
YEARS OF  
ACTIVISM  
SOLIDARITY 
RESILIENCE



T he Provincial Civil Service Association of British 
Columbia held its first annual convention in 
Vancouver on July 26, 1919. 

There were 37 delegates at that convention — five of them 
women — representing a total of 980 members province-
wide — all of them direct government employees.

What a difference a century makes. Since 1919 we 
transitioned from an association to union, won 
bargaining rights and expanded our membership 
beyond direct government. We organized and picketed, 
diversified our focus and strengthened our values. 

Today we are one of the fastest growing,  
most dynamic labour unions in Canada and  

a leading voice for progressive social change. 

Our centennial is an opportunity to look back and 
connect with our history. To remind ourselves why 
our union was founded and how the values that drove 
our founders—protecting and expanding the rights of 
workers—are still relevant today. It’s an opportunity to 
recognize what we have achieved, to acknowledge how 
much has changed and what remains the same. It’s an 
opportunity to imagine the next one hundred years 
for our union and the labour movement in B.C., across 
Canada and internationally.

Most of all our centennial is a chance to tell our 
stories—stories that celebrate the people, places, 
and milestones that made us what we are today and 
that capture our union’s history and inspire future 
generations of BCGEU activists. ▪

Letter from  
the president

BCGEU President  
Stephanie Smith speaking  
in support of members  
at St. Elizabeth Home Care.
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W e’ve used archive 
still photos, video 
footage and primary 

documents. Each video will explore 
the key themes that have come to 
define our collective struggle, so that 
present day BCGEU members can tap 
into the collective memory of those 
who came before. 

Some will remember the drastic 
cuts made by the Gordon Campbell 
government in 2001 — but do you 

recall the budget reductions made 
by the Bill Bennett and Bill Vander 
Zalm social credit governments of the 
1980s? Our union was there pushing 
back — ours is a long tradition of 
standing on the front lines to protect 
public services.

The video series is meant to help us 
understand how our member-led union 
has evolved over the years. It will show 
how the BCGEU became a vehicle for 
progressive workplaces, international 

solidarity, and for campaigns 
supporting universal child care, 
affordable housing and other causes.

We’ve learned a lot while making 
these videos. We hope you discover 
something new about your union and 
take pride in what we’ve accomplished 
together. 

Videos will be shown, beginning in the 
late summer and throughout the year, 
at area office centennial events across 
the province. You can find out more by 
turning to the Centennial Events story in 
this booklet. Watch for notices in your 
community via email, on our website/
member portal and on social media. ▪

How has the BCGEU  
grown and changed  

during the past century? 

These questions and others will be explored in an upcoming  
six-part video series our union is producing. 

It will chronicle generations of BCGEU members’  
activism, solidarity and resilience.

The video series 
is meant to help us 
understand how  
our member-led 
union has evolved 
over the years.

What caused provincial  
employees to establish  

a union in 1919?  

CENTENNIAL VIDEO SERIES 

Victories and lessons 
learned over 100 years
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HOW  
THE UNION  
made us 
STRONG

At the bc government 
employees’ association 

convention in Prince George in 1969, 
members brought forward a resolution 
to change the organization’s name from 
“Association” to “Union”. The proposal 
had already been debated at the previous 
convention, but was narrowly defeated.

The underlying inspiration behind a new 
name was a renewed push for collective 
bargaining rights. Since founding the 
association in 1919, the association 
only had what could be referred to 
as “begging rights” when it came to 
negotiating working conditions and 
pay with the employer — the provincial 
government. Throughout the years, the 
government had adamantly refused 
and ignored the growing demand for 
bargaining rights. 

However, by the late 1960s unionization 
and collective bargaining was becoming 
the norm for public sector workers in 
other jurisdictions across Canada.  

A growing number of new members and 
key figures in the BCGEA’s leadership 
had previous employment experience in 
unionized workplaces and understood 
the need for formal recognition. This 
fuelled a growing dissatisfaction with the 
association’s lack of success in gaining 
bargaining rights.

