
The past century of labour history in British Columbia has made one thing abundantly clear: 
workers rights are earned, not granted. British Columbia has been at the forefront of the 
Canadian labour movement since its inception, beginning with the Vancouver Island Coal Strike 
in 1912. When their demands for safer working conditions were refused, the miners in 
Cumberland put down their tools and called a strike. Six years later, when local organizer 
Ginger Goodwin was shot they downed tools again, as did their brothers and sisters in 
Vancouver, leading to Canada’s first General Strike. Today, young people who did not spend 
their formative years attending the annual Miner’s Memorial weekend in Cumberland might 
forget that the rights we enjoy were won by working men and women who were willing to risk 
their livelihoods and fight for safe working conditions, fair wages, and the right to organize. But 
we mustn’t forget, because without constant vigilance these hard-won rights will slowly be 
eroded. This is made clear every time employers or the governments they support try to 
privatize our hospital workers, to strip our teachers of their bargaining rights, or to deny our 
paramedics fair compensation. While the unions that represent these workers have 
continuously defended their members against these attacks, workers in newer sectors that lack 
a history of labour activism are being preyed upon.  
 
In 2001, the BC Liberals decided that the best way to make British Columbia an attractive 
destination for high tech companies would be to strip BC workers of their rights. Under their 
“New Era” policies, “high technology professionals” were exempted from sections of the 
Employment Standards Act, setting aside language defining maximum work hours and overtime 
pay. In the deadline-oriented world of technology, this has led to an exploited class of highly-
educated workers being pressured to work sixty-hour weeks for no additional compensation. 
To add insult to injury, Canadian high-tech salaries are typically well below the North American 
average, with programmers in Vancouver earning roughly half of what an equivalently qualified 
programmer in the United States makes. Young workers continue to be encouraged to pursue 
careers in the rapidly growing technology sector. Unfortunately, we can expect salaries to 
continue to stagnate and working conditions to remain substandard as competition for 
positions increases, unless something changes.   
 
British Columbia’s high-technology workers need to organize!  A union can support them to 
achieve labour code changes that will give them the same rights as other workers, and protect 
them from being exploited by an industry that is posting record profits while they are 
undercompensated. The labour movement in British Columbia has a long history of promoting 
positive change for all workers and addressing inequities in working conditions. Our history 
proves that when workers are willing to stand together and protest for positive change, we all 
benefit. 
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British Columbians have a diverse and evolving set of values that shape and reshape the 
province. These evolving values have given British Columbia (BC) a long history of protest and 
activism that continue to change the province to support these new values. By studying a series 
of protests known as the Clayoquot protests, it provides a comprehensive look at a protest that 
succeeded in its cause. The Clayoquot protests can provide insight and lessons for today’s trade 
unions about how to lead a successful protest.   
 
Clayoquot Sound is located in a temperate rainforest on the West Coast of Vancouver Island. In 
1980, a logging company called MacMillian Bloedel was given permission by the BC government 
to clear-cut large areas of Clayoquot Sound and its surroundings. In April 1993, the Clayoquot 
protests began with protesters setting up blockades and picketing a logging road to stop loggers 
from reaching their site. Every day, hundreds of protesters would block the same logging road 
and the RCMP would arrest protesters until the blockades came down and the road reopened. 
The Clayoquot protests continued for three months until the protest camp was dismantled. In 
1996, the BC government negotiated for MacMillian Bloedel loggers to continue logging the 
area only in an ecologically sound manner. In 2000, the area was recognized as a UNESCO 
biosphere reserve that balances conservation and economic development.  
 
By studying the Clayoquot protests, today’s trade unions can learn a great deal. It is clear that 
three specific factors helped the Clayoquot protests succeed in its cause. The factors include a 
clear goal, a diverse and nonviolent group of protesters, and stamina to ensure change 
happens. If today’s trade unions had the need to protest, learning from the Clayoquot protests 
and applying the factors that made it successful is important. With the three factors, the 
Clayoquot protesters were able to gain mass media attention and worldwide support to 
pressure the BC government into changing the logging practices around Clayoquot Sound. Since 
today’s trade unions are large and diverse, it is important to look at the Clayoquot protests 
from the viewpoint of MacMillian Bloedel loggers. The loggers were seen as the antagonists in 
the protests, however, they were just trying to complete their job. The lesson that can be 
learned from this situation is government authorization is no longer sufficient to ensure project 
commencement because of growing citizen oversight. By participating in community 
engagement and compromise before the logging project started, the Clayoquot protests might 
have been prevented. 
 
Protest and activism are significant actions that help make change possible. When protest and 
activism happen, conversations are started and people begin to think critically and debate what 
can make things better. As seen with the Clayoquot protests, a worldwide conversation about 
clear-cut logging was started and directly caused a change in logging practices in BC. Whether 
protest and activism are immediately successful or not, it makes people consider new ideas and 
reflect on their own values. When this happens, change has already begun. 
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As a front line worker for two BCGEU member organizations I have experienced first hand the 
vital role that protest and activism play in creating change. Even in unionized workplaces, 
employees must continue to defend their rights as work environments evolve and new risks 
arise.  
 
I began working in homeless shelters in 2016 as opioid overdoses were skyrocketing and 
employees were responding to these crises on a daily basis. While management was 
compassionate, they were reluctant to acknowledge the accumulated trauma of these stressful, 
high risk interventions or take steps to reduce the harms experienced by workers. I watched as 
the trauma of overdoses was normalized within the workplace culture, creating an atmosphere 
where symptoms of PTSD and chronic stress were shamed and medical expectations were 
imposed upon staff with no medical training. In this blame culture, even union representatives 
were hesitant to push for adequate protections.    
 
As more employees quit and showed symptoms of trauma, management continued to resist 
any changes, blaming budgetary restrictions. Some employees began to protest in their own 
ways: refusing to work at higher risk sites, organizing to support each other, pressuring 
management and contacting the BCGEU and Work Safe BC. Once the BCGEU and Work Safe BC 
became involved, the situation began to slowly improve with increases in pay, staff levels and 
mental health supports. Although the situation did improve, my experience at my other 
workplace highlighted how change could have happened sooner and without this degree of 
trauma to workers.  
 
I was hired by Withdrawal Management in 2017 as the opioid epidemic continued to escalate. I 
was shocked by the adequate levels and training of staff and the degree of support available to 
all employees. I was not expected to perform medical tasks and any potentially dangerous, high 
stress incidents were immediately addressed by management. It quickly became clear that the 
strength of the union was foundational to this difference. Management encouraged front line 
staff to engage with the union and representatives of the union within the workplace were 
vocal, fearlessly discussing perceived problems with management and connecting with all new 
employees to ensure they were comfortable airing any concerns. In this context, incidents were 
promptly investigated and new measures were regularly put in place to protect everyone’s 
safety.  
 
The contrast of my employment positions has taught me that being a part of a union is a 
valuable safeguard, but if workers do not speak up when their rights are being violated and 
their safety put at risk these protections will be eroded and hazards normalized. The need for 
activism and protest does not end when a union is joined or formed, it is an essential mindset 
of being aware, voicing concerns and refusing to accept unsafe conditions. This state of 
continual activism must be kept alive in the workplace as new risks will eventually arise and 
may go unaddressed if union representatives and all employees do not bravely defend our 
rights and safety in the workplace. 
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Unions like the BCGEU can learn a lot from BC’s long history of union organization, protest and activism. 
We often learn best from our mistakes and we can learn a lot from mistakes we have made when 
working with Indigenous peoples. Indigenous people have not always enjoyed a good relationship with 
unions in Canada. It’s a part of our past that is often overlooked. Unions played a role in the systemic 
and often deliberate exclusion of Indigenous people from waged work. (Fernandez and Silver, 7) 
 
Those discriminatory practices were unethical and illogical. Indigenous workers were punished for their 
independence. 
  
“Employers preferred Europeans because, like Chinese wage labourers, they did not have the same 
access to non-capitalist means of subsistence and so were more dependent upon their waged jobs and 
could be more easily controlled, and even more because, as European settlement grew, racist 
constructions of Indigenous workers were used to justify European employment”. (Fernandez and Silver, 
5) 
 
The practices were Illogical because they excluded highly skilled workers because of racism. For 
example, in the 1950s, strict union rules around leaves of absence and seniority pushed Indigenous 
workers out of work on BC docs. This occurred even though Indigenous longshoremen were described 
as “the greatest men that ever worked the lumber”  (Fernandez and Silver, 7)   
 
They also made the mistake of focusing on the past and not the future. In Canada, 
 
 “Indigenous workers are the future. In Manitoba, a dominant demographic trend is the rapid growth 
and the younger than average age of the Indigenous population and the resultant dramatic growth in 
the proportion of labour market entrants who are, and even more in future will be, people of Indigenous 
descent”. (Fernandez and Silver, 8) 
 
Things are looking up and we can clearly see that unions are improving. One of the most compelling 
examples happened in 2016 when the BCGEU signed the First Nations Solidarity Accord. (BCGEU 2016) 
Indigenous lead protests to the Kinder Morgan pipeline expansion show us that activism and protest can 
make significant change possible. Because of the unyielding protest movement, Kinder Morgan has 
suspended all non-essential spending and is threatening to cancel the pipeline project. (De Souza and 
Meyer 2018) 
 
A second example is the BCGEU Equity and Human Rights Conference held June 2017. During the 
conference, workers of colour, aboriginal workers, workers with disabilities and LGBT workers met to 
discuss what the union could do to support workers from these under represented groups. I had the 
opportunity to attend and Rise Up! It was one of the most profound experiences of my working life.  
 
Going forward it is clear that unions are needed. For Grace-Edward Galabuzi, the historical experience in 
Canada for racialized workers shows that,  
 
“perhaps no institution represents as much promise in empowering racialized workers to overcome 
their oppression in the labour market as does organized labour.... For Canada’s racialized group 
members to make significant progress in the labour market, they need the union advantage the power 
of collective bargaining. “ (Fernandez and Silver, 9) 
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Throughout the history of the working man, there have been many ups and downs regarding 
the fairness and equality of the treatment of employees by the larger companies that they work 
for. In the past, workers would have to fight for simple things that presently may be taken for 
granted in the workplace. Working in the trades has not always been easy or safe for many 
people, but activists and powerful protests from fed up workers has changed the way that work 
places in the trades function. Now, unions have been created by workers to protect vulnerable 
employees and their working rights from potential corporate corruption.  
In 1987, the British Columbia government imposed a collection of labour laws, known as Bill 19, 
that made labourers susceptible to harsh work environments by the companies they worked for 
and took away their rights to unionize and strike, among many other controversial changes. 
Due to this unfair change to labour laws, the “British Columbia Federation of Labour organized 
a so- called boycott of this new legislation which grew to affect almost 300,000 provincial 
workers and their unions” (Goldberg-Hiller, 1996). This boycott unified many unions to come 
together to fight for the rights of labour’s and showed the significant power that unions have 
for – or against- the law.  
 
