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Introduction 
 
The Canadian Union of Public Employees British Columbia (CUPE BC) appreciates the 
opportunity to submit its views on priorities for the 2017 budget to the Select Standing 
Committee on Finance and Government Services (the Committee). 
 
CUPE BC represents more than 87,000 workers in British Columbia employed in 
municipalities, and school boards, colleges and universities, and community 
organizations.  Our members also provide transit and library services, and we represent 
many workers in private sector organizations.  Our 87,000 members deliver public 
services across a wide range of sectors, and thus play an integral role in translating the 
provincial budget into action. 
 
As such, they are affected by budget priorities like all British Columbians – as citizens 
receiving vital services, but also as employees in a way that is central to the work that 
they do in building strong communities.  Our working conditions are directly related to 
healthy sustainable communities, and both are direct functions of budget prioritization. 
 
After 16 years of a starvation diet of provincial investments in public services under the 
former government, the recommendations that we have included in this document contain 
high level budget policy recommendations and specific pressing needs identified by our 
members in each sector.  We are hopeful that this budget will encompass sweeping 
changes in the way public services are funded and we welcome this opportunity to bring 
forth the concerns and priorities of the membership of CUPE BC. 
 
 

Provincial Budget 
 
To properly fund public infrastructure and services we must be unafraid to enact policies 
of fair taxation.  Everyone and every business must pay their fair share.  Almost two 
decades of tax cuts for the wealthiest few and big corporations have created a system 
that is increasing--not reducing--income inequality.  This inequality is exacerbated by 
regressive taxation; these regressive taxes include the MSP Premium, consumption-
based taxes and user fees.  We should be addressing income inequality through tax 
reform instead of continuing to intensify income inequality by requiring those with the 
least ability to pay to be burdened by disproportionate costs. 
 
Recommendation 1:  Analyze the current taxation structure for the Province through a 
progressive lens and enact taxation changes that will focus on fairness. 
 
While we applaud the changes announced in the 2017 Budget Update relating to the 
reduction of the MSP by 50 per cent, we want to flag that in many cases workers 
negotiated for those premiums to be paid in part or in whole by their employer in lieu of 
wage increase or as part of a compensation package.   
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Recommendation 2: MSP savings not be clawed back from provincial ministries and 
those ministries to be directed to reinvest those savings into health benefits or wage 
improvements. 
 
Everybody in the province benefits when investments are made in public infrastructure. 
However, not all infrastructure funding models are created equally.  The secrecy and 
lack of transparency around so-called “public private partnerships” is very troubling.   
The BC government should be harnessing its own borrowing power to build public 
infrastructure and then operating that infrastructure instead of regressive user fees and 
hefty payments from government lining corporate shareholder dividends. 
 
Further we should not be allocating public funds to support private corporations in their 
bid to privatize the vital infrastructure and services that British Columbians rely on every 
day. 
 
We are going to pay for these projects one way or another. We might as well build, 
maintain and operate our facilities publicly.  Let’s own and control them ourselves, for 
the public interest and not for private profits. 
 
Recommendation 3: Immediately cease funding to Partnerships BC. 
 
Recommendation 4: Only invest in public infrastructure that is publicly financed, 
maintained and operated. 
 
 

CUPE BC’s Municipal Workers 
 
CUPE BC represents 30,000 municipal workers who provide the services and maintain 
the infrastructure that is vital to the health and well-being of British Columbians, but 
BC’s cities and towns are facing unprecedented pressures and lack the sound financial 
footing to meet growing needs.  Our municipalities need better revenue sources if we 
want them to continue to feed our success. 
 
Many British Columbian municipalities are struggling to pay for the infrastructure and 
services their residents need to have a decent quality of life.  Cities and towns are on 
the front lines of many challenges, such as climate change, the widening gap between 
rich and poor, and an aging population.  Over the last two decades, senior levels of 
government have downloaded more responsibilities to local governments, but often 
without the necessary funds to pay for them.  Municipalities in BC still depend primarily 
on property taxes and user fees to pay their bills.  These revenues weren’t designed to 
support the types of services modern-day municipalities provide, and aren’t based on 
ability to pay. 
 
