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Right to stRike puts 
ConseRvatives on notiCe
“SaSkatchewan’S Labour Move-
Ment: the folks who brought you the consti-
tutional right to strike!” said Saskatchewan 
Federation of Labour (SFL) president, Larry 
Hubich, as the Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) 
sided with working families on January 30, 
2015.

The SCC ruled, in no uncertain terms, that 
the SFL was right – the Saskatchewan Party 
government’s Public Services Essential Servic-
es Act (Bill 5) was heavy-handed, unworkable, 
and violated a Charter-protected right to strike.

“The decision by the Supreme Court to grant 
every worker in Canada a constitutional right 
to strike is a profound victory for our move-
ment,” said Hubich, “the Court also delivered a 

strong message to conservative governments 
everywhere: your rigid ideology does not 
trump workers’ rights,” he added.

The Public Services Essential Services Act 
(Bill 5) was introduced by the newly-elected 
Saskatchewan Party government in 2007. As 
soon as it was introduced, workers, their 
unions, lawyers, and academics all said the Bill 
was overreaching, unnecessary, and probably 
illegal. The Saskatchewan Party, though, con-
tinued to only listen to their corporate friends 
instead of Saskatchewan families. As a result, a 
long Charter Challenge was launched by the 
SFL and its affiliates against Bill 5 to protect 
working families.
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Unions always 

prefer a negotiated 

agreement that is 

good for both sides. 

Our victory does not 

change any of that. 

— Larry HubicH

  2 spring 2015 Saskatchewan federation of labour

Despite the long and expen-
sive court process, workers 
and their unions were gra-
cious in their victory – extend-
ing an invitation to the Sas-
katchewan Party government 
to work together.

“We know that a work stop-
page is always the last resort, 
and unions always prefer a ne-
gotiated agreement that is 
good for both sides,” said Hu-
bich, “our victory does not 
change any of that, and we 
want to work with the provin-
cial government to develop la-
bour laws that are fair, bal-
anced, and respect the rights of 
workers,” he added.

However, just a few days af-
ter the SCC ruling, Brad Wall 
floated the option of using the 
notwithstanding clause so 
that he and his government 
could continue violating 
Charter rights.

“This is a time for reconcili-
ation and leadership, not a 
time for the premier to stomp 
his feet and threaten to deny 
Saskatchewan families their 
Charter rights,” said Hubich, 
“workers and their unions 
continue to offer our coopera-
tion to create good public pol-
icy, and we hope the premier 
will come to the table in good 
faith,” he added.

>> continued from page one

by Kent Peterson 
SFL Strategic adviSOr and LabOUr 

repOrter editOr

the very act of signing a union card is a 
political act. When we become a member of a 
union we signal that we believe in workplace 
democracy. We signal that we think people de-
serve fair wages, a good pension, and the right 
to work in a safe environment – all of which are 
radically political ideas.

The adversaries of working families – such 
as corporations and conservative governments 
– advance the idea that unions aught not be po-
litical at all. They say unions have no business 
talking about gender equity, job security, or tax 
fairness. It is very easy to see why corporations 
and conservatives try to frame being political 
as a bad thing – it threatens their authority and, 
of course, it threatens their almighty profit. Ul-
timately, though, the priorities of a union are set 
by the workers that make up that union. If 
workers want to take a political stance and 
stand up to the forces that enable domestic vio-
lence, they should do it. If workers want to take 
a political stance and say they believe in a ro-
bust, publically-funded and publically-deliv-
ered healthcare system, they should do it. And, 
more to the point, those workers should not be 
ashamed of doing those things. Being political 
is a good thing.

Saskatchewan’s labour movement has al-
ways practiced social unionism, and social 
movement unionism. We concern ourselves 
with achieving fair wages, good pensions, and 
job security – of course. However, we look be-
yond those direct workplace issues and focus 
on people’s lives outside of work. We build com-
munity coalitions, and take up the causes of our 
allies, and we work towards a better society for 
everyone – these, too, are fundamentally po-
litical acts.