The boycott lasted for 5 years until 1992 when the NDP government repealed the law as they 
promised to do with their election. The people who were a part of the protest Bill 19 stood 
strong against the implementation of the intense changes. The protests by the union activists is 
what made the repeal of bill 19 truly possible. Without immense protests by the people who 
were a part of the unions that were affected by the changes, others in British Columbia would 
not have known about the issue at hand. The protests allowed other residents of BC to 
understand the change that needed to occur, and perhaps encouraged the people to vote NDP 
to allow for the repeal of Bill 19. 
 
The strength of the unions who were a part of the boycott was impeccable and brought to light 
the true effects that unions have on the government and the choices that are made for the 
labourers of British Columbia. As a collective group of workers, they changed the way that their 
working lives would be by sticking to what they knew was right. Today, trade unions know that 
their strength exists in numbers and that positive change to labour laws can be made possible if 
they maintain their solidarity. The trade unions are able to protect workers from corruption 
from the government and large companies by choosing to fight for what they know is right.  
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Connection and Conversation as Activism 
 
Protest and activism is often thought of as large marches of people fighting for a cause or 
intricate political art installations but what I see, working in harm reduction, is change coming 
from the simple conversations, from one person living and explaining their truth to another. 
This more subtle form of activism is what I will address in this essay. This approach to change is 
one that is often overlooked but one that I have seen creating great change in my community.   
 
Working as a community level educator, I watch as people passionately but respectfully express 
their opinion to one another. Creating a safe environment for differing people to come together 
and express their perspectives, contemplate their opinions and truly listen to others can affect 
societal change. It is not uncommon for me to have a conversation with a community member 
that is riddled with stigma. Before meeting or knowing a person that is heavily involved with 
substance use, people tend to look down upon this behaviour. But when you spend time 
getting to know these folks, you realize they are just like everyone else. I explain to these 
community members that people using substances need, just like we all do, to be treated with 
respect and dignity, to be listened to about their needs, and to be shown care. I have seen 
these conversations lead to change in someone's perspective and I believe that change ripples 
outward.  
 
Trade unions commonly utilize this kind of activism in their work. This style of activism works to 
keep trade unions grounded, keep them working for the people. By talking with people working 
on the frontlines and learning what it is that they do, trade unions can listen to what these folks 
need and work to implement those changes. This means engaging shop stewarts and actively 
keeping them involved in decision making. Creating working groups that are comprised of 
people from all levels of an organization and having union staff that truly listen and care about 
the people they are working for. Keeping in mind the importance of this activism will benefit 
not only the union but the people and organizations in that union. 
 
Protest and activism is paramount for the change of our society to a gentler, more fair and 
compassionate culture. But protest and activism come in many forms, we need the marches 
and the art installations but we also need vulnerable people working at a community level, 
willing to share their opinions and take a risk, going against the mainstream beliefs or customs. 
People making change through connection, by moving through difference, and by having those 
hard conversations. Change happens piece by piece and person to person. 
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Trade Unions As a Transformative Force: Reflections on Capitalism and Colonialism 
 
“I often think of what a wonderful and powerful nation we could all have if our Indian way could 
influence it. Nobody would go without and nobody would have so much wealth that they couldn’t spend 
it in their lifetime.” – Dave Elliott Sr., W̱SÁNEĆ 
 
I am writing as a 2spirit Red River Métis person. I have been an uninvited visitor to Lkwungen and 
W̱SÁNEĆ territories since 2008. My work is grounded in harm reduction and social justice through a 
decolonizing lens. 
 
From its inception as a settler province, ‘BC’ has been profoundly shaped by the intertwined forces of 
capitalism and colonialism. We cannot talk about these violences without talking about resistance. 
Indigenous activism has always opposed these forces as systems toxic to Indigenous lands, relationships, 
and ways of being. I believe that trade unions can learn from this history of Indigenous resistance and 
play a positive role beyond the interest of individual workers advancing within capitalism. Unions have 
the potential to help dismantle capitalist economies that are toxic to wage labourers and these lands by 
working with Indigenous nations to establish economies and ways of relating within the workforce 
based on consent, respect, and care. 
 
Prior to colonization, Indigenous economies of these lands included weaving, gathering, agriculture, 
hunting, and fishing. Indigenous communities and societies have always worked together and traded 
with each other, not only to obtain material goods but also as a tangible manifestation of confirming 
relationships between our peoples.,  
 
European settlement in this area began in 1778 and British settlers subsequently established a large fur 
trade facilitated through Fort Victoria as a major trading post for the Hudson’s Bay Company. In early 
times Coastal Peoples retained control of their own labour power, the labour process, and most of their 
territories.  In the mid-1800s the rapid expansion of European settlement, mining and logging industries, 
culture, social-political systems, and capitalist modes of relationship and production significantly 
changed Indigenous economies and social relationships.  
 
Indigenous people have always resisted extermination and assimilation, and sought to uphold and 
restore Indigenous ways of being and relating. At the same time, the impacts of colonization have made 
it impossible to fully maintain Indigenous economies. Being able to restore these requires a deep 
transformation of the economies and related relationships that currently operate on these lands. 
 
Trade unions control labour that keeps capitalist systems rolling so have tremendous potential as forces 
that can transform economies. But traditional labour politics, while making important advances in 
improving conditions for workers within capitalism, have not thus far resulted in decolonization of our 
relationships to work, lands, or each other. As Indigenous activist Natalie Knight puts it, “Class politics 
that advocate for reforms and for preventing the clawback of social democracy policies can sometimes 
get absorbed into state politics where colonization is still the invisible structure.” I hold hope that trade 
unions will engage in the more radical work of opposing capitalism and colonialism. 
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“There is nothing more majestic than the determined courage of individuals willing to suffer 
and sacrifice for the freedom and dignity”  
 
These words, uttered decades ago by Martin Luther King Jr. in the midst of the Civil Rights 
Movement could not ring more true today. In a world where protest and activism serve as 
inspiring mediums for vocalizing dissent and mobilizing marginalized groups for change, it has 
become increasingly evident that activism is a courageous sacrifice that should not go 
unnoticed. Without the work put in by African-American activists in  to repeal Jim Crow laws in 
the 1960s or the brave fervor of democratic protesters in Tunisia during 2010 – the socio-
political landscape of countries around the world would be drastically different today.  
 
The history that accompanies protest and activism is complex, peppered by tragedy and hard-
fought victories. Today’s trade unions must look at both outcomes of activism in order to best 
inform their work. It is often from the dichotomies that we can learn the most: the victories and 
the losses, the passion and the logistical precision, the masses and the single figure who unites 
them. Close to home, the student protests of 1921 at the University of British Columbia serve as 
an exemplary example of what coordinated and directed activism can look like. Students 
worked together, unified by the common goal of persuading the provincial government to 
complete the Point Grey campus, therefore bringing an end to over-crowded conditions. Their 
application of learned academic concepts enabled them to build an effective publicity 
campaign, shining a spotlight on the government’s short-comings. Simultaneously, their passion 
to better the state of higher-education in for themselves and generations to come built a 
movement that the public could get behind. Trade unions today can look at this history and find 
inspiration from it. Effective activism doesn’t need millions of dollars or big name backers to be 
worth the public’s time.  
 
Looking at my own father’s experiences as an activist in post-revolutionary political landscape 
of Iran, I have come to understand where the shortcomings of activism and protest are rooted. 
Following the Revolution of 1979, numerous activist and interest groups fought to win influence 
in the new Republic. And yet, only one prevailed and continues to prevail to this day – the 
religious clerics. They had it all: communication, a leader to get behind, and a unified promise 
for the masses. Overnight, they transformed a secular monarchy into a theocracy and it has 
remained that way as ever since. From this historical incident, a clear lesson emerges for trade 
unions and the activists who populate them. Though internal discourse is vital for healthy and 
robust debate, it is also essential to present yourselves as a unified front when fighting for a 
cause that must be won. Around the world, those who fight for freedom, democracy, and 
human rights have been rightfully disappointed by the outcome in Iran. But they also have an 
obligation to learn from this historical shortfall; fighting for change on any side of the political 
spectrum requires unity, clarity, and a zeal that people can get behind. 
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As a Canadian, I am proud of the successes my home and native land has accomplished. 
However, I understand that many of these achievements were only possible through tough 
days and hard work. It was through numerous protests and social movements that changes 
were made, and these changes continue to affect us today, and many everyday institutions 
such as trade unions should take notice. 
Ginger Goodwin’s story comes to mind when pondering the topic of activism and unions in BC. 
Having donned a mining helmet in both Britain and Canada, he noticed the extensive dangers in 
the field in both nations. He recognised the needs for improvements in the mining industry and 
acted in various strikes. On the day of Goodwins’s death, the province’s workers put down their 
tools and went on strike to protest his shooting; they saw him as a hero and champion for their 
rights. This first general strike in British Columbia turned Ginger Goodwin into a symbol of the 
struggles of BC workers. He believed unions were key to better lives for working people and 
was a powerful voice for the workers of the province. Although it may have been his death that 
sparked immediate response, his previous actions through his life epitomised the need for and 
success of protest and activism. 
 
One can also look to Helena Gutteridge, whose untiring activism for women’s rights led not only 
to white women gaining the vote in BC, but also a 1918 minimum wage act introduced in the 
province, one of the first in Canada. Through this woman’s hard the status quo in the 1900s was 
shattered; her fight for women's and workers' rights did not go unnoticed. 
Furthermore, my province is on the unceded territories of First Peoples, though it was only 
recently that I recall being informed of this at school. Although this is a simple gesture, it shows 
that our province is slowly acknowledging the indigenous population more and more. It moves 
me that my region’s First Nations have succeeded in fighting for recognition by the general 
public. In the news, talks of indigenous leaders protesting the Kinder-Morgan expansion 
through my hometown puts a smile on my face. For now, pipeline expansion projects have 
been temporarily stopped. Even if it’s late, I’m glad to see the growing influence of these great 
First Peoples in their native locales.  
 
