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Now that we are more than
one year out from the 2003 Ontario
election it's probably a good idea to
take stock of the government record.

Coming from Canadian Union
of Public Employees (CUPE), where
have been an active member for some
15 years in the health sector, and now
as staff for the last six years with the
university sector, there is certainly a
great deal to reflect on and ask ‘what
has changed? Since the 80’'s, CUPE
has been involved with parallel cam-
paigns during elections that primarily
focus on issues of under-funding of the
public sector. All governments— Lib-
eral, New Democratic Party and Con-
servative — have deliberately under-
funded the public sector.

As an activist | complained
about both money and staff being di-
rected to support NDP campaigns and
not enough resources to mobilizing
members on the key issues of the day.
For the last several years especially
since the Rae NDP government, our
campaignshave beenlessand lesselec-
toral and more issue-based. As well
intentioned as these campaigns have
been, theresults of these efforts cannot
be characterized as success. We don't
get any closer to electing a labour
friendly government. Infact our efforts
have backfired with many unions (not
CUPE) promoting strategic voting.

Reflection on this recent his-
tory leaves few conclusions other than
no matter who isin power at Queen’s
Park weare up against the same policies
of starving the public sector, privatizing
and creating marketsin areaswherethe

public sector has historically been.
How are things different with this Lib-
era government? A big difference for
public sector workersand their unions,
and it may be a case of diminished
expectations, isthat at |east they speak
with us.

At meetingsover thelast year,
various CUPE Ontario jurisdictions
have reported that under the Liberals
the attacks on the broader public sec-
tor are still happening though perhaps
not with the crassnessof theHarrisEves
regime. Initially the government
seemed to have a softer approach to
professionals like teachers and nurses
(who supported them). Morerecent re-
strictions on hospital and education
funding have now alienated nurses and
teachers. Support workershowever are
not invited to the discussion and if they
are even considered they are not a pri-
ority for decent jobs but a service that
can be sold to the lowest bidder.

Municipalitiesarestill starved
and aside from the more progressive
bunch in Toronto many other citiesare
forcing privatization and contracting
out on their municipal employees. The
utilities affected by Bill 100 are facing
Dwight Duncan, the minister of energy,
who thinksthat that P3’ saretheway to
go instead of electricity at cost. Hydro
workersarebeing forced to bid on their
own jobs through a system of
contestability.

Homecare is in crisis with
competitive bidding that is putting the
non-profitsout of business. P3' saretill
going ahead and more are planned — a
major problem because the support staff
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jobsareoften part of the deal to be con-
tracted out. We saw thisin BC where
$18 /hr jobs get turned into $9 /hr jobs.
Although the Ontario Government has
not yet passed the same enabling legis-
lation for contracting out as BC, we
expect to seeit in Ontario.

In social services the
McGuinty Liberals introduced a new
initiative using terms like “measurable
outcomes” which soundslikethe famil-
iar Tory diversion of resources away
from actual servicesto peopleto more
bureaucratic reporting.

In the School Board sector
with Education Minister Gerard
Kennedy - friend to teachers - workers
are expected to play nice without
enough money. School board trustees
still make $5000 per year. The Tory
damage has not been undone. And in
the university sector we have Bob Rae
(now that he's a Liberal) back to do a
review of post-secondary funding.
Frominitial information it lookslikewe
should brace ourselves for another dis-
appointment. He seems disposed to
heaping debt onto the backs of students
and islooking at models notably Eng-
land, Australiaand the US for inspira-
tion. All of those jurisdictions burden
students and givethe private/corporate
sector an undue influence over univer-
sities. We met with the minister for
higher education, Mary Ann Chambers,
who seemsto believe that corporations
fund universities in a selfless philan-
thropic way. She acted surprised at our
CUPE Campus Check findings that
reported undue corporate influence
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over many university programs.

Phony consultations around
infrastructure have put union reps and
potential profiteer contractors at the
same table to ‘brainstorm’ solutions.
The fact remains that super build was/
is a failure and P3's are more expen-
sive. But they won't let it go. What we
need is a publicly financed infrastruc-
ture program.

Sooner or later they are going
to have to raise taxes and recoup the
lost revenue. The only good thing about
theregressive health care premium was
that at least the government realized
hereisarevenue problem - distinguish-
ing themselves marginally from the
Tories.

What arewe doing? At CUPE
we areintensifying our efforts through
our no concessions strategy to coordi-
nate bargaining and to provide strike/
solidarity support for localsfacing con-
cessions. We are meeting with local
leaders to make sure that they are in-

formed about the Ontario Liberal plans
regarding “Reinventing Government”
using the BC liberal and UK Blair
models and we will be making deci-
sions on campaigns beyond collective
bargaining to defend our jobs and serv-
ices. Contract settlements are still by
and large comingin around 3% per year
but many seem to be slipping to 2% as
organizations still have to trim operat-
ing costs. Benefit programs and pen-
sions are also under attack. Workload
isamajor issue now at the bargaining
table. Having a union and collective
bargaining rights are key front lines of
defenseto protect the standard of living
of the working class. The right to free
collective bargaining is itself coming
moreand more under attack aswe have
seen in Newfoundland and British Co-
lumbia

The fact that the Liberals are
talking to us should not Iull usinto a
sensethat they arelistening or prepared
to act on our advice. The rea fear is

that cynicism around electoral political
action is immobilizing/demobilizing
working people throughout Ontario —
and beyond. Wewould be hard pressed
at this point to rebuild the movement
which led to the days of action in the
late nineties. Aside from the big anti-
war demos of 2003, demonstrationson
issues have not been effective at chang-
ing public policy or even at attracting
workers.

Wehaveto develop aplanfor
government and | believe in working
with the NDP to adopt policies and
show leadership especially in the area
of fighting privatization. | think most
of usontheleft areabit too jaded to be
disappointed with liberals. We didn’t
expect much fromtheliberals. However
we are not optimistic enough to form a
new socialist party. Perhaps we should
expect more from ourselves. The
question remains: what we are
prepared to do today to build workers
power? R