Recommendation 5: Investigate progressive models for fair taxation and make new 
progressive models of revenue generation available to Municipalities. 
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CUPE’s Health Sector Workers 
 
The majority of CUPE members in the health care sector are represented by our sister 
union, the Hospital Employees Union, and we defer to their submission in terms of 
policy recommendations for this sector.  That said, CUPE BC represents BC’s more 
than 3600 ambulance paramedics, and so we will briefly discuss the emergency 
healthcare sector.  Although underfunding has been a chronic issue in all health sectors, 
significant problems unique to CUPE’s paramedics have been exacerbated by the 
funding shortages by the previous government. In addition to inadequate funding levels, 
paramedics across the province are carrying much of the burden of the ongoing opioid 
overdose crisis.  
 
Suggestions put forward by the paramedics to improve the situation, including new 
staffing models, were ignored by the previous government.  This underfunding affects 
the ambulance service across the province. For example, a rural/remote station may 
have an unstaffed ambulance.  Emergency calls in that region would then be redirected 
to the nearest available ambulance (which could be hours away) which then in turn 
would leave no ambulance in that region.  In urban areas, the volume of calls is much 
greater than the staffing levels provided due to underfunding. After 16 years of a 
government that chose confrontation over collaboration in the emergency health sector, 
an increase to ambulance numbers is necessary to ensure that paramedics are 
available when and where they are needed. 
 
Recommendation 6: Immediately increase resources to paramedic services to ensure 
the safety of British Columbians. 
 
 

CUPE’s Post Secondary Education Workers 
 
CUPE BC represents approximately 15,000 workers in the Post-Secondary Sector.  We 
represent workers in a wide range of classifications including teaching assistants, 
sessional instructors, facilities staff, event staff, library staff, clerical staff, maintenance 
workers, custodial staff, and more. 
 
Total funding for the post-secondary sector has continued to decline since 2001.  Total 
provincial funding for the sector in 2001-2002 was $1.9 billion dollars.  (In current dollars 
this would be $2.5 billion).  In 2016-2017 total government funding for the sector was 
just $2.05 billion.  After accounting for inflation, simply to match 2001-2002 funding 
levels, the government would need to spend more than $400 million more than it has 
currently allocated.  
 
The previous provincial government’s statements on Post-Secondary funding were very 
misleading.  It claimed to have increased operating grants by 43 per cent since 2001-
2002.  What the government failed to mention is that expenses for the sector have gone 
up by 80 per cent during the same period.  Thirty percent of their claimed ‘increase’ 
simply covers inflation, and the remaining 13 per cent is completely insufficient in 
covering the cost of the growth of our post-secondary institutions during that period.  
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This has put increasing pressure on staff as post-secondary institutions try to do more 
with less.  Staff are faced with increased workloads, while their pay increases have not 
kept up with inflation.  Jobs in the sector are also becoming more and more precarious. 
As full-time regular staff retire, they are not being replaced. Instead post-secondary 
institutions are increasingly relying on part-time and casual staff with less access to 
benefits.  This is a significant concern, since post-secondary institutions have been an 
important source of good jobs in communities throughout BC.  
 
Recommendation 7: Restore post-secondary funding to 2001-2002 levels (in current 
dollars) and eliminate the present shortfall.  
 
As a result of underfunding, our post-secondary institutions are being forced to pursue 
private sources of funding.  They are becoming more like ‘education businesses’ rather 
than public institutions serving the public good through educating our society.  The 
proportion of revenue that comes from fees and tuition has greatly increased since 
2001.  At universities in BC, in 2001-2002, total tuition made up 26 per cent of operating 
revenues; it now makes up over 42 per cent of operating revenues.  At community 
colleges in BC, in 2001-2002 total tuition made up 22 per cent of operating revenues, 
and now this has increased to more than 27 per cent of operating revenues.  BC’s three 
largest institutions - UBC, SFU and UVic - in the academic year of 2014-2015 were all 
less than 50 per cent publicly funded.  
 
Recommendation 8: Ensure that funding levels are high enough that post-secondary 
institutions remain majority government funded, and therefore public institutions, over 
the long-term.  
 
We commend the government’s decision to eliminate tuition fees for Adult Basic 
Education and English Language Learning, commitment to expanding the tuition waver 
program for former youth in care, and commitment to eliminating interest on student 
loans. These are extremely important steps in making post-secondary education more 
affordable and reducing barriers to those who already face the greatest obstacles. 
 
