benefits, 
along with services, and sell off profitable assets like Hydro 
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One, the public electricity transmission utility. Ontario Public 
Service Employees' Union President Smokey Thomas said the 
government has declared war on its workers. What's the result? 
Nurses are up in arms, teachers are on strike at a number of 
school boards, and a strike by 40,000 Ontario public service 
workers represented by OPSEU seems imminent. 

“Premier Wynne’s budget sells more than just Ontario’s public 
assets, it sells false choices,” said Ontario Federation of Labour 
President Sid Ryan. “She is telling Ontarians to choose 
between public transit and public hydro; municipal infrastructure 
versus hospital closures; good jobs or a balanced budget. It is a 
sort of budgetary ‘Hunger Games’ that pits public priorities 
against vital public services instead of addressing the most 
obvious choice: asking corporations and high-income earners to 
pay their fair share.” 

The OFL pointed to the 370,000 Ontario children who live in 
poverty; the one million workers who earn at or near the 
minimum wage; the one in five Ontarians who receive help from 
a food bank or charity; and the nearly half of all residents in the 
Greater Toronto Area and Hamilton who are working in 
precarious, part-time and insecure employment. All of this 
stands in stark contrast to Canada’s highest paid CEOs, who 
today make 171 times the average Canadian income at a time 
when the Ontario corporate tax rate is the lowest in North 
America. 

Wynne's earlier decision to fight climate change through a 
so-called cap-and-trade carbon-credits system has been proven 

47 



 

ineffective in Europe. All it does is saddle the population with 
another regressive tax, which will be felt first at the gas pump. 
As for her promise, two years ago, to cut auto insurance rates 
by 15 percent, not even half that goal has been realized. 

Money earmarked for transit, highways, bridges and waterworks 
is grossly inadequate and agonizingly slow-tracked. Extending 
beer sales to some big supermarkets could be labelled a pure 
distraction. Unfortunately, it is part of the overall privatization 
agenda, accompanied by an added regressive tax on beer 
bottles. 

Ontario New Democratic Party Leader Andrea Horwath warned 
that the Liberal budget “weakens social services” because 
funding does not keep pace with inflation. 

“Ontarians didn't vote for a platform of cuts and privatization,” 
said Horwath. It “cuts education and closes schools, cuts health 
care and fires nurses.” 

But this is the government Horwath propped up until the May 1, 
2014 budget when she pulled the plug on the then-minority 
Liberal regime. That triggered the election in which Horwath 
presented a fiscally conservative platform, which helped the 
Liberals win a majority of seats in the June 12, 2014 vote. 

With a provincial election more than three years off, what would 
labour and NDP leaders have us do now? Clearly, the only 
option now is for workers to demand that their organizations 
form an anti-austerity common front, like the one taking shape 
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in Quebec. Sorely needed is a general strike to break the 
bosses' agenda, and pave the road to a Workers' Government. 

Here's another reason for mass job action. I call it the 'Incredible 
Shrinking Right to Strike'. 

Nowadays, the mere threat of back to work legislation is enough 
to prompt labour leaders to submit a dispute to arbitration. 

In sectors of the economy where job action can instantly cost 
the bosses dearly, workers for over a century were accustomed 
to flexing their industrial muscle to win, or at least before feeling 
the hammer blows of Parliament. 

As the latest dispute on Canada's railroad shows, the anguish 
of thousands of workers who suffer extra-long shifts is cruelly 
side tracked. The lack of adequate rest time increases the risk 
to public safety. But who is held to account? Arbitration can take 
months, and rarely finds a solution to fundamental problems like 
work overload and dictatorial supervisors. 

That appears to be the fate of 3,000 locomotive engineers, 
conductors and other workers represented by Teamsters 
Canadian Rail Conference. Their one-day strike against 
Canadian Pacific on February 15 was ended abruptly. The 
company had no incentive to bargain, knowing full well that 
Conservative government anti-strike legislation was waiting in 
the wings. 

Equally significant was the fact that no other railroad workers' 
union, much less the umbrella 3.2-million-member Canadian 
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Labour Congress, expressed a willingness to back defiance of 
the boss class law. 

That sad situation was duplicated when 4,800 Canadian 
National Railway workers represented by UNIFOR reached a 
deadlock in negotiations. The company actually threatened a 
lockout, and the union agreed to binding arbitration. 