When being polite fails, it is activism that gets the government’s (and the public’s) attention. 
And from indigenous issues to workers’ rights, unions must take it all in. Often, it is unions who 
fight to conquer racism and prejudice in the workplace. And, as Ginger Goodwin wanted, it is 
unions who make workers feel safe while working, and who help them when they don’t. I 
haven’t experienced being involved in a union, but I know their vital role in our society. All I ask 
of them is to listen to their members and look at issues as big as mining deaths or as small as an 
insensitive remark. 
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British Columbia has been shaped over time due to its history of protests and activism. This 
essay will explore protests and activism in British Columbia, while utilizing a historical example 
and analyzing two components—lessons that can be learned by trade unions and the 
importance of protests in making change possible. By analyzing a historical example, it can be 
seen that protests and activism can play a major role in implementing change within an 
organization, which can play a vital role in shaping British Columbia. 
 
The historical example that will be utilized for this essay is one that had a direct impact on 
myself. I have worked at numerous homeless shelters through two organizations (both BCGEU). 
At one homeless shelter in particular—a new schedule was announced for full-time employees. 
The schedule was not conducive to employee overall health, wellness, and work-life balance 
and as a result caused exhaustion and increased the potential for burn out amongst employees, 
which impacted overall client care. Employees eventually went on strike and the strike resulted 
in negotiations and schedule changes. Through this situation and along with the support of the 
BCGEU, a protest was able to result in change that had a positive impact on employees, client 
care, and the homeless sector in British Columbia.  
 
There are various lessons that can be learned through the impact of trade unions on change in 
that they offer employees protection and a voice on important matters. The most important 
lesson that can be learned by trade unions is how much power there is to impact change 
through protest. Historical protests have proven that employees/trade unions can fight for not 
only their rights but for the rights of others as well. As employees play such a vital role in these 
organizations, their absence through a protest can force changes and shape organizations 
moving forward.  
 
Protests can play an important role in creating change in both organizations and in British 
Columbia especially in cases where conditions are directly affecting employees and thus 
indirectly affecting those they serve. If all other forms of approaching the issue have been 
exhausted, protests have shown to be effective in creating change in a positive way; however, 
employees participating in a protest must be mindful of those they serve and ensure that they 
are still receiving proper care as it would be counterproductive to protest for better patient 
care in a way that imposes on patient care. In the example above, the protest proved to be 
effective in that it forced change and positively impacted client care moving forward. 
 
Through utilizing a historical example, this essay was able to examine protests and activism in 
terms of lessons that can be learned by trade unions and the importance of protests have in 
making change possible. By analyzing a historical example, it can be seen that protests and 
activism can play a major role in implementing change within an organization, which can play a 
vital role in shaping British Columbia. 
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Today’s trade unions can look to British Columbia’s long history of activism for inspiration and 
wisdom. Reflecting on hard-fought victories of the past, we see that civil disobedience is a 
necessary practice worthy of study and continued protection. British Columbia has amassed an 
impressive reputation for standing up to injustice in areas as diverse as labour, residential 
school protests, indigenous rights, gay rights, affordable housing, and the environment, just to 
name a few. Today we will discuss the importance of making one’s cause relevant to a wider 
audience and using both traditional media and social media to build a critical mass of support. 
Today’s trade unions should continue to take lessons such as this into consideration as they 
work to achieve far-reaching, inclusive, meaningful change that will benefit the people of British 
Columbia.  
 
We know from the success of past protests that gaining public support is vital and that winning 
the hearts and minds of the people is what ultimately stimulates change. We can see this at 
work when reflecting back on the Clayoquot Protests, also sometimes called the War of the 
Woods, a protest that took place on Vancouver Island in 1993 in the interest of protecting old 
growth forests from logging companies. This issue gained worldwide attention when 900 
protesters, including locals and First Nation groups, were seen on television being arrested for 
nonviolently blocking passage of the logging vehicles. People everywhere were moved by these 
images and protests were held at Canadian embassies worldwide. Finally, due to international 
pressure, the protesters prevailed and the forests of Clayoquot Sound were left intact. 
Traditional media was able to inspire awareness and bring change to Clayoquot Sound. This was 
the first environmental case of its kind and acted as a blue print for similar issues in the future.  
 
Nowadays, activists can of course also look to social networking to reach many people and can 
tailor messages even more carefully. Trade unions should not underestimate the power of their 
social media networks to kickstart far-reaching national and international support for just 
causes. It is especially important now, in an era of increasing interest and awareness among 
previously disengaged individuals. Interest can be spurred with a powerful catchphrase, video, 
photo, or hashtag that creates enough buzz online. Recent years have given us the rallying cry 
#metoo; have shown us viral live-streaming videos of police brutality; and have sent us images 
of activists under physical threat while protesting pipelines. Each one of these examples 
sparked subsequent activism that continues to accumulate public interest and support.   
 
In short, today’s BC trade unions have a wealth of historical inspiration on which to draw when 
it comes to activism and can look to maximizing message effectiveness on traditional and social 
networking in order to gain the support of as many people as possible. Successful protests of 
the far and recent past show that taking these steps with make change a real possibility. 
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From the On-to-Ottawa Trek, to the Post Office Sit-Down Strike, to Operation Solidarity, British 
Columbia has a long history of protest and activism that has shaped our province. There are 
several lessons that today’s trade unions may learn from this history, the most important one 
being that one must always be willing to stand up for what is right. In the Knowledge Network 
series “Working people: a history of Labour in British Columbia” (Proudfoot & McLennan, 
2013), one interesting story was that of Bea Zucco, whose husband Jack Zucco was a miner who 
developed silicosis – a job-related lung disease - in the 1940s.  
 
The Zuccos applied to the Workers Compensation Board for a silicosis pension, but were turned 
down four times, due to lack of medical evidence. Bea had a family to raise, so she fought the 
decision: she brought her family to the steps of the BC Legislature, and staged a sit-down 
protest. She then drove all over the province in an effort to gain support for her husband’s 
plight. When her husband died in 1958, the autopsy revealed that he indeed had silicosis, and 
pushed by Bea’s 8-year fight, the BC Legislature amended the WCB’s rules to grant her the 
silicosis pension. It doesn’t always require an angry mob to make change – sometimes the voice 
of a concerned mother will suffice.  
 
Today, economic interests still tend to trump the interests of the average working man or 
woman. As I write this, the Olympic Cauldron is lit in Jack Poole Plaza in Vancouver, as many 
gather for the Day of Mourning for workers killed on the job. More than a show of respect for 
these lost workers, this memorial is a form of protest against the negligence that led to the 
lapse in safety which cost these workers their lives.  As Labour Minister Harry Bains said:  “The 
National Day of Mourning serves as a sad reminder that we have to do more to keep our 
workers safe.  It highlights the need for all of us to make workplace safety our first priority.” 
Protest and activism are the energy that fuel social change, and as such, they are of paramount 
importance to making change possible. To change working conditions for the better, one must 
engage – not stay silent. Would Kinder Morgan cease to expand its network of pipelines if 
nobody showed up to protest on Burnaby Mountain?  
 
Of course not! Big Business has no conscience. It is up to the voices of the common people – 
and labour unions ARE the voices of the common people – to speak up and ensure that future 
generations will not be harmed by the short-sightedness of economic gains made in the 
present. While the lessons of the past have helped improve our current conditions for workers 
in British Columbia in so many ways – from job security, to improved wages, to pension plans – 
the fire, the engagement that brought us to this point must be sustained. It’s a fight I’m willing 
to join. 
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Protest and activism has shaped British Columbia socially and culturally before and continues to 
do so today. The most apparent local contemporary example is the protests against Kinder 
Morgan in Burnaby Mountain. Trade unions and their members have been heavily involved in 
protest and activism, and today’s iterations of unions can learn plenty from past examples of 
success that produced gains that have benefited workers and citizens of BC. A prominent 
example is the Canadian Farmworkers Union in BC. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, they 
organized rallies and demonstrations to raise awareness in television and newspapers about 
shoddy employment standards, poor safety, long work hours, usage of dangerous pesticides by 
growers, and no regulation in the agricultural industry. They conducted themselves in a civil, 
non-violent way, and it took years of frontline activism to generate traction and support. Raj 
Chouhan, Burnaby-Edmonds MLA, whom I interviewed, stated that the key was getting the 
union members and their supporters out onto the streets in large numbers. 
 
 It also helped to get assistance from key community groups and leaders, both locally and from 
abroad. When the Farmworkers started gaining prominence for their cause in the media, Cesar 
Chavez, the head of the United Farm Workers, visited to help champion their cause. This 
created further awareness with the public, by way of a virtuous cycle. In reaction to this, the BC 
government finally started to catch up by implementing reforms in government employment 
standards that had a direct positive impact on the agricultural industry. Today, trade unions are 
just as important, and more so, than then. In North America, the overall percentage of workers 
represented by unions has shrunk in the last 30 years.  
 
Corporate businesses have become more sophisticated in their dealings with unions, so unions 
and their members must continue to be active and diligent. Unions are more relevant than ever 
due to this. It is also incumbent on different unions to support each other in their activities, to 
achieve solidarity and continue organizing in the face of increasing pressure from management 
and employers. For example, Raj recently channeled Chavez by visiting California to help the 
UFW organize poultry farms. Raj mentioned that the Farmworkers, even when they made 
steady gains, were never complacent and never felt that they finished achieving their goals. 
They made sure to not only recruit new members, but also keep their entire membership 
constantly engaged.  
 
Nowadays, the power of social media can be used to curtail any negative influence that 
mainstream media may have on the public by way of criticisms of unions. This helps to generate 
a movement that can escalate in power through time and achieve the aims and goals of the 
union. These goals must always be union member driven and participatory, because even when 
multiple goals are accomplished, there is still a moving target of new grievances and 
employment issues that either remain to be dealt with or newly germinate. Remaining 
steadfast in the fight for better worker conditions is key. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



It was early. My mother headed out the door to work but wasn’t wearing her normal ‘fancy 
clothes’. Today she was in runners and jeans.  My mum is a teacher. She was not going to her 
classroom, but rather, to the street outside her school. Teachers were on strike. 
 
On June 17, 2013 teachers in British Columbia began a full scale walk- out. Teachers hate 
walking  away from  classrooms, I knew this was serious. Teachers throughout the province had 
been growing increasingly concerned for basic conditions in the classroom due to inadequate 
funding. Teachers felt the strain of  outdated resources, less support, and classes that exceeded 
their ability to personalize teaching in the classroom.  They started to voice opinions on class 
size, supports for special needs students, and the right to bargain collectively which was 
stripped from them in 2001. 
 
