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Welcome to the first issue 
of Union, the new publication of 

the Alberta Federation of Labour.  Union will be 
published three times a year (winter, spring and fall) to pro-
vide in-depth examination of issues of concern to the labour 
movement. News and urgent communications from the AFL 
will continue to be handled through our website, through our 
e-newsletter LabourBytes or by mail and fax. 

We hope Union will become a valuable resource to union 
activists, officers and staff. By targeting the publication to 
committed trade unionists, the magazine can offer longer, 
more in-depth articles that provide background facts and 
analysis of ongoing social, economic and political issues. 
Union will provide the facts, and leave you to make up 
your own minds on the issues. 

Each issue will focus upon a theme examined from several 
perspectives by contributing writers. There are also regular 
departments covering topics of continuing interest to 
labour. Every issue will examine a different burning 
political issue in our province, as well take a look at what is 
happening around the world. 

Other regular features of Union will include: developments 
in the realm of labour law, analysis of recent labour disputes 
or incidents, and a slice of Alberta’s labour history. 
 
Gil McGowan 
President

First
Thoughts

 

This inaugural issue examines the theme explored at  
the recent “Treading Water: Workers, Wages and the 
Boom” conference, co-sponsored by the AFL and the 
Parkland Institute.
 
The Conference examined the unexpected finding that 
although Alberta is in the middle of an unprecedented 
boom, workers wages have remained flat. At best, the 
boom has so far resulted in workers merely “treading 
water.” Why are workers not getting ahead? And if not 
workers, who is benefiting from the boom?

The conference, and this issue of Union, attempt to an-
swer those questions. Parklands Research Director Diana 
Gibson analyzes how and why the bounty from the boom 
has “gushed upward”. The AFL’s Tom Fuller discusses his 
research into how Alberta workers’ wages are faring. We 
have an interview with Conference Keynote Speaker, Sam 
Gindin, on the state of unions in Canada. Lisa Lambert 
examines how women are faring in this boom and Jason 
Foster takes a look at the new underclass in Alberta’s 
labour market  —temporary foreign workers.
Our regular features include an examination of recent 
labour law court decisions and their impacts, and a look 
at the recent Palace Casino strike. Plus we tell the story of 
historic labour leader Slim Evans, highlight the campaign 
for a living wage, and examine the state of trade unions 
in the European Union.

We hope you enjoy this and future issues of Union.

Treading Water
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this issue’s theme: 



T here is a strange 
dichotomy between the 

perception that it is raining 
money on Albertans and the 
reality of the average Alber-
tan. When surveyed, the 
majority of Albertans will 

say that Albertans are benefiting from the 
boom. However, when asked if each is bene-
fiting directly, over half of Albertans surveyed 
said they, themselves were not benefiting 
from the boom.  In a Canwest news poll, 57% 
of those surveyed said that their wages were 
not even keeping up with the cost of living.  
This contradiction between the perception and the reality of 
the boom sparked Parkland Institute’s interest in researching 
the question of how the wealth from Alberta’s resource boom 
is being shared. The findings can be read about in detail in 
Parkland’s spring 2007 report, The Spoils of the Boom: Incomes, 
Profits and Poverty in Alberta.

There are a number of indicators to look at in terms of the shar-
ing of wealth in this province. These include trends in family 
incomes, incomes for those on fixed incomes such as social 
assistance rates, and funding to social programs. Additionally, 
taxation and royalty levels show government capture while 
trends in profit levels and corporate equity are also revealing. 

diana gibson
Guest contributor

When does the ship come in

for the average
albertan?
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incomes not rising 

First, Parkland looked at Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a general indicator of the 
growth in wealth being generated in the province. It shows a very steep growth 
curve. Parkland then graphed average incomes and found that there was no such 
growth curve. Looking at incomes for Albertan families reveals that for middle and 
low income families, incomes have not been rising in real terms. Where there has 
been a small increase in incomes, this is due to increased working hours, not higher 
pay levels. This is not a positive trend as Alberta’s families already work harder than 
families anywhere else in the nation. Many Albertans who were unemployed prior 
to the boom have benefited in that they are now employed. However, having a job is 
not enough to stave off poverty. Trends in homelessness and food bank useage give a 
clear picture of this. Alberta is the province with the highest percentage of employed 
clients visiting food banks. Over one-quarter (27.7 per cent) of food bank recipients are 
those with a job. Trends in homelessness are the same. Alberta has Canada’s largest 
per capita population of working homeless. 

The dramatic rise in absolute homelessness and those at risk of homelessness has 
reached crisis levels across the province. In Calgary alone there has been 458% increase 
in the number of homeless people since 1996 and there are at least 20,000 people with 
a family income of less than $15,000 who are paying more than 50% of their income for 
housing. 

labour productivity is high and growing

This lack of growth in wages and incomes in Alberta’s hot economy was not due to 
a fall in labour productivity—quite the opposite, in fact. Alberta has Canada’s most 
productive economy with a rate at almost 11 per cent above the national average.  
This growth did not translate into higher wages for the average worker. Productivity 
growth slowed slightly in 2006 and 2007 but Alberta still shows one of the highest 
growth rates in the nation.

alberta’s social wage

Incomes aren’t the only way that the benefits of the boom could be shared with 
Albertans. Spending on social programs and infrastructure is another indicator. 
Though it is beyond the scope of this article to cover this topic in depth, a cursory 
look gives an indication of the trends. In last year’s largest spending budget in the 
history of the province, K-to-12 education did not even get enough funding to cover 
the increase in the cost of living. Teachers are being laid off at the height of the boom 
while the province is experiencing dramatic population growth. Universities have not 
fared much better and students have been seeing tuition increases with relief only in 

feature report

factsh eet:
taxation levels

Since 2000, the Alberta govern-
ment has implemented several 
major reforms to personal and 
business taxes, including: 
Lowering the general corporate 
income tax rate from 15.5 per cent 
to 10 per cent 
Cutting in half the small business 
income tax rate (from 6 per cent 
to 3 per cent), and doubling the 
income threshold determining 
eligibility for the small business 
rate (from $200,000 to $400,000). 
Implementing a ‘single-rate’ 
personal income tax system 
that increases the incentives 
and rewards for work effort. This 
system includes Canada’s lowest 
top marginal tax rate on personal 
income, an important factor in 
attracting skilled workers from 
other countries and provinces. 
Alberta’s average tax load is by 
far the lowest of any province in 
Canada, with provincial tax effort 
measured an only 77.7 per cent of 
the national average in 2004-05.  
This is far ahead of second place 
Nova Scotia (with a tax effort 
measured at 99.4 per cent of the 
national average).

• 

• 

• 

for the average
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the form of temporary funded freezes. In stark con-
trast, many European countries have free tuition. 

Health care is another area where Albertans are 
still paying high costs. Albertans pay the highest 
out-of-pocket costs for health care of any province. 
Additionally, Alberta continues to charge health 
care premiums.

The government has also not been pouring the 
money into incomes for those on social assistance. 
In fact, money hasn’t gone to the poor for the whole 
of the boom. Alberta’s poor have not been receiving 
cost of living adjustments. This has meant that their 
incomes have actually fallen in real terms through-
out the boom. In last year’s big spending budget, the 
only recipients who received an increase were those 
with permanent disabilities. Single mothers on wel-
fare saw their incomes fall consistently and Alberta 
has the lowest income rate in nation for single  
employable adult. 

where is the wealth going?

In mapping trends, there is a clear match between 
the steep growth curve in GDP and the dramatic 
rise in corporate equity. The share of GDP going 
to profits is the highest it has been in 45 years at 
24%. Record profits are being made year over year, 
especially by the oil and gas sector. Encana, as one 
example, made over $6.4 billion in net revenue. 
With a relatively small staff, this amounts to over 
$3.7 million in net income per employee. 

In the oil and gas sector, the majority of this equity 
is foreign-owned, meaning a transfer of wealth out 
of the province and out of the country. Lack of appro-
priate taxation structures and low royalty rates have 
meant a transfer of wealth to corporations instead 
of to the public while labour policies have not 
favoured strong collective bargaining for wages. 

taxation levels are too low

Alberta also has very low taxation by international standards. Edmonton 
had the lowest overall business costs in North America’s midwest region  
for all industries, including an average 10.8-per-cent cost difference relative 
to the United States. As a percentage of GDP, Alberta’s taxes are close to  
the average in the United States and are lower than almost all other  
G7 countries.  

Cutting taxes at the height of the boom is poor fiscal policy. That is pre-
cisely the time when individuals and corporations can most afford to pay 
them. Lowering taxes is a fiscal instrument used to stimulate investment 
when the economy is struggling. In fact, there is a good argument for 
taxes to be higher in Alberta than elsewhere in order to keep some of the 
heat down in the already overheated economy. 

royalties are low and projected to fall

In September 2007, the provincial government’s hand-picked royalty 
review panel released their report on royalties. This report found that 
Alberta’s rates were at the very bottom for jurisdictions around the world. 
The panel recommended that those rates be increased slightly to bring 
Alberta from the absolute bottom to somewhere in the basement. The 
Stelmach government did not even go that far, failing to implement the 
panel’s recommendations and keeping the rates very low. 

Even with the changes that will be brought in with the new royalty 
regime, royalty revenues are expected to fall off significantly. Oil and natu-
ral gas revenues for the public are expected to fall by over $2 billion within 
the next two years, after peaking at $14.35 billion in 2005-06.  “We have 
plateaued for a short time,” Finance Minister Lyle Oberg said in Calgary. 
This is a result of a combination of lower conventional production of both 
oil and gas and low royalties on the tar sands. 
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A recent royalties report by the Parkland Institute (Selling 
Albertans Short) reveals that Alberta could be charging royalty 
rates in the high range by international comparisons. Alberta 
has many advantages over other jurisdictions and is an impor-
tant strategic player in global oil dynamics. This is due to the 
following factors: 

 
Most of the world’s oil reserves are under the control of 
national or publicly owned oil companies (NOCs) and 
off limits to private, for-profit oil companies. This leaves 
only 6% of the worlds’s oil that private multinational 
companies can get at, half of which is in Canada. Much of 
the rest is in highly volatile, risky political jurisdictions or 
is hard to access such as under the arctic ice.
Most other jurisdictions have already significantly in-
creased their royalties and taxes. 
Alberta is low in terms of political risk compared to other ju-
risdictions including those with over 60% government take.
Tar sands costs are a red herring - the proposed tar sands 
royalties are based on net profits, meaning costs are 
already deducted. Also, conventional oil is harder to find; 
tar sands have no exploration costs. Globally, explora-
tion and development costs are up 50 to 55% while in 
the tar sands they have increased by only 26 to 32%. For 
natural gas, Alberta basins were all below average costs 
for Canada and the US. Out of the 76 basins identified, 
Alberta’s were all within the bottom 20 for cost.
Oil is quickly approaching the $100 range and is pre-
dicted to stay in the high range. High prices are leading 
to record profits for the sector. In 2006, the top ten oil 
companies in Alberta made a total profit of $23 billion. 
(For comparison: the provincial budget totaled $29. 6 
billion.) Ironically, CNRL CEO, Steve Laut told the Royalty 
Review Panel, “It’s a myth out there that this is a hugely 
profitable business.” But CNRL has told investors that the 
Horizon project will produce a “wall of cash flow” that 
will be “sustainable for decades.”