The labour-based New Democratic Party spoke in Parliament 
against the Tory government's anti-worker stance. But NDP 
MPs certainly didn't encourage defiance of the law – not even in 
the interest of protecting public safety. And this is only the tip of 
the iceberg. 

The right to strike, except in the case of small, semi-marginal 
units, has become a mirage. 

Consider the strikes of postal workers, teachers in Ontario, and 
public sector workers in Nova Scotia, British Columbia and 
Saskatchewan that were ended virtually before they began. 

The old adage – if you don't use it, you lose it – is tragically 
confirmed. 

It is yet another reason rank and file workers urgently need to 
shift gears and replace push-over leaders, in order to get labour 
back on track. 

Fortunately, there is a positive example of struggle, resulting in 
victory, to consider. I refer to the strikes by education workers at 
U of Toronto and York University. The two strikes lasted over a 
month each. The CUPE 3902 / U of T dispute went to 
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arbitration, but it is almost certain to result in gains for the 
workers. On March 29, the CUPE 3903 and York University 
management reached a tentative agreement, which was 
subsequently ratified. That deal addressed the core demands of 
the Union, earning the label 'victory'. 

Firstly, York University agreed to tuition offset language, 
indexed to 2012 rates. This means that if tuition fees for 
domestic or international students rise above 2012 rates, the 
University will increase funding for all in-program and incoming 
students to offset the tuition fee increase. It also means that 
international students who teach at York will receive increased 
funding equal to the amount of the recent international student 
fee hikes. 

Secondly, York University has agreed to make LGBTQ an 
employment equity group. 

Thirdly, the Employer agreed to increase summer minimum 
funding from $1,750 to $3,000, in addition to previously 
agreed-upon Graduate Financial Assistance and wage 
increases. This represents a further increase of $750 over the 
Employer’s previous offer, a rise of over 70 per cent. 

And fourthly, York U agreed to convert a larger number of 
temporary contract teaching jobs to full-time, permanent jobs. 

The two strikes should not be seen merely as economic 
disputes; they were also political strikes that challenged 
capitalist austerity parameters. They confronted a hardening, 
global, corporate agenda. More workers need to follow suit. We 
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should emulate those efforts right across the labour movement, 
and head towards sectoral action, industry walk-outs, and a 
general strike. If the objective is to stop and reverse the cuts, 
and to end precarious, poorly-paid employment, it will be 
necessary to establish a workers' government, the harbinger of 
a socialist transformation of society. 

I'm not talking about so-called strategic voting, or a lesser-evil 
capitalist government, or a capitalist coalition government. 
Critical support for the NDP should be followed by relentless 
pressure on the NDP to deliver a Workers' Agenda. Most 
importantly, we need an independent class struggle left wing 
which is able to take the road to a Workers' Government that 
expropriates Capital in favour of a bottom-up economic 
democracy. There are some preliminary steps. 

In order to spread resistance to the austerity agenda, let alone 
to transform capitalist society, it is first necessary to change the 
direction of our labour unions. For thirty years, the prevailing 
pattern has been concessions to the bosses, in sector after 
sector, from auto to steel to forestry to railways to the public 
service – federal, provincial and municipal - including the postal 
service. Lost benefits, eroded pensions, two-tiered wages. 

The teachers' unions in Ontario bowed to Bill 115 without a 
fight, and in the case of OECTA, without a vote. Leaders were 
very cozy with the Liberal Party. OSSTF's President Ken Coran 
was a Liberal candidate in London West – deservedly coming in 
a distant third. A hallmark of OSSTF, and some other unions, is 
the repression of dissident views. For repeatedly demanding 
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answers about job security at my substitute teachers' bargaining 
unit meetings, I was banned from attending union meetings for 
ten years. Still, we have an Action Caucus in my unit which 
continues to fight, and has won a number of important policy 
issues. 

Another problem is the bureaucratic split. OPSEU leaders don't 
like Sid Ryan, so they quit the OFL. That's just a cover for being 
unwilling to fight for change in a principled way, and being 
unwilling to build a common front against austerity. 

Unions in Canada now encompass 31% of the work force, 9% 
less than in 1983. Average wages are lower now than in a 
generation. Morale is lower still. 15% of workers over the age of 
45 say that they will never retire. Another 25% say they will 
work part-time to the end. In case you're wondering, that's not 
because we love working for the bosses. 

Union leaders talk about preventing 'right to work' laws (which 
would end compulsory union dues deduction). But that talk 
sidesteps the need to fight rollbacks in wages, benefits and 
pensions, and to remove the insidious two-tier wage scheme. 

