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My message for the fall 2020 edition of 
The Provincial was about key lessons of 
the pandemic. At the time, COVID-19 had 
been part of our lives—the centre of our 
lives—for less than a year. It had already 
been a long, rough road to say the least, 
but vaccines were on the horizon and 
many of us were full of optimism that the 
pandemic would soon be over and 2021 
would bring the chance to build a new 
normal for our province—a new normal 
that reflected the lessons of the pandem-
ic and values of working people.

What a difference a year makes.

As we head into 2022 not only is the pan-
demic still very much with us, but instead 
of a chance to rebuild, 2021 brought more 
crises. British Columbians confronted the 
climate crisis as hundreds of thousands 
had their lives and livelihoods threatened 
by wildfires, floods, and extreme weather. 
Canadians confronted the devastating 
legacy of colonialism as Indigenous 
communities spoke truths that had 
been ignored for generations.  All of us 
confronted the stark realities of racial 
and social inequality revealed by the 
pandemic.

It has been an extraordinary year for 
our province, our union, and our move-
ment. A year marked by challenges few 
of us could have imagined. But, more 
importantly, a year marked by triumphs. 
Triumphs like our members’ wins at bar-
gaining tables on picket lines and at the 
labour board. Triumphs like the success-
ful organizing campaigns that brought 
new members to our union and gave 
existing members a new sense of power 
and purpose. Triumphs like our partner-
ships with other unions and social justice 
organizations that have helped improve 
the lives of working people across our 

province and around the world.

Each of those triumphs is proof that we 
don’t have to wait for the pandemic to 
be over to build our new normal—BCGEU 
members are, already, building it every 
day.

And our ability to triumph over challenge 
in this extraordinary time is what fuels 
my optimism for what we can achieve to-
gether in 2022 in bargaining, in electing 
local and component leaders, in advocat-
ing for legislation and policies that work 
for working people.

I want to thank all of you for everything 
you do to support each other and to build 
the power of our union and our move-
ment. I wish you and your loved ones a 
safe and peaceful holiday season and I 
look forward to coming together in 2022.

In solidarity,

Stephanie Smith 
BCGEU president
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2022: Looking 
forward to what 
we can achieve 
together

The crisis in workplace stress and burn-
out among essential frontline workers 
has rightly made headlines since the 
pandemic began. Yet behind many of 
the news stories, and behind the scenes, 
thousands of workers supporting those 
on the frontlines have been impacted too.

Members working at BC Emergency 
Health Services in the Patient Transfer 
Network (PTN) are one such group. They 
work with hospitals and health facilities 
to determine patient needs and make 
sure critically ill or injured patients get 
to the right location for treatment as 
quickly as possible. During the pandem-
ic, you probably heard about patients in 
the ICU with COVID-19 being transferred 
to health care facilities because of strain 
on the local system. This is what they do.

But, just like so many in health care, 
members at the PTN have been doing 
this work under enormous strain. 

"Working during a pandemic has been 
difficult and has been especially hard 

for those in health care and us here at 

the Patient Transfer Network,” said one 

member. “We have high stress, staffing 

shortages and very high call volumes. 

Extreme staff shortages at the PTN have 

meant that on weekends, shifts are often 

only half-staffed. This kind of pressure is 

not just bad for workers it’s bad for those 

who rely on the services too.”

“Working short-staffed means being 

responsible for more than we should 

be,” said another member, “and this 

needs to change.”

Through the strength of our union, 

members at the PTN are working hard 

to address their working conditions 

and solve these problems. As the la-

bour movement continues its work to 

address the inequalities the pandemic 

brought to the fore, we must also re-

member those behind the scenes who 

do so much to support our province’s 

health care system.

PANDEMIC BURNOUT  
NOT JUST ON THE FRONTLINES

Irene Iwasaki, Lab Technical Assistant (L)  
Anara Janie, Lab Assistant (R) 
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WHEN WE FIGHT, WE WIN  
VICTORY FOR LIFELABS WORKERS

FRIGHTENED, FORGOTTEN AND BURNED OUT 
COVID-19 AND ADMINISTRATIVE SERVICES

Imagine going to work  
each day feeling frightened.  
That’s reality for the 
administrative professionals 
working with the public since 
the COVID-19 pandemic began.

“It’s terrifying,” said Dawn Dreher, a fish and 
wildlife administrator at the FrontCounter 
BC in Prince George. “We’re the frontline, 
public-facing staff diligently working to make 
sure everything is as it should be. We’re the 
face of the organization.”