In this context, Alberta can afford to charge both taxes and 
royalties to capture more of this wealth for the province. The 
government can afford to ensure revenues are maximized and 
that those revenues are used to secure a future for the province. 

feature report

 Environics Research Group, “Focus Alberta Survey  
 March 2007,” (Environics Research Group, 2007),   
 http://erg.environics.net/media_room/default.asp?aID=629 
 
 Sadava, Mike. “Boom? What boom?” The Edmonton Journal 
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Alberta Finance, http://www.finance.gov.ab.ca/aboutalberta/ 
spotlights/2006_0323_alberta_economic_performance.pdf

referenc es

The government can also afford to put in place taxation and 
labour policies that ensure the benefits are shared with labour 
both public and private and that revenues are used to reduce 
inequalities and eliminate poverty.

Albertans were all asked to tighten their belts in a collective 
effort in the 1990s to get the economy back on the rails. They 
were sold a bill of goods when they were promised that they 
would all share in the benefits once the economy was healthy 
again. The boom has come, but the wealth is gushing up not 
trickling down. When is the ship going to come in for the  
average Albertan?

Diana Gibson is the Research Director for the Parkland Institute, 
a research network based at the University of Alberta. Diana has 
authored numerous reports for the Institute on topics ranging 
from royalties to pacing the boom. To view Parkland’s report, 
visit the website at: http://www.ualberta.ca/PARKLAND/
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industries generated a lot of spin-off eco-
nomic activity in exploration, refining, 
and petrochemical production. Some of 
this activity, notably the energy explora-
tion sector, experienced a lot of ups and 
downs thanks to the volatility of energy 
prices, but this large sector generated a 
lot of jobs, and acted as the engine of the 
Alberta economy.

The current boom, on the other hand,is 
construction-based and this has both 
advantages and drawbacks. On the one 
hand, the sheer size of these projects 
means that they have a certain momen-

What’s happening to wages in Alberta’s booming economy?

Missed Opportunities

In September 2006 Statistics Canada 
published an article devoted to an 
analysis of the Alberta economy. Under 
the lurid (and somewhat lame) title “The 
Alberta economic juggernaut: the boom 
on the rose,” the article gave an enthusi-
astic review of current economic trends:

Alberta is in the midst of the stron-
gest period of economic growth ever 
recorded by any province in Canada’s 
history. Its total income (GDP) rose 
43% between 2002 and 2005, and 
shows no signs of slowing down in 
2006. Alberta’s 12.7% average annual 
increase since 2002 compares favour-
ably with China’s 14.8%, the fastest 
growing among the world’s large 
economies.

The authors went on to say:

But the unprecedented scale of 
Alberta’s prosperity is still not widely 
appreciated.

In other words, we’re living through the 
biggest boom since the Klondike gold 
rush. This boom is driven, of course, by 
investment in the Athabasca tar sands. 
The Alberta government’s 2007 budget 

boasts of $160 billion worth of major 
construction projects that are “planned, 
underway, or recently completed.” Of 
this total, the majority ($96.6 billion) 
represents investment in tar sands facili-
ties, including mining operations and 
bitumen upgraders.

It is these massive construction products 
that are driving the Alberta economy, 
and that’s part of what makes this dif-
ferent from previous Alberta oil booms. 
In the past, the provincial economy was 
tied very strongly to the conventional 
oil and natural gas industries. These 

tom fuller

I t’s hardly news that Alberta’s economy is in the middle of an economic boom.  For the 
last couple of years the media have been full of stories about $90/barrel oil prices, 

labour shortages, and rising wages and inflation. As usual, there’s a lot of hype and a lot of 
spin in these reports. What’s actually happening? How significant is the boom, what’s driv-
ing it, and who’s deriving the benefit?
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why employers and government keep complaining about labour shortages. In actual 
fact, however, wage growth in Alberta is sluggish at best. If the rest of the provin-
cial economy is zooming around in a Porsche, wages are putting along on a moped. 
Between 2002 and 2005, the same years during which provincial GDP shot up by 43%, 
the average hourly wage of hourly paid workers in Alberta grew by just 10%, and 
inflation ate up about 80% of that increase.

inflation and government policy

Inflation, in fact, is the dark side of rapid economic growth, and Alberta has a seri-
ous inflation problem. Over the last decade, inflation in the province has been much 
higher than the national average.

While an economic slowdown might bring about a decline in the rate of inflation, 
that’s unlikely to happen in Alberta in the near future. In the meantime, it’s also 
unlikely that government will be able to do much about it. Nowadays, the main public 
policy tool for fighting inflation is the interest rate set by the Bank of Canada. There 
are a couple of reasons why the Bank will have a problem with raising interest rates 
to deal with inflation in Alberta. First, inflation in the rest of the country is reasonably 
well under control and national monetary policy isn’t set by conditions in one prov-
ince. Second, raising interest rates would put upward pressure on the Canadian dollar, 

tum – they can’t be stopped or restarted 
every time the price of oil fluctuates. 
This provides some welcome stability 
for the province’s economic growth, at 
least in the short run. On the other hand, 
the economic benefits of these projects 
occur much more in the construction 
phase; once they’re completed, the level 
of economic spin-offs decreases rapidly. 
Tarsand mining operations and bitumen 
upgraders are large, capital-intensive 
operations. The jobs they generate are 
good jobs, but there aren’t a lot of them 
relative to the size of the labour market.

alberta’s tight  
labour markets

Nonetheless, for now the boom con-
tinues and provincial unemployment 
rates are at record low levels. This is 
an impressive feat, since the supply of 
labour in Alberta is growing rapidly. 
Alberta has by far the highest rate of 
immigration (mostly from the rest of 
Canada) among provinces. And not 
only is our population growing, but the 
percentage of that population avail-
able for work (the so-called “labour 
force participation rate”) is far higher 
than anywhere else in the country. The 
economy, however, is generating jobs at 
an even faster rate.

With this kind of economy – strong GDP 
growth, high rates of investment, and 
low unemployment – you would expect 
to see rapidly increasing wages. After all, 
the labour market, like other markets, 
is driven by supply and demand, and 
the demand for labour in the province 
is clearly outstripping the supply. That’s 

feature report
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the import of tens of thousands of temporary foreign workers, over twenty thousand 
of whom are currently working in Alberta. So why haven’t real wages been going up? 
Why, if the construction industry is so short of skilled trades workers, were real aver-
age wages in that sector actually lower in 2006 than they were five years ago? Why, 
in short, have labour market realities not forced employers to grant pay increases 
greater than the rate of inflation?

government policy and the labour market

As with most economic trends, stagnant real wages have multiple causes. In Alberta, 
however, one in particular stands out: government labour market policies. For decades 
Alberta governments have prided themselves on being “business-friendly,” and they 
have interpreted that to mean adopting policies that hold down wages by weakening 
the bargaining power of workers and unions.

The Temporary Foreign Worker program, for example, does more than just increase 
the supply of labour. It also brings into our economy a large number of workers who 
have no union protection and few enforceable legal rights, and who live and work 
under the constant threat of deportation. 

causing further damage to industries 
relying on export markets.

This means we can’t really expect infla-
tion, which over the first ten months 
of 2007 averaged 5.0%, to drop by very 
much in the near future. Instead, wages 
will constantly be eroded by cost of 
living increases.

real wage stagnation

In fact there is nothing new about 
this: in the fifteen years between 1991 
and 2006, the average hourly wages 
of hourly-paid employees in Alberta 
rose from $13.17/hr to $19.30/hr. This 
amounted to a gradual but steady 
increase (steady, that is, except for 1994 
and 1995, when Ralph Klein’s cuts to 
public sector wages actually depressed 
wages across the entire labour market) 
of almost 47% - an average of just over 
3% per year. That sounds like a reason-
able pattern, until we factor in the effect 
of inflation and look at real (constant 
dollar) wages. When that is done, a 
startling picture emerges: during a pro-
longed period of economic expansion, 
culminating in an unprecedented eco-
nomic boom, real constant dollar wages 
in Alberta have risen hardly at all. In 
fact, they peaked in 1999 and have been 
more or less stagnant ever since. This 
runs counter to basic economic theory 
which says that if there is a shortage of 
a commodity, then the price should rise, 
and the greater the shortage, the greater 
the rise in price. In Alberta, labour is 
the commodity in question, and we’re 
so short of it that the provincial and 
federal governments have authorized Year
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In a similar vein, Alberta has arguably 
the worst labour laws in the country, 
laws that make it 
extremely difficult 
for workers here 
to organize into 
unions. As a result, 
we have the lowest unionization rate in 
Canada and workers in Alberta are in a 
much weaker bargaining position than 
their counterparts in other provinces. 
Our Employment Standards laws, meant 
to protect non-union workers by setting 
minimum standards, are a joke. Our 
minimum wage was, until it went up in 
September 2007, was the lowest in the 
country  and our social assistance ben-
efits are among the poorest in Canada.

All of the above measures affect, in  
different ways, labour market outcomes 
– mainly wage levels. All of them tend 
to put downward pressure on aver-

age wages. While the government of 
Alberta has never officially announced 

an economic development 
strategy based on holding 
down wages, that is clearly 
the intent.  
Why does any of this matter? 

As trade unionists, we’re all in favour of 
better wages and working conditions for  
workers; but what makes the current 
boom so important?

are workers in alberta  
missing the boat?