We hope that the government will continue to reduce barriers facing students pursuing a 
post-secondary education.  Tuition and other compulsory fees have doubled since the 
BC Liberals came into power in 2001. In 2001-2002 the average undergraduate tuition 
was $2,527; in 2015-2016 it was $5,964.  BC currently relies too heavily on student 
loans and should offer more non-repayable student aid to students based on financial 
need. 
  
Recommendation 9: Decrease tuition and offer more non-repayable student aid. 
 
 

Labour Relations Board and Employment Standards Branch 
 
The Labour Relations Board and the Employment Standards Branch desperately need 
more funding to operate effectively.  
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An increase in funding to the Labour Relations Board would allow greater flexibility to 
hire additional staff, including Industrial Relations Officers (IROs), and to increase 
compensation for key positions to attract strong candidates.  Currently, the board does 
not have enough staff to support a fair union certification process.  The board is now 
routinely ordering mail-in ballots rather than in-person certification votes. Mail-in ballots 
take more time, and increase the likelihood of employer interference. IROs also now 
rarely conduct pay-roll audits and so the number of employees is determined solely by 
what the employer reports.  
 
Due to the underfunding of the Employment Standards Branch, workers in our province 
now face high levels of abuse and exploitation. 
(http://bcemploymentstandardscoalition.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/BCESC-
Workers-Stories-of-Exploitation-and-Abuse-July-2017.pdf).  Increased staffing is 
urgently needed to ensure proactive enforcement of employment standards especially 
in industries with a high level of abuse including agriculture, construction, and hospitality. 
Due to funding cuts under the BC Liberals our current system is complaints-based and 
relies on the ‘self-help kit,’ which is extremely ineffective. Most workers are afraid of 
losing their job, and will not come forward unless they have already quit or been laid off 
and therefore have nothing to lose. 
 
Workers’ rights are human rights. Funding of the Employment Standards Branch is vital 
to fighting exploitation of the most vulnerable workers in our province. 
 
Recommendation 10: Significantly increase funding for the Labour Relations Board 
and the Employment Standards Branch.  
 
 

CUPE BC Library Workers 
 
CUPE BC represents more than 3700 library workers in more than 50 communities 
across the province.  

Provincial government funding has decreased from 21 per cent of library revenue in 
1986 to a mere 5 per cent today.  Restoring provincial funding to public libraries is 
critically important to ensure that libraries can continue to provide quality services in our 
communities throughout BC. 
 
Libraries provide essential and unique public services that should not be overlooked. 
Their existence alone is a vital public statement that all people deserve access to 
knowledge and information, and demonstrates our society’s commitment to promoting 
democratic values and critical thinking.  Libraries provide free access to life-long 
learning, which has become increasingly important as tuition for post-secondary 
education increases. They are centers for community building and important spaces for 
celebrating and promoting local arts and culture.  
 
Furthermore, libraries are often the only accessible public indoor spaces in communities. 
They provide an important social safety net for vulnerable populations including the 

http://bcemploymentstandardscoalition.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/BCESC-Workers-Stories-of-Exploitation-and-Abuse-July-2017.pdf
http://bcemploymentstandardscoalition.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/BCESC-Workers-Stories-of-Exploitation-and-Abuse-July-2017.pdf
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homeless, people struggling with mental health issues, seniors, and new immigrants 
(http://www.policynote.ca/public-libraries-are-becoming-the-new-social-safety-net/ ). 
Libraries should receive funding, support, and resources to effectively respond to their 
role in addressing poverty on the front lines. 
 
Libraries workers provide a vital service in our communities, yet library jobs are often 
precarious.  Many library workers are part-time, do not have a regular schedule, and 
lack access to benefits such as extended health and pension. Increased funding to the 
sector could help to ensure that libraries can provide quality jobs that reflect the 
importance of the service they provide. 
 
Recommendation 11: Increase provincial grants to public libraries in BC. 
 
 

CUPE’s K-12 Education Workers 
 
CUPE’s 27,000 K-12 members provide clerical and IT support, custodial, trades and 
maintenance work for safe, healthy learning environments, and instructional support as 
educational assistants working directly with children with diverse and complex needs. We 
also represent bus drivers and crossing guards who ensure that thousands of children get 
to and from school safely every day. 
 