Being face-to-face with clients, even when 
separated by plexiglass barrier, has its chal-
lenges. 

“We’ve had a few instances where clients 
who are anti-mask or anti-vaccination have 
become confrontational. Being in a small 
space makes it intimidating,” said Dreher. 
“So, we buddy up, which usually de-escalates 
the situation, but it leaves us feeling anxious 
for that next time, when the situation may 
go the other way."

“It’s pretty scary for these members who’re 
some of the lowest paid in the civil ser-
vice,” said BCGEU administrative services 
vice-president Maria Middlemiss. “Service 
providers in other sectors have been able 
to turn people away for not wearing a mask. 
These members cannot.”

Our union has called on government to en-
act a provincewide indoor mask mandate for 
all buildings whether workers are in contact 
with the public or not. Such a mandate would 
add an extra layer of protection for people 
who work in government offices that don’t 
service the public face-to-face, people like 
Reshma Chandra, a Langley-based shift lead 
with HealthLink BC, a health information 
service. Call-takers haven’t been permitted 

to work from home, office working condi-
tions can be cramped and the risk of infec-
tion at work is a worry. The situation is less 
than ideal.

“The worksite itself has become different,” 
said Chandra. “The workstations have been 
separated by plexiglass and we sanitize, san-
itize, sanitize.”

Like Chandra, Tori Reid, a customer service 
representative at Service BC in Vernon, was 
only allowed to work from home for a brief 
period.

“Our office provides essential services to the 
public, so on March 15th, 2020, our doors 
stayed open,” said Reid. “We came up with 
an appointment system so people wouldn’t 
have to wait outside too long as the capacity 
in our office was decreased. We still often 
have lineups outside. We still experience a 
lot of frustration and anger from the public 
for this. Anxiety and stress were at an all-
time high. Little did we know, we’d still be 
here more than a year later.”

All of this has left administrative profession-
als feeling unappreciated.

“We’re underpaid, our workloads are beyond 
acceptable sometimes, and yet we do the 
work because we have set high standards for 
ourselves,” Dreher said. “We never give less 
than 100 per cent. If we didn’t do it, every-
thing would come to a standstill.”

“We care about people in B.C.,” said Reid. 
“We stuck this out and came to work even 
when we felt terrified. We’ve fought through 
the burnout because we care.” 

“We’re the last ones people think about,” 
said Middlemiss. “But we play a key role in 
ensuring critical services are maintained.” 

“When we fight, we win!” roared 
a 200-strong crowd gathered at 
the LifeLabs Burnaby Reference 
Laboratory on Oct. 23. The 
chant would prove true even 
sooner than expected.

BCGEU members working at LifeLabs orga-
nized the rally to launch their job action after 
contract negotiations with their employer 
broke down. Negotiations had been difficult 
since they began in the spring, when LifeLabs 
came to the table trying to cut back sick bene-
fits and vacation days. 

“I was stunned to see how many concessions the 
employer wanted. It was insulting and offensive,” 
said Mandy De Fields, a medical laboratory tech-
nologist at LifeLabs, and the elected chairperson 
of the BCGEU bargaining committee. “After 30 
years with LifeLabs, I felt completely devalued.”

The bargaining committee developed a strategy 
to turn up the heat, and in July, members vot-
ed 97 per cent to strike if necessary. Through 
months of negotiation and mediation, they 
forced the employer to retract their concessions 
and agree to some improvements. However, 
LifeLabs still refused to put forward a respectful 
wage offer.

Unfair wages were impacting patients as well as 
workers. Underpaying workers had led to staff 
shortages so bad that LifeLabs had to close sev-
eral locations and patients faced long wait times 
at others. Fair wages had to be part of the deal.

On Oct. 20 members served 72-hour strike no-
tice and launched the next phase of their plan. 
Over 100 LifeLabs workers signed up to lead 
pickets and join strike committees. President 
Stephanie Smith made a strong case for a fair 
deal in dozens of media stories. Treasurer Paul 
Finch raised the issue with the Ontario-based 
pension fund that wholly owns LifeLabs and the 

unions that appoint the pension’s trustees. Our 

union launched digital ads to win public support 

and organized hundreds of patients to email 

LifeLabs in solidarity with workers. 

By the time job action began on Oct. 22, LifeLabs 

was rattled. At the rally the next day, De Fields 

announced the employer was ready to go back 

to the bargaining table. The parties met that af-

ternoon, and the tone had completely changed.