 A booming economy and tight labour 
market increase the bargaining power of 
workers and unions. All booms, however, 
come to an end and when the economy 
takes a downturn and labour markets 
get slack, downward pressure on wages 
will return with a vengeance. Alberta 
workers went through a time like that 

feature report
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in the early and middle 1990s. With gov-
ernments downsizing and private sector 
companies restructuring, wages in the 
province took a real beating.  That could 
happen again, which leaves us with two 
questions about the “boom on the rose.”

First: if we can’t make gains in real 
wages now, under what possible set of 
economic conditions could we do so?  
Second: if workers in the province  
don’t lock in significant gains in real 
wages during the boom, what will 
happen to them during the bust that  
will surely follow?

Tom Fuller is a member of the  
Executive Staff of the Alberta Federa-
tion of Labour. His research on wages 
in Alberta featured prominently in the 
September wages conference  sponsored 
by the Parkland Institute and the AFL.

Alberta has arguably 
the worst labour 
laws in the country. 



afl: Did the information that you heard at the Treading Water: 
Workers, Wages and the Boom conference about wages and 
wealth in Alberta surprise you? 
sg: I had read that the boom in Alberta was one of the great-
est in Canadian history but suspected that this might not be 
reflected in egalitarian gains across classes and groups. I was, 
however, surprised at the extent to which inflation had eroded 
most of the monetary wage increases so that real wages in 
Alberta have actually been rising slower than in most other 
provinces. I was not surprised that oil profits were high, but was 
surprised at the limited extent to which the government was 
insisting that all Albertans share in the province’s oil wealth. On 
the other hand, in discussions with workers, it was good to see 
that many workers had not bought into the notion that the oil 
companies were doing Albertans a favour and were prepared to 
quite radically challenge the absolute control these companies 
had over both the present and future shape of Alberta.    
 
afl: Unions seem to be on the defensive across much of the 
industrialized world.  What do you think are the underlying 
reasons for this?  How do you think the labour  movement 
should respond? 
sg:Big questions! The crisis of the 1970s revealed a con-
tradiction in the workings of capitalism. That the issue 
was about general developments in capitalism and not 
what was going on in any specific country, was indi-
cated by how the same problems emerged everywhere. 
It was clear that capitalism would have to change, but 
the actual options were 
polarized – either the 
corporations would have 
to be more regulated and 
some degree of democratic 
planning introduced, or 
workers would have to 

Q?
A!

i ntervi ew with  

sam gi n di n
by samara jones

accept greater limits and be more “disciplined.” The 
latter perspective won out and workers have been paying 
the price since.  So we can blame capitalism, the corpora-
tions, and governments for the attack on workers, but 
that begs the question of why labour let this happen. 
Part of this is of course that they simply had more power 
than we did and it happened in spite of some impor-
tant struggles in opposition. But more fundamentally, 
it seems that the corporations clearly understood the 
“polarization of options”, while labour was never as clear 
about what we were up against. 

The lesson for labour, I think, is that the labour move-
ment needs to get as radical in terms of working class 
needs as business did in constructing an environment 
favorable to corporate “needs.” Fundamental to this is, I 
think, the need to recognize that we are part of a class. It 
is of course crucial to continue fighting specific battles 
in our workplaces – that is where workers learn that col-
lective action matters. But if we 
remain at this fragmented 
level, we’ll lose. Build-
ing the working class 
starts, I think, with 
three basic issues.  

 I was, however, surprised at the 
extent to which inflation had 
eroded most of the monetary 
wage increases so that real  
wages in Alberta have actually 
been rising slower than in most 
other provinces.  

Labour's response to

booms & busts
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1) An independent vision: We need to develop an independent 
way of looking at the world.  If, for example, we accept com-
petitiveness as a goal, then we end up linked to our employers 
at the expense of ties to other workers. Our goal includes being 
productive so we can meet our needs with less labour – not so 
we can condemn someone else to unemployment. Similarly, 
the freedom of corporations to maximize their profits under-
mines our freedoms to address our needs. And so the fight for 
a democratic society is not just about the right to vote but to 
have control over the economy because the economy deter-
mines so much about our lives.  
2) Organizations adequate to our goals. Workers do not gener-
ally believe they can change the world. Nor does solidarity 
amongst workers happen spontaneously. Everyday life seems 

to teach the limits of what is possible, divides workers by 
workplace, leaves us too busy surviving to worry about “larger” 
things. If we’re going to develop the confidence to act and the 
solidarity to act effectively, we need to rethink our organiza-
tions: How should our unions be changed? What kind of new 
organizations might build our strengths and vision in the 
ways raised here?  
3) In the case of the Alberta labour movement, I think the 
above comes together in one immediate strategic issue. The 
boom will not last and so the question is how to take advan-
tage of the present opportunities. In many cases, this means 
getting as much work and as high pay as possible while the 
good times last. But it should also mean something else: how 
we build the kind of movement that can continue to fight 
effectively when the boom is over. In this regard, it is especially 
important that the labour movement establish itself – in con-
trast to business and Tory governments – as THE voice of an 
Alberta that represents material security, equality, community, 
and environmental sensitivity   

The lesson for labour, I think, is that the 
labour movement needs to get as radical in 
terms of working class needs as business 
did in constructing an environment 
favorable to corporate “needs.”
  

interview

afl: Over the last 15 years we’ve seen a number of unions 
merging to form larger organizations—what are the strengths 
and weaknesses of this trend as a response to pressures  
on unions? 
sg: Mergers of union are not good or bad in themselves. 
The main point is to be clear about what we’re trying 
to build. If the point is to build the kind of labour 
movement that is a vehicle for workers to collectively 
challenge and change the status quo, then mergers 
should be judged from that perspective. Do they simply 
create larger organizations or actually increase the 
capacity to bargain, organize, and mobilize? Do they 
concentrate power in a bureaucracy (even a well-mean-
ing one) or strengthen democracy and participation as 

continued on page 31
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Women and Wages in Alberta

lisa lambert
Guest contributor 
Mar tha’s  Monthly
Womanspace  
Resource Centre
Lethbridge, ABFor the past few years all the news in 

Alberta has been about the boom and 
the money that is to be made.  

Recently, I was listening to a radio interview about a bottle of 
scotch that was on sale in Calgary for more than my annual 
salary.  It made me drop my cup of no-name instant coffee and 
wonder why it was that I, and everyone I knew, was not ben-
efiting from the Alberta boom?

Tom Fuller’s piece in this edition answers that question very 
well: workers’ wages have stagnated in Alberta. I heartily agree 
with Fuller and want to add a gendered perspective to the 
argument because while all workers’ wages have stagnated, 
women workers face particular concerns that have put them 
at a greater disadvantage.  Alberta’s women labourers are even 
less likely to be benefiting from the boom.  

There are three reasons that women are at a greater disad-
vantage with respect to wages. First is child care—Alberta 
has too few childcare spots.  Second is the gendered wage 
gap—women earn less money when they work.  Third is caring 
labour—women provide the bulk of unpaid caregiving upon 
which we all rely.  Women’s incomes suffer because of these 
three reasons, which I will further detail below.

child care

Women in Alberta have a higher labour force participation rate 
than women in any other province in Canada. In 2003, 63 per 
cent of women in Alberta worked for pay compared with 76 per 
cent of men.  Part of the reason more women work here is that 
there is a lower unemployment rate, making jobs easy to come 

by and Alberta’s younger population means there are fewer 
retired people.  But the high rates of labour force participation 
for women in Alberta may point to a failure of the social safety 
net (welfare, pensions, unemployment insurance) to provide 
for women in Alberta.  

Last year an odd thing happened to the labour force participa-
tion rate for women in Alberta. It dropped by a percentage 
point.  Ten thousand women dropped out of the labour force 
at the same time as there were serious crises in child care and 
after-school care across the province.  It is not a coincidence.  
When families cannot find adequate child care or after school 
care, women are forced out of the labour market. 

The effects of children on a woman’s income can be illustrated 
by looking at the dramatic difference between never mar-
ried women and other women.  The TD Bank identified the 
significant difference between mothers and others in their 
September 2007 report entitled “Markets Are a Woman’s Best 
Friend.”   Never-married women have a wage of 92-98% of men 
while other women continue to lag far behind men.   The wage 
gap then is not only gendered but is based on the caring labour 
provided by women to their family and community. As a 
Status of Women report on Home Care found: “The presence of 
children does not cause a decline in men’s incomes, but causes 
a substantial decrease in single and married women’s incomes, 
a gap which is never closed.”  
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gendered wage gap

The gender gap in wages has continued with only incremental 
changes in the last few years.  Women continue to earn 79% 
of what men earn when they work the same hours.  In 2006, 
the average hourly wages of men were higher than those of 
women in all industries by an average of $5.49/hr. The average 
wage for a male worker in Alberta is now $21/hr but women 
fall far below that level.   

In the industries dominated by women, few are well paid.  In 
the health care/social assistance industry, women make up 
84% of the workers and earn, on average, less than $18/hr.  In 
the lowest paid industry, accommodation/food services, where 
women make up 62% of the workers, the average wage is less 
than $9/hr.  The one industry in which women are both above 
the average wage and dominant in the industry is educational 
services where average wages are over $25/hr and women 
make up two-thirds of the workforce. But there are not that 
many people working in this field.  Just over 81,000 women 
work in the educational services industry, which represents 
just 9% of all female labourers. 

For industries dominated by males, the 
wage ranges are considerably higher 
and only forestry and manufacturing jobs slip below the aver-
age of $21/hr.  The Alberta Human Rights Commission has 
identified the gender gap in wages as particularly significant. 
The income gap between Alberta women and men is the larg-
est in the country and has worsened in recent years. While 
part of the gap can be explained by the exceptional wages of 
Alberta men, which are higher than the national average, the 
average wages for Alberta women are now lower than the 
national average for women.

