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The Great Recession — the product of government incompetence and
corporate greed — should havelit afire under workerseverywhere. It hasn't.
Paliticiansshould beonthe defensive. They aren’t. Weare. Employersshould
be making concessions. They don’t. We do. Their lawyers should be
grovelling. Instead, our leaders are cowering. Their silk ties should feel
tighter. Instead, our boots feel heavier. Their nights should be sleepless.
Instead, our dreams are crushed.

We should be winning this struggle. We aren't. They are. How did this
happen? How did government and business come out of thefinancial crisis
they created...stronger? Moreimportantly, why are we so weak?

All isnot lost. Whiletheworking-class asawholeisweak, thereremainsa
pillar of strength: public sector unions. And yet, public sector workersand
the services we provide are under attack from government, business, the
news-media, and — although it is hard to admit — from other workers.
Everywherewe go, all over theworld, public sector workersare accused of
greed, inefficiency, and incompetence. How did this happen?What can we
doto changeit?

Thereasonsaren’t simple. The solutionswon’t be easy. If you can stomach
it: read on.

What is being said about public sector workers?

By targeting public sector workers, business and government are using
economic arguments—namely, balancing budgets—tojustify what isactually
apoalitical project to underminethelast bastions of working-classresistance.
Using a classic divide-and-conquer strategy, elites claim that the most
significant wedge dividing society isn't that between workers and capitalists,
but within the working-class.

Conservative rags like The Wall Street Journal declare that the new class
war is between private sector workers and public sector workers: “These
daysthetwo types of worker inhabit two very different worlds. Inthe private
sector, union workers increasingly pay for more of their own health care,
and they have defined contribution pension plans[...] In this they have
something fundamental in common even with the fat cats on Wall Street:
Both need their companiesto succeed” (McGurn, 2011).



Imaginethat! Private sector workers have morein common with thetycoons
than with public sector workers. The logical cartwheels continue: “By
contrast, government unions use their political clout to €l ect those who set
their pay: the politicians. In exchange, these unions are rewarded with
contracts whose pension and health-care provisions now threaten many
municipalities and states with bankruptcy.”

As sure as carbon emissions, the stench has wandered north. According to
the National Post, in Canada the recession has revealed a new class of
haves and have-nots: “ The have-nots are workersin the private sector who
have no protection against pay cuts, lost jobs and disappearing pensions.
The haves are those who work in the public sector, and are insulated by
government from any danger” (Editors, 2009).

Shame on the new public sector oligarchy, insulated from the great leveller,
the ultimate proving field, the free market! Thus, the National Post isleft
with little choice but to lament, “Is it really the responsibility of those
Canadian taxpayers who face the risks of the private sector to ensure the
ironclad safety of thosewho don’t? A family scraping to cover the mortgage
can be forgiven for wondering why it should be responsible for making up
the pension losses of government-protected employees.”

Asimplausible asall this sounds, conservativesinsist that their views are
bolstered by hard facts, such as those in “Wage Watch: A Comparison of
Public and Private Sector Wages,” areport by the Canadian Federation of
Independent Business (CFIB, 2008). According to the CFIB, public sector
workersare paid 8-17% morethan similarly employed workersin theprivate
sector. Factoring benefits and shorter workweeks, compensation for public
sector workers balloons to 30%, meaning that the overall wage bill is $19-
billion more than if public sector workers were paid as much as private
sector workers.

According to the CFIB, these excessive government wages and benefits
“inflate overall government spending at the expense of taxpayers’ and “ have
significant negative impacts on local economies as well as on Canada's
economy asawhole.” They recommend bringing public sector wages and
benefitsdownto private sector levelsand implementing no-strike legidation
because strikesarea mgjor inconvenience” and “ contribute greatly to higher
wagelevels.” Sorry, we missed something...isn’t that the point of strikes?



In sum, conservative mouth-pieces havetwo main talking-points. First, when
compared to the private sector, public sector wages and benefits are
extravagant. Second, public sector wages and benefits are the cause of
government deficits. Lest we cast this away as the musings of isolated
fanatics, these recommendations are gai ning traction amongst political elites
in Canada and around the world.

What does this mean for government policy?

All the mainstream political partiesat thefederal, provincial, and municipal
levelsare buying into thisrhetoric.