“We knew we were in a power position, and they 

were scared. They could tell we were united, and 

we weren’t going to back down,” said De Fields.

Negotiations ran through the night. At 5 a.m., 

the bargaining committee secured a deal that 

included an average 12 per cent wage increase 
over the course of the agreement, a $1250 bo-
nus, a new target-benefit pension plan, and doz-
ens of other improvements. Members ratified 
their new collective agreement on Nov. 4.

“Our strength was in our solidarity,” said De 
Fields. “I’ve been through three rounds of bar-
gaining, and I’ve never seen members so united 
and so supportive of their bargaining committee. 
They stood shoulder to shoulder with us at every 
turn. I hope our story can inspire other workers 
to fight for the respect they deserve. It’s a re-
minder that if we’re united, workers are more 
powerful than any employer – and when we fight, 
we win.”

“
We’ve had a few 

instances where clients 

who are anti-mask or 

anti-vaccination have 

become confrontational. 

Being in a small space 

makes it intimidating.”

Dawn Dreher
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Background
Clear-cut logging of old-growth forests on western Vancouver Island 
by the Teal-Jones Group has grown into one of the biggest political 
flashpoints in B.C. Over the past year, tension between government 
and citizens has grown, and polling has continued to find that the 
public is overwhelmingly opposed to the ongoing destruction of old-
growth forests. 

At our 2021 convention, member delegates passed a resolution opposing: 
“the use of RCMP exclusion zones and arrests at the Fairy Creek block-
ades which are in opposition to old growth logging on Pacheedaht and 
Ditidaht territory; and the use of exclusion zones and arrests at the Fairy 
Creek blockades.”

For some, the story of Fairy Creek is a story of police versus protester, 
jobs versus the economy, and workers versus the environment. But, 
a trip to Fairy Creek reveals a more nuanced story, with a growing 
number of frontline union members showing up to fight for what they 
believe is right.

Many of them have heeded the call of Pacheedaht Elder Bill Jones, 
one of the leading advocates in the fight to stop old-growth logging 
in Fairy Creek and a former forester himself. He sees this conflict, not 
as a struggle between workers and trees, but as part of a bigger and 
more profound struggle against a colonial mindset. 

“The big objective of big business now, is not so much to [cut down] 
the old growth, but to stop people from re-sensitizing themselves to 
the [natural] world that we need and needs us,” he said.

Frontline  
workers  
protecting  
our forests
The Provincial travelled to Fairy Creek in early November  
to learn more about this seminal moment in the history of  
our province.





Due to the ongoing use of 
undercover RCMP officers and 

to maintain anonymity, activists 
at Fairy Creek have adopted 
“camp names” to protect 

themselves. To maintain those 
protections, the Provincial’s 
reporting will use the names 
that camp members use to 

identify themselves.
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Donations can be delivered in  
person at the Pacific Marine Road  
near Port Renfrew, go to  
www.laststandforforests.com for more 
information and driving directions.

Members interested in learning  
more or organizing support at  
the local level are encouraged  
to connect with their local.  
Find yours at www.bcgeu.ca/components

Workers who have come to Fairy Creek in recent months have a message for 
those at home: come support the movement however you’re able to. 

At Fairy Creek, we met frontline workers, including Salal, a unionized nurse, 
who splits her time working in a COVID-19 ward in Victoria and living at Fairy 
Creek. She felt the call to be involved because of how important these last 
forests are. 

“For British Columbia and the broader world, [not just] environmentally, but as 
well as the stand for Indigenous rights,” said Salal. It is “incredibly important 
to me.”

Salal sees her work delivering frontline services and standing in support of In-
digenous leaders as inextricably linked. What it boils down to for her is “being 
with people and getting along with all walks of life.”

It’s not just Salal. A supportive housing worker going by the name “Chickpea” 
also answered her calling as a frontline worker and came to the forest. 

Her work in housing is “very deeply connected to what we're doing here at 
Fairy Creek,” Chickpea said. “We really try to make sure that everyone has a 
place to sleep, has a warm space, has food and has all their basic needs met. 
And that's regardless of what their role is here. I would love to see that on a 
broader scale in society.” 

A member of the Canadian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) was joined on the 
frontlines by a contingent of 20 CUPW members on a rainy Saturday to support 
his cause. He was thrilled to see so many of his union comrades showing solidarity. 

“It made me so happy to know that my union is behind me,” the member said, 
noting this show of solidarity wasn’t just symbolic. “It made me feel good that, 
maybe the organization that I'm with has my back a little more.”