Public Interest Alberta (PIA) has identified the gender gap in 
wages and noted that amongst those earning less than $15/hr, 
something PIA identified as a “living wage” in many parts of 
Alberta, the vast majority are women.  Nearly one of every two 
female workers earns less than a living wage.   Many, many 
women spend their prime working years earning just enough 
to survive but not to save for retirement. 

feature report

caring labour

In the work we have done at Womanspace Resource Centre, 
we have identified what we see as part of the reason for the 
gendered gap in wages.  Women earn less per hour and they 
earn less per year because of the demands of caring labour.  
Caring labour is the unpaid care giving tasks that keep a com-

munity going.  Caring labour involves 
child care, elder care, care of the ill and 
needy.  Women do two thirds of this 
care, according to Statistics Canada.  And 

when women do unpaid caring labour, it is at the expense of 
paid labour in the workforce.   

When Womanspace studied why women were more willing 
than men to work in non-standard employment or precarious 
labour, the answer was simple: the demands of caring labour.  
Non-standard employment is now the norm for 30% of female 
workers.  It is called precarious labour because it is short term, 
contract, part time, temporary, on call, or casual.  Precarious 
labour was called a “choice” by many of the women we studied 
who saw the lack of sick pay, lack of benefits, lack of pension, 
lack of a union, and the lack of stability as the price they had 
to pay to have the “benefit” of a flexible work day that could 
accommodate child care, elder care, and care for ailing family, 
friends, and neighbours.  

Statistics Canada has noted in a number of their reports that 

In the industries dominated 
by women, few are well paid.
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when women’s paid work increases, their unpaid work does 
not decrease to the same amount but their leisure time does.  
Women appear unwilling, or unable, to reduce the hours of 
unpaid work they perform, even when they have less time 
to perform it.  For some of these women, precarious labour 
appears to be a solution that offers them the ability to perform 
paid and unpaid work while giving up their financial stability 
(and likely their leisure time).

The effects of precarious labour on the women we studied 
were dramatic.  Women faced financial instability from the 
unstable nature of employment, they had limited access to 
pension plans and feared they would never retire, and were 
rarely unionized.  The women tended to feel quite isolated and 
did not seem to benefit from the social camaraderie of work.    

what needs to be done

Hopefully by this point you are ready to put down your cup 
of no-name instant coffee and wonder what we, as a prov-
ince and a country, need to do to make a change.  There are a 
number of ways of approaching the problem of the gendered 
wage gap.  For the Alberta government so far, the response has 
been that the gendered wage gap is a problem of job choice.  If 
women, the argument goes, would just choose better fields to 
work in, then they would make more money.  At an individual 
level this advice is occasionally helpful.  Women in the trades 
do earn more money than their sisters at the sandwich counter 
so we should encourage women to enter the still male-dom-
inated trades.  But as a society we need more than plumbers 
and electricians.  We also need child care workers and personal 

care attendants.  The individual approach is not a comprehen-
sive response to the gendered gap in wages. 

The second approach to the gendered wage gap is to have the 
government begin to offer public solutions to the so-called 
private problems of care.  In this approach governments offer 
subsidized childcare and a bigger social safety net so that paid 
workers perform caring labour and there is certainly room for 
change.  Women’s unpaid care giving is valued at $50 billion 
a year.  Jane Stinson (2005) pointed out that if even a small 
portion of these hours of informal care were shifted from the 
home to the paid labour market – for example, the 156 million 
annual hours women spend in the home providing medical 
care to those discharged from hospital sicker and quicker – it 
would be equivalent to about 77,000 full-time jobs.  This is an 
important part of the solution but it is not enough, we also 
need to make some fundamental changes as described in the 
third approach.

The third approach involves making large-scale changes to the 
way in which we organize our economic system.  Women and 
men should have the ability to choose to perform caring labour 
for their family and community without this choice meaning 
financial instability.  This could entail providing a guaranteed 
annual income, improving the social safety net, and providing 
pay for homemakers.  There are a variety of means to improv-
ing the system but we first must realize that women workers 
will continue to see their pay lag behind men’s as long as we 
see this as an individual problem. This is a macro problem 
requiring big interventions and big ideas.  A big boom seems 
like an apt time for some big ideas!
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When looking at Alberta’s boom and 
its impact on wages and working 

conditions, we simply cannot understand 
what is happening without examining the 
phenomenon of temporary foreign workers.
Who they are and how we treat them speak 
volumes about the nature of Alberta’s boom 
and its consequences for workers.

Foreign workers may become the defining workplace issue  
of the coming decade for Alberta. Albertans need to know  
more about why employers use foreign workers, what gov-
ernment policies are encouraging their use, and how both 
combine to affect the living and working conditions for  
temporary foreign workers.

working and living conditions

The Alberta Federation of Labour’s Temporary Foreign Worker 
Advocate, Yessy Byl, recently released a report, called Alberta’s 
Disposable Workforce, outlining how employers and govern-

Temporary 
Foreign Workers
Alberta’s Disposable Workforce jason foster

ments are treating foreign workers. The report is a sobering 
account of abuse, exploitation and injustice. The report con-
cludes “there are deep and troubling flaws in the program, both 
in its structure and operation … and it is the most vulnerable 
participants in the program – the workers coming from around 
the world – who are feeling the brunt of the pain.”

The Advocate’s report outlines a multitude of concerns: unscru-
pulous “labour brokers” charging workers exorbitant illegal fees; 
wages and working conditions lower than promised; poor qual-
ity housing at excessive rents; a lack of enforcement of basic 
employment rights; long waiting lists to fix bureaucratic issues. 

the government role

The Federal government is the primary architect of the Tem-
porary Foreign Worker program, setting into motion its rapid 
expansion over the past two years. A series of policy changes 
have smoothed the path for employers to import temporary 
foreign workers, and allowed workers with lower skill levels 
– and less capacity to defend themselves – to come under the 
auspices of the program.
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The provincial government, for its part, is responsible for protecting foreign workers 
once they arrive, ensuring employers comply with applicable legislation. That has 
not happened. One of the primary reasons is the Alberta government admits it does 
not know where to find the foreign workers. Employment, Immigration and Industry 
Minister Iris Evans admitted in the Legislature last spring that “we don’t know how to 
protect them because we don’t even know who they are.”

why use temporary foreign workers?

On the surface, the influx of temporary foreign workers is attributable to the tight 
labour market in Alberta right now. Employers argue they are having a difficult time 
finding workers to fill their vacancies and so need to look abroad. 

Most observers agree that a few select occupations, such as engineering and some 
health care professions, are experiencing a significant labour shortage. However, the 
picture is complex. Some other facts tell a different story:

 
Unemployment among aboriginal Albertans has increased in the past two years;
Alberta now has the lowest participation rate in Canada among women with 
pre-school-aged children;
Youth unemployment in Alberta is four times higher than older workers;
Immigrant-serving agencies report that labour market outcomes for landed  
immigrants are worse today than 10 years ago.

These statistics suggest Alberta is not making full use of the labour force in Alberta. 
Significant groups of workers continue to miss out on the opportunities created by the 
boom. Especially in industries such as hospitality, restaurants and retail, it is not cred-
ible to suggest the only option for employers is to import temporary foreign workers.

“One of the more disturbing 
patterns was the frequency with 
which an employer will threaten a 
TFW with deportation if the TFW 
raises any concerns about their 
employment.”
“Most of [the Advocate’s] clients 
paid [a] broker a fee ranging any-
where from approximately $3,000 
to approximately $10,000. … This 
is officially illegal, but current 
regulations have proven ineffec-
tive in stopping the practice.”
“One group of clients arrived to 
find the employer placed them 
in a house to be shared with 4 to 
6 other men. They were charged 
$29 per day each. This is $5,220 a 
month in rent.”
“Neither provincial nor federal 
government officials appear  
to have knowledge of which 
workplaces TFWs are physically 
located.”
“Advocate clients commonly  
provided evidence of schemes  
to circumvent the required  
workplace protections.”

From Temporary Foreign Workers: 
Alberta’s Disposable Workforce, 
The Six-Month Report of the 
AFL Temporary Foreign Workers’ 
Advocate 

h igh lights from
Al berta’s  Disposable  
Workforce

•

•

•

•

•

• 
• 

• 
• 

Temporary foreign workers are, for the most part, not allowed to apply for 
permanent immigration status. However, in theory, they have the same 

workplace rights as Canadians – Employment Standards and Health and Safety 
protection, eligibility for WCB, the right to unionize. 

However, due to their temporary status, few foreign workers can exercise their 
rights. Many do not know what legal rights they possess. Others are intimidated 
into silence through threats of deportation. The Alberta government has not 
stepped into enforce the laws adequately for foreign workers. The end result is 
foreign workers have nowhere to turn for help. 

th e legal status of foreign workers>>



Why then the attraction with foreign workers? The answer may lie in the reports of 
foreign workers’ living and working conditions, as summarized above. Foreign work-
ers are less able to exercise their rights than resident Albertans. Language barriers, 
lack of knowledge and increased insecurity combine to create a group of excessively 
vulnerable workers who are likely to work hard, remain compliant and not question 
the behaviour of their employer. Importing a foreign worker for a one- or two-year 
stint is a much easier human resources solution for an employer than taking a long, 
hard look at their wages and working conditions. It is important not to over-simplify 
the situation in Alberta; however, the facts about how foreign workers are treated 
speak for themselves. Many employers are using the program to get cheaper, easier-
to-manipulate workers to circumvent the usual market rules of low unemployment.

the solution

If Alberta continues on the same path, it will create a permanent underclass of churning, 
exploited workers. We are building a disposable workforce. The only solution is to retract 
the expansion of the TFW program. If Alberta wishes to use foreign workers, these work-
ers should be eligible for permanent immigration. Clearly, additional protections are also 
necessary to protect foreign workers from abuse and exploitation. The Report of the AFL’s 
TFW Advocate outlines 21 recommendations to help protect foreign workers and prevent 
the abuses we currently witness.

 

how does 
canada compare?

Foreign workers, 2006 

Canada 
 171,844  

United States  
 160,000  

Per capita, Canada has 10 times 
as many foreign workers as the U.S.

for more  
i n formation

Read Temporary Foreign Workers: 
Alberta’s Disposable Workforce, The 
Six-Month Report of the AFL Tempo-
rary Foreign Workers’ Advocate.
www.afl.org/upload/TFW07Nov.pdf

h igh lights from
Al berta’s  Disposable  
Workforce

a n ew twist on an old story>>
The use of temporary foreign workers is not new. Three 

programs facilitating the use of foreign workers have been in 
place for decades, each with a different target group. 

The first is the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program, which 
brings in farm workers to mostly Ontario and B.C. The second is 
the Live-in Caregiver Program for domestic workers and nannies. 

