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A Message from Manuel Alvernaz,  

Business Manager, LiUNA Local 1611

Brothers and Sisters,

It gives me great satisfaction to introduce to you this history of the Labourers’ International Union of North America 
in British Columbia, a proud history of defending the rights and advancing the interests not just of Labourers but of 
all of British Columbia’s working people. 

Our Union’s mandate is to ensure that the members we represent work under conditions of dignity and respect 
and receive the wages and benefits which will enable them to live fulfilling, productive lives at home and in their 
communities.

As our history shows, since 1937 when our first British Columbia Local was chartered, we have made great 
progress towards fulfilling this mandate. In the nearly eighty years since our founding, we have overcome the 
many obstacles put in our way by governments and employers and now enjoy what are some of the best working 
conditions and agreements in the history of working people.

Perhaps most importantly, our workplaces are now safer than they have ever been. Our members’ families no 
longer live in constant fear that they may not return at the end of their working day. 

As we prepare ourselves to face a future in which our gains are under renewed attack, let us remember with pride 
and with gratitude all those past members whose dedication and solidarity built the foundations of our present 
success. Let us promise ourselves that we too will show the same unflinching unity and courage when confronting 
the challenges yet to come.

Yours in Solidarity,

Manuel Alvernaz





Page iii

INTRODUCTION

Bruce Ferguson, Retirees Council President

Brothers and Sisters of LiUNA Local 1611,

Our Retiree Council has around one thousand retirees. Prior to retiring from full time employment in the spring of 
2013 I was privileged to have been given the opportunity to serve our membership in BC for thirty-four years. This 
service spanned the time frame of eight consecutive Local union elections from 1988 to 2009.

My home Local was Tunnel and Rock Workers’ Local 168, where I had the honour to represent Local 168 for 
seventeen years, followed by four consecutive elections as the President of Local 1611.

As the Business Manager of Local 168, along with Business Managers Gordon Davidson of Vancouver Island Local 
1093 and New Westminster’s Business Manager Carl Strand, Ron Ganert Secretary Treasurer of Local 602 and 
Local Union 168 Secretary Treasurer Mark Olsen, along with the support of our International Union we were given 
the green light to amalgamate the four BC Locals into one larger Local that would have jurisdiction for work for 
the entire province of British Columbia. After holding an estimated thirty-five meetings with the membership 
throughout the width and breadth of BC, a vote was held to determine if the membership supported the 
amalgamation or not. 

The vote was an overwhelming success with the three mainland Locals voting approval by 86 per cent and the 
Vancouver Island Local 79 per cent in favour. Historically for those that don’t know, Local 1611 was named by using 
the first four numerals of each previous Local Union. (i.e. As the “1” Local 168, “6” in Local 602, “1” as in Local 1070 
and “1” as in Local 1093, thus Local 1611. Several years later the Dock and Shipyard Local 1204 amalgamated into 
Local 1611.

Since the original Charter from the Labourers’ International Union of North America (LiUNA) here in BC in 1937, the 
Labourers have made giant improvements to our collective agreements. The early agreements with our contractors 
were rudimentary in terms of contract language and working conditions. Over the years our contracts have 
improved to include industry leading health and welfare, pension plans, training plans, and Labourers’ membership 
services to represent members who are having appeal problems in receiving Canada Pension Plan benefits, 
disability benefits, Employment Insurance benefits or in achieving justice under the WorkSafe BC benefits. The Local 
recently introduced what is called our Member and Family Assistance Program (MFAP), this service is available to all 
our members and provides valuable counselling to members facing workplace, personal or family challenges. 

Our union’s early contracts basically covered heavy, commercial work, which today have expanded to include an 
array of work over several industries—road building, paving, utility work, curb and gutter, paving work, precast 
industry, rail and mining industries, diamond drilling, cemetery, landscaping and environmental work, parking, 
security guards and yes we have expanded to include even the health industry, dock and shipyard and we continue 
to grow. Recently, we achieved Red Seal Trade certification.

In addition, Local 1611 built a new facility in Surrey as well as maintaining regional offices in Kitimat, Prince George, 
Kamloops, Kelowna, Nelson, Victoria, Nanaimo and Campbell River.

So you can see the BC Labourers have made tremendous strides. We are a recognized leader among BC building 
trades unions. I am proud to be a member of and associated with the six thousand members of Local 1611 and its 
outstanding leadership.

In closing I want to commend Mark Warrior the author of this book. Mark also co-wrote the history book, “Light 
at the End of the Tunnel” that told the story of the first forty-years of Tunnel & Rock Workers’ Local 168. Mark is a 
dedicated lifelong trade unionist and through this book has dedicated his time and talents to document and tell 
the story of our union’s progress over the course of its seventy-five-year history in British Columbia.

Bruce Ferguson
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INTRODUCTION

R.L. McDonald, FORMER Retiree Council President

I started working on the diamond drills as a helper in January of 1953. The drill outfit was Boyles Brothers out of 
Port Arthur, Ontario. The shifts were fourteen hours per shift: twelve hours on the drill and two hours walking  
time. Our rate was 90 cents per hour and it was all straight time. That was good money at the time. For example, 
you could rent a two-bedroom house for $12 per month.

I went underground to work for Sherrit Gordon Mines at Lynn Lake, Manitoba on January 15, 1954. The reason I quit  
the surface drilling was I got tired of freezing my ass in the winter and being eaten alive by black flies and 
mosquitoes in the summer. The three drill camps I worked in were all tent camps with no facilities. This  
was standard procedure in those days. 

Working underground was a whole new ballgame. The first week you could more or less call orientation as a person 
tried to get used to the new working conditions: the ground was good, the area was dry and the old timers went 
out of their way to help. The hourly rate was $1.67 per hour and it was fully unionized. 

All the fellows in my bunkhouse were about the same age and someone was always up to no good or at least 
thinking of some prank to pull. It was the first time I enjoyed my work and made good money at the same time. 

I signed my first union card there because I realized the union was a good thing for the working man. I have had no 
reason to change my mind since that day. Every benefit we received was through the efforts of our union and the 
labour movement. If not for organizing labour, we would all still be working for $2 per hour. 

I joined 168 Rock