B.C.  teachers make a difference in the lives of students every single day. Facing many 
challenges, teachers work hard to ensure that the public education system in B.C. continues to 
be among the best in the world. The BCTF ( British Columbia Teacher Federation )  represents 
41,000 teachers and they have an impressive history advocating for students in the public 
school sector.  
 
Although members of the BCTF are not a part of the BCGEU, they are a union of professionals 
and are supported as such. The struggle my mum and her teaching colleagues faced was real. 
She suffered loss of pay, had ongoing worry for the well-being of her students, and was 
subjected negative comments from frustrated parents while protesting outside the school 
fence. The union supported teachers during this difficult time and their support illustrates 
perfectly advantages that unions offer.  
 
Union support offers a voice. A collective voice. Without a group, it is easy to not be seen and 
not to be heard. Although teachers in B.C. suffered real and devastating wage loss during the 
strike, in the end, they prevailed earning a significant wage increase. The union provides 
fairness and job security. As well, the union provides training and ongoing opportunities for 
teachers to collaborate. The union provides assurances for workers’ conditions, for safety, and 
for healthy environments in schools. The union supports the right to collective bargaining. 
Workers should have the right to bargain with their employers and not be told 'how it’s going 
to be’.  
 
The strike ended on September 18 when teachers voted in favour of a new agreement, but it 
wasn’t without an anxious summer and three weeks of uncertainty into the school year.  
Teachers are passionate about education and stand up for the kids they teach - kids that are in 
front of them each day.  Teachers negotiated significant improvements for students in 2013. 
Perseverance was key. With union support, the struggle was easier, the fight was resolved, and 
learning conditions for students in British Columbia improved. Change is possible when you 
stand up for what you believe in and have a group that supports you along the way. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



As a member of the BCGEU and someone who is actively involved in community service 
through harm reduction volunteer work, I strongly believe that change in policy would not be 
possible without protest and activism and also that trade unions can learn many valuable 
lessons from BC's history of protest and activism. 
 
 
Social change would not be possible without protest and activism as was the case when InSite, 
North America's first legal supervised injection site, was established. Because of a small group 
of Downtown Eastside residents who held a conference in Oppenheimer Park in 1997 regarding 
the HIV crisis, history was made. They collectively saw a need for safer injection services and 
worked to gain the support of non government organizations like The Portland Hotel Society in 
lobbying government officials, academics, and politicians to gain a federal exemption that 
would allow InSite to open; They have since lobbied across the country for extensions that have 
enabled it to remain in operation. Furthermore, Insite paved the way for the opening of similar 
sites across the continent and the recognition of the harm reduction movement as a whole. 
Without the activism of these Downtown Eastside citizens, InSite may never have opened its 
doors and had the opportunity to save thousands of lives while changing public policy. 
 
Trade unions can learn many valuable lessons from BC's history of protest and activism 
including how to collaborate, act strategically and listen to the needs of their members. The 
opening of Insite may not have been possible without the collaboration of people who use 
drugs, their families, non-government organizations and public health organizations. The 
partnership was able to put together resources, energy, talents, and ideas, and it instrumental 
in coming up with a solution to a health crisis and working toward a common goal. Advocates 
for InSite had to act strategically in order to see their goal achieved. People who were most 
affected by the problem formed the organizations that would later be named VANDU 
(Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users) and The Downtown Eastside Residents Association 
and like unions, began holding meetings, electing a board to represent them and voting on the 
issues that affected their community. These organizations fought legal battles from the BC 
Supreme court to Supreme Court of Canada, acquiring users of InSite as plaintiffs and filing 
appeals to make a case that denying clients the health services of InSite violated their rights to 
life liberty and security. The opening of InSite showed the value of listening to the needs of 
members in a group. Those with lived experience were treated as the experts on what their 
community needed and InSite may not have opened if their input had not been so valued and 
supported, furthermore these unions paved the way for a peer model of care and social 
change. 
 
Because activism, collaboration, strategy and listening to members of a group or community 
were so successful in facilitating the founding of Insite, I conclude that these elements are 
indispensable to creating change and can lend many lessons to today's trade unions. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



Protection of activism is essential in making change possible. As a bi-racial black female 
applying to work in Maple Ridge as a teacher in sciences, my trade union has protected me on 
multiple fronts. 
When I first became a teacher, applying to Maple Ridge (a very Caucasian city), was truthfully 
an uncomfortable thought to me. I was worried about discrimination in hiring and the 
workplace. I grew up in Coquitlam, which was slightly more diverse, (although not with the race 
that I identify), so I was reluctant to apply into a district where I was certain I would be an 
obvious minority. 
My union’s previous work ensured that I was not discriminated against in the hiring process, 
nor in the appointment to a teaching position in science. It also ensured I was paid fairly while I 
took time away from work to raise each of my children to their first birthdays. My union also 
supported me through complementary coursework and job security while I upgraded my 
studies to change fields from sciences to special education. 
 
My union has also made me feel empowered when it was necessary to address discriminatory 
occurrences in my school. I have appreciated being able to contact my local’s president to 
privately ask advice in handling these situations and the support in addressing them. 
I engaged in social activism myself with members of my union and our school’s GSA (Gay-
Straight Alliance), when we petitioned our school district to implement the first gender-neutral 
restrooms. It is now mandatory that every school in our district provide a safe space for all 
students to use the restroom. These restrooms not only benefit the students in our school, but 
also the teachers. A study by UBC member Dr. Elizabeth Saewyc (2014), found that GSAs not 
only benefit the members of the LGBTQ+ community, but also the cis-gender and heterosexual 
community. The new SOGI 123 initiative will not be a success without unions that empower 
teachers to teach this curriculum in the face of discrimination against it as these initiatives 
educate all members of the community, even those who are actively fighting against them are 
learning the struggles of others, and being educated in the language surrounding this new 
cultural shift. 
 
These important social changes around race, gender, and sexuality have been made at the 
behest of members of individuals, banding together, under the protection of their unions, 
fighting for what is right. It is what has shaped our province, and more drastically, our country. 
Particularly in today’s climate, as we watch our neighbours to the south have their rights 
stripped away, the lesson to be learned from trade unions is to continue protect and support 
the ambitions of its members in the pursuit of ever-more supportive and inclusive work 
environments. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  



British Columbia is a hotbed for protest fueled by decades of social unrest. The passion for 
social and political improvements has shaped and emended our province. An exceptional 
example of how British Columbia's protest can create change and educate is the Reconciliation 
Walk. The Reconciliation Walk is held annually in Vancouver in an effort to engage and repair 
the relationship among Indigenous people and all Canadians. Reconciliation Canada has 
organized a manifold of outreach programs to engage in open and honest conversation about 
our diverse histories and experiences through dialogue workshops, events during Reconciliation 
week, and most prominently the Reconciliation Walk. In 2017, the Walk united over 50,000 
people in downtown Vancouver as a call to action to reconcile and rejuvenate the damaged 
relationships between Indigenous people and all Canadians. This demonstration represents 
how social activism can be positive, uplifting, and a fundamental part of democracy. The 
Reconciliation Walk also demonstrates how creating a platform to raise awareness and educate 
can better our understanding and knowledge while exercising our right to freedom of 
expression, freedom of association and freedom of peaceful assembly. The history of protests 
led by Indigenous people in British Columbia is rich and vital to our past, present, and future.  
 
There is a definitive correlation between the success of democracy and peaceful protest. 
Abraham Johannes Muste stated that “the survival of democracy depends on the renunciation 
of violence and the development of nonviolent means to combat evil and advance the 
good.”(Stanford Edu, undated). Protests and activism demonstrate the type of constructive, 
non-violent tension that is necessary for growth in society. Trade Unions are built on a 
foundation of unity and security; they mirror characteristics of protests and activism. Beneficial 
lessons that social activism can teach trade unions include active participation, fortitude, 
solidarity, and advocacy. One of the most important reasons for public demonstrations is to 
amalgamate people to raise awareness against situations of unjust. Often raising awareness is 
an enormous feat for protestors, this is because it generates visibility for the cause and 
empowers people to join the movement, which creates strength in numbers. At the end of the 
day, everyone has a particular opinion and they want to be heard. Protesting allows each 
individual to advocate for themselves, which is an invaluable right that is not available in every 
country.  The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees the freedom of expression, 
freedom of association, and freedom of peaceful assembly, which promotes democracy and 
value of the publics opinion.  
 
In conclusion, trade unions can learn innumerable lessons such as the benefit of solidarity and 
advocacy from the specific history of Indigenous protests in British Columbia as they have 
proven to initiate positive change. Protests and activism are essential to change in an advancing 
and developing society. Without social and political activism, we would have no voice and our 
right to democracy would dissipate. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



Currently, British Columbians across the province are fighting against the Trans Mountain 
pipeline in Burnaby, British Columbia.  Many people believe the pipeline could potentially harm 
our environment as well as disrupt sacred Indigenous lands. The people fighting against the 
pipeline come from all different social, religious and racial backgrounds yet they are united for a 
similar cause.  Some of these people feel so deeply for this cause, they are willing to risk their 
freedom to fight against the pipeline.  Recently, seven people were arrested for protesting the 
Trans Mountain Pipelinein Burnaby, British Columbia.  Although these people were protesting 
peacefully, they had breached a court-ordered injunction and, therefore, had broken the law 
leading to their arrest. 
 
Whether or not we agree with the pipeline, one thing is clear is that the protesting these 
activists are doing is bringing attention to the issues that the pipelines may cause.  Without 
these activists, many Canadians may not educate themselves on the current events and what 
their stance is on the pipeline that may be added to their community.  Even if someone does 
not agree with the stances of these particular activists, it is imperative they bring these issues 
to the forefront so the general public can educate themselves on the benefits and potential 
consequences of the pipeline and make an informed choice for themselves. 
 
With the BCGEU fighting for fair wages, the best lesson we can learn from these political 
activists is to be peaceful, but also loud, strong and proud.  It is imperative to stay united and to 
fight for what is right and what is fair.  When we stay united in fighting, it shows that there is 
power in numbers.  We are louder and show that we mean business.  A group of people is 
stronger than several individuals on their own.  What the unions are doing when fighting for fair 
wages is setting an example to British Columbians both within unions and outside of unions 
thus strengthening the economy and communities within British Columbia. 
 