The third, traditionally smaller than the others, was the Tem-
porary Foreign Worker Program. It was designed for the hiring 
of high-skilled, professional occupations such as engineers and 
scientists that can be in short supply. The program was built to 
accommodate a highly-educated, highly-mobile group of inter-
national workers who were able to look after their own interests.

What has changed in the past two years has been the federal 
and provincial governments’ use of the third program. It has been 
rapidly expanded and the list of eligible occupations lengthened 
so that it now includes “semi-skill” and “low-skill” occupations, 
including retail clerks, fast food counter clerks, janitorial staff and 
gas station attendants. The number of foreign workers in Alberta 
has spiked. In 1997, there were 7,286 foreign workers in Alberta. 
In 2006, the number had tripled to 22,392. Figures for 2007 have 
not yet been released, but they are expected to jump significantly 
again. Applications in 2007 have tripled (to 60,000) and generally 
about 85% of applications are approved.

Recent changes to the process are making it easier and quicker 
for employers to import temporary foreign workers. Require-
ments for local job searches have been lowered, and the number 
of occupations eligible for fast-tracking has been increased.
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NWage
Living

A burning issue for Albertans

This quote is taken from the 2007 Report 
Card on Child and Family Poverty in 
Canada.  As other contributors to this 
magazine have pointed out, Alberta’s 
economic boom is not benefiting every-
one.  In fact, those at the lower end of 
the economic spectrum are suffering 
disproportionately.  

So the time is right for us to consider 
a new approach.  Rather than talking 
about minimum wages, which clearly 
do not provide any kind of income 
security, we should start talking about 
living wages.  Activists in the United 
States have been working since the early 
1990s to build grassroots movements 
to promote the establishment of “living 
wage policies” as opposed to minimum 
wages.  These campaigns focus on 
convincing municipal governments to 
support a living wage by insisting that 
any company or organization contract-
ing with the city pay a living wage to its 
employees.   

“

what is  a  
livi ng wage?

A Living Wage is the amount of 
income an individual or fam-
ily requires to meet their basic 
needs, to maintain a safe, decent 
standard of living in their com-
munities and to save for future 
needs and goals.  (Source: Vibrant 
Communities Calgary)

N o matter where you live in Canada, the minimum 
wage does not bring a full-time, year-round minimum 

wage worker up to the poverty line,”

Over 150 American cities have adopted 
living wage policies, which can vary 
from city to city.  Some cities take a 
broad approach and apply the obligation 
to pay a living wage to all businesses 
that are associated with city activities; 

some apply this policy to grants given  
to non-profit organizations, service 
providers, etc.  

What is consistent across these cities is 
that the debate over low-wage employ-
ers has become an important issue for 
the public.  Living wage campaigns and 
grassroots activism are clearly important 
tools to raise awareness about the grow-
ing number of people living in poverty. 

Public Interest Alberta (PIA), a province-
wide organization focused on education 

and advocacy on public interest issues, 
recently launched a campaign to pro-
mote the adoption of living wages in 
Alberta. Working with the Edmonton 
Social Planning Council, PIA carried out 
a study last spring which included an 

Public Interest Alberta determined that an average 
living wage for Alberta should be at least $14.75/hr

samara jones
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burning issues

online survey to determine a monthly budget of 
all the things that a family or an individual would 
need.  Around the province focus groups met and 
people started talking about the broader social and 
economic implications, for themselves and for the 
community at large, of not earning a living wage.

Public Interest Alberta determined that an average 
living wage for Alberta should be at least $14.75/
hour, a figure which takes the differences in cost of 
living across the province into account.  Bill Moore-
Kilgannon, Executive Director of PIA said, “Part of 
the campaign was to challenge the government to 
raise the minimum wage and tie it to the average 
weekly earnings index.”

“We won part of this battle, because the govern-
ment did raise the minimum wage to $8.00 per 
hour in September 2007 and promised to tie it to 
the index, but this wage is way too low.  Alberta 
will be outpaced by other provinces very quickly.  
Ontario and Newfoundland plan to have minimum 
wages of $10/hour by 2010 coupled with a serious 
political commitment to reducing poverty.  We are 
not likely to see that in Alberta.”

Though support from the provincial government is 
clearly lacking, living wage campaigns are making 
progress in some Alberta municipalities.  In Calgary, 
Vibrant Communities Calgary (a strong network of 
social agencies, businesses, etc.) has been cam-
paigning for a living wage for about four years.  

In the spring of 2007, the City of Calgary agreed to 
establish a sustainable, ethical, public procurement 
policy.  Though a living wage was not included in 
this incarnation of the policy, Vibrant Communities 
Calgary convinced the City of Calgary’s finance com-
mittee to commit to studying living wage policy for 
future versions of the procurement policy.  

facts & figures
vibrant communities calgary  

Source: www.vibrantcalgary.com

• 74,700 (13.3%) of employed Calgarians over the age of 15 earn  
 less than $12 an hour.
• Women are disproportionately represented among these low-  
 wage earners in Calgary, with 46,600 earning less than $12  
 an hour.
• Not all low wage earners are teenagers: 39,000 Calgarians over  
 the age of 25 are trying to support themselves on less than  
 $12 an hour.
• Using data from the CMHC, the Canadian Housing and  
 Renewal Association calculated a “Minimum Housing Wage”  
 which is the full-time, full-year minimum wage required in   
 order to rent housing without spending over 30% of gross   
 income.  Calgary’s 2006 ‘Minimum Housing Wage’ for a  
 bachelor apartment was $11.87 per hour; for a one-bedroom  
 apartment the minimum wage was $15 per hour.

opposition to living wage campaigns 
Source: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives – Manitoba  

http://www.policyalternatives.ca/documents/Manitoba_Pubs/2006/Fast-

Facts_Oct24_06_Living_Wage.pdf 

• Opposition to the living wage has been fierce everywhere  
 it has been proposed…several U.S. states have adopted  
 measures to prevent local governments from passing  
 living wage ordinances.
• Opposition to the living wage is led by chambers of commerce  
 and small business that claim that employers cannot pay 
 a living wage. 
• In Manitoba…fully one-third of child care and home care  
 workers in Manitoba earn a low wage; 25% of clerical  workers  
 earn a low wage; 25% of factory and warehouse workers earn  
 a low wage; over half of retail trade workers earn a low wage;  
 80% of all food and restaurant workers earn a low wage (less  
 than half received tips); over one in ten health support staff  
 earn a low wage.



20  union  |  winter 2008

According to Moore-Kilgannon, aware-
ness and support for living wages is 
growing across the political spectrum 
and the issue is beginning to appear 
on the political radar. “There are strong 
pockets of support for the idea.  For 
example, the 
mayor of Leth-
bridge came to 
the PIA focus 
groups and is 
very aware of 
the implications of having low wages.  
Lethbridge has the highest percentage 
of employed people earning less than $12 
per hour.”  

Living wage campaigns need grassroots 
support in order to make headway in 
this province.  The Alberta Federation 
of Labour supports PIA and is actively 
involved in its Task Force on the Living 
Wage. We do so because we believe that 
people who work full time should not be 
living in poverty, that hard work should 

 Vibrant Communities Calgary 
 http://www.vibrantcalgary.com/media/ 
 http://www.vibrantcalgary.com/livingwage/index.asp 
 Search for:

FAQ: Living Wage and the City• 
Living Wage Fact Sheet, September 20, 2007• 
Low Wage in a Boom Town• 

for more  
i n formation  Public Interest Alberta 

 http://www.pialberta.org/program_areas/living_wage/ 
 Search for:

Campaign 2007 Report• 
Low Wage Factsheet• 

  

 Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives

http://www.policyalternatives.ca/documents/ • 
 Manitoba_ Pubs/2006/FastFacts_Oct24_06_ 
 Living_Wage.pdf

be rewarded with adequate pay and 
benefits, and that paying a living wage 
is an important step in reducing poverty 
in our communities.  We need to work 
together as unions, organizations and 
citizens to put pressure on our municipal 

and provincial 
governments to 
apply living wage 
policies to their 
contracts and 
programming.  

Contrary to what our politicians would 
have us believe, wages are not keeping 
up with the increasing cost of living as a 
result of rampant inflation caused by the 
boom.  New avenues clearly need to be 
explored and a commitment to a living 
wage policy for the provincial govern-
ment, municipal governments and major 
institutions in Alberta is a crucial first 
step in this process.  

Living wage campaigns  
need grassroots support in 
order to make headway in 
this province.  
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Palace Casino strikers win first contract in Alberta
Beating the Odds

When the 250 members of 
UFCW 401 went on strike 

on September 9, 2006 to get a 
first contract with Palace Casino in 
Edmonton’s landmark West Edmon-
ton Mall, little did they know that it 
would be 305 long days of job action 
before they went back to work.

For over 10 months they endured bitter weather, 
hostile management and an unhelpful, uncaring 
government. Generally, when a strike drags on for 
this length of time in Alberta, the consequences are 
either the loss of union representation or members 
having to live with an inferior settlement agreed to 
in desperation.

Not so at the Palace Casino. When the strikers 
returned to work in July 2007, they walked in as 
winners. As United Food and Commercial Workers 
401 Representative and strike coordinator Christine 
McMeckan says, “We achieved many things that the 
employer said we never would get.  Things like part-
time benefits, sick pay for our full-time employees, 
maintain our union office on site and full retro 
pay. As well, bonuses were paid to each and every 
employee regardless of length of service ($3,000 for 
full time and $1,200 for anyone averaging less than 
35 hours per week).”

What makes the victory in the Palace strike even 
more remarkable is the fact that it was, in essence, 
a first collective agreement. Yes, there had been an 
employees’ association in place – but this was to be 
the workers’ first real union contract.

strikes and analysis

j im selby
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First contracts are notoriously hard to win in Alberta - espe-
cially if the new local finds itself pitted against a determinedly 
anti-union employer (see sidebar). 

Unfortunately for the Palace Casino workers, that is exactly 
the kind of employer with which  they had to deal. According 
to McMeckan, the atmosphere right from the beginning of 
bargaining in 2005 was ominous. She said the union “found 
the employer to be confrontational and provocative from the 
moment we sat down to exchange proposals.”

