June 1953 Journal

Describes Effort to Circumvent Contract

L.U. 230, Victoria, B.C. – This one could be entitled “The importance of not taking things for granted,” or “The price of good conditions is eternal vigilance.” It happened this way. Some years ago, we incorporated in our agreements a clause providing for first class fare, hotel and board for out-of-town jobs, and to avoid repetition, the term “first class” was only stated once, at the beginning of the clause. Until recently, it has always been interrupted by employers in the spirit intended, but we have lately come from across one who has other views. From him we had learned the advisability of making our agreements crystal clear an iron clad, as well as the danger of allowing some outside party to interpret them. Our burning desire to keep peace with the employers at any cost led us to incorporate a grievance procedure in our agreements that allow a government nominee to step in and interpret our agreements whenever we fail to settle things around the table. Thus we had a lawyer, acting as chairman of the joint committee, solemnly declare a camp to be a hotel, within the meaning of the agreement, and what a hotel it is! A bunkhouse, housing 60 men, with single plywood partitions, minimum sanitary facilities and no privacy, (everybody shares the same door, the in and out one), no recreation facilities, and a heating system that keeps you constantly alert with “water hammer” in the radiators. All who have seen this camp agree that life could be cozier elsewhere, yet men have endured it for several years. Our members have only had a brief eight months at most. Old fashioned trade unionists had a very simple remedy for such conditions. They went elsewhere and let the employer do his wiring all by himself. The awful solitude caused by the loss of our company usually made his responsibility to his fellow men clear to him. We modern guys don’t do things that way, we support governments that enact laws that tell us how long our agreements shall last, who we shall make them with, what we shall put in them, and in fact, whether we shall have an agreement at all. Then when any difficulty arises, we hesitate, negotiate, procrastinate and fulminate, while the boss carries on serenely, secure in the knowledge that we are by this time too confused to do anything anyway. 


Then just to make sure that we don’t win, we tie up our union funds so that we can’t use them to help the men in need, unless we ask someone else first if it is O.K. to spend our own money.

Sometimes I wonder! Right now I am wondering what those union officials who cried so hard for our so called labour legislation are thinking about the Canadian Supreme Court decision to send a union official to the hoosegow for three months, with a nice juicy fine for good measure. All because British Columbia unions have put themselves in the position where they can be served with legal documents such as summonses and injunctions. I must admit that the Supreme Court gave ample consideration to the case, quite a few months. While in pokey, Tony will be glad to know that the learned jurists were quite comfortable and unhurried in their deliberations, and didn’t feel constrained to give him another three months for good measure, like a judge in a hurry for lunch might do.
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