Can we fight to win? 

There is plenty of evidence to show that where a good, strong 
lead is offered, large numbers of people are willing to fight the 
austerity agenda of growing social inequality. The massive 
Quebec students' uprising, the global Occupy protests, and the 
cross-county Idle No More movement prove this is true. 
Activists stopped the XL Pipeline. CUPE Local 3903 defeated 
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concessions. Black Lives Matter put racist policing on trial. 
Stephen Harper is gone. Jeremy Corbyn won the British Labour 
Party leadership, handily defeating the supporters of Tony Blair. 
We can fight to win. 

What's lacking, at the top, is a will to fight, or even a willingness 
to allow the ranks to discuss and to decide to fight. 

So how can workers organize in a non-sectarian way to 
challenge both the bosses and the labour traitors, and go 
forward? We need to organize, at the base of every union, and 
be linked to activist community groups. We need to replace the 
mis-leaders with real, militant, accountable, rank and file 
leaders. 

Then we can WAM it to the bosses, and change the world. Are 
you ready? Then let's go! 
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Liberals break Ontario College 
Teachers Strike--with hardly a peep 
from union tops 
by Barry Weisleder 

 

After 86 per cent of 12,000 Ontario community college teachers 
rejected Management's last offer in a forced vote, the Liberal 
government of Kathleen Wynne broke their strike with a law 
pushed through the Ontario Legislature on Sunday, November 
19. Conservative MPPs welcomed it. Only the labour-based 
New Democratic Party opposed the strike-breaking law. 

55 



 

Sadly, the President of the Ontario Public Service Employees' 
Union, Smokey Thomas, expressed relief that the strike was 
ended. He actually told the media that if he was in Wynne's 
position, he'd have done the same thing. 

No section of the labour bureaucracy urged defiance of the 
blatant assault on the principle of free collective bargaining and 
the right to strike. There may be an OPSEU-initiated court 
challenge, but that would take years for a decision to be issued 
on the constitutionality of the law. 

No union leaders called for mass job action to demand that the 
colleges' Management be forced, by an act of the Legislature, 
or otherwise, to accept the teachers' requests for more full-time 
jobs (right now, 70 per cent of all the teaching positions are 
part-time), and for 'academic freedom' to properly teach and 
grade their students. 

The issues in dispute, that fomented months of negotiations and 
sparked a five-week strike, now go to arbitration. Meanwhile, 
students and teachers will have to shoulder an intense work 
load as the school year is extended by about four weeks. 

 

Postscript: On December 20 the appointed arbitrator ruled a 
7.75 per cent wage increase over four years and a guarantee of 
'academic freedom' for community college staff to teach without 
fear of reprisals for expressing their ideas. The new contract 
terms provide improved job security for partial-load and full-time 
faculty. Outstanding issues, such as faculty complement, 
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precarious work, college funding, student success, and college 
governance, go to a government-run task force for decision. 

 

OFL opts for Political Action 
by Julius Arscott  1

  

The Ontario Federation of Labour convention, held in Toronto, 
November 20 -24, saw several large affiliates that withheld dues 
for four years rejoin the House of Labour in Canada’s most 
populous province. The dues strike by OPSEU, SEIU and ONA, 
actuated by a factional battle between conservative union 
bureaucrats and the progressive past president of the OFL, Sid 
Ryan, crippled the federation, forcing it to sell its headquarters 

1 Julius Arscott, a member of the Executive Board of the Ontario Public 
Service Employees’ Union, was a delegate to the OFL Convention. 
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building. The right wing coup replaced CUPE's Ryan with 
UNIFOR's Chris Buckley. 

Many workplace and equity issues were discussed at the 
convention, but the OFL brass exerted every effort to keep 
'divisive' issues off the floor. Several resolutions submitted in 
support of Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions against the Israeli 
apartheid state, as well as for the eco-socialist LEAP Manifesto, 
were buried at the back of the resolutions book. Convention 
guest speakers included former Ontario NDP leader Stephen 
Lewis, current ONDP leader Andrea Horwath, and Black Lives 
Matter writer-activist Desmond Cole. 

The legislation that broke the community college teachers' 
strike, passed in the Ontario Legislature on the eve of the 
convention, hung over the proceedings like a foul cloak. The 
teachers' battle against precarious work and for workplace 
democracy evoked great admiration and support, tinged by 
bitterness at the outcome. Outrageously, at a march of a few 
hundred of the 1,100 delegates led by Buckley to Queens Park 
there was no mention of the strikebreaking legislation; only 
praise for the labour law reform Bill 148. Important gains in the 
form of better union organizing rules, and a rise to a $15/hour 
minimum wage by 2019, cannot justify turning a blind eye to 
Liberal government strike breaking and the lasting blow it inflicts 
on collective bargaining. 