The employer originally tabled demands for an open shop 
agreement, for closing the union office that had been originally 
granted to the old employees’ association, adding constraints 
to the grievance procedure, eliminating language requiring 
the employer to meet with a joint Health and Safety Commit-
tee and other concession demands guaranteed to stick in the 
union’s throat.

Later in the process when it seemed the union might actually 
be making progress at the bargaining table, talks to monetary 
items and the whole process came to a halt. The employer – 
despite the booming Alberta economy, high labour demand 
and rising prices – took a hard line. They offered the biggest 
group of workers only pennies-per-year increases in each year 
of the proposed collective agreement. Some were offered as 
little as 22 cents per year in each of the three years the agree-
ment as to cover.

When it became clear that the employer was not prepared to 
negotiate on its harsh monetary position, the union was left 
with no options except job action. Dealers making an average 

Unlike other jurisdictions, Alberta does not have any ef-
fective mechanisms to promote first contract resolution. 
First contracts are particularly difficult for new union 
locals because there is no previous relationship between 
the two parties and it is easy under Alberta law for em-
ployers to simply go through the motions of bargaining 
“in good faith.”

Through bad faith bargaining, for example by deliber-
ately placing items on the table that it knows workers 
will not accept and then refusing to amend them, 
employers can completely sidetrack the negotiations. 
Similarly, an employer can engage in “surface bargaining” 
where it appears that bargaining is taking place through 
properly scheduled meetings and ongoing discussions of 
proposals, but where there is never an intention by the 
employer to reach a collective agreement.

Recognizing how management can deliberately flout 
employees’ democratic right to have a union, some 
provinces have a mechanism where either side can apply 
for compulsory arbitration of a first contract. In this first 
contract arbitration, the arbitrator will impose a reason-
able settlement on the two parties if they refuse to do so 
themselves.

In other provinces, there are significant financial penal-
ties for refusing to bargain in good faith. Although this 
isn’t ideal because it can be very difficult to prove that 
a party is not bargaining in good faith – it is still better 
than the situation in Alberta where the financial penal-
ties are so insignificant that employers can easily write 
them off as a small cost for remaining ‘union free.’

why are fi rst contracts 
so hard i n Alberta?

We achieved many things that the 
employer said we never would get.  
Things like part-time benefits, sick pay 
for our full-time employees, maintain our 
union office on site and full retro pay. 

  christine mcmeckan 
  ufcw 401 representative  
  and strike coordinator
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at the end. According to McMeckan, that solidarity is still a 
dominant feature of the workplace. “We now have an amaz-
ingly tight group of people who have confidence that many 
lacked prior to the strike on asserting their rights in the work-
place,” she says.

the union knew what to expect

UFCW Local 401 was well-prepared for the strike and con-
ducted an exemplary strike. “Local 401 took great pains to 
ensure each and every striking workers was taken care of both 
emotionally and financially,” says McMeckan. “We pay higher 
than most unions in strike pay and also pay a sum of money 
each week to anyone who has dependents as well as covering 
benefit premiums so strikers retain their coverage.”

The Local also ensured that there were no  less than two 
full-time union representatives on the picket line at all times 
to ensure the physical and emotional safety of the picketers. 
“If trouble erupted on the picket line,” notes McMeckan, “the 
union was there to deal with it.”

of just $8.88 per hour and food service workers barely above 
Alberta’s minimum wage could not and would not accept the 
employer’s offer. The 250 workers began their legal strike on 
September 9, 2006.

the three pillars of a successful strike

There were three vital elements involved in the successful 
pursuit of the Palace Casino strike: the courage and stamina of 
the strikers on the picket line, the unswerving support of their 
union over the long haul, and the integration of the rest of the 
labour movement into the struggle. First and foremost, there 
were the workers themselves. “We beat the odds by hitting the 
employer hard and being unrelenting in our efforts to impact 
their earning ability,” says McMeckan. “No matter how cold or 
hot it was, the picketers worked diligently to keep people out.”

Alberta Federation of Labour (AFL) staff member Tom Fuller 
was a regular supporter of the picket line throughout the  
strike. “I knew the Palace strikers were in it for the long haul 
when I saw them picketing outdoors every day in the bitter 
cold. Whenever things got harder – 
when the Labour Board took away their 
only source of heat, when the wind chill 
dropped to forty below, when customers 
and scabs mouthed off at them – they 
just dug in harder. You just knew  
they were going to win eventually,”  
says Fuller.

The solidarity and strength of the 
picketers appeared to grow as the strike 
dragged on. The union had decided  
early on that only 100 of the 250 workers 
should be picketing – the others were 
encouraged to find other work for the 
duration of the strike – not difficult in 
the current Alberta economy.  This was 
particularly true because two new casi-
nos opened in the region during  
the strike. Yet close to 200 were still  
committed to the union and the cause  

strikes and analysis
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UFCW also ran a free shuttle bus to take gambling patrons who 
did not want to cross the picket line to another casino. It ran 
constantly day and night.

Most importantly, UFCW 401 never stinted on the mounting 
expense of maintaining the picket line. The employer may  
have harboured hopes the union could be starved out – but it 
was in fact the other way around. The union was there for the 
long haul.

the labour movement in action

UFCW also took pains to involve the rest of the labour move-
ment, even before the strike began. The union kept the AFL 
and its affiliates up-to-date as negotiations stalled and a strike 
seemed imminent.

They received technical support from the AFL immediately. 
Federation staff assisted with picket line and other strike leaflets, 
and helped provide detail for the union’s strike website. AFL 
President Gil McGowan sent a letter to all the charities and 
community organizations that both materially support and 
financially benefit from Casino operations in the province asking 
them to cancel their casino nights until the strike was over.

He also asked them to help the labour movement pressure the 
government’s Gaming and Liquor Commission into acting to 
help resolve the dispute.

The AFL also provided financial research for the union during 
the strike and issued news releases to try to keep the dispute 
in the public mind. Affiliates offered picket line support. The 
Edmonton Communications, Energy and Paperworkers (CEP) 
Locals, for example, hosted a BBQ in support of the strikers at 
the picket line on Saturday, November 18, 2006. Other non-affil-
iated labour organizations were also active. The local chapter of 
the Industrial Workers of the World were out to the picket line 
constantly.

During Christmas 2006, the AFL sent out a special appeal to its 
affiliates on behalf of the strikers. As McMeckan noted, “Many 
unions gave very generously. Every striker received not only a 

turkey for their holiday celebrations, but Christmas presents 
for their families, a Christmas ‘bonus’ cheque and a wonderful 
supper at the union’s Christmas party complete with TVs and 
other great door prizes.”

hard times for  palace management

Palace Casino was owned and operated for most of the strike 
by the Gateway Casinos Income Fund. Gateway owned six 
casinos, five in B.C. and the Palace Casino in Edmonton. When 
Gateway’s annual financial results for 2006 came out on March 
15, 2007, the incredible effectives of the strike was there for all 
to see. In the 4th quarter of 2006 – which coincided with the 
first three months of the strike – operating earnings at Palace 
Casino were down a whopping 126.9%. The losses at the Palace 
were so bad that they were dragging down the overall  
performance of the Fund itself. Net earnings for the entire 
operation were down 3.6% compared to the 4th quarter  
of the previous year.

When the 1st quarter results for 2007 came out just two 
months later, the effect of the strike had become even more 
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disastrous for the owners. First-quarter earnings had dropped from a profit of $1, 
8221,000 in 2006 to a loss of $913,000 in 2007. The Casino was operating deeply in the 
red! Given a red-hot Alberta economy where casino operations should be more profit-
able than the year before, this was a savage indictment of management tactics..

Overall Gateway Fund net earnings were now off 11.8% despite better performances 
at the B.C. casinos. The picket line was clearly effective. The AFL calculated that if 
management had met the union’s wage and benefit proposals and avoided a strike, 
the operation would have saved over $5 million.

Still management was unwilling to budge at the bargaining table. This alone should 
convince even the most skeptical observer that there was an anti-union animus at work 
that prevented management from settling even when their own survival was at stake.

the australian connection

Then, in April 2007, news came out that Australia’s’ richest man, billionaire James D 
Packer was in the process of buying the Palace Casino’s parent, the Gateway Casinos 
Fund. The AFL immediately sent a letter to Mr. Packer, apprising him of the financial 
consequences of the ongoing Palace dispute and “suggesting that he could restore 
good will in Edmonton and make the Palace Casino profitable again by encouraging a 
fair settlement of the dispute.” McGowan managed to get the Palace strike reported in 
several important Australian financial publications.

In the meantime, AFL staff contacted the 
Liquor Hospitality and Miscellaneous 
Union, which represents workers at 
Packer’s Australian casinos, and asked for 
their support. They were more than will-
ing to help, expressing their willingness 
to assist with an international leaflet drop 

and dealing with the Australian media. Tim Ferrari, Assistant National Secretary of 
the union, provided useful information on Packer Australian operations and was help-
ful and supportive for the rest of the strike.

James D Packer’s PBL Corporation took control of Gateway Casinos Income Fund on 
July 1, 2007. The UFCW Local 401 subsequently negotiated a first-rate collective agree-
ment and the Palace strikers were back at work by July 10th. 

There is no doubt that it was the rank-and-file workers on the picket line who ulti-
mately won this strike. By choking off the Casino’s profits, they created a situation 
in which any intelligent, logical management would have concluded a new union 
contract was a priority – exactly what the new owners did.

strikes and analysis

The Alberta Gaming and Liquor 
Commission refused to use its 
powers of governance to try to fa-
cilitate a resolution to the dispute. 

The Commission also refused to 
assist charities and community or-
ganizations who wished to take a 
principled stand by respecting the 
picket line. The Commission could 
have guaranteed those organiza-
tions a future casino – but they 
refused. Since many organizations 
depend on the casino money for 
their ongoing operations, the 
Commission forced them into 
either cutting back their programs 
or acting as strikebreakers.