Without activism, we stay stagnant.  Our quality of lives may not improve and people may not 
educate themselves on these issues.  Although everyone will not always agree, activism causes 
people to educate themselves on issues they may not even consider if they had not been 
brought to the forefront by protestors especially if they are not directly affected by these 
issues.  It is so important to consider all sides of a situation and to keep an open mind because 
with a little bit of research, people's minds may change.  With open minds, we evolve and 
improve society as a whole.  Activism creates change and as the world is ever evolving, it is 
important that we change with it. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



In December 2017, a janitor of Best Clean Pros (DH) was illegally fired for union affiliation.  I 
started reviewing contract law and the specific collective bargaining agreement of the company 
whilst interviewing managers, union representatives and janitors.  The collective bargaining 
agreement was a ten-year contract promising $12.75 an hour in year 2026.  In Kelowna, this 
would be a death sentence.  The union contract was entering a one-month grace period 
wherein, according to B.C. labour law, it could be renegotiated without risk of losing jobs, 
wages or benefits.  The janitors were predominately unaware of the contract’s existence or the 
laws surrounding union successorship.  Aside from the high turnover rate that played into the 
worker’s precariousness and complacency, fear was a prime mitigating factor in their ability to 
speak out.  One worker (JN) told me: “after DH was fired, [the manager] followed me to my 
work station, called me by name, walked up to me, pointed and said ‘You’re next’.  I am sixty-
two.  There is no job after this one.  I was terrified”.  Other unions that attempted to offer their 
services or inform workers of their current situation during this period were overtly slandered 
and vilified by Best management.    
 
This is modern-day slavery.  The chains are gone because thoughts and beliefs hold people 
tighter.  With invisible chains, the oppressed blame themselves and the oppressors are never 
held accountable.  In acknowledgement of their mistreatment, workers often shrugged saying 
“What can you do?”.  Tragically, they meant this less as a question than an acceptance of 
inequality.  The past predicts the future, those who accept and comply to get by learn not to 
fight or expect for more; courage comes from encouragement.  Activism such as the ‘1872 
Nine-Hour Movement’, ‘1919 General strike’ and the ‘On to Ottawa trek of 1929-39’ that 
directly and indirectly effected change in the workplace and society (such as the 1956 founding 
of the Canadian Labour Congress, 1964 Industrial Safety Act and the 1971 implementation of 
maternity benefits) demonstrate that these forces can be fought.   
 
With the union vote coming up in January, I had to act.  I made an effort as a student with no 
union affiliation to contact workers, establish trust, cross language barriers and spread posters 
informing workers of their rights, their freedom of association and protection during 
renegotiations, imploring them to become involved in these issues since their votes held the 
prospects of changing contract work in campus for the next decade.  I encouraged them.  My 
work did not go unnoticed, following the vote, I was contacted by SEIU to fly to Vancouver and 
join them in their efforts to help organize protests and student-worker alliances in multiple 
worksites across the province.  I am currently in the process of contacting and organizing 
outlets for advertising and support such as Student Housing, Kelowna Transit, news outlets, and 
other activist groups.  My great-grandfather immigrated to Canada in 1953.  He experienced 
discrimination on ageist and racial fronts.  I would like to tell him that times have changed. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



To make a change, people need to voice their opinions and make it known that the stance they 
take is firm and assertive. Throughout the history of mankind, some of the most fundamental 
changes such as civil rights, women’s suffrage movement, and LGBT movements have been 
accomplished with protests and activism. Protests and activism is at the core of every important 
change that has made the society today the way it is. Activism is action on behalf of a cause 
that goes beyond conventional means. Activism has challenged dictatorships, ended slavery, 
promoted equality for women, opposed racism, raised awareness for unfair treatment towards 
minorities, protected environment and saved workers from exploitation.  
 
Trade unions of British Columbia have always come together to achieve common goals; such as 
attaining better wages, benefits, working conditions, improving safety standards of the 
workplace, protecting the workers’ integrity and etc. by bargaining with employers. As Karl 
Marx once said, “The value of labour-power constitutes the conscious and explicit foundation 
of the trade unions, whose importance for the working class can scarcely be overestimated. The 
trade unions aim at nothing less than to prevent the reduction of wages below the level that is 
traditionally maintained in the various branches of industry. That is to say, they wish to prevent 
the price of labour-power from falling below its value”. Trade unions of British Columbia have 
tirelessly worked to maintain adequate working environments and wages by embracing core 
values such as collectivity, democracy, equality, excellence, integrity, social justice and 
solidarity.  
 
If workers who provide service to customers or patients are unable to perform their duties fully 
due to taking unnecessary risks or hazardous working environment, it needs to be addressed 
promptly not only for the workers but also for the public. Professionals who are working to 
uphold the value of their professions and to maintain standards of such duties should be 
compensated for the amount of service they provide fairly. With trade unions and through 
protests and activism, such goals can be met and are being met.  
 
Trade unions today should never forget the impact of collective bargaining has for workers. We 
as working professionals should be more vigilant about social justice and integrity of the 
workplace where pointing out the unjust and wrong is encouraged. Fighting for what is right 
and fair should be instilled in everyone’s mind. Trade unions should be educating more workers 
on how to voice their opinions on such issues and be able to accommodate for them. From 
history, it is evident that people strive for what is fair for them and what is fair for everyone. 
The existence of trade unions as a social construct today is critical in building better working 
environments, standards and wages so that there is a power balance, worker/customer and 
public satisfaction. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



Activism and protest have shaped our province tremendously; without this struggle, regular people 
would not have achieved the rights and protection they deserve from government and employers. One 
example is the On To Ottawa Trek, where in 1935, roughly 1,500 federal unemployment relief camp 
workers in British Columbia went on strike to bring awareness to the poor conditions in the camps. On 
the surface, the government had created these camps to provide young, unemployed males with work 
during the depression; however, there was more to the story. The fear of a communist uprising by the 
vast number of unemployed led to an elaborate scheme. If these people could be separated and 
isolated, this would decrease the chances of an uprising, which is exactly what the government did by 
setting up camps in remote locations. Corruption would lead to poor conditions with low quality food 
and inadequate lodging. These workers, rightfully unsatisfied, would begin a cross-country trip to spread 
word of their treatment. Decades later, these brave people have shown us that organization and effort 
can lead to large movements; discussion and protest can garner attention, sympathy, and support from 
the general public; and persistence, even if resulting in an apparent failure, can help to inspire others to 
become activists. One voice speaking out is often inadequate in making change; however, if many voices 
speak out, they can organize and exert more pressure to make change. This occurred after workers had 
enough of being mistreated by the Canadian government which led them to organize the On To Ottawa 
Trek. Word spread quickly and men from camps across British Columbia made their way to Vancouver, 
where they organized further. Without the initial organization, the movement would never have been 
large enough to make the press, resulting in far fewer people knowing about this issue, and not allowing 
these men to garner the public support they found. 
 
Once a large enough movement has started, public attention, sympathy, and support can more easily be 
received. During the On To Ottawa Trek, alliances were formed with civic, labour, ethnic and political 
groups. After demonstrations were held and government officials in Vancouver were spoken to, and 
nothing had changed, protesters decided to take their protest to Ottawa. Because support had been 
gained from the public, the men were able to board freight trains, and receive meals in communities 
along their journey. Without such public demonstrations for social justice, the protesters would not 
have received the attention or support of Canadian citizens, therefore not allowing them to further their 
trek to Ottawa. 
 
One of the most important things when fighting for change is to never give up. When the protesters 
arrived in Regina, the government sprung a trap, arresting the trek leaders and firing into the protesters. 
With several deaths and dozens of injuries, the trek mostly ended but the effort was not in vain. Tommy 
Douglas, having witnessed the treatment of the trekkers and been inspired by their ideas and courage, 
would later become the Premier of Saskatchewan and push for socialist ideals; among these ideals was 
the introduction of universal healthcare, which all Canadians enjoy today. By not giving up, these 
protesters did make change, even if not immediately. 
 
From this event in Canadian history, today’s trade unions can learn that organization and effort lead to 
large movements; discussion and protest can garner support, sympathy, and attention from the general 
public; and persistence, even if resulting in an apparent failure, can inspire others to become activists. 
The #MeToo movement is a current example, where a small number of women bravely spoke out 
against sexual violence, inspiring a global effort to raise awareness all over the world, including British 
Columbia. Without union protest and activism, there is no chance for change. Although the relief camp 
workers did not make immediate change, the bravery and nobility of their effort has greatly inspired 
subsequent generations to stand by their ideals, work collectively and struggle to make their community 
and country a more just society. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



A Union is only as strong as its membership, and the membership is only as strong as its 
weakest member. With a strong and vocal membership making sure the rights of ALL 
employees are fair and equal, it opens the door to successful bargaining and true equality. 
 
BC has a long history of Union activism, my own personal experience has been in my house.  
Both my parents have been active in their respective Unions for 35 years. I remember from an 
early age asking, “ why do you call these people Sister and Brother when they are not my aunts 
or uncles?” Although I am pretty sure the answer was more complex and wordy, my 
understanding was because they were all members of the same family, and families look after 
each other (why couldn't my dad just say that in the first place? Geez.) 
 
I was taught, never, ever to cross a picket line…...EVER! That is rule number one.  When the 
teachers were on Strike in 2014, both my parents made sure that I rode my bike around the 
block instead of taking the shortcut thru the school grounds. I learned a lot about bargaining in 
bad faith, ripping up contracts and the difference between lockouts and strikes. It was a long 
month of taking the long way home, but I felt my support made a difference. 
 
Without Unions I feel that the Labour market would be filled with a large sector being taken 
advantage of, with little or no regard for pay equity, safety or benefits. Workers would have to 
“put up and shut up”, with most workers taking the abuse because they need the money to 
live. 
 
 Some employers will argue that Unions are bad. Why? Imagine having a bargained agreement 
in place where both the employer and employees are in a majority agreement for a set period 
of time. Hmmm, how can that be a bad thing? Unions aren't there to tell a company how to run 
their business, they are there to make sure that the bargained contract is being followed. 
Win/win, in a perfect world. 
 
I have learned that volunteering is an important part of Union membership.  I have never 
known a time when my dad hasn't been an active Union member. He has had many positions 
over the years, and proudly carries his first Union card (faded and laminated)in his wallet. I am 
very proud of the work my dad has contributed to making a better, stronger workforce in BC.  
The Union is a way of life in our home.  I hope to carry on the family tradition one day when I'm 
in a Trade Union. I believe that I can make a difference too, even if all I can do right now is 
follow Rule #1. 
 
Coming from a Union household you'd think that bargaining would be a welcomed and 
common activity. I've noticed in my 17 years of residing with my parents that you must be an 
adult to have “bargain rights”, or so I've been told. I'll have to look for my copy of the 
“collective agreement” to see how this deal was ratified. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



My father is a BCGEU member in Kamloops - Area 5.  I am basing my answer on an interview with a 
BCGEU member in a “question-and-answer” format.  
 