Meagan Goudreault, a member of CUPW and an Indigenous worker, 
was part of the contingent that came to support the movement to 
protect old growth. CUPW has issued one of the strongest statements 
in the country in support of the blockade. Goudreault sees a clear path 
forward to resolving the conflict.

“It’s not about jobs and working people [versus] the environment, I 
think they go hand in hand. By creating sustainable working condi-
tions, we create sustainable jobs. We want a just transition for those 
workers,” Goudreault said.

The presence of unions on the front lines was welcome news to BCGEU 
Local 301’s Grandma, an Indigenous matriarch who has been a mem-
ber of our union for well over a decade.

The call to consider the impact of our actions on future generations 
is a hallmark of traditional Indigenous decision-makers who have 
stewarded these lands for time immemorial before European settlers 
came. It is a return to these principles that Grandma wants to see from 
policy-makers. 

A consideration should be “the impact that this will have for the next 
seven generations to see how it's impacting the Indigenous people of 
this land,” said Grandma. 

Grandma has been on the front lines at Fairy Creek for months now, 
coordinating support for those who have been living on the moun-
tain since August 2020. Whether it’s joining her in solidarity at Fairy 
Creek, or in their local communities, she has a message to BCGEU 
members.

The Provincial’s 
visit to  
Fairy Creek

“I would like to see some workers come and join us here on the block-
ade,” said Grandma. “Or, we have many different actions in the city. 
Come and join us there because this issue around defending the land 
has a rippling effect.”

Many people at camp agreed, including Doug, a United Association 
pipefitter. 

“My grandmother is heavily involved with this movement,” Doug said. 
“So, I figured there's no better way than driving her down and seeing 
it for myself.”

Doug is hopeful the labour movement will show up in support of the 
Fairy Creek blockade.

“I can see it, out of all the guys I know at the union,” he said. “Every-
one loves the forest and loves this island. They like taking care of their 
environment. Just come on out, make a presence. Show that we care. 
There's a lot of people out here that don't have the ability to stay out 
here all the time. So, come do it.”
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“
It’s not about jobs and 

working people [versus] 

the environment, I think 

they go hand in hand.”

Meagan Goudreault
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BCGEU members involved in talks work in 

these sectors:

31,700 
public service members 

who bargain with the provincial government, 

including social workers, correctional officers, 

wildfire fighters, environmental enforcement staff, 

and many more

 22,000 
health care members 

who bargain with the Health Employers Associa-

tion of BC, including community health workers, 

mental health and addictions services, health 

science professionals and long-term care workers

 15,000 
community social services workers 

who bargain with the Community Social Ser-

vices Employers’ Association, including resi-

dential care aides for people with disabilities, 

workers in Indigenous and women’s services, 

and addiction treatment

 7,200 
post-secondary instructors and support staff 

who bargain with the Post-Secondary Employers’ 

Association and individual post-secondary institutes

 Public Service 

The BCGEU’s public service bargaining unit is the 

single largest bargaining unit in B.C. and is made 

up of a main agreement covering over 30,000 BC-

GEU members employed in B.C.’s public service, 

along with five component agreements, which 

cover specific occupational groups. 

In preparation for negotiations, members have 

had the opportunity to provide their direct input 

on issues most important to them through a bar-

gaining survey and a poll. In addition, delegates 

from across the province gathered in Vancouver 

in November at a bargaining conference to deter-

mine bargaining priorities. 

Thousands of comments were received from the 

bargaining survey and the overwhelming priori-

ties members identified included: wage increases, 
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With the recent shift to returning to campus, safe-

ty is the focus. 

"Returning to the office has brought on a lot of 

anxiety,” he said. “The institution follows Provin-

cial Health Orders, but I have two kids. I do ques-

tion how I am going to keep them safe when I have 

to be on campus most of the time." 

Wong hopes to see improved collective agree-

ment language regarding remote work, sick days, 

wages and internal wage parity. 

"Working from home meant less travel which was 

helpful,” said Cam McRobb, an automotive In-

structor at Okanagan College and the Instructors' 

Bargaining Council Chair. “But during the initial 

closure, the employer wanted to move classes 

online with no inclination of how much effort and 

time that takes. The employer thinks, 'you strug-

gled, but you got the job done’. Of course, we did. 

We want to ensure the students’ success. Support 

from the employer would have been helpful." 

McRobb also said wages have significantly lost 

pace with inflation, and he hopes to see increases, 

plus improved work atmosphere and benefits.

 Health 

Almost 20,000 members in health care delivery 

are preparing for negotiations in the new year. 