As for the Conservative govern-
ment’s attitude to the strike - that 
is best be summed up by Christine 
McMeckan. “When we brought 
picketers to the Legislature’s ques-
tion period every day for months 
as special guests of the New 
Democrats, the Tories’ disdain for 
these tax-paying, voting workers 
was evident in each and every 
introduction the NDP made for 
every individual striker.”

government
i naction h elped  
th e employer

There is no doubt that 
it was the rank-and-file 
workers on the picket 
line who ultimately 
won this strike.
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An invitiation to union-busting tom fuller

labour laws
Alberta’s Unconstitutional

At last count (in 2006) just 22.3% of workers in Alberta were union members – by 
far the lowest rate in Canada. Journalists and academics have noted this fact and 
discussed possible reasons for it. Much of the discussion centers around Alberta’s 
conservative political culture, “entrepreneurial values” and “cowboy spirit.” Rugged 
individuals like us, apparently, just don’t like the idea of joining together with others 
in an attempt to better ourselves; we’d rather go it alone.

To anybody with on-the-ground experience doing union work in Alberta, that expla-
nation is ludicrous. The fact is: workers in Alberta, at least a significant number of 
them, want to unionize; but that our province’s anti-union labour laws make it very 
difficult for them to exercise their right to do so. “Give us some halfway balanced 
labour legislation,” say the organizers, “and we’ll see if the “cowboy spirit” still keeps 
workers away from unions!”

There is some objective evidence to sup-
port this line of argument. If we look at 
the success rate of union certification 
drives in western Canada over the period 
2001 – 2004, it is obvious that Alberta is 
the “odd man out.” In Alberta, certification 
applications are successful less than half 
of the time (and remember, these applica-
tions are only filed after the union has 
demonstrated over 40% support among 
employees), while in Saskatchewan, Mani-
toba and B.C. similar applications show 
a success rate between 65% and 90%. 
Why the difference? Do workers in these 
other provinces have no grasp at all of the 
cowboy spirit, the “Code of the West?”
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When labour relations experts look at Alberta, the first thing they notice 
is the low rate of unionization in the province’s workforce. 

the problem with alberta

The reality is a lot simpler. In Alberta, 
once a union has applied for certification, 
the Labour Relations Board (LRB)will order 
a certification vote. It is during the period 
before the vote is held that the employer 
is most likely to engage in the harass-
ment or intimidation of union activists 
– even firing key organizers. Such activity 
is a clear violation of the Alberta Labour 
Relations Code (ALRC), which expressly 
forbids this kind of employer interfer-
ence. Unfortunately, what the Code does 
not include is any significant punishment 
for an employer. Even if the union files 
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an Unfair Labour Practice complaint, and the LRB finds the employer guilty 
of misconduct, the most that the Board will do is to make a declaration that 
the employer has violated the Code and order the employer to rescind any 
improper discipline taken against union activists.

This is a completely inadequate response to the “chilling effect” of 
employer intimidation, and other jurisdictions in Canada have long rec-
ognized this fact. As long ago as 1980, the Ontario Labour Relations Board 
admitted as much, stating:

The mere reinstatement of the employee directly affected, with back-
pay some time later, may do little to assure his or her fellow employees 
that the employer is prepared to live within the requirements of the 
statute and that effective remedies exist of those occasions where he 
will not.

In 1993, the Ontario Board went further, affirming that 

Moreover, the Board has found on quite a number of occasions that the 
discharge of a union organizer during a union campaign may lead to a 
situation where the true wishes of employees can no longer be ascer-
tained, despite the Board’s ability to reinstate the organizer. In other 
words, the intimidatory effect is so powerful that employees can no 
longer express their real views on unionization.

In other words: by abusing employees and trying to fire activists, an 
employer can poison the atmosphere in the workplace so much that a fair 
vote is impossible. By failing to address this problem, the ALRC in effect 
encourages this kind of misbehaviour.

fixing the code

There are a couple of ways that this weakness in the Code could be fixed. 
First, the LRB could be empowered to grant automatic certification if the 
union can submit proof, in the form of signed union cards or a petition, of 
majority support in the bargaining unit. This would eliminate the “elec-
tion period,” when most employer misconduct occurs.

No doubt some employers will object that such a procedure would deprive 
them of the opportunity to exercise their right to “free speech” during the 
election period. In point of fact, however, employers (unlike their employ-
ees) have the right to voice their opinions on unionization at any time. 

They can discuss issues of unionization with their 
employees, they can post notices or policies or opin-
ion pieces on bulletin boards in the workplace, and 
they can call all-employee meetings (with compul-
sory attendance) to discuss the issues. Removing 
the campaign period does not materially impinge 
on employers’ right to free speech. It does, how-
ever, protect employees from the chilling effect of 
employer abuse. Provisions for automatic certifica-
tion in cases of demonstrated union support already 
exist in a number of other Canadian jurisdictions, 
including Manitoba and Saskatchewan.

Another possibility would be to allow the LRB to cer-
tify the union in cases where employer misconduct 
is proven. This would attach an effective sanction to 
the Code’s ban on employer interference in orga-
nizing drives, while leaving the election process 
in place as long as the employer doesn’t interfere. 
Several other jurisdictions in Canada, including B.C. 
and Manitoba, currently have such provisions in 
their labour laws.

protecting charter rights

These are not dry legal technicalities. The right of all 
Canadian citizens to freedom of association is guar-
anteed by Section 2.d of the Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms — it is constitutional law in this country. 
As of last spring, the Supreme Court of Canada has 
ruled that this freedom includes the right to join 
unions and bargain collectively. The ALRC allows 
anti-union employers to evade the law and deny 
workers in this province their constitutional rights. 
That has to change.

labour law

Alberta’s Unconstitutional



Radical Canadian labour leader cast 
giant shadow in Alberta j im selby

Slim Evans
Organized Here

Mention a man nicknamed “Slim” to 
most Canadians and they will likely 

construct an image of someone playing 
country and western songs about love, 
winter winds  and loneliness. Arthur H. 
“Slim” Evans was something else entirely.  
 
During his lifetime, he was a legendary figure in the history of 
working men and women in Canada. For any who pay atten-
tion to labour history, he retains that stature today.

A radical leader and gifted orator, 
Slim Evans was part of a genera-
tion of labour activists who left 
an indelible mark on Alberta and 
the rest of Canada. Although best 
remembered as the architect, 
leader and spokesperson of the “On to Ottawa Trek” in 1935, he 
played an important role in many other pivotal labour events 
in the twentieth century.

Born in Toronto on April 24, 1890, Slim — like most other work-
ing class children of his day — left school and began working 

full time at a variety of jobs at the age of thirteen. It was during 
these early years that he learned the carpentry trade.

The turn of the century marked the first great wave of settle-
ment in Western Canada and in 1911 at age 21, a young Slim 
Evans drifted west moving from job to job. Workers crossed 
freely between Canada and the United States in those early 
days – and it was in Minnesota that Slim first demonstrated his 
willingness to stand up to the state to protect workers’ rights.

He was sentenced to three years in jail for speaking at an IWW 
(Industrial Workers of the World – a radical North American 

union) free-speech rally 
in Kansas City. The IWW 
(affectionately called the 
“wobblies”) was famous 
at the time for defying 
wide-spread prohibitions 

on public speaking by workers’ organizations and activists.

According to his daughter, Jean Evans Sheils, Slim’s commit-
ment to the IWW was deep and lasting. He was proud of the 
fact that he had worked with most of the great IWW activists 
of the day.

He [Slim Evans] was a brilliant organizer 
and a beautiful speaker, too.

  Patrick Lenihan 
  Founder of CUPE

Evans, now a journeyman 
carpenter, works his way 
from job to job moving west 
to Winnipeg and Saskatoon. 
He then headed south into 
the United States where he 
became active in the IWW 
in Kansas City. Slim Evans is 
arrested for speaking at a free 
speech rally on Christmas Eve 
and is sentenced to three  
years in jail.

Evans is released after just 
over three months after he 
helped organize and mobilize 
his 1500 fellow prisoners. He 
then moved around organiz-
ing with the IWW, shifting 
from Des Moines, to Minot, to 
Great Falls and then Butte.

1911 1912

t i m e 
 l i n e

Arthur “Slim” 
Evans is born in  
Toronto on April 
24. His father was 
a painter and his 
mother worked as 
a maid in a hotel.

Slim leaves school 
to work full-time 
at a variety of jobs: 
selling newspa-
pers, driving a a 
team of horses 
and training as a 
carpenter.

1890 1903
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labour history

Slim is active in the infamous 
Ludlow strike against the 
Rockefeller coal interest. He 
is wounded by machine gun 
fire – walking with a limp and 
putting up with intermittent 
pain for the rest of his days.

1913
Slim comes back to Canada. 
He works in Lethbridge, 
Calgary and the Crowsnest 
Pass before moving on to Trail, 
BC. He works in the hard rock 
mines of BC until he comes 
down with influenza in 1918 
and has to be hospitalized in 
Nelson.

1916–1918
Slim attends the Western 
Labour Conference in March 
in Calgary as a delegate from 
the Kimberly mines. He helps 
launch the One Big Union – a 
radical Canadian industrial 
union. Evans becomes the 
OBU organizer for the 
Drumheller valley coal fields.

1919–1922

Evans moves to Vancouver – 
working as a carpenter with 
the UBCJA. He was a union 
steward on every job he 
worked. He joins the fledgling 
Communist Party of Canada 
(then in existence for four 
years)

1926

Released in 1912 after organizing a “strike” by fellow prisoners, 
Slim Evans next surfaced at one of the most famous American 
labour struggles of the 20th century – the Ludlow Massacre.

On April 20, 1914, Colorado State National Guard attacked a 
tent city of 1,200 striking coal miners and their families near 
the town of Ludlow. Two women, twelve children, seven union 
members and one guardsman were killed in the initial attack – 
another 23 strikers and women and children were murdered as 
the enraged miners fought back in skirmishes across the local 
coal fields.

Slim Evans was hospitalized with machine gun bullets in his 
legs (the Guard had set up a machine gun position on a ridge 
above the tent city) that caused him to walk with a limp for the 
rest of his life.

Five years later Slim was back in Canada leading a strike by the 
One Big Union (OBU) at the coal mines in Drumheller, Alberta. 
The OBU was founded in 1919 in Alberta and was the high 
point of the wave of Canadian labour radicalism that culmi-
nated in the Winnipeg General Strike.

Over the next 25 years, Slim Evans continued to fight for the 
advancement of working people. He joined the newly orga-
nized Communist Party of Canada in pursuit of social and 
economic justice for workers. He organized in coal mines in B.C. 
and Alberta and helped establish Local 480 of the Mine Mill 
and Smelter Workers Union in Trail, B.C.