Harper’ sfederal budget extols*the elimination of the accrual of severance
benefits for resignation and retirement” that “brings public service
compensation more in line with the private sector” and affirms that the
government “intendsto pursue this approach in its negotiations with other
bargaining agents’ (Federal Budget, 2011).

At the provincia level, the platform of potential Ontario MPP-elect and
Tea Party wanabee Tim Hudak claims that because public sector wages,
benefits, and pensions are part of the same government spending that has
“produced record deficits” and will “doublethe debt,” wemust “ bring public
sector paychequesin line with private sector standards’ (Hudak, 2011).

In casewethought Dalton M cShifty providesaviablealternative, hisbudget
has asimilar agenda. I ntending to reform the public sector through public-
private partnerships, the Liberalswant to * blend social and economic vaues
when, for example, the“ current model for ServiceOntario asagovernment
model of service delivery will betested against the private sector” (Ontario
Budget, 2011).

So far, the platform of AndreaHorwath (2011) is so vague that attempting
to pin anything to the Ontario NDP is like trying to nail Jell-O to atree.
They will cap the six-figure salaries of public sector CEOs, but do not
addressthe stagnant wages of public sector workers. They will peg Ontario
Works (OW) to inflation, but do not address that OW is hearly impossible
to live on and would haveto beincreased 55% just to be at pre-Mike Harris
levels (OCAPR, 2011). They will end ‘no-strings-attached corporate tax
giveaways but will keep corporatetaxeswell below U.S. levels. Bland...isn't
it? It ishardly aradical challenge to corporate power.



Even Mike Schreiner’ sGreen Party of Ontario hastaken the bait (Schreiner,
2011). The Greenswant to work with public sector employeesto “restrain”
the growth of wages and salaries until after the budget isbalanced in 2015.
Furthermore, they want to delay tax cuts for large corporations. No word
about eliminating tax cuts or (do we dare say it?) raising corporate taxes. It
appears that the Greens are quite good at recycling, among other things,
conservativetalking-points.

At the city level, Mayor Rob Ford has declared that when it comes to
privatization, ‘everything ison thetable.” Threatening to layoff 3,000 city
employees after having already eliminated our new light-rail service, itis
now obviousthat when Ford said hewould get rid of the gravy-train, ‘ gravy’
meant ‘workers' and ‘train” meant ‘transit.” And let’ snot forget contracting
out a portion of District 2 garbage collection, potentialy leading to 300
layoffsin CUPE 416. Rob the Ripper cuts again!

Aswe can see, right-wing characterizations of public sector workers have
been profoundly influential. But are they accurate? Not even close.

Andy Baker

A typical characterization of so-called ‘greedy’ public sector workers - from
“Public-sector workers: (Government) workers of the world unite!,” The
Economist, January 8th, 2011.

6



Aretheredivisionsbetween public and private sector workers?

How flimsy are conservative facts? The CFIB report has been thoroughly
criticized becauseit adjustsfor only three variabl es: occupation, geography,
and age. Thisiswoefully inadequate. For example, because the CFIB study
makes no adjustmentsfor education or experience, an educated worker paid
morethan aless educated oneis considered awage premium. A study by the
National Union of Public and General Employees (NUPGE) demonstrates
that, when adjusting for ahost of variablesthat include education, occupation,
and experience, women in the public sector make between 10% and 17.1%
more than their counterparts in the private sector (NUPGE, 2009). This
crucial point iscompletely excluded by the CFIB study.

In fact, divergences between wages in the public and private sectors are
largely dueto, on the one hand, pay and employment equity legislation in
the public sector and, on the other hand, discrimination against women and
racialized workers due to market-driven pay structuresin the private sector
(Jackson, 2011b).

For example, while public sector women are paid morethan womeninsimilar
positions in the private sector, this higher pay is offset by lower pay for
mostly maleworkersin managerial positions. Because the government pays
more for service jobs and less for managers than the private sector, the
spread between top and bottom ismuch wider in the private sector (Jackson,
2011c¢).

Similarly, comparisons of the earning gaps between Canadian-born people
of colour and White Canadiansin the public and private sectors demonstrate
that people of colour and Whitesreceive similar pay for similar jobsin the
public sector, while in the private sector, non-White males earn much less
than White males with similar jobs (Hou and Coulombe, 2010).

