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ANADIAN LABOUR ACTIVISTS ARE
familiar with the long decline of the ULS.
labour movement. Tumbling steadily over
the last 50 vears, the rate of unionization
has fallen from a peak of 35 per cent of the
workforce in 1955, with one in three LS. workers a
union member, to today’s dismal rate of only 12.5
per cent of the workforce organized and less than
one in 10 private sector workers a union member,

Alas, the LLS. story is not an isolated case. Labour
movements in Australia, New Zealand, the LLK.,
Europe, and Japan have all seen their membership
plummet over the last decade. Private sector unions,
faced with a combined employer and government
assault, have tended to suffer more rapid decline in
membership than the more recently organized
public sector unions. But the overall trend around
the globe has been one of greater emplover hostility
to unions, and government collusion in weakening
unions and undermining collective hargaining,

In one of the most outrageous recent assaults on
unions, on July 1, 2005, the Auvstralian Liberal-
MNational coalition government of Prime Minister John
Howard passed draconian legislation designed to
undermine unions and labour rights and give the
advantage to employer-inspired “individual contracts”
over collective bargaining. Under the guise of modermn-
izing labour relations, the Howard government has
thrown Australian workers back into the 19th century.

Canadians, looking to either the near South (the
LLS.A)) or the far south, Australia, generally breathe
a sigh of relief about labour rights in Canada. Oh
sure, there has heen the occasional attack on unions
by various provincial governments and one or two
bad picces of legislation in the federal jurisdiction,
But surely these assaults have been the exception to
Canada’s otherwise proud tradition of support for
human rights and labour rights. Right?

It's true that the union density numbers tend to be
reassuring. Canada has for the most part defied the
international trend, with even some modest growth
in unionization rates during the 1980s and 1990
Today, one in three workers in Canada is a union
member {and one in five workers is a union member
in the private sectar}. Collective bargaining sets the
standard for wages, benetfits and working conditions,
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not only in union firms, but, in many instances, even
in unorganized worksites — as employers match
union standards as a method of union avoidance.
However, the overall trend line is troubling, as it
represents a decline from a union density of 40 per
cent of the workforce in 1983 {with one in four
workers in the private sector organized).

For an eve-opener on what's really happening to
labour rights in Canada, take a look at a recently
published book titled Collective Bargaining in Canada.
Human Right or Canadian Busion? Researched and written
by Derek Fudge, national policy director of the
Mational Union of Public and General Employees, and
jointly published by NLUIPGE and UFCW Canada
{United Food and Commercial Workers), the book
details the disgraceful record of Canadian federal and
provincial governments on labour rights.

Canada has a dreadful record on a fundamental
labourhuman right: the freedom of association.
According to the International Labour Organization’s
freedom of association committee, since 1982 Canada’s
record has been the worst of any of the 177 member
states, with 70 complaints filed because of restrictive
Canadian provincial and federal legislation. As Fudge
explains, freedom of association is the cornerstone of
democracy because this right creates the possibility of
workers and citizens to organize. And it is through
organizing that workers construct the vehicle —
unions — for winning and exercising rights

In theory, of course, Canadian public policy
supports ree collective bargaining. But in practice,
Canadian labour law is very close to the framework
of the reactionary LLS. National Labor Relations Act
of 1935, Fundamentally, Canadian federal and provin:
cial labour codes and ULS. labour law start with the
rather undemocratic assumption that the natural state
of the workplace is union-free. Seen in this light,
labour law is largely a series of barriers over which
workers must climb to gain elementary rights. Why
is it a given that workers have no rights to participate
in warkplace decisions? In a democracy, would it not
make more sense to assume such rights and to apply
strict scrutiny to those workers who relinguish their
rights rather than those who exercise them?

[n a truly democratic society, all workers would have
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