But it was his work with the unemployed in the middle of the 
“dirty thirties” for which Slim Evans is probably best known. He 
was the architect and organizer of the “On to Ottawa Trek” in 

the summer of 1935 by unemployed men who were being held 
in “work camps” by the Department of National Defence.

Forced to work at slave wages in isolated camps guarded by 
soldiers, the men left the camps to begin a mass trek to the 
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nation’s capital where they planned to 
present their demands for “Work and 
Wages” to the government. Under Evan’s 
leadership, over 2,000 unemployed 
workers in B.C. hopped freight cars 

heading east. At every stop across B.C. 
and Alberta, they were joined by more 
unemployed Canadians in a growing 
mass of protesters.

A panicking Conservative government 
ordered the RCMP to stop the Trekkers in 
Regina. Police, armed with clubs, tear gas 
and guns broke up an open air meeting. 
Police fired on the crowd. Slim Evans was 
charged with seditious treason under 
Section 98 of the Criminal Code ( insti-

tuted to provide grounds for charging 
the leader of the Winnipeg General Strike 
back in 1919) for his part in standing up 
to the imprisonment of workers whose 
only crime was being unemployed. 

For his unflagging, 
lifelong toil on behalf 
of working people 
and his refusal to 
abandon his prin-
ciples in the face 
of employer and 
government persecu-
tion, Slim Evans is 
recognized as one 
of Canada’s greatest 
labour leaders and 

activists. Evans died in 1944 after being 
struck by a car in Vancouver. At  
54 he was still active with labour – a 
shop steward with the Amalgamated 
Shipwrights.

Evans organizes a hunger 
march by the National Unem-
ployed Workers Association in 
Vancouver. The same year he 
is appointed organizer for the 
Workers’ Unity League for B.C.

Evans organizes for the Mine  
Mill and Smelters Union in 
Trail, B.C.

Evans struck by car – remains 
in hospital until his death 23 
days later. The driver is found 
blameless – and laughs at 
Evans’  wife and daughter as 
he leaves the courtroom.

Evans helps organize the new 
Relief Camp Workers’ Union in 
B.C. He leads the On to Ottawa 
Trek – where unemployed 
workers leave the work camps 
and begin riding freight trains 
to wards Ottawa with a  
demand for “Work with 
Wages.” They are stopped by 
force in Regina.

1932 1935 1938 1944

In 2012, the Alberta Federation of 
Labour will be celebrating its one 
hundredth anniversary. There will 
be a special Centennial Conven-
tion, a new Alberta worker history 
book published by the Alberta 
Labour History Institute and Atha-
basca University, posters, popular 
labour history booklets, a website 
and other projects celebrating  
100 years of labour progress  
and struggle.

This brief profile of Arthur “Slim” 
Evans is the first of a continuing 
series of labour history features 
that will run in Union until the  
Centennial.

We will also use the space as an 
opportunity to provide detailed 
information on ongoing Centen-
nial projects and events.

AFL c enten n ial
project

Dad often told me that he knew Joe 
Hill and “Big Bill” Haywood. As for 
Joe Hill’s songs, well, we sang them 
at home all the time. I remember 
“The Rebel Girl,” “The preacher and 
the Slave,” “Casey Jones, the Union 
Scab” and many others.

  Jean Evans Sheils  
  Daughter of Arthur  
  “Slim” Evans
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part of creating more effective ways to struggle? Will 
this contribute to solidarity across the working class 
by bringing different kinds of workers together or will 
they divide workers into a few mega-unions? Can the 
advantages of size and unity be achieved only through 
mergers or is it also possible to do the same through 
other institutional arrangements (e.g., through informal 
cooperation across unions or via central labour bodies)?  

afl: Unions in Canada have always talked about, and have 
acted to a certain extent, to build coalitions with the broader 
community but in spite of these good intentions, this talk has 
not resulted in the creation of a broader movement to counter 
neo-liberalism.  What do you think has gone right or wrong in 
these efforts?  What should we be doing now? 
sg: Here again, I think it’s critical to start from a class perspec-
tive. Class is expressed in all aspects of our lives. One of the 
problems in coalition work lies in seeing it as  a relationship to 
“others” instead of to other dimensions of our own lives and to 

Labour’s response to booms & busts | continued from page 11

Labour Economic
monitor
The AFL’s quarterly update of key economic 

and wage indicators important to work-

ing people. Tracks average weekly earnings, 

wage settlement patterns, the inflation 

rate and other key indicators affecting the 

Alberta economy.

A wealth of economic information –  
all in one place.

 
Visit us online at 
www.afl.org

other sections of the working class.  So, for example, a coalition 
on the environment, health care, the education of our kids, or 
culture and vibrant communities is about joining others to 
address crucial gaps in providing for our own needs and those 
of other working people. The other point is that this work 
needs to be integrated into normal union functions rather 
than viewed as something external. So, for example, internal 
health and safety work should be linked to the environment; 
concerns with child care should be addressed in bargaining 
and even if they cannot be solved there, the very act of raising 
the issue is educational and demonstrates we are serious. 
Issues of immigration and human rights could be linked to 
organizing strategies. Locals could have “education commit-
tees” that include spouses and teenagers to address what’s 
happening in the school system and be the basis for linking up 
with teachers. 
A warning: the issue isn’t to simply combine unions as they 
are with other movements as they are – unless this is part of 
changing both unions and the existing  movements, we won’t 
get anywhere. 
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Resilience or Slow Decline? jason foster 

Trade Unionism in the  
European Union
Canadian union activists often look across the ocean to Europe 
with some envy and longing. The labour movement, with its 
high unionization rates, significant influence over public policy 
and broad public credibility, certainly seems stronger and more 
vibrant than our movement in North America. There certainly 
is much the Canadian labour movement can learn from its 
brothers and sisters “across the pond”.  
 
However, the European trade unions have their share of 
struggles as well. Major challenges for European trade unions 
today include an aggressive push by the EU for continued 
liberalization of trade and privatization of public services (the 
latest being postal services), a massive influx of low-wage 
workers from eastern Europe and north Africa, and struggles 

against layoffs in large manufacturing industries. Much of the 
debate about the state of unions in Europe revolves around 
whether they are able to stand up to such challenges. The ques-
tion is whether European unions are continuing to hold back 
the worst of globalization and neo-liberalism, or if they are in a 
prolonged period of slow decline.

Some believe that decades of cooperation through the tripartite 
“social dialogue” process (where employers, government and 
unions negotiate economic and social policy) have weakened 
the activist nature of the movement. “Europe’s trade union 
movement is on the defensive.  
 
At present, the trade unions are unable to fulfill their role as the 
defenders of the immediate economic and social interests of 
their members,” says Norwegian labour activist Asborn Wahl. 
Wahl claims the institutionalization of unions  has undermined 
their capacity to mobilize members.Portions of Europe’s trade 
union leadership share similar concerns. One European-level 
official observes that trade union leadership see social dialogue 
as “too important.” “We let the talking go on too long. We need 
to show more muscle sometimes – demonstrations and saying 
no – putting limits on the compromises.”

Not all agree, however. “The movement is alive and well 
when needed,” says Stephen Hughes, a Labour Member of the 
European Parliament. “I am upbeat about many developments 
in the labour world.” Hughes points to a number of recent vic-
tories for the labour movement in Europe, including defeating 
two directives that would have privatized port authorities and 
opened health care and social services to free trade.

Is the European trade union movement fading away or acting 
as a bulwark against North American-style neo-liberalism? 
Maybe only time will tell.

union strength

Country 
Union  

Density
Union  

Coverage
Canada 31% 33%

France 8% 93%

Germany 22% 64%

Finland 74% 90%

Italy 34% 80%

Belgium 55% 96%

Sweden 78% 90%

United Kingdom 28% 34%

Latvia 16% 20%

Hungary 17% 25%

Note: Union Density measures the number of workers who are members 
of a union. Union coverage measures the number of workers who are 
covered by a collective agreement. Differences between the numbers 
reflect differences in industrial relations systems.



Sweden 
The Swedish Building Workers’ Union last 
year blockaded all worksites of a construc-
tion company (Laval) who was importing 
guest workers from Latvia to undercut 
the terms of the Swedish collective agree-
ment. The blockade led to the company 
losing a series of contracts and to a court 
victory for the union – upholding the 
union’s right to take action to prevent the 
undercutting of its wages and working 
conditions.

Finland

Passenger ferry company Viking Lines at-
tempted to “re-flag” its ships as Estonian 
in order to allow it to lay off the Finnish 
crew and hire Estonian sailors at a much 
lower rate. The Finnish Seamen’s Union 
struck the company and called for a boy-
cott. Viking withdrew its re-flagging plan, 
and its lawsuit against the union failed. 
The court ruled that the union had the 
right to take collective action against the 
company to prevent its actions.

recent labour struggles around europe

international

for more  
i n formation

To learn more about European Union 
Trade Unions, go to:
http://www.worker-participation.eu/
national_industrial_relations/map

Germany

34,000 railway workers recently received 
some of the largest pay increases in 
recent memory after a series of actions 
and rotating strikes against the pub-
licly owned Deutsche Bahn rail operator. 
However, part of the dispute included a 
demand by engineers for recognition of a 
break-away union who have been highly 
critical of the German labour movement 
for its lack of militancy.

Czech Republic

128,000 teachers and other education 
workers, affecting more than half of all 
schools in the country, led a series of 
one-day strikes in the fall of 2007 over 
a dispute about the education budget. 
The unions wanted an additional 3 bil-
lion crowns (about $1.6 billion Canadian) 
added to the budget. The government has 
so far refused to budge.

Hungary

Parts of Hungary’s trade union movement 
joined growing protests this fall against 
the a series of sweeping economic re-
forms that will raise prices, cut health care 
and social services spending, close rural 
rail lines, and rollback pensions. However, 
only two of thesix main Hungarian union 
groups participated due to infighting 
and partisan differences within the trade 
union movement.

France

The recent election of right-wing Presi-
dent Nicolas Sarkozy sparked escalating 
job actions by France’s famously militant 
public-sector unions, including a series of 
one-day walkouts by various sectors and 
culminating in a 10-day railway strike that 
ground France to a halt. The strikes were 
opposing rollbacks to public sector pen-
sions. Transport workers have gone back 
to work without a victory, but rotating 
strikes continue in some sectors, including 
energy and other public services.
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