Interviewer: “British Columbia has a long history of protest and activism that has shaped our province.  As 
a BCGEU activist, what lessons can today’s trade unions learn from this history?” 
 
Interviewee (Amanda):  “The lessons that can be learned are vast.  The most moving to me is that a 
group of people (whether that be British Columbians, BC Teachers, Parents, whoever they are) can 
inspire and elicit change if they believe in something strongly enough.   
 
Interviewer):  “From a historical perspective, can you give me some examples of strikes in BC that stand 
out to you?” 
 
Interviewee (Amanda):  “The Vancouver General Strike in 1918 was the first strike I am aware of in BC, 
perhaps it was even the first in Canada. I can’t quite remember. In this strike, the city of Vancouver was 
shut down for a whole day. People really took notice.  The Hospital Employees Union went on strike in 
2004 (as they have done many times since) to protest against the privatization of our public health care 
system.  The Teachers Federation went on strike in 2005 and then again most notably in 2014 but for 
different reasons. In 2005, it was specifically about wage freezes.  In 2014, it was in direct correlation to 
the class size and composition issue that was very much before the BC Supreme Court at that time. It 
was finally heard and adjudicated in November 2016 by the Supreme Court of Canada. 
 
Interviewer “If teachers were on strike for better learning conditions for kids and health workers were on 
strike for a fully funded health care system, and these rights still have not been addressed to your 
satisfaction, have the protests/strikes that unions have engaged in actually been worth it? Are you really 
accomplishing anything?”  
 
Interviewee (Amanda):  “I suppose it depends on how you look at it. I prefer to take a positive approach 
and say that small movements have provided big changes. Looking specifically at the Supreme Court win 
for BC teachers and students, this would not have been possible without the pressure put on this by 
teachers and the public.” 
 
Interviewer “What movements most specifically affect you now as a young woman?” 
 
Interviewee (Amanda):  “The #MeToo and the Women’s March. Both sort of lead into one another. I think 
that for too long, women have been made to feel that they have to be quiet, docile, and almost 
submissive. I have always been a person that says what I think. Unfortunately, that can sometimes be my 
downfall. What I say is never meant to hurt another person’s feelings, but to instead be honest about my 
perspective. It does nobody a service to be dishonest. The #MeToo movement acts as a catalyst to say 
“enough is enough” for people who have been victims of sexual or verbal harassment, specifically 
women. I feel very touched by this movement not because I feel I have been a victim of this to a large 
extent; I think everybody at some point in their lives have been affected by sexual harassment. But 
because I appreciate honest conversations and the bravery of people talking about their struggles, and 
having the courage to support one another, and say enough is enough.  
 
Interviewer “How do these movements correlate to the historical actions that you have already 
mentioned?”   
  
Interviewee (Amanda):  “Their commonalities are that a large group of people saw something that they 
didn’t like, and they became honest about it. Going on strike, speaking about something that concerns 
you in the media (or to the group/person privately), having a march, or discussing topics that might be 
uncomfortable (ie. genocide or racism) are all done for the same reasons - to raise the profile of 
something that you feel strongly about, in the hopes that this issue can be resolved.  
 
Interviewer “How important is protest and activism to making change possible?” 
 
Interviewee (Amanda):  “I believe that it is incredibly important. I think people often get the two mixed up 
but in my mind, it’s actually quite simple. Activism is protesting and protesting is a form of activism. It’s too 
often that we infer activism to be a dirty word. Gone are the days when an activist was a man with a 
beard, a chainsaw, and a plaid shirt swearing up a storm to the work foreman. Activism certainly is that 
man with the beard, but it’s also the mother pushing the stroller, bring her baby to a peace march. 
Activism is a student writing a letter to their local MLA urging they reconsider a decision they made the 



last time government was sitting. Or it could simply be what I am doing now - granting an interview to a 
student hoping to be successful for a scholarship so that they can continue their learning, in the hopes 
that perhaps something is learned, or at least considered, from what I have shared.  
 
Interviewer: “You mentioned the #MeToo movement and the General Strike in 1918.  Would we be where 
we are right now without it?  Would striking be a way that trade unions elevate their cause?  Would 
women be talking as openly about their experiences with sexual harassment without this movement?  
Would children follow in our footsteps without seeing us stand up for ourselves?”  
 
Interviewee (Amanda):  “It’s hard to know, but I think likely not.” 
 
Interviewer “Thank you for your time.  I now have a better understanding of the lessons learned from BC’s 
long history of protest and activism.” 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



Dr. Seuss once wrote “Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, Nothing is going to get 
better. It's not.” (The Lorax). The Province of British Columbia is far from perfect, it has its own 
set of issues and problems, but when residents identify a problem or issue and bring attention 
to it through protests and activist groups, the entire province can create a better future. At the 
heart of every activist group and protest, there are people, people who want to make a 
difference to better the future. To improve the future the past must be considered, to learn 
from the mistakes that have been made. One great example of a group of people who wanted 
to make a better future, not only for themselves but for those who would follow in their 
footsteps, is a group of very determined UBC students in 1922. 
 
Starting in 1915 the students of UBC were learning in buildings that originally belonged to  
McGill University College of British Columbia in packed classrooms, tents, and church 
basements. Although a site had been commissioned and the framework was up, the 
construction had been put on hold due to the first world war starting in 1914. The students saw 
that there was a change that needed to be made and decided to step up and take charge in the 
spring of 1922. They began by organizing a “Build the University Campaign”, and collecting 
signatures leading up to “The Great Trek” on October 28, 1922. A group of close to 1,200 
students marched through the streets of Vancouver to the abandoned framework, where they 
had a “sit-in” in the concrete and steel bones of the future university. The following week they 
took a petition with many signatures to the Legislature in Victoria. On September 22,1925 the 
students were able to gather for their first assembly on the new school campus. The change 
that they were able to bring about inspired the future students lead initiatives to build even 
more buildings in the coming years. The first structure built after the campaign was a stone 
structure dedicated to the change the students made. The monument still stands at the 
University of British Columbia to this day, as a testament to the students steadfast 
determination, bravery, and willingness that brought about change.  
 
One lesson that British Columbia can learn from these students is the value of organization. 
Through an elected leader and unity they were able to collect close to 56,000 signatures to 
present to the Legislature in Victoria . Through the students bravery and willingness to step-up 
and take charge, great change was brought about. They showed that no matter who you are, 
and no matter how impossible a problem may look you can make a difference. If someone 
cares enough and is willing, change, however small or large, can be made for a better future. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  



What is a trade union? A trade union is created when a group of workers come together, 
forming a group consisting of workers and appointed leaders, to protect common interest in 
the work force such as wages and working conditions. In 1872 in Toronto, the typographical 
union went on strike, famously known as the Printer’s Strike. The union fought for a nine hour 
work day. The strike was successful and in addition to workers receiving better working hours, 
the strike helped to pass the Trade Union Act. In April 1872 Canada’s first Prime Minister, John 
A. Macdonald, passed this Act. This was pivotal shaping Canada’s labor laws in addition to 
inspiring our current Labor Day holiday in Canada.  
 
What is political activism? As defined in Miriam Webster Dictionary, activism is a “practice that 
emphasizes direct action especially in support of, or in opposition to, one side of a controversial 
issue.” Political activism can be seen as a practice by trade unions to change conditions at work. 
These changes can be “controversial” when the employer does not agree with the workers. 
Since the Printer’s Strike in 1872 there have been numerous acts of political activism within 
trade unions in British Columbia. 
 
British Columbian unions have had successes in their political activism. An example of 
successful political activism within BC’s trade unions was the teacher’s strike in April 2014. 
Teachers took the strike to stage one, then to stage two, and then to a full stage strike and walk 
out by June 2014. As part of their political activism, teachers formed picket lines and refused to 
work in the schools. By September 2014, Premier Christy Clark asked teachers to end the strike 
action. Teachers stood firm and proceeded with negotiations through a mediator. Negotiations 
were eventually successful granting teachers increased salaries, benefits and better class sizes. 
In regards to the union’s political action, BCTF President, Jim Iker stated “We have emerged as a 
stronger and more engaged union.” (https://globalnews.ca/news/1570054/b-c-teachers-vote-
on-tentative-deal-today/) 
 
Protest and activism are crucial in making change possible as indicated in the example of the 
BCTF strike. Political action, such as striking, by trade unions benefits all members of the 
population as wins within unions trickle down to public standards. Trade union political activism 
pioneers the way for citizens to receive fair work conditions, wages and benefits by setting an 
example, or a precedent, for private and public employers.  
 
Lessons that today’s trade unions can learn from history are that unions, in their sheer size, can 
provide power and strength to implement change for the better. Unions, in their solidarity, will 
protect employees. And lastly, unions work with employees, in a collaborative approach (ex. 
mediation) “improving the everyday lives of all working people” (http://bcfed.ca/unions/what-
unions-do).  
 
References: 
 
Interview with high school teacher, Kerri MacDonald, Nelson, BC. 
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The history of protest and activism in British Columbia is a long a storied test of our collective 
will and our resolve.  With each additional challenge we grew stronger in solidarity and each 
obstacle solidified our stance of fair and equitable social justice.  We withstood determined 
efforts to by governments and other employers to destroy and divide unions such as the 
Campbell government in 2002.  Although it is difficult at times, the work is constant and always 
ongoing because once we complacent and set in our ways, we lose the traction that the 
previous brothers and sisters have set before us.  As societies and workforces adapt, we must 
also adapt to changing economies, changing technologies, and changing priorities of our 
members.   
 
In my line of work as a Probation Officer, awarding collective bargaining rights to the British 
Columbia Government Employees’ Union in 1974-75 was pivotal in the standardization of work 
conditions and benefits, employee training, employees providing services in outlying areas and 
stressful situations including employee discipline and labour-management relations (Mason, 
2003, pp. 134, 135).  In 1978, the Justice Development Commission identified training and 
education as a priority within the Corrections Branch, the Court Services Branch and the law 
enforcement community (Mason, 2003, p. 152).  The awarding of collective bargaining could 
have ended at its initial establishment, however, the Union pushed on and set a chain reaction 
toward standardizing training initiatives and the standardization of working conditions. 
  
