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Official Opening of CAW-Detroit Three Bargaining 

News Conference, August 14, 2012 

Remarks by Ken Lewenza, CAW President 
 

 

 

 Today marks the ceremonial start to our contract talks with the Detroit 

Three automakers. 

 

 As you know, this is our first bargaining since the crisis of 2008-2009, 

when GM and Chrysler had to restructure – with help from government, 

and with help from their workers. 

 

 For us in Canada, it’s really the first round of “normal” bargaining since 

2005. 

 

 We did sign a contract in 2008, but we signed it several months early – 

just as the financial crisis was hitting.  We didn’t go through the usual 

full process.  As it turns out, that contract was quickly made redundant 

anyway by the economic meltdown. 

 

 For those who are new to covering these talks, I want to welcome you. 

 

 This is the first of many news briefings we will hold throughout the talks. 

 

 The CAW believes in transparency in our bargaining.  We have to be 

honest with the public, and with our members, about what’s going on 

here.  About the issues.  About the disagreements and debates we will 

inevitably have with the companies. 

 

 That way, they will better understand whatever solution we come to at 

the end of the day. 

 

 So we commit to keeping you all informed as the process unfolds, as 

much as we can. 

 

 We’ve had our kick-off meeting with General Motors this morning.  A 

very frank, constructive discussion. 
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 We meet with Chrysler this afternoon.  And Ford tomorrow. 

 

 Then the talks will pause next week, for our CAW Constitutional and 

Collective Bargaining Convention.  Then we’ll get going again in earnest 

the week after that. 

 

 The contract expires on Monday night, September 17. 

 

 The memories of 2009 are still pretty fresh, and pretty painful, for our 

members. 

 

 They sacrificed a lot to keep these companies in business.  Even at Ford, 

which did not seek bankruptcy protection, and where government did not 

mandate a new contract (as they did at GM and Chrysler). 

 

 At all three companies, our active members lost several dollars per hour 

worth of compensation: a 4-year wage freeze, lost bonuses, lost time off, 

other changes. 

 

 Our retirees sacrificed too.  The loss of pension indexing.  Changes in 

benefits.  And at GM and Chrysler, the creation of a new health care trust 

system that creates its own challenges moving forward. 

 

 So this is a time to remember the sacrifices that autoworkers have made – 

both our active members, and retired members.  To RESPECT and 

RECOGNIZE those sacrifices.  And to work out a way of sharing in the 

success which all three companies have enjoyed since those dramatic 

events. 

 

 The industry has come a long way since 2009.  Employment has 

bottomed out, and bounced back a tiny bit.  We’ve won back a couple of 

thousand new jobs. 

 

 Production has rebounded more strongly.  We’ve regained about half the 

volume we lost in the crisis. 

 

 But it is profits that have rebounded more strongly than anyone expected.  

GM and Ford are earning record profit margins on their North American 
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business.  And Chrysler has come back to profitability far faster than 

anyone dared to hope in 2009. 

 

 The companies have learned to make money even at low volumes.  

Workers’ sacrifices have been a big part of that, too.  Plant closures and 

layoffs, which impose incredible pain on communities, have allowed the 

companies to make strong profits despite low volumes. 

 

 The companies forget that pain, when they complain that Canada is the 

most expensive place in the world to build automobiles. 

 

 That claim is statistically false.  The real compensation of Canadian 

autoworkers, relative to the prices we pay to live here, is lower than in 

the U.S. and other advanced auto-producing countries. 

 

 But compensation is only one piece of the puzzle, anyway. 

 

 Productivity.  Quality.  Utilization.  Those are all just as important – I 

would say more important – to long-run success, than compensation. 

 

 Every one of these companies is making strong profits here in North 

America.  And every one is losing billions in Europe. 

 

 Canada has closed more auto assembly plants in the last decade, than all 

of Europe closed since the end of the Second World War. 

 

 We’ve taken more than our share of hardship and adjustment.  That pain 

has been crucial to the companies’ profitability here.   

 

 Yet the companies now have the nerve to say Canada is the most 

expensive place in the world to do business.  I suggest they are LUCKY 

to be doing business in Canada – certainly compared to Europe, and 

many other jurisdictions around the world. 