From supporting women’s suffrage to orga-
nizing waitresses at the Baltimore Café in Regina 
in 1918, this Saskatchewan’s labour movement 
has taken on political issues from the founding 
of this province in order to build better lives. Sas-

katchewan’s unions have never hesitated to with-
draw labour if the result meant better working 
conditions for all people. One such example oc-
curred in 1920 when the Plumbers, Gas and 
Steam Fitters union (current-day UA Local 179) 
went on strike, because they believed people 
shouldn’t die as a result of going to work. Fur-
thermore, our unions recognized early on the 
need to force a workers’ agenda in elections. In-
deed it was Saskatchewan’s Labour Movement 
that rallied behind J. S. Woodsworth’s Indepen-
dent Labour Party in 1929, and partnered with 
M. J. Coldwell and the farmer-backed Progres-
sive Party to ultimately form the Co-operative 
Commonwealth Federation (CCF).

It was the political activity of workers and 
their unions that won all of Saskatchewan’s res-
idents many of the rights we enjoy today, as well 
as a strong social safety net.

These are but a few examples of how unions 
are inherently political, and how being political 
is the only path to real change – change that is 
good for all people. Throughout all of those ex-
amples, workers and women and all marginal-
ized groups of people were opposed – and 
sometimes even murdered – by the forces of the 
right-wing. The right wing, such as corporate 
bosses and conservatives, said back then as they 
say now: unions have no right to talk about is-
sues that affect people outside of workplaces.

Well, unions not only have a right to engage 
in political activities that build a better province 
– indeed they have a responsibility to do so.

Letter from the editor

Unions are political

SFL Strategic Advisor Kent Peterson  
launching Project: Community.

“
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“we cannot grow as a movement until 
we defeat Stephen Harper,” said Canadian La-
bour Congress (CLC) president, Hassan Yus-
suff, as he kicked-off the first of 17 election prep-
aration conferences to be held across Canada.

The conference, which took place in Saska-
toon Jan. 9-10, brought together over 160 par-
ticipants from all over Saskatchewan. Confer-
ence goers ranged in age and experience, but all 
were compelled to attend the gathering because 
they want to get to work electing a caring and 
competent federal government. 

“What we’ve seen happen since Stephen 
Harper was elected as the prime minister is an 
erosion of accountability, slashing of public ser-
vices, mismanagement of the economy, and 
overall a complete lack of respect for working 
families,” said the CLC’s Prairies Region Direc-
tor, Alex Furlong.

Workshops at the conference included how 
to engage young workers, how to build allies 
locally, how to build diverse campaigns, and 
several other workshops on communication 
skills and effective outreach. The skills learned, 
and the networks built, will be put to good use 
as the country approaches a federal election. 
Opportunities for engagement, as well as an 
overview about why the upcoming federal elec-
tion is so important, was provided by profes-
sors Charles Smith and David McGrane dur-
ing a panel discussion on the second day of the 
conference.

“The Harper Government has attacked 
working families, passed anti-worker laws, 
ripped funding away from vulnerable groups of 
people, and generally made a mockery of every-
thing Canada has traditionally stood for,” said 
Saskatchewan Federation of Labour (SFL) presi-
dent, Larry Hubich, “the SFL was proud to have 
co-hosted the conference because we need peo-
ple to not only educate each other on the issues 
we’re facing, but to actually go out into their fed-
eral ridings and work to elect a government that 
actually cares about people,” he added.

eLection preparation conference 

building momentum to help 
defeat the haRpeR goveRnment

What we’ve seen happen since Stephen Harper 

was elected as the prime minister is an erosion 

of accountability, slashing of public services, 

mismanagement of the economy, and overall a 

complete lack of respect for working families.

aLex FurLong  |  cLc prairieS regiOn directOr

“
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healthcare mUst be an election issUe

by Linda siLas
preSident,  

canadian FederatiOn OF nUrSeS UniOnS

the coMing federaL eLection will 
be a close contest having a major impact on the 
direction our country takes. As a nurse labour 
leader and president of the Canadian Federa-
tion of Nurses Unions, I represent almost 
200,000 frontline nurses across Canada. 