An example of the importance of protest and activism was borne out of the BC Liberal 
Government under then-Premier Gordon Campbell in 2002.  On January 18, 2002, the 
government announced it was cutting 11,700 jobs from the public service. (Bech & Rowles, 
2011, p. 226).  Many workers took immediate action and the Vancouver Ministry of Human 
Resources walked off the job in protest and joined anti-poverty groups at the BCGEU offices 
(Bech & Rowles, 2011, p. 227).  On January 23, 2003, our brothers and sisters held a one day 
walkout and the teachers held a rally in downtown Vancouver drawing a crowd of 12,000 to 
15,000 people.  The next day, BCGEU and CUPE workers in community social services began 
walkouts; the Federation of Students held a day to protest the end of the tuition freeze on 
February 6.  This may have been the longest and most sustained campaign ever initiated by our 
union. The mood at the time was one of solidarity, increased activism and direct political action 
against the barrage of cuts by Campbell and the Liberal agenda.   
 
The importance of protest and activism cannot be understated.  There are many lessons 
intertwined in our history with growth and development coupled with resiliency and solidarity.  
If we didn’t stand up and fight in a coordinated effort and approach, the outcome will indeed 
have been very different.  Let’s embrace change but let us also never fall into complacency and 
contentment as it is a slippery slope for accepting the status quo.  As our history tells us, the 
status quo is never an option and we are not going away and we will never be silenced.  The 
best is yet to come for us! 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  



Activism isn’t always carried out by people carrying placards and marching down the street. 
This form of protest and civil disobedience is important, but is not my focus. The type of 
activism that has profoundly inspired me is the kind that is carried out by dedicated and 
passionate individuals working tirelessly behind the scenes to pressure government and seek 
funding for sorely needed programs. They work within existing systems, produce studies and 
statistics, attain high positions within organizations, attend meetings with government officials, 
and write requests for grants and funding. This type of activism is not very glamorous, but it 
gets results.  
 
From the late 1970’s to the early 1990’s, a group of women from the BC/Yukon Society of 
Transition Houses were engaged in this type of activism. From their experience in the front lines 
of transition house work, they knew that children coming from abusive homes were being 
overlooked in terms of available counselling and programming. The women of the BC/Yukon 
Society of Transition Houses used their knowledge and the experiences from the front-line 
workers to pressure the BC government into funding the Children Who Witness Abuse program 
(now called the PEACE program). It took over a decade of research, writing papers, attending 
meetings, and pressuring governments to achieve their goal, but in 1992 they finally received 
their first funding for the program. Today there are over 75 PEACE programs across the 
province, serving over 300 individuals daily.  
 
Today’s trade unions can learn much from the history of the PEACE program. First, they can 
learn the importance of listening to front-line workers. These are the people who witness and 
experience the daily problems and challenges that need to be addressed. Therefore, trade 
unions need to take the complaints and worries of front-line workers seriously. Solutions must 
also be based on their ideas because once again, these front-line workers know what is needed. 
Second, today’s trade unions can learn the importance of patience and perseverance. The 
women of the BC/Yukon Society of Transition Houses worked for over a decade to secure the 
funding needed for the children of BC. They knew the importance of their goal and did not stop 
until it was met. Their perseverance is inspiring, and should be emulated by today’s trade 
unions.   
 
This form of activism is vital for making big societal changes. Governments are just run by 
people, who are just as fallible as anyone else. They couldn’t possibly be aware of every 
challenge that needs addressing. It is up to the people of this province to keep governments 
informed. And when those governments refuse to listen or fail to grasp the importance of the 
topic, it is up to the people to remind them again and again until change happens. Trade unions 
are one step in this process of big change, so they need to remember the lessons learned from 
past activists: listen to the relevant people, and don’t give up. 
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The Fight for Women’s Labour Rights in Canada 
 
The history of Canada’s labour movement is intertwined with the history of women’s rights. At 
the beginning of the labour movement in the 1800s, while workers were organizing unions and 
fighting for better working conditions, women were barred from working at all. Women 
struggled for the right to work outside the home while married, and later for the right to work 
in “men’s” professions such as law. Into the late 20th century and today, women fight for equal 
pay for equal work, parental and pregnancy benefits, child care, and protection against 
workplace harassment. 
  
In the 1880s, men campaigned to remove women from the workforce. Fighting to keep jobs for 
men and maintain women’s roles as subservient home-workers, these men were largely 
successful in their endeavors. Again, in 1904, members of the Montreal bookbinders union led 
a strike to have women fired (Psac-ncr.com, 2018). Throughout this time and until the 1940s, 
upon marriage, women were required to resign from work by law 
(Nuwtarchiveioe.wordpress.com, 2012). 
 
British Columbia was the first province to pass legislation which granted women maternity 
leave in 1921; the next province to do so was New Brunswick four decades later in 1964 (Psac-
ncr.com, 2018). In 1951, Ontario passed the Fair Employment Practices Act and the Female 
Employees Fair Remuneration Act (Psac-ncr.com, 2018). The purposes of these acts were to 
eliminate discrimination and ensure equal pay for women doing the same work as men, 
respectively. The other provinces passed similar legislation shortly after. However, even today 
Canadian women make between 66.7 and 87 cents for every dollar earned by men (Canadian 
Women's Foundation, 2018). 
 
During the labour and feminist movements of the 1970s to 90s, “in unions, feminists promoted 
equality agendas — from pay equity and anti-harassment initiatives, to parental leave” (Strong-
Boag, 2016). The Fleck Strike in 1978 marked an important blending of women’s issues into the 
labour movement; “Organized by women, led by women, fighting the low-wages and 
humiliating working conditions endured by so many women, the new local became a standard 
bearer for women’s rights within labour”(Riseupfeministarchive.ca, 2018). After months of 
fighting, the company relented and gave the wage increases the union was asking for. That 
union and others began adopting platforms containing maternity leave, sexual harassment 
protection, childcare, and affirmative action (Riseupfeministarchive.ca, 2018).  
 
    A function of protest and activism, aside from putting pressure on employers, industry and 
government, is bringing people and ideas together. Looking back at this history, protests and 
activism played large and important roles; for better or worse. When men got together and 
perpetuated ideas of sexism and fear, they were able to continue the subjugation of women. 
However, decades later union members were able to organize and unite to make women’s 
working issues all workers’ issues. Unions today can learn from this history to always be 
inclusive and open to new ideas because decisions made out of fear and custom rarely look 
good in hindsight. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  



As Canadians we often don’t realize that the freedoms and liberties that we all possess weren’t 
always a personal right for everyone.  One of the rights that we possess is the right to vote.  
Every Canadian citizen’s right to vote federally and provincially is enshrined in the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms, this was not always the case. 
 
Up until 1917 women in British Columbia did not have the right to vote. It was through the 
tireless activism of women’s suffrage groups. More than a 100 years ago, using speeches, 
petitions, and marches, suffragettes argued that women deserved a voice and a chance to have 
their say in how the country was run. British Columbia’s Justice Minister Suzanne Andon 
summarized their actions perfectly: “They fought for many of the same things women fight for 
now.  They fought for public health. They fought for employment equity for women.  They 
fought for good social assistance and had an anti-violence agenda.  They also fought for the 
vote.” 
 
British Columbian women had won their right to vote in 1917 but equality for all had not yet 
been achieved.  Women and men of several ethnic groups were still excluded for decades after 
women were empowered.  
 
First Nations people were not allowed to vote in the provincial elections until 1949, or federal 
elections until 1960. In March of 1960 Prime Minister John Diefenbaker pushed the voting 
rights legislation through Parliament. “I felt it was so unjust that they didn’t have the vote.  I 
brought it about as soon as I could after becoming prime minister.”  Without individuals willing 
to stand up and fight for inequality, change will not happen. 
 
Beginning in 1895, Japanese-Canadians were restricted from voting or holding public office. 
During the Second World War, British Columbians for Japanese heritage were subject to 
systematic discrimination, incarceration and expulsion from their homes.  It wasn’t until 1949 
that the legal right of Japanese-Canadians to vote was finally reinstated. 
 
One of the main lessons that can be learned by looking back at our history of activism and social 
movements is that sometimes change can take time and perseverance. British Columbians who 
fought for their individual voting rights were often faced with strong opposition and hardship. 
But by being persistence and determined they were able to garner the support of both the 
citizens and politicians of British Columbia and impart change. But these changes didn’t happen 
overnight. 
 
The second lesson that can be learned is that it only takes a few passionate individuals to start 
the process of change. Often people are scared to put their necks out to be leaders on 
important social issues. But once they take the first step they often realize that they are many 
others who have similar views and believe in the same causes. 
 
The lessons that have been learnt through the historical right to vote activism in British 
Columbia are relevant to the modern Trade Unions of today. Trade Unions are all about 
protecting the integrity of its trade by working to improve the rights of the employee through 
improvements to safety standards, benefits, wages and working conditions. The voice of the union is 
one voice and the change may take time, but the fight is worth it. 
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Without action there is no result, therefore without protest and activism rarely is change 
possible. Like breaking a bad habit can be tremendous work for some, changing a working 
environment is rarely done with ease. For this essay I connected with current and past BCGEU 
Shop Stewards at my office and researched through the Labour Heritage Center and Canadian 
Labour websites all of which had a wealth of information and helped form my positions.  
 
One example of protest and activism resulting in the formation of a union is the “Bows and 
Arrows” early indigenous longshore union activity along the Burrard Inlet back in the late 
1800’s.  Various indigenous groups have called the Burrard Inlet their ancestral home, and 
when industry came to their shores, these groups took up jobs to survive. One of the jobs in 
which they excelled at was longshoring; working on the docks and loading ships.  
 
Although First Nations peoples formed a large part of the workforce, there was still 
discrimination on the docks. They were called “Indian gangs” and were shut out by other unions 
regarding them as inferior and a threat to white jobs. The workers responded by forming their 
own union dubbed the “Bows and Arrows”, which also included other nationalities such as 
Chilean, Spanish, Swedish, Mexican, and some English.  The Bows and Arrows were a local of 
the radical Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), better known as the Wobblies, which 
welcomed everyone and drew no race lines.  Part of the appeal of the IWW was its focus on 
racial solidarity meeting discrimination with collective power, the Bows and Arrows showed 
that workers from many different cultures could use unions to fight for equality.  
 
Although today rarely are ethnic groups as overtly discriminated against as in the past, the 
important lessons to remember here are solidarity and collective power. The Bows and Arrows 
showed strong activism was needed to counter the discrimination these men were facing on 
the docks, thus resulting in the formation of a local chapter of the IWW. Unions at their core 
are not specific to ethnic groups, but are about moral and ethical issues that transcend race and 
gender.  It is important to learn from past instances such as this that show radical solidarity as a 
key organizing front against forms of discrimination. The lesson here is that we are not fighting 
for change just for our unit or sector, but for a much broader mandate, and for the betterment 
of working class peoples in general.  
 