This includes the Health Facilities Subsector 

(FBA), Health Science Professionals (HSP) and the 

Community Health Bargaining Association (CBA) 

where BCGEU is the lead union.

Members in the FBA provide personal care, house-

keeping, building maintenance, laundry, dietary, 

security and rehabilitation services at institutional 

and long-term-care facilities, among other ser-

vices. Members under the HSP agreement work 

as social program officers, environmental health 

officers, public health inspectors, recreation 

therapists, occupational therapists, medical lab-

oratory technologists and more. Under the CBA, 

members work as community health workers, 

support workers, administrative support workers, 

program coordinators, therapy aides and detox 

workers.

Throughout the pandemic members have been 

working on the front lines to make sure our prov-

ince’s most vulnerable get the care and services 

they need. Others in administrative roles have 

been instrumental in working “behind the scenes” 

to help home support agencies and health author-

ities continue to serve the public.

In this round of bargaining, members across these 

agreements are looking to achieve wage and 

benefit improvements, address staffing shortag-

es, scheduling and workload issues and improve 

workplace safety. These dedicated professionals 

are ready to work in solidarity to negotiate new 

agreements that recognize and reward their roles 

as a critical lifeline to so many in our communities.

For BCGEU member Mikhail Elsay, a wildfire 

assistant in the Kamloops Fire Centre, this 

past wildfire season – the third worst on re-

cord – stretched his and coworkers’ capacity 

to the breaking point. 

“With climate change, the fire seasons are be-

coming more complex,” said Elsay. “They’re no 

longer just four months long. They’re making the 

news. They’re creating states of emergencies. 

What the public may not know is the sheer num-

ber of hats we wear, or the breadth of knowledge, 

decision-making experience, time and resources 

we need to effectively fight such fires.”

A recent public poll that our union commis-

sioned confirms that British Columbians agree 

with Elsay. Two-thirds of respondents said 

wildfire seasons are getting more intense, half 

have been personally impacted by wildfires, 

and 85 per cent believe more should be done 

to prepare and prevent wildfires.

Despite all this, the BC Wildfire Service (BCWS) 

is still based on a seasonal model that em-

ploys less than 15 per cent of its nearly 2,000 

frontline wildfire workers in full-time regular 

positions. These positions tend to be filled by 

more experienced wildfire fighters, taking on 

more supervision and operational responsi-

bility for stable pay, benefits, and hours. How-

ever, during the fire season, their expertise 

is needed on the frontlines, and they end up 

attempting to fill both roles with insufficient 

capacity and no additional compensation. The 

conditions for workers in seasonal positions 

are also unsustainable.

“Every year I get laid off and lose my extended 

health benefits until I’m re-hired,” said Elsay. 

“I rely on overtime to make a living, which the 

employer wants us to do because there’s more 

work than workers. Because overtime isn’t 

pensionable, some coworkers are doing a year 

of work in fewer months, which takes a huge 

toll on the body and mind. Yet, according to 

the pension clock, they can’t retire any earlier 

than 65. In the meantime, they’re burning out 

and quitting. It’s scary, losing those with six to 

15 years of experience, those who know what 

they’re doing on the fire frontlines.”

As a result, B.C.’s public wildfire service is 

struggling to meet British Columbians’ safety 

needs. To rectify this, the BCGEU is calling on 

the provincial government to flip the seasonal 

model on its head and implement – with input 

from members – a year-round service model 

that is sustainable over the long term.

“Every single BCGEU wildfire member is a 

professional doing an incredible job, and 

88 per cent of British Columbians support 

increasing their compensation, given the na-

ture of the job they do,” said Stephanie Smith, 

BCGEU president. “If we’re serious about 

protecting our communities, economies, and 

ecosystems, it’s time to radically rethink our 

entire wildfire service model – including how 

we recruit and retain top quality, professional 

wildfire fighters.”

“I think we’ll always have and need a seasonal 

workforce, but seasonal doesn’t mean unpro-

fessional or not wanting to make a career of 

wildfire fighting,” said Elsay. “The workforce is 

ready and willing to be leveraged for preven-

tion work, too. It’s definitely time for the BCWS 

to pivot and provide a year-round service.”

In early 2022, bargaining will be 
underway for more than 90 per cent of 
BCGEU members, as our union’s major 
sectors – public service, community 
social services, community health and 
post-secondary – will begin to negotiate 
new collective agreements.
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BRITISH COLUMBIA, IT’S  
TIME FOR A YEAR-ROUND  
WILDFIRE SERVICE

improved benefits, improved sick leave, robust 
remote work provisions, and finding solutions to 
recruitment and retention issues.