Nurses, like other Canadians, will be paying 
special attention to the upcoming federal elec-
tion. Nursing is a highly demanding job, and we 
are constantly trying to give our patients the 
best possible care. Unfortunately, we are find-
ing this increasingly difficult because of federal, 
provincial and local health care cuts. Nurses, 
like all Canadians, need to recognize how poli-
tics and elections impact the care we provide. 

There is a lot at stake, but the CFNU will not 
presume to tell nurses how they should vote – 
rather it is our responsibility to inform mem-
bers that political parties differ in their ap-
proach to health care delivery in Canada and 
how these differences impact our members and 
their patients. 

When Canadians last voted federally, there 
was still an agreement between federal and pro-
vincial governments called the Health Accord. 
This ten-year deal laid out the levels of financial 
transfers the federal government would pro-
vide the provinces for health care and outlined 
key priorities. In 2014 that agreement expired, 
and the Conservative government refused to 
negotiate a new accord. Instead, they told prov-
inces there would be no future agreement and 
the federal government would unilaterally de-

cide how much was to be transferred for health 
care. The provinces have been disturbed by 
these developments and have stated that the 
current transfers represent a 36-billion-dollar 
decrease for provinces over the next 10 years. 
Already, provincial budgets are over-stretched 
because of rising health care costs, and the im-
pacts of decreased levels of funding from the 

LindA SiLAS

nurses, like all canadians, need to 
recognize how politics and elections 
impact the care we provide. 
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healthcare mUst be an election issUe

federal government adds to the burden. 
Still there is hope and many areas for im-

provement. Over the last two years, support has 
been steadily growing for a universal prescrip-
tion drug program. Already provincial collab-
oration on purchasing and negotiation for only 
a handful of drugs is saving about $315 million 
per year. The evidence is clear, CFNU research 

commissioned by Dr. Marc-Andre Gagnon 
shows there is over $11 billion in annual savings 
that could be reinvested in health care, if fed-
eral and provincial governments would com-
mit to universal drug coverage for Canadians. 
While these vast amounts of savings are being 
left as profit for the pharmaceutical industry, 
Canadians are losing out. Federal leadership 

for pharmacare would free resources to deal 
with the impact cutbacks have had on patient 
safety and access to health care. Improving ac-
cess for those who need prescription drugs and 
saving billions in costs represents a win-win for 
Canadians and a stronger health care system 
for Canada.

While health care in Canada is a shared fed-
eral-provincial responsibility, every day pro-
vincial nurses’ unions work with provincial 
governments, sometimes praising and some-
times criticizing. The federal government 
clearly has an important role to play in areas like 
prescription drug access, but in recent years has 
not made health care a priority. Rather than 
viewing it as a partnership between the prov-
inces and Ottawa, the Conservative govern-
ment claims it is solely a provincial responsibil-
ity. The CFNU rejects this and believes that 
without strong federal partnering in health 
care, Canada will have 13 different health care 
systems, all of them weaker.

During this next federal election is will be 
important to let all candidates and all parties 
know that if they ignore health care, Canada’s 
nurses will ignore them when it comes time to 
mark our ballots.

The federal government clearly 
has an important role to play in 
areas like prescription drug access, 
but in recent years has not made 
health care a priority. Rather than 
viewing it as a partnership between 
the provinces and Ottawa, the 
Conservative government claims it 
is solely a provincial responsibility. 
The CFnU rejects this and 
believes that without strong federal 
partnering in health care, Canada 
will have 13 different health care 
systems, all of them weaker.

“
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by simon enocH
ccpa SaSkatcHeWan

for aLL hiS taLk of “ordinary” Canadians 
and “average” working families, one must won-
der if Stephen Harper knows what an average 
Canadian even looks like. Because, despite his 
populist rhetoric, his policies seem to have one 
unique feature – they almost always dispropor-
tionately benefit the wealthiest in our country 
while simultaneously undermining the eco-
nomic security of the rest of us. 