From the example above, we can see how protest and activism can make change possible and 
how through collective solidarity we can take lessons from the past to move forward on a 
continued positive path. British Columbia’s long history of labor and working peoples protest 
and activism has shaped our province and country for the better and will continue to do so. 
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Protest and activism are more important now than ever before. We are at the precipice bigger 
than the industrial revolution in terms of the impact it could have on workers’ rights, as we 
enter a technological revolution. The accumulation of wealth and the automation of labour 
have created a divide between those who control the means of production and those who 
labour for their profit. The contrast between the ultra-rich and the ultra-poor is getting bigger 
and bigger. Here are a few statistics to illustrate this trend. 
 
For example, the top 1% of wealth in America is held by 1% of the population. Meanwhile, the 
lowest 80 percent of Americans only hold 7% of the total wealth in the country. 
Furthermore, the rate at which the ultra-rich is accumulating wealth has increased drastically. 
While the top 1% took home 9% of all income in 1976, in 2012, that amount increased to 24%. 
This vast accumulation of wealth by the ultra-rich is being seen locally as well. The 2018 
Homeless Count in Vancouver found that just over half of the people experiencing homeless in 
that city had been in that situation for less than a year. 
Union activists in British Columbia were some of the first to advocate for regulations around 
hours worked the maximum hours an employee could work and ensuring fair compensation for 
hours worked above a regular work week. 
While we now have embedded regulations concerning hours and pay, there are some trends 
that have emerged that ignore these laws. 
One such example is the use of unpaid internships. Students have no choice but to work a 
certain amount of unpaid hours in many situations in order to have a chance of securing a paid 
positon. 
 
For myself, in the field I’ll be studying, third party intervention and negotiation, I am required to 
complete hours with a mediation firm in order to be eligible to register on the roster of BC 
Mediators. 
 
I was told by one local mediator she had to pay a mediation firm in order to do her internship 
there. 
 
Another trend is the use of flex time or time in lieu. This means the employee is generally 
‘always on the clock’, as they will be expected to stay after what would be the end of a work 
day if an issue arises that needs to be sorted in a timely fashion. Traditionally, this 
inconvenience would be remunerated through the payment of overtime. Under a flex system, 
there is no compensation for the inconvenience of having to work as the employer sees fit. 
This is also seen through the use of pager pay, requiring the employee to always be available, 
without true rest from their position. 
 
It is the role of unions and workers to lobby governments to reform labour laws to ensure that 
types of tactics cannot be used as a back door to further erode the rights of the already 
exploited worker, as well as to educate the public on these issues. 
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Before the Workmen’s Compensation Act was established in Ontario, “the only avenue for 
securing compensation for work-related sickness or injury from his place of employment was 
through the courts” (Guest, 2003, p. 40).  In such cases, the courts often did not favour injured 
workers or their families over the rights of property (Guest, 2003, p. 40).  The inequity of such a 
system was not taken into consideration until “the incidence of industrial death, disease, and 
injury began to climb” as a result of industrialization (Guest, 2003, p. 41).  In addition to this, 
there was a lack of managerial responsibility and safety programs due to profit being the 
central focus of many industries (Guest, 2003, p. 41). 
 
Interest in Workmen’s Compensation in Ontario was spurred by “[t]he introduction of the 
Quebec Compensation Act” (Guest, 2003, p. 43).  Guest states, “[t]he Canadian Manufacturers’ 
Association, having had time to study the implications of the Quebec legislation, saw that a 
scheme that would stabilize costs and spread the risk of liability insurance would be a marked 
improvement over the existing arrangement.  At the same time, the employer would be spared 
the ill will between himself and his employees that litigation fostered” (Guest, 2003, p. 43).  In 
1910, “the province established a Commission of Inquiry under Chief Justice William Meredith” 
(Guest, 2003, p. 43).  In 1913, “Chief Meredith submitted his final report…together with a draft 
of a proposed Workmen’s Compensation Act” (Guest, 2003, p. 44).  One of the parameters of 
the Ontario Workmen’s Compensation Act in1914, was that compensation was a right that did 
not require court proceedings to be carried out in order to determine negligence (Guest, 2003, 
p. 45).  Thus, the Canadian Manufacturers’ Association was integral in putting a stop to the lack 
of safety concerns within Canadian workplaces.   
 
Today, the “workers compensation law in British Columbia is set by the Workers Compensation 
Act ("Act") and its related regulations” (Workers Compensation Law, 2018).  Activists continue 
to fight for workplace safety.  Indeed, in 2016, “About 200 bus drivers from throughout Canada 
gathered at the Queensway bus loop in Kelowna, British Columbia on June 8 to hold a rally 
against violence on the job, an event staged by the Amalgamated Transit Union Canada (ATU) 
just before its annual general meeting in the city” (Bus Drivers Rally, 2018).  The bus drivers 
were seeking an increase in safety measures, including panic buttons installed within busses.  It 
is clear that while workplace safety has historically been addressed, there is more work to do.   
 
The implementation of the Workmen’s Compensation Act serves as an example of the ways in 
which workplace practices can and do change in order to better meet the needs of employees.  
The rallying of employees, such as BC bus drivers, indicates the need for continuous 
improvement in workplace safety.  Unions can learn from these examples by ensuring that they 
constantly seek new and innovative ways to serve as allies to employees.  This is important as 
employees are increasingly turning to unions to assist them with enforcing their rights.  Indeed, 
Baines (2010) states that unions assist employees combat neoliberal agendas and ensure that 
their work aligns with their values in several ways, including “participating in public events, 
lobbying, building coalitions, and joining other organizations” (Baines, 2010, p. 20).  
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Historically, British Columbia has had a rich history of protest pertaining to labor disputes. Some 
of the earliest unions grew out of the Gold Rush in 1858, which saw a massive influx in migrants 
looking to find fortune in BC. After the Gold Rush, coal mining became BC’s biggest industry, 
which saw some of the first major disputes between workers and the companies whom they 
worked for. Specifically, coal workers of Dunsmuir Company engaged in various clashes in years 
such as 1877, 1888, and 1890. These clashes/strikes saw little results in terms of better working 
conditions for the individuals participating in the strikes as government authorities often sided 
with the coal companies. That said, these early struggles highlighted an important lesson for 
unions: the power of politics. After these strikes, workers began to support various MLA’s who 
would in-turn support Unions’ rights. In essence, this lesson still applies today. This can be best 
highlighted by the Solidarity Movement of 1983, where the recently elected right-wing Social 
Credit party had just gained the office of the provincial government. After being elected in, 
there was an attempt to quickly introduce 26 bills aimed at reducing the rights of trade unions 
among others. If not for the massive response in protests by the various labor unions of BC, 
many of these bills may still be affect today. Trade unions today must understand the 
importance of politics in facilitating favorable outcomes of protest. If entities in office do not 
support trade unions’ rights, this, as history has shown, will serve as a major set-back for 
mounting successful protests.  
 
Stemming from the Solidarity Movement of 1983, an important feature is highlighted: the 
power solidarity itself. Early movements and strikes held by unions were often weakened due 
to disputes between various separate unions as well as racial divide. This can be best 
exemplified by the earlier strikes commenced by fishing unions in 1900. Despite the efforts of 
these unions to ensure optimal working conditions for workers, their efforts were thwarted and 
weakened due to the failure to organize as a collective. Although racial divide in modern day 
protests will likely not be an issue, these early failures to organize as a collective show how 
important it is that for any one cause to be successful there must be solidarity among 
individuals involved. Modern day trade unions, based on history, can see the benefit of finding 
common ground with other unions by collectively supporting each other. There is power in 
numbers, and all unions can agree that better working conditions for workers is a common 
goal.  
 
In essence, British Columbia has a rich history of protest and activism with its roots dating back 
as far as the mid-19th century. It is through the various protests and movements held by these 
early workers and unions that paved the way for better conditions for workers today. That said, 
there were plenty of lessons to take away from the early movements such as the power of 
politics and solidarity. 
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Whether it was the 1918 protest after the killing of Albert ‘Ginger’ Goodwin or the fairly recent 
protest lead by Cindy Dalglish, an education activist, regarding the underfunding of education in 
Surrey, British Columbia has indeed had a long history of protest and activism. Regardless of 
what the protest is for, the organization of a successful protest is rooted in unity and education. 
Today’s trade unions can refer back to our history and learn the importance of these two. For 
example, the general strike that took place in 1918 after an RCMP officer killed Albert ‘Ginger’ 
Goodwin, a labour activist, brought together workers, community members, and people from 
across the province. Goodwin had called for a general strike in the event that any worker was 
drafted against their will.    
 
This is a prime example of how powerful unity can be. These people identified with him on a 
human level and stood together to show the strength of labour. Deanna Fasciani, a member of 
BCGEU, and Constituency Assistant for MLA Jagrup Brar and MLA Garry Begg, emphasized the 
need to be alert to the divide and conquer strategy. “ The divide and conquer strategy is the 
most effective anti-labour and anti-worker strategy in history” she stated. She also added that 
“when a labour movement has a hierarchy, like an undemocratic corporation, it has imitated 
corporate structures and internalized the individualistic values”.  When some workers are 
compensated better or given better benefits, they can no longer relate to the rest of the 
workers, the unity of the movement, union, or collective is compromised in this case. Often 
times, this is done in organizations to make sure the workers aren’t united and able to show 
their strength to the higher ups. 
 
  Cindy Dalglish, education activist and current Trustee Candidate for Surrey School Board 
shared her opinion on the importance of protest. “Protests become necessary when voices are 
ignored. I want to assume that people do not go straight to protesting, but start with contacting 
stakeholders. When they exhaust those resources and still feel unheard, they escalate to the 
point of protest. The other option is to not say anything and live with what the issue is. Even if 
little change is brought about, that is still something and gives hope to upcoming generations” 
(Dalglish).  
 
Cindy Dalglish lead a protest all the way to Victoria, BC to get more funding for Surrey schools 
as they had already faced several cuts. Dalglish and several Surrey parents worked tirelessly on 
the 2017 Provincial New Democratic Party Campaign, as they had made no progress with the 
previous government. She educated parents on this issue and garnered much support. Once, 
the NDP was elected, they announced more funding in Surrey Schools. This is a key example of 
the power of educating your workers or supporters. This week, The Times Colonist, published 
an article called “ B.C. is Canada’s capital of labour activism”. As written above, this can be seen 
in history and today. 
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