“The pandemic has shone a spotlight on how 
critically important public service workers are to 
British Columbians,” said BCGEU president Steph-
anie Smith. “They have worked incredibly hard 
through very challenging circumstances and need 
to be recognized for this.”

 Community Social Services 

Community Social Services members are hard-
working, caring professionals that you’ll find in 
every corner of British Columbia. They help and 
support the most vulnerable members of our 
communities, including youth at risk, women, 
people with disabilities, new Canadians, First 
Nations, and many others.

Whether it is supporting an adult or a child 
with developmental disabilities participate 
fully in their community, helping women flee 
a dangerous situation or supporting families 
through the mental stress of the pandemic 
and beyond, community social service workers 
make a positive impact on people.

“BCGEU members in community social services 
go above and beyond the call of duty,” said Andrea 
Duncan, vice-president of Component 3, Com-
munity Social Services. “They have been on the 
frontlines of not one, but two public health crises as 
both COVID-19 and the poisoned drug supply have 
made their working conditions even more difficult.”

Through surveys and member outreach, mem-
bers have raised issues such as staff shortages, 
burnout and the need for improved mental 
health supports, wage comparability with simi-
lar roles in the health sector and restoration of 
100 per cent of paid sick leave. 

“At the table, we will push for what members need 
so that our sector can be in a stronger position 
to recruit and retain qualified staff,” said Duncan.

BCGEU is the lead union of the 10-member 
Community Social Services Union Bargaining 
Association (CSSBA) covering three collective 
agreements: Community Living Services, General 
Services and Indigenous Services. Together, this 
represents over 16,000 unionized workers in the 
sector and more than 12,000 BCGEU members.

 Post-secondary 

As bargaining approaches for post-secondary 
institutions, members are grappling with ongoing 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

"Working from home allows for flexibility but it 
also means working harder and faster than ever 
before,” said Darryl Wong, operations assistant at 
the British Columbia Institute of Technology and 
Education Support Staff Bargaining Council Chair.  
“I can reach for my computer at any time." 
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Michelle McKenna, Road Foreman 
Local 1005

Michelle McKenna is a road foreman and Local 1005 chairperson. Maintaining B.C.’s highways is not 
something most people consider when they think about essential workers in the pandemic.

“It’s not easy to train somebody to just get into a piece of equipment and clear snow off the high-
way,” McKenna said, reflecting on what might have happened if there had been an outbreak that 
caused operations to shut down. “I think a lot of people don't think about highways — about what 
would happen if we weren't there.”

As in many workplaces, the pandemic also revealed gaps in sick pay coverage. While regular employ-
ees at her worksite are covered with full pay, auxiliary workers are not. 

“I think that that is why most people go to work sick, because you missed a week and then you're 
like, do I make my house payment or do I make my vehicle payment?” she said.

MEMBER TO MEMBER  
BUILDING CONNECTIONS 
AND A STRONGER UNION 
Getting more involved in your union is both rewarding and valuable 
and often starts with a personal connection.  Local officers engage 
in member-to-member outreach and look to build connections with 
BCGEU members in their community.  

Through this outreach, members learn more about workers’ rights, 
occupational health and safety, and education opportunities.

Building connections doesn’t just lead to better relationships; it builds 
a stronger union. As more members get involved in building power 
at our workplaces, it leads to a more engaged membership and puts 
our union in a position to bargain stronger collective agreements.

This year, Component 3 – Community Social Services (CSS) – took 
member-to-member outreach to the next level while embarking 
on an extensive project to reach out to the component’s entire 
membership of over 10,000 members. CSS members work in every 
community in the province in a number of related fields, such as 
supportive housing, mental health and addictions, women’s ser-
vices and Indigenous services.  

Component 3 was concerned about isolation and burnout. But, 
they were unable to do worksite visits or in-person gatherings, 
so the project focused on having meaningful conversations about 
mental health and supports for workers through text messaging 
and phone banks. 

“Connecting and listening is so core to our work as union activists,” 
said Linda Rowley, chairperson of Local 306. “We learned so much and 
it was rewarding to connect to folks we may not have been able to.”  

Through the project, local officers and activists received training 
on how to use technology tools to reach out to fellow members 
quickly and easily.

“Whenever you put a human face of our union on display, it is always 
fruitful,” said Brian Calderwood, first vice-chairperson of Local 301. “By 
meeting other members, it really hits home that we are all workers.”  