For instance, the median individual income 
in Canada during the last census was just shy of 
$30,000, while the median family income was 
$76,000. Given these numbers and Harper’s 
penchant for appealing to the Tim Horton’s 
coffee crowd, you would think his economic 
policies would be squarely directed at these 
folks in the middle. But while Harper might 
talk a good game on serving the interests of av-
erage Canadians, his policies leave a lot to be 
desired. 

Take income splitting, which the Conser-
vatives have pitched it as a middle-class “fam-
ily” tax cut. A C.D. Howe Institute report con-

cluded that the benefits of income splitting 
would go overwhelmingly to upper-income 
earners. Three-quarters of the benefits would 
go to families earning more than $125,000 a 
year, with the greatest payoff to those making 
over $200,000. Virtually nothing would go to 
the other 85 percent of taxpayers. 

What about all those “boutique” tax cuts 
Harper loves so much? Like the Children’s  Fit-
ness Tax Credit? The Caledon Institute con-
cludes that the tax credit “is an unnecessary 
windfall for the affluent, while still leaving 
most poor families out in the cold.” Or how 
about Public Transit tax credit? Surely that 
must benefit the average Canadian? Well, 
while the credit is claimed predominantly by 
average-income Canadians, the size of the tax 
claim is actually greater for higher-income 
earners. 

Lastly, not only do these tax policies dispro-
portionately benefit the rich, but they also re-
duce public revenues available for the social 
programs that actually do benefit ordinary Ca-
nadians. To paraphrase U.S. president Obama, 
Harper’s economic policy really is “Robin 
Hood in Reverse.”

SiMOn EnOCH

Why stephen haRpeR is good 
foR the RiCh, bad foR the Rest
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TOP: Some Project: Community School participants doing 
group work to build a thriving social movement. BOTTOM: 

To see a video about Project: Community, visit sfl.sk.ca.

with a federaL eLection Set for the 
Fall of 2015, and a provincial election in the 
Spring of 2016, and then a municipal election 
after that – there is no shortage of organizing to 
do. Responding to the need to reach out further 
and build even more relationships, the Sas-
katchewan Federation of Labour (SFL) has 
hired a new community organizer. 

Paige Kezima is no stranger to movement-
based organizing, and coalition-building. 
Kezima has been active in Saskatchewan’s and 
Canada’s student movement, she has been in-
volved in immigration justice issues, and is a 
vocal advocate for mental health rights and ser-
vices. She is, no doubt, a powerful and effective 
organizer.

“My family has always been active with 
unions and workers’ rights issues, and I am ex-
cited to do my part in building a stronger labour 
movement and a better province, said Kezima, 
“I hope to use my activist background, my or-
ganizing experience, and my education as a so-
cial worker to accomplish the goals of Project: 

Community,” she added.
The first initiative Kezima was involved 

with since becoming the SFL’s community or-
ganizer was co-facilitating Project: Commu-
nity Schools across the province. The schools 
were one-day, hands-on training courses on 
how to be effective community organizers as 
well as how to develop leadership and com-
munication skills. Kezima and the SFL’s Stra-
tegic Advisor, Kent Peterson, conducted 
schools in Regina, Moose Jaw, Prince Albert, 
and Saskatoon. The courses were engaging, 
well-attended, and an important initial step 
towards building a Saskatchewan-wide net-
work of trained organizers.

“The courses were a mix of strategic plan-
ning, outreach development, and practical 
training on petitioning and canvassing,” said 
Kezima, “the participants worked on case stud-
ies in small groups and you could really see how 
the tools we were providing in this classroom 
setting could easily be used in their communi-
ties and in their unions,” she added.

The Project: Community Schools were free 
to attend, and open to anyone – whether they 
were from a union or not. As such it allowed for 
a dynamic and diverse group of people to come 
together, work on the issues presented, and ap-
ply it in the real world. Many of the newly-
trained community organizers are now plan-
ning their own issue-based petitioning events 
throughout the province, and  coming together 
as Project: Community’s ‘community teams’.

“Our community teams are a vital aspect of 
our outreach work, especially as we approach 
the federal election,” said Kezima, “the com-
munity teams are groups of volunteers who do 
outreach on specific issues, engage people who 
are traditionally turned-off by electoral poli-
tics, and then help build with those people an 
even larger  organizer network,” she added.