Try as it did, the OFL leadership was unable to prevent a 
debate on a motion to endorse the union-based New 
Democratic Party in the next provincial election. The 
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amendment to the official Action Plan carried, but was 
challenged the very next day. The challenge, orchestrated by 
the pro-Liberal right wing, and ironically backed by supporters of 
the Communist Party, was soundly defeated, bucking the trend 
of so-called 'strategic voting', a not so modern version of 
Samuel Gompers' "reward your friends, punish your enemies" 
brand of labour opportunism. The weakening of the party of the 
unions only fostered illusions in the Liberal side of Bay Street, 
and served to reinforce the austerity agenda of the state. The 
role of socialists and labour militants within the NDP is not to be 
cheerleaders, but to fight for the interests of the working class 
against capitalism and its labour lieutenants. 

A CUPE rank and file activist, Barry Conway, ran for OFL 
President against Chris Buckley, on an stridently anti-austerity 
and anti-fascist platform. Conway gained a respectable 18% of 
the ballots cast despite the lack of an organized effort. It was a 
sign of a growing rejection of status quo unionism in Ontario. 

At a lunch break, the leftist Workers Action Movement hosted a 
well attended public forum titled "How to Fight Austerity – 
lessons from the College faculty strike". Guest speakers came 
from the college academic division, as well as from UNIFOR 
and Latin America. During the entire convention, Socialist 
Action sold dozens of copies of its press, and staffed a well 
stocked literature table which attracted interested delegates 
from across the labour movement. 

An emergency resolution, reaffirming organized labour’s right to 
collectively bargain and strike, was passed on the last day of 
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the convention. Mike Palecek, President of the Canadian Union 
of Postal Workers, said that labour should be prepared to defy 
anti-worker legislation and build the general strike which is 
needed to defeat the bosses’ strikebreaking, austerity agenda. 

 

Postscript: On January 17, 2018, UNIFOR, the largest private 
sector union in Canada announced that it is quitting the 
Canadian Labour Congress. On its website, UNIFOR National 
President Jerry Dias and Quebec director Renaud Gagne said 
the Congress has failed to deal with their concern that 
U.S.-based unions are "trampling on the rights" of workers to 
choose their union representation. Rather than lead a fight for 
more democratic procedures in the CLC and its affiliates, the 
UNIFOR split will weaken the House of Labour, unleash a wave 
of union raiding (instead of organizing the unorganized), and 
help the Liberal government in Ottawa to continue to carry out 
its anti-worker policies. This move shows the new depths to 
which the labour bureaucracy has sunk. It underscores the 
urgent need for a radical rank and file movement, from below, to 
change the present course of the workers' movement. 
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Ross Dowson 
(1917-2002) had 
been active in the 
labour and socialist 
movement since the 
thirties. He worked 
as a machinist and 
has been a member 
of the United 
Steelworkers of 
America (CLC-CIO).  

Dowson ran for 
mayor of Toronto nine times in the 1940s, 1950s 
and 1960s. He campaigned openly as a Trotskyist 
under the slogan “Vote Dowson, Vote for a Labor 
Mayor, Vote for the Trotskyist Candidate” and 
garnered 11% of the vote in the 1948 mayoral 
election and over 20% of the vote in 1949. 

The featured article appeared in three instalments 
in the Spring-Summer 1967 issues of Workers 
Vanguard.  
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Socialist Action / Ligue 
pour l’Action socialiste  
is an organization of 
revolutionary socialists across 
the Canadian state, active in 
the labour movement, social 
justice, international 
solidarity, feminist and 
environmental campaigns. 
SA/LAS supporters work to 
build the NDP Socialist Caucus, Quebec Solidaire, support for 
indigenous peoples’ struggles, as well as anti-war, 
anti-poverty and human rights movements. SA/LAS is in 
solidarity with the Fourth International worldwide. 

 

Drop us a line if you’d like to get in touch with us, or to find out 
how you can join! 

Phone: (647) 986 – 1917  

Email: socialistactioncanada@gmail.com 

Website: www.socialistaction.ca 

Twitter: @sa_canada 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/SocialistActionCanada 
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