Edmund Quan,  
Correctional Officer  
Local 103

Edmund Quan has been a union steward since 
2011 and is the current chair for Local 103. In 
these roles, and as a front-line worker, he has 
been directly involved in addressing the im-
mense challenge of navigating the pandemic in 
correctional facilities – everything from health 
and safety protocols to fielding calls from con-
cerned members.

“One issue has come up again and again – sick 
pay,” Quan said. “Members who have had to 
self-isolate after exposure incidents, for 14 
days at a time, must go on the Short Term 
Illness and Injury Plan (STIIP), which is only 75 
per cent of regular pay. Some members have 
been told to isolate two or three times already. 
So, if you multiply 14 days times three, that’s 
quite a bit of income loss.” 

Quan feels positively about how our union has 
been able to proactively respond to the pan-
demic overall.

“I have to give kudos to the BCGEU OHS de-
partment on their continuous work on assisting 
members like myself, who sit on occupational 
health and safety committees, to have a louder 
voice and advocate more for workers on the 
front line,” he said.

Naz Sabharwal, Constituency Assistant for  
BC NDP Member of the Legislative Assembly  
Local 703

Naz Sabharwal is one of 176 Constituency Assistants (CAs) working for 
BC NDP Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) to provide critical 
services to B.C. communities. CAs manage the MLAs’ constituency of-
fices, helping thousands of people access government services such as 
child care and housing subsidies, COVID-19 resources, social assistance, 
disability and more. 

“It’s a very demanding role, and it has intensified during these times,” 
said Sabharwal, referring to COVID-19, as well as climate events like wild-
fires and the heat dome this past summer.

In August 2021, CAs took job action – refusing overtime and working-to-
rule – to let their employer know they deserved fair wages and working 
conditions commensurate with their responsibilities. Their united efforts 
brought the employer back to the table and, on Oct. 1, they ratified a 
fair and reasonable contract that will better ensure critical services are 
sustained for B.C. communities 

“Through showing commitment and solidarity, we have put ourselves 
in a better position for the next round of bargaining,” said Sabharwal. 
“Together, we have a stronger voice; together we have power.”

Kayla Woodruff, Social Worker 
Local 603

For social workers like Kayla Woodruff, working through COVID-19 has 
posed significant challenges. The need for workers to follow safety pro-
tocols like distancing and PPE has made the important work of building 
relationships with clients especially difficult. Caseload issues, which exist 
pre-pandemic, have also intensified.

“I noticed that when COVID-19 hit, the cases that we were receiving were 
much more complex. They required much more time,” she said. “But, the 
expectations of workers has remained relatively the same.” 

As the young worker representative for her local, Woodruff has seen how 
much pressure younger and newer members faced to work overtime. This 
is where being a union member makes a real difference. 

“I am so glad to be a union member during a pandemic because I’m not 
sure how else workers would have gotten by,” she said.
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Our local leaders work tirelessly to engage 
with members, defend members’ rights, and 
provide strong leadership within their locals 
and components. This work is vital to trans-
forming our worksites. Building relationships at 
work builds power to address local issues that 
matter. Connecting those issues to the larger 
union through locals and components is how 
we leverage that power to create change and 
improve working conditions for our members 
and our communities. 

With local officer elections around the corner in 
early 2022, BCGEU Learning is creating a new 
curriculum for local leadership training, and all 
newly elected and returning local officers will be 
invited to take this new course. This three-day 
in-person course will be part strategic planning, 

part skill building and part team building, with a 

focus on building strong locals. It will be an op-

portunity to come together in person to focus 

on relationships and knowledge building. 

Strong locals are the foundation of a strong 

union and sitting on the local executive is an im-

portant way to serve members and our union. 

The revised course builds on the experience 

and passion of local leaders, while providing 

tools to plan and engage more members. 

A diverse group of local executive members 

are currently working with the BCGEU Learning 

team to pilot the new curriculum, with an eye 

toward having the final version of the course 

will be available in early 2022.

In October, B.C.’s Seniors Advocate, Isobel Mackenzie, released her office’s first extensive review 
of the impacts of COVID-19 in long-term care. The report’s top recommendations called for what 
those working in the field already know: employers must provide adequate paid sick leave and 
improve staffing levels to prevent further outbreaks and deaths due to the virus.