Underfunding in this sector has been substantial and chronic and while improvements 
have been made in many districts with respect to EA hours, we are seeing cutbacks in 
other crucial areas.  One of the most noticeable of these is in the area of custodial 
services, where the erosion of positions and claw back of hours has left custodial staff 
significantly overworked.  Our custodial workers across the province have raised 
concerns over their inability to perform the work that they know is vital to maintaining safe 
and healthy learning environments. Understaffing and overwork in this area is a health 
and safety issue for our workers, but also to all staff and students. 
 
All of these concerns are taking place in the context of wage increases that are not 
keeping pace with inflation – a particular concern given the context of a rapidly increasing 
lack of affordability in many parts of the province. 
 

Recommendation 12:  That adequate, stable and predictable funding be allocated to  
K-12 so that school districts can meet their obligations to deliver accessible, quality 
education. 
 
Recommendation 13: That budget provisions for the K-12 system contain the funding 
necessary to pay for full-time hours to the support staff. 
 
In 2002, the Liberal government implemented a per-pupil funding model based on district 
level student enrolment, doing away with the practice of funding education on a program 
cost basis at the provincial level.  This was done in the context of implementing a 3-year 
funding freeze, despite recognition that costs would rise over this period.  By 
implementing a per-pupil funding model, responsibility for cuts to programming and 

http://www.policynote.ca/public-libraries-are-becoming-the-new-social-safety-net/
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services was shifted from the province to school districts, despite the fact that the 
province determines the overall funding level for education in the province. There are 
numerous problems with the current funding model; chief among them is that it is not 
responsive to the actual cost of program delivery, and obscures the fact that many K-12 
costs are not very sensitive to enrolment (i.e. maintenance, custodial and many 
educational costs will not change with fluctuations in enrolment to the same extent that 
funding will). 
 
Recommendation 14: That there be a review of the funding formula for school boards 
with broad stakeholder input that, in addition to examining the fairness of the distribution 
formula. 
 
While the K-12 public education system in British Columbia remains significantly 
underfunded, there has been a dramatic increase in the amount of public dollars directed 
to private schools.  Funding for private schools has increased 61 per cent in the last 10 
years, and is expected to total $358 million in 2016-17, and $374 million in 2017-18. The 
latter figure would represent an increase of 93.8 per cent since 2005-06. 
 
CUPE believes that a strong public education system is the best way to ensure that 
education is inclusive, equitable, and accessible. Public education is the backbone of a 
democratic society. 
 
Recommendation 15: That funding to independent schools be eliminated. This course of 
action would likely require a progressive reduction, but should be undertaken with the aim 
of expeditiously redirecting public funds to the public system. 
 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada placed great emphasis on 
the role of education in helping to facilitate reconciliation. 
 
Much of the current state of troubled relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Canadians is attributable to educational institutions and what they have taught, or failed 
to teach, over many generations. Despite this history—or, perhaps more correctly, 
because of its potential—the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) believes that 
education is also the key to reconciliation. 
 
CUPE represents many Indigenous educational assistants across the country who play 
an integral role in working with Indigenous communities and students.  They provide 
academic support aimed at maximizing the educational experience of Indigenous 
students.  A key part of this is assisting school staff and students in understanding the 
role of Indigenous culture and heritage in the lives of students, and in their educational 
outcomes.  These aims have recently been reiterated in the new K-12 curriculum. We are 
concerned that Indigenous EA positions have not grown significantly in many districts; in 
fact, in some districts growth has been flat or positions have been reduced. 
 
Recommendation 16: That adequate funding be provided to support the educational 
mandate of the TRC, the new K-12 curriculum, and to ensure continued progress in 
support of Aboriginal Students in British Columbia. 
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CUPE BC’s Social Service Workers 
 
CUPE BC’s social service workers are amongst the lowest paid employees providing 
frontline services to British Columbians.  Many of the members in this sector are 
working several jobs to make up full-time hours and still are not making a living wage.  
Over the past 16 years this sector has seen unprecedented cuts and attacks, they are 
constantly being asked to do more with less.  The growing precarity in this sector, as 
more contracted employers are moving to a model of hiring auxiliary or part time only.  
People providing services in communities for our most vulnerable should not be thinking 
about whether or not they can make it to the food bank to pick up food for their children 
as they race between their multiple jobs. 
 
Recommendation 17: Immediately increase the budget for social service delivery in 
the province to increase service levels and properly compensate workers delivering 
those services.   
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