If you wish to be part of any training sessions 
in the future, or canvassing events, or if you 
wish to join your local community team – 
please make contact with Kezima through 
www.projectcommunity.ca.

Project: 
community 
creates a 
network of 
organizers



leave it to haRpeR:  
5 conservative policies 
better sUited for the 1950s

edited FOr LengtH FrOm preSSprOgreSS.ca

1. Child care
The Harper government opposes national child care on the 
grounds that it’s “a crazy scheme to raise your kids for you.” But 
if you can’t stay home with your kids, the Conservatives’ en-
hancements to the Universal Child Care Benefit, which provides  
$720 more per year for families with children aged six to 17, won’t 
help much. In 1951, 17 percent of all mothers with dependent 
children were employed. Today, 63 percent of mothers with chil-
dren under six participate in the workforce. Average monthly 
day care costs (outside of Quebec’s publicly-funded system) 
range from $800 (Saskatoon) to $1,676 (Toronto).

2. Income splitting

The Conservative income-splitting plan — or ‘Family Tax Cut’ 
— seems to belong in the Leave it to Beaver era. It allows parents 
with kids under the age of 18 with different incomes to shift up 
to $50,000 from a parent in a higher tax bracket to a parent in a 
lower income bracket (with a $2,000 cap). Experts argue it is “a  
tax policy that will encourage one parent, most likely the moth-
er, to stay home and raise their children.” 89.9 percent of Cana-
dian households will not benefit at all from income splitting.

3. Tough on crime

The average annual cost of putting a Canadian behind bars is 
$113,000. The Harper’s government’s so-called tough-on-crime 
agenda has seen incarceration rates increase 17.5 per cent since 
2005 even though overall crime rates have been falling for 20 
years. Canada is second in the world (the U.S. is first) in the num-
ber of offences that get minimum sentences, which legal and 
policy experts agree “do not have a deterrent or educative effect.”

4. Environmental blinders

For the Harper government, the 1950s would have been a bliss-
ful era where the words “climate change,” along with mountains 
of pesky supporting data, didn’t hang over their heads. No need 
to spend nine years paying lip service to issues like industry 
regulations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. And none of 
those embarrassing international climate change summits for 
the PM to avoid!

5. I spy with my little eye

The Tories new anti-terror legislation sounds like it would have 
also fit right in during the 1950s. Canada’s domestic hunt for 
communists in the early ‘50s saw the RCMP spy on many groups 
suspected of having communist leanings or progressive opin-
ions. Security checks on civil servants, scientists, university pro-
fessors and trade unionists were common.
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mark your Calendar
march 4-6 CUPE Sask Convention Regina

march 8 international Women’s day

march 21 int’l day for Elimination of Racism

april 26-may 1 SFL/CLC Spring School  Humboldt

april 20-21 Activist Training Conference S’toon

april 28 international day of Mourning

may 1 international Worker’s day (May day)

may 17 int’l day Against Homophobia
Follow the SFL on Twitter!   
@SkFedLabour

In ThE 2015 fEdEral 
ElECTIon, our mEmbErs wIll:

“...work in their communities to help elect Canada’s first social 
democratic federal government. Steelworkers will canvass, 
make phone calls and engage neighbours and co-workers to 
make the case that Canada needs a truly progressive NDP gov-
ernment that will put working families first.” 

– stePHen Hunt
WeStern canadian directOr, United SteeLWOrkerS

“...be helping to elect more New Democrats, especially in Sas-
katchewan. UFCW Canada thinks Canadians deserve better 
than Stephen Harper’s tired, scandal-plagued regime, and that 
is why it will be crucial for progressive-minded citizens to come 
together in the 2015 federal election to defeat the Conservatives. 
We will be working with our allies to elect a forward-thinking 
government that is committed to evidence-based policy making 
and transparency.  In 2015, let’s put the Harper era behind us and 
get the country back on track.”

 – PauL meinema
UFcW natiOnaL preSident

MAKE AN 
INFORMED 

CHOICE