Delegates debated the name change for 
two hours — many were fearful that 
the name “union” would scare away 
professional “white collar” members, 
and split the organization. Newly hired 
General Secretary John Fryer said: “If you 
walk like a duck and talk like a duck, call 
yourself a duck.”

Ultimately, the name change resolution 
passed – 62-51. Once decided, delegates 
who had voted against the name change 
cheered, as a show of unity. At the 
same convention, members voted to 
start a renewed campaign for collective 
bargaining rights, which were finally 
won a few years later in 1973. ▪

“If you walk like  
a duck and talk  
like a duck, call  
yourself a duck.
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W hen provincial 
employees founded  
our union in 1919 —  

they were then known as the Provincial 
Civil Service Association — members were 
organizing and fighting for basic dignity 
and fair pay. 

With each passing decade, we’ve grown 
and also changed our name to the BC 
Government and Service Employees’ 
Union. Today, we stand proudly as a 
resilient, member-driven union — 
78,000 members strong 
and growing — that 
fights to protect public 
services, health care, 
education, public 
safety, transportation, 
and community social 
services. Our union 
advocates for a society that 
prioritizes the needs of working people. 
We’ve always been ready to do battle for 
what we believe in. But, it hasn’t been 
easy — many of our most important 
victories as a union took years to achieve. 

Going back to 1919, members were 
demanding the right to bargain wages 

and working conditions with their 
employer, the B.C. government. But 
for decades, successive governments 
blocked the union’s calls for collective 
bargaining. In 1959, members took 
the issue to the picket line. It became 
the first public service workers’ 
strike in the history of the British 
Commonwealth. Still, the government 
of the day refused. Bargaining rights 
continued to be a central demand 
in the following decade. At the 1969 

convention, members 
voted to change our 
name and status from an 
association to a union. 

We were on the brink 
of another showdown 
with the government 
over the issue when, 
in 1972, B.C. elected its 

first NDP government. That changed 
everything. Premier Dave Barrett was a 
former BCGEU member. Two years later, 
members ratified our first collective 
agreement. Still, it wasn’t easy. We had 
to keep applying pressure to ensure our 
demands were not ignored.

We achieved many more victories 
at the bargaining table after that — 
from job protection and fair wages, to 
pensions, health benefits, and workplace 
fairness. But by the 1980s, we faced 
new challenges to protect these gains, 
as successive provincial governments 
imposed cuts that began to damage the 
foundations and delivery of our public 
services. 

This resulted in further 
change — organizing 
in other sectors to 
strengthen membership.

Our members have 
led the fightback 
against austerity in our 
workplaces, on picket lines, and with 
strategic campaigns that communicate 
the value of strong public services to the 
British Columbians who pay for them. 
Our efforts have forced politicians to 
scale back, re-work, or reverse their 
proposed cuts.

Anti-union sentiment in recent decades 
hasn’t made our job any easier. But, 
we’ve been determined to thrive and 
continue to organize new members. 
As well, the BCGEU has taken every 
opportunity to advocate for the kind of 
society we envision for working people.

We were the first union to campaign 
for universal child care in B.C., which 
is finally becoming a reality. Members 
have also demanded we take firm 
stances in support of Indigenous 
and women’s rights, and support the 
transition toward a greener economy.

Recently, the BCGEU has identified B.C.’s 
affordability crisis as an economic justice 

issue. This crisis has 
effectively undermined 
the wage gains our union 
has tried to negotiate at 
bargaining tables. Our 
AffordableBC campaign 
has lobbied for policies to 
make housing affordable 
across the province. 

Members are demanding it, but we also 
want it for all working people.

The BCGEU has an incredibly rich 
history that makes us so proud. Our 
union’s past offers up many lessons and 
significant victories. Perhaps our most 
important victory is our staying power. 
We’ve faced challenges every step of 
the way, survived them and emerged 
even stronger. Let’s never forget the 
determination of members in past 
generations who refused to abandon the 
shared vision of dignity and justice for 
working people. We will never give up. ▪

When we  
fight,  
we win!