Ultimately, these divergences arose because unionization is more than four
times higher in the public sector and larger and stronger unions are more
able to enforce the law in the defence of their members. Because public
sector unions often set the political tone for the rest of the working-class,
business lobbyists are spreading misinformation about them to bolster
support for cutsto public spending. If public sector unionsareweak, private
employers can further decrease private sector wages and benefits.



Despite this, it's worth asking if public sector workers have been getting
rich settlementsfor the past few years.

Are public sector wages and benefits causing deficits?

Recent history in Ontario isrevealing. In the recession of the early 1990s,
the ' Social Contract Act’ required public sector workers (excluding those
earning under $30,000/year) to limit wage increasesto one and two percent
and to take days off without pay. Weweretold that if public sector workers
made sacrifices now, it would save jobs and the quality of services. Soon
after, theHarris Torieswere elected and from 1996-2001, over 20,000 full
timejobswere removed from the OPSEU Ontario Public Service bargaining
unit. We should keep thisin mind every time they demand sacrifices.

Since the NDP intervened in bargaining in 1992, both public and private
sector wage increases have been anything but extravagant. Over 18 years,
after accounting for inflation, wage agreements averaged one-half of one
percent in the private sector and one-tenth of one percent in the public sector
(OPSEU, 2011; Ontario Ministry of Labour, 2011).

Thefact of the matter isthat deficits haven’t been caused by out-of-control
public spending. Beforethe recession, in every province, total government
spending asashare of the provincial economy fell to a30 year low (Sanger,
2011). Whilethere has been anincreasein recession-related spending, this
temporary stimulusislargely due to El benefits and stimulus packages to
sustain private sector jobs. Although pension coverage is much higher in
the public sector, it’s funded by worker and employer contributions with
shortfalls being covered by higher contributions or reduced benefits.
Taxpayersare not beholdento these benefits. In fact, the federal government
has collected public sector pension plan surpluses (Jackson, 2011a).

Deficits have been caused by, in the long term, declining revenues, and in
the short term, the economic crisis (Sanger, 2011). In Ontario, therecession
has been particularly hard-hitting to sectors like the financial and auto
industries. These sectors arerecovering thanksto government bailouts. Now
someone hasto pay the bill, hence the demoni zation of public sector workers.

Not only has public perception of public sector wage settlements been
drastically inflated, so too has the deficit crisis. Although our economy is
weak, our debt and deficit situation is better than most other countries. In



these conditions, federal and provincial budgets should prioritize creating
jobs, not spending-cuts (Jackson, 2011d). Nevertheless, the Ontario
government continues spending cuts and corporate tax cuts even though
thereisno evidencethat cutswill generate employment or economic growth.

Whilethisall seemsquiteirrational, it beginsto make sense when we move
from purely economic rational esto what is actually acomprehensive political
project.

Why are governments ramming through austerity agendas?

Although attacks on public services are often called ‘ cutbacks' the actual
motivation is privatization. Corporations want to profit from public goods
and accommodating governments are restructuring how services are
organized and delivered so that they can be gradually transformed into a
sourceof capital accumulation. Government deficitsare being used to justify
thistrend.

Anillustrative example is the Toronto Community Housing debacle. The
TCHC providesaffordable housing for 164,000 tenants, including seniors,
people with disabilities, and families escaping violence. On February 28,
2011, auditor general Jeff Griffithsrevea ed that TCHC management spent
money on boat cruises, manicures, Muskokaretreats, a$40,000 Christmas
party, and millions in contracts without proper bidding procedures (The
Sar, 2011). Mayor Ford licked hislips: hefinally found his gravy-train.

Although the auditor’ sreports put blame on TCHC managers, not the Board,
Ford dismantled the Board and put the TCHC under the control of asingle
‘interim manager’ unaccountabl e to tenants and staff. Tenants fought long
and hard to have tenant representatives on the Board. They should have
decided thefate of their representatives. | nstead, Ford wrested control of a
public service he openly intendsto privatize.