Between March 2020 and February 2021, the report found that where employers provided fewer days 
of paid sick leave, larger outbreaks were more likely to occur. While some workers have up to 18 paid 
sick days per year, others only have 2.5 – far too low. When it comes to staffing, 75 per cent reported 
their worksite was always, usually or sometimes understaffed and overtime increased by 178 per cent.

These findings underline longstanding issues in long-term care that started when the BC Liberal 
government passed healthcare laws that allowed privatization to proliferate in this sector in the 
early 2000s. This destabilized working conditions, diminished levels of care and created a general 
crisis in the sector. Sadly, the patchwork system that resulted left long-term care residents, and 
those that care for them, vulnerable to the virus.

Mackenzie commended workers – including over 5,600 BCGEU members in long-term care 
– for their tremendous efforts and dedication over a 19-month marathon that continues to 
this day. Our union thanks the seniors advocate for another important investigation as we 
continue to advocate for the conditions of care both workers and seniors deserve.

To learn more and view the full list of recommendations go to: bcgeu.ca/seniorsreport

When the BCGEU’s organizing 
department got a call in 
May 2021 from a teacher at 
the Sikh Academy in Surrey, 
working conditions were 
difficult, to say the least. 

"Things were very intense," a worker com-
mented. "The board governing the school had 
changed, they fired a supportive principal, and 
tried to get us all to sign a really restrictive 
contract. There were traumatic things happen-
ing, with security guards and everything, and 
the kids were seeing it."

Workers decided they had to do something to 
protect themselves as well as the environment 
for the kids.

After contacting several other unions, the 
workers got in touch with BCGEU. 

"Everybody pointed to the BCGEU," said one 
teacher. "The organizer was so helpful, and 
really understood the unique cultural needs of 
our community. We had materials translated 
into Punjabi, and so much flexibility in the 
campaign. It was the right decision to organize 
our union with the BCGEU." 

As with any unionization drive, organizing 
is hard but rewarding work. Teachers went 
over contact lists, made one-on-one calls, 
and had long conversations with colleagues 
about how belonging to a union would give 
them the capacity to improve their working 
conditions.

 "I would call my coworkers and say, don't be 
afraid! If we all unite, we are stronger. We can 
make change," remembered one worker. "We 
are here for the kids."

The certification vote took place in mid-June, 
and then the task of negotiating a collective 
agreement began. 

"It's an arduous process the first time, but it 
will bring long-term solutions,” a member of 
the bargaining committee remarked.

Staff at the Sikh Academy are hopeful about 
the stability that forming a union will bring. 

"We want to be treated with dignity and re-
spect," said one teacher. "We are the first Sikh 
school to unionize, which is a very big deal." 

"It will be a relief to feel safe in our environment, 
to have equality for all of us, and a productive 
environment where kids are at the forefront,” 
said another. 

Negotiations are ongoing, but they hope to 
have an agreement in place soon. 

"It's an excellent idea to form a union,” said 
teachers when asked for advice they'd give 
other workers hoping to unionize. “It's impera-
tive that you stay united throughout the whole 
process, and in the end, you know you will have 
the freedom to enjoy your rights.” 

The Sikh Academy is a non-profit, private elemen-
tary school in Surrey that offers Sikh cultural/re-
ligious teachings in addition to the regular school 
curriculum. The school has 58 employees.

If you, or anyone you know, wants to find out 
about joining the BCGEU, call 604-291-0611 or 
email organizing@bcgeu.ca – all conversations 
are confidential. 

BCGEU WELCOMES THE FIRST  
SIKH SCHOOL IN BC TO UNIONIZE

“
I would call my 

coworkers and say,  

don't be afraid! If we all 

unite, we are stronger.  

We can make change.”

Sikh Academy worker

NEW MEMBERS
IN 2021

 Sooke Family  

 Resources Society 

community social services (CSS),  
a range of services (Sooke)

 IDM Youth Services Inc. 

CSS, child & youth support (Victoria)

 Options Community  

 Services Society 

CSS, club house workers  
(Lower Mainland)

 YMCA  

 Djavad Mowafaghian 

Child care (Vancouver)

 Sikh Academy 

Education (Surrey)

 First Unitarian  

 Fellowship  

 of Nanaimo 

Homeless services (Nanaimo)

LOCAL LEADERSHIP TRAINING

SENIORS ADVOCATE 
SICK LEAVE AND UNDERSTAFFING IN LONG-TERM CARE
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You have to act as if it  
were possible to radically 

transform the world. And you 
have to do it all the time.” 

Angela Davis

“

BCG EU  L E A R N I N G
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Where you shop 
does make

a difference