OUR MEMBERS HAVE LED THE FIGHTBACK 
AGAINST AUSTERITY IN OUR WORKPLACES,  
ON PICKET LINES, AND WITH STRATEGIC 
CAMPAIGNS THAT COMMUNICATE THE VALUE  
OF STRONG PUBLIC SERVICES.

80,000 
members strong and growing 19
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We were the first 
union to campaign 
for universal child 

care in B.C.

We’ve always  
been ready to  

do battle for what 
we believe in.

year we 
changed status  
from association  
to a union

1959first public service  
workers’ strike

B.C. elected its  
first NDP  
government

19
72



10

11

C E N T E N N I A L  
E V E N T S

O ur centenary is an 
opportunity to remind 
ourselves of why workers 
came together to form 
our union, the values 

driving our early struggles, and the 
changes our union has undergone 
since. This is a moment for us to 
return to our roots and remember the 
principles that have guided us and 
continue to guide our way forward. 
This year, members from different 
regions across the province will 
capture and share their experiences 
and stories that exemplify the 
accomplishments and lessons of our 
union to inspire future action.

We’ll be screening videos about our 
history and facilitating conversations 
at local area events called solidari-
teas, bringing together members and 
retirees to learn about our past and 
envision where we see our union in 
the next one hundred years. Look for 
an article in this booklet that describes 
these videos that will be screened at 
those gatherings.

Area cross component committees 
across the province are planning events 

to facilitate dialogue and discussion 
among members and retired members 
to commemorate one hundred years 
of BCGEU activism. Each area has its 
own rich history of how our union 
has impacted our workplaces and 
communities. Members can participate 
by attending events like the BBQ 
and ceremony in Kelowna (Area 07), 
solidari-tea in the park in Ladysmith 
(Area 02), and the area office birthday 
party in Terrace (Area 12). 

Components are also inviting dialogue 
between current activists and retired 
activists to connect our history 
to the present at their meetings. 
Component 12, Administrative Services, 
hosted Lori Joaquin, and Wendi 
Lawrence (former BCGEU executive 
members) at their meeting on May 27th. 
Other components will be honouring 
the centennial throughout the year. 

Our union has been shaped over the 
years by the courage and actions of 
those who rose to challenge injustice. 
Sharing our stories is an important 
part of building our strength to meet 
challenges we currently face and the 
ones yet to come. ▪

To find out about 
Centennial events in your 

community or component,  
check on the events section  

of the BCGEU website,  
member portal or contact  

your area office.



A CENTURY OF  
COMMUNICATION  
WITH MEMBERS

The Provincial debuts

The year was 1947. John Hart was the 
premier of a Liberal-Conservative 
coalition government in B.C. and Jack 
Lowndes was serving as our president.

The first issue of The Provincial debuted 
in the summer of 1947, the result of a 
resolution at convention. The issue 
featured stories on public works 
reclassification, superannuation and 
the five-day week. President Lowndes 
wrote in that issue: “Collectively, we have 
a potent voice. How that voice is heard is 
our responsibility – let us not fail.”

For 72 years, The Provincial has chronicled 
the struggles and aspirations, setbacks 
and victories in the life of our union and 
its members. Important milestones have 
been captured and archived for future 
generations.

Like in 1959 when the BCGEA, while 
not legally recognized as a labour 
union, engaged in a historic act of 
defiance against the B.C. government. 
The Provincial reported: “Backed by 
an 81.19 per cent strike vote, at 7am, 
March 13, 1959, BCGEA members put 
up picket lines around government 
offices, marking the first civil service 
strike in Commonwealth history… The 
issues: wages and bargaining rights. 
At 10:40am, the government obtained 
an injunction against picketing… As a 
result of the militant action, the BCGEA 

N ew publications, like new 
unions, often have humble 
beginnings — with few 

resources, save for the determination of 
their founders. In many ways, the BCGEU 
and its member publications shared 
similar paths. 