Sure, managerial corruption isasexy story, but the real story isthe abject
declineof public housing. There are $300-600 million in outstanding repairs
and awaiting list of 70,000 qualified peoplewhile more than 2,000 unitssit
vacant in a state of disrepair. This situation arose because legislation like
the Social Reform Housing Act, passed in December 2000, chronically
underfunds public housing by downloading responsibility to municipalities.
The Ontario government recently introduced Bill 140, which would allow
Fordto complete amass sell-off of public housing. Among those who voted
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to dismantle the TCHC Board are councillors Doug Ford and Michael
Thompson who are also on the Board of Directorsof Build Toronto, areal-
estate development corporation (Lau and da Silva, 2011).

The more run-down TCHC communities become, the easier it is for the
City to hand them over to condo devel opers. Although tenants displaced by
condo devel opers aretold they can return after the building phase, Reagent
Park is already reducing the rent-geared-to-income portion of new
development (Clarke, 2011). After consistently underfunding public services,
conservative windbags attribute poor quality to the inefficiency of ‘big
government,’ thereby justifying privatization in what amounts to a self-
fulfilling prophecy.

Thisextendsfar beyond public housing. Thisisageneral strategy. If wefail
to act, thisis the fate of all public services. When someone says, ‘ Those
servicesare shit! They should be privatized!’ we need to bethefirst to say,
‘Of coursethey’ re shit! They’ re massively underfunded and run with little
accountability. But that doesn’t mean they should be privatized. Public
services should be adequately funded and held accountable by those who
use them!” Defending public services doesn’t necessarily mean defending
the current condition of public services, but it does mean fighting for better
public services.

How can we defend public sector unions, jobs, and services?

Although conservatives constantly praise the virtues of competition and
efficiency, privatization often leadsto paying more for dramatic declinesin
guality. Anyone who has ever dealt with one of the phone company
monopolies knows that private businesses al so produce Gordian Knots of
red-tape. When the quality of our servicesisat stake, argumentsfor market-
competition and profitable efficiency aren’t compelling. We' d rather ridea
bicycleto Eden than drive a sports-car into awall.

Although we often take them for granted, public serviceswe deem crucial
to our standard of living are the product of long and intense battles by
previous generations. Privatization is the appropriation of past workers
struggles. Thisiswhy defensive strategies are not enough. Only strategic
offensives can match what we are up against. To prevent this alternative,
governments have framed this struggle as a choice between the level of
worker compensation and the quality of public services. We, on the other
hand, need to frame this struggl e as the choice between the improvement

10



of public sector jobsand servicesor their continued erosion, privatization,
and, for those servicesthat are not profitable, elimination.

But arguments are not enough. Public sector workers can only counter
conservative myth-making machines by forming strategic relationshipswith
those who depend on the serviceswe provide. At thecity level, recent door-
to-door canvassing by CUPE Local 416 was a good step. But we need
aternativesthat aren’t so dependent on that part of city council called the
‘mushy middle,” a name denoting their pliant politics and a set of torsos
unencumbered by anything resembling spines. If thereisto be a concerted
defence of public services, we must beits backbone.

Genuine alternatives require creativity. Striking postal workers delivered
pension chequeswithout pay to demonstrate that retirees are not the enemy.
When the government put astop to this, thereby forcing pensionerstoline
up at warehouses, postal workers came to the warehouse not to picket, but
to hand out water and lawn chairs (Hurley and Gindin, 2011). Nevertheless,
the government and uncritical news-mediawere still able to swing public
sentiment against the ‘privileged’ postal workers. Forging relationships
between unions and communities must be long-term and go much deeper.

What kind of unions do we need in the fight agai nst austerity?

While the claims about public sector workers made by business and
government havelittlefactual basis, they do tap into feelings of resentment
held by many workers. Although public sector workerseverywhere arefeding
the squeeze of austerity, private sector workers who are considerably less
organized and unionized, face decreasing employment insurance and social
assistance and anincreasein precariouswork. While aconsiderabl e portion
of the public sector is precarious work with no security or benefits, many
private sector workers without unions resent those public sector workers
who have unionsthat fight for them. Thisiswhat right-wing pundits seize
upon.

