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Dear Sisters, Brothers, and Comrades,

This Labour Day takes place during the 150th anniversary of the Toronto & York Region Labour
Council. As the COVID-19 pandemic continues, we are seeing its effects ripple out across our
society with devastating impact, from tragic loss of life in long-term care homes to the underfunding
and privatization of the very public services we have relied on so heavily over the last 18 months.
This coupled with the worsening effects of climate change and heartbreaking reminders of the
country’s colonial past, like the devastating but not surprising uncovering of mass graves at former
residential school sites, continues to expose what too many have known for far too long: that
systemic racism, economic inequality, and the climate crisis are ongoing realities that we cannot
afford to ignore.

Amidst this reckoning, the past few years have been hard on workers. Our economic future is
uncertain. People don’t know what a post COVID-19 recovery is going to look like in their
workplaces, for their families, and within their communities. The pandemic has created a health and
safety crisis that has decimated working people, with many bosses putting worker safety on the
backburner in pursuit of greater profits. We continue to hear about layoffs and budget cuts for
workers who put their lives on the line, even as the stock market soars to new heights. 

To ensure workers come out on top after this past year, we need to fight hard, fight smart, and fight
together. To make the kind of gains we need, the labour movement has to show workers and their
communities that we are ready to fight for them. We need to engage more workers in the political
process and turn out to the coming elections so that we can hold the politicians who enabled this
crisis accountable. We also need – more than ever -- to have workers engage with the labour
movement to organize more workplaces.

That is why, this Labour Day, we are calling for workers to Rise Up for A Just Recovery.

The Labour Council will continue to agitate against repressive and dangerous laws like it has done
before in the struggles against racism and unjust policing. We will demand quality education and
healthcare for all. This will show workers and communities we are ready to fight for them even
outside of the workplace. We will also continue to get good jobs for marginalized communities as we
are doing with apprenticeship and trades careers for Black, Indigenous and youth of colour. The best
program for marginalized communities is one that delivers good, union jobs, with fair pay, and that
humanely looks after those not in the workforce.

Over our 150 year history, those who came before us showed that they could organize, sometimes
against impossible odds, and win. Let’s draw on those lessons as we rise up to demand a just
recovery for all. This Labour Day we may not be marching on the streets, but we should honour the
spirit of that day by getting into fighting shape for the crucial struggles ahead. It’s time to rise up!

Andria Babbington
President, Toronto & York Region Labour Council

















































The Toronto Roots of Labour Day
On a normal Labour Day, over 25,000 union members would march on the streets of Toronto to
celebrate the achievements of the labour movement. It is the day’s largest parade in all of North
America – a testament to the determination of workers to mark our place in Canada’s largest urban
centre. More than that though, it is in Toronto where the roots of Labour Day run deep.

In 1871, a small group of activists came together to give life to an idea: the creation of the Labour
Council as a collective voice for working people in Toronto. Within a year, the fledgling labour
movement would be tested. Printers at the Globe newspaper went on strike and were jailed for
criminal sedition. In response, 10,000 people took to the streets demanding their freedom and labour
rights. The call for justice that echoed across the country won the first Trade Union act.

The tradition of large parades continued, and Peter McGuire of the Carpenters Union took the idea
back to New York with a proposal to mark the first Monday of September as a union celebration.
Support for the idea began to grow, and by 1894 the Canadian government declared Labour Day a
public holiday. From the very beginning our parade reflected the principle that, “what we wish for
ourselves, we wish for all.”

In the early decades, the Labour Council mounted campaigns for employment standards, sanitary
conditions, limitation of working hours, and prohibiting child labour. It also called for equal pay for
women, one of the first advocates for equality in Canada. There was a sweeping program for
municipal ownership of the street railway system, telephone services, power, gas, and the fire
brigade. The Labour Council lobbied for better public health and a quality education system, as well
as a Fair Wage policy.

The creation of the Toronto Hydro Electric System was championed by William Hubbard, the first
African-Canadian City Councillor. Labour led a plebiscite to create the publicly-owned Toronto
Transit Commission. These crucial achievements reflected the determination of labour to engage in
“political bargaining” to win social gains.

After the Second World War, the lessons of fighting against fascism were deeply ingrained. In 1947,
the Toronto Joint Labour Committee for Human Rights was formed. It led a relentless campaign
against racist practices by employers, landlords, and businesses. The Labour Council was also a
founding partner in the United Way, and unions widely supported charitable work.

The 21st century has posed many challenges to our society, but unions in Toronto and York Region
are responding. Labour has been deeply involved in the struggles for decent work, for racial equality,
for public services, and for an education system that gives every student what they need to succeed.
We are fighting for an economy that is both sustainable and offers a just recovery for all.

Working people in Toronto have been on a remarkable journey since 1871. On Labour Day, we
honour those who have laid the foundation for a movement that built so much of Toronto’s history.
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