In 1919 revolution was in the air, with 
30,000 workers staging a general strike in 
Winnipeg. In B.C., government workers 
gathered in Vancouver to form the 
Provincial Civil Service Association of B.C. 

won its wage demands, but would have 
to wait to get bargaining rights.”

The Provincial was published as a 
newspaper throughout the 1980s 
and 1990s, covering important issues 
like the Solidarity movement in 1983 
and the Fight Back campaign during 
the first term of the Campbell Liberal 
government.

Then in 2005, with new technology 
providing economies of scale, a decision 
was made to move to a full-colour 
magazine publication. Research shows 
that magazines stay in homes longer 
and are read by more people than a 
traditional newsprint publication. 

The Provincial magazine remains the 
only form of direct communication to 
all BCGEU members. The publication 
is also an economical form of member 
communication. Today’s full-colour 
magazine only costs about $1.00 
per issue per member to print and 
distribute. 

As the BCGEU enters our second century 
as a labour organization, The Provincial 
remains a key part of our identity and 
history as a union. ▪

WINTER   2018
Volume 66,  Number 4
Agreement #: 40010201

(PCSABC), the precursor to the BCGEU. 
By January of 1920, the first edition of The 
Civil Servant newsletter was published for 
its 1,000 members.

That first issue created a controversy in 
the capital, around the PCSABC’s request 
for a bonus to compensate for the rapid 
de-valuation of the Canadian dollar. The 
association’s decision to carry the request 
to the floor of the legislature raised the ire 
of Premier John Oliver, who responded 
that doing so would be “treated by the 
government as a want of confidence 
motion… by the result of which the 
government must either stand or fall.”

Despite the premier’s attempt to ban the 
publication, the association continued to 
publish The Civil Servant until 1922, when 
it ceased printing for lack of funding.

During a period of sporadic activity 
caused by the provincial government’s 
threat to fire anyone who carried a 
membership in the PCSABC, there was 
no coordinated newsletter among public 
service employees. However, when the 
civil service association was re-formed in 
1942 - now named the BC Government 
Employees’ Association - that changed. 

FOR 72 YEARS, THE PROVINCIAL HAS 

CHRONICLED THE STRUGGLES AND 

ASPIRATIONS, SETBACKS AND VICTORIES IN 

THE LIFE OF OUR UNION AND ITS MEMBERS.

The first issue of  
The Provincial debuted 
in the summer of 1947, 

the result of a resolution 
at convention.
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We started with a bracket representing unity. 
When rotated, it takes the form of a person.

1969

The combination of 
community and the shape 
of the Dogwood completes 
the final design.

The Dogwood has flown over rallies, 
conventions, bargaining sessions and 
celebrations around the province.

The Story of the Dogwood

Help us envision what the next  
100 years will look like as we continue  
to fight for justice for working people.

Prior to the 1969 
convention,  
we were the  
BC Government 
Employees’ Association.

When members chose to 
call themselves a union, it 
was time for a new logo.

A sense of community was 
added by suggesting people 

gathering at a table.

1919

2019



 Join us as we celebrate 
100 years of the BCGEU!  
Back in 1919, workers came together to form what we 
know today as the BCGEU. As part of our Centennial 
celebrations, we’re looking back at the many ways 
that our union has impacted our worksites and 
communities throughout the years. Be a part of telling 
the story of our history in your community through 
events, photos, and more.

Follow us on social media:

       @bcgeu

Email us at centennial@bcgeu.ca

Have something to share or  
want to be involved in  

your community’s project? 

4911 Canada Way, Burnaby 
B.C. V5G 3W3
Phone: 604-291-9611
Fax: 604-291-6030
1-800-663-1674 (toll free)
www.bcgeu.ca

A component of the  
National Union of Public 
and General Employees. 
Affiliated with the B.C. 
Federation of Labour and the 
Canadian Labour Congress