If public sector unions are being attacked by elites because they are the
strongest section of the working-class, then it istimeto start acting like it.
Other workerswill not be won over unlessthey see usleading thefight for
better socia servicesfor all. Our organizing, bargaining, and campaigning
must demonstrate that the entire working-class can look to our unions for
support. We must shift our focus from traditional collective bargaining to
the defence of responsive public services. We have not re-eval uated our
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unions since the 1930s. Ultimately, we need arevolution inside our unions
(Hurley and Gindin, 2011).

The most important transformation lies in the scope of union activity.
Struggleslimited to workplace grievances and coll ective bargaining cannot
match agovernment that launches direct and simultaneous attacks against
teacher seniority rights, the quality of health care, theright to strike, and on
and on and on. Our struggles can only have widespread successif weact as
aclass. Public sector unions must take the lead in organizing the unorganized
and reorganizing the organi zed.

Michael Hurley and Sam Gindin provide an exampl e of the kind of labour
renewal we need: “ Consider, for example, Ontario’ shomecare system. There
are approximately 20,000 unorganized homecare workersin Ontario. After
the Conservative government introduced compul sory tendering for homecare
servicesin the 1990s, non-union multinational corporationswith much lower
labour costslargely displaced the not-for-profit unionized agencies. Unions
that successfully organized homecare workers found that their new units
were lost the next time the contract was tendered because of their higher
costs and this generally discouraged unionization. The compensation of
private homecare workers—$12.50 an hour, no guaranteed hours of work,
no pensions or benefits—is accel erating the movement of work away from
the unionized hospital and long-term care sectors. It's an example of an
organizing dilemma that likely can only be solved through cooperative
organizing by multiple unionswith asector-wide focus. The point would be
to pool our resources, organize all of the unorganized agencies at once,
bargain asacouncil of trade unions, bring the state rather than theindividual
corporationsto the bargaining table, and use militant action to move these
workers to compensation comparable with the public sector. But that kind
of strategy isconditional on first going amuch further way toward changing
our unions.”

Transforming unions, however, isnot enough. The questionsthat confront
us now are much more profound.

What kind of society do we want to fight for?

Thereare serious electoral divisionsfracturing the labour movement. While
many of us can’'t understand why anyone but the wealthy would vote
Conservative, we quibble over whether the Liberalsor NDPwill betray us
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more. Theissueis not whether elections matter. They do. But we must be
frank about the limits of the mainstream political parties.

No party, including the NDP, iscommitted to challenging corporate power.

No party is arguing that in a society that is much wealthier than it was a
generation ago, workers should be raising rather than lowering their
expectations. No party isdevel oping theworking-classinto apowerful social

force. Thereis apolitical mood in this country, a mood that is vehemently
anti-worker. So far, the only questioniswho will administer it.

Evenif we build new solidaritiesamong workers, we al so need to develop
our own vision, independent of all the mainstream political parties. We
need to get comfortable with the idea that politics is not just a rarefied
activity performed by politicians. Politics is a'so something we can and
must do. If they do politicsin the chambers, we'll do politicsin the union
halls. If they do paliticsin themedia, we'll do paliticsinthe open air. If they
do paliticsin back rooms, we' Il do politicsin the streets. In other words, we
must get political in new and creative ways.

We need to aggressively exposereal privilegein our society —the grotesque
and growing incomeinegualities, the decline of public services, tax cutsfor
the rich amidst wage cuts for workers. Maost of all, we need to expose the
waysinwhich economic eliteslimit what el ected governments can do.

This means confronting the extent to which the lack of democracy at the
economic level undermines formal demaocracy at the political level. This
means confronting the plausibility of equality, security, democracy, and
ecological sanity inthissociety. Thismeans confronting theinherent barriers
of capitalism. This means expanding democracy into the economy. This
meansthe ownership and control of workplaces by workerswho collectively
and democratically determine what is produced and how. This means
socialism.

Themorereactionary they become, the more moderateistheradical position.
We need to approach our issues as classissues. We need to build theworking-
class as a social force. We need to imagine a society beyond capitalism.
These arethe goals of the Greater Toronto Workers' Assembly. Join us. We
areyou.
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If you' dlike moreinformation about the Greater Toronto Workers Assembly,
visit our website at workersassembly.ca. If you' dliketojoin usinthe defence
of public sector unions, jobs, and services, visit workersassembly.ca/join
or write us at workingclassfightback @gmail.com.
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