 

 It’s not just autoworkers who have contributed to these profits, of course.  

Other Canadians have, too. 

 

 Taxpayers helped, through the government support for GM and Chrysler.  

Governments have gotten most of their money back.  All of it, if you 
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count the indirect tax revenues the industry is generating.  It was a good 

decision by government.  A good investment. 

 

 But the companies should be grateful.  Not demanding and complaining. 

 

 Canadian consumers help, too.  Remember, every car a Canadian buys 

here costs several thousand dollars more than the same car in the U.S.  

EVEN CARS MADE IN CANADA! 

 

 That’s how the over-valued Canadian dollar helps these companies, even 

as they complain about what it does to our labour costs. 

 

 Because of the strong dollar, they can sell their products here for more 

than in other markets.  Their retail profit margins in Canada are very 

strong. 

 

 In fact, we view ourselves as bargaining on behalf of Canada, not just our 

members.  We are dealing with powerful, mobile, aggressive 

multinational companies.  We are going to try to use our collective 

influence, through bargaining, to win something back for the country, 

Canada, that has been so lucrative for them. 

 

 Continued wages and pensions and benefits, of course.  That spill over 

into the whole community. 

 

 And new investments in our plants, to keep this vital industry humming 

here. 

 

 The bargainers on both sides are professionals, with a lot of experience, 

and a lot of respect for each other.  We know how to make a successful 

deal happen. 

 

 We will have honest, constructive dialogue and debate over the coming 

weeks.  It’s already started, in fact, through informal sessions we’ve been 

having through the spring and summer. 

 

 Our full intent is to reach agreements at all three companies without a 

work stoppage. 
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 I remind you, there has been no work stoppage at any of these companies 

in Canada since 1996, when GM tried to break the pattern.  So we have 

some credibility on this point. 

 

 What will it take to reach a fair deal? 

 

 Number one:  We need to find some way for Canadian workers to share 

in the success of these companies since the 2009 restructuring.  I am not 

sure what form that repayment will take. 

 

 The companies have profited because of our members’ sacrifices.  They 

have no ethical or economic right to demand more concessions.  We have 

to find some way to share the wealth. 

 

 Yes, the high dollar makes our fixed costs look expensive – more 

expensive than they are in real economic terms.  We will talk about this 

in bargaining, and find ways to deal with that problem. 

 

 But one way or another, our members have to make some progress in this 

round.  They have to receive some recognition for the sacrifices they 

have made. 

 

 Number two:  We also have to talk about the companies’ continuing 

commitment to their Canadian operations.  Specific investment and 

product commitments. 

 

 More broadly, we’d also like to preserve the “Canadian manufacturing 

footprint” concept that was implemented in 2009.  That concept has been 

very effective in preserving Canada’s share of this industry.  And we’d 

like it to continue. 

 

 There are many other normal issues that come up in every round of 

bargaining: updating our benefits programs, and so on.  We haven’t 

really done that, as I mentioned, since 2005. 

 

 And of course, under our system we also have to reach local agreements 

at all locations by the time of the contract deadline. 
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 These are tough issues, no doubt.  And the Canadian dollar makes 

everything tougher. 

 

 It will take creativity, good will, and professionalism to get through them 

all, before midnight on September 17. 

 

 We can do that. 

 

 However, if one or more of these companies is serious about trying to 

enforce more concessions on our member, despite their profits, then we 

will be in trouble. 

 

 I warn the companies not to be overzealous in these talks. 

 

 We won’t be overzealous.  We aren’t going in there demanding 

everything back from 2009.  We are just saying that we have to find a 

way to share in the success that our members built. 

 

 I repeat, highly profitable companies have no ethical or economic right to 

demand more concessions from the workers who have already done so 

much. 

 

 The union and the companies have the power in these talks to commit 

mutual suicide.  We’ll do everything in our power to avoid that.  But it 

takes two to reach a settlement. 

 

 With that, I thank the media for your attention to these talks, and to this 

industry.  And I look forward to working with you closely over the next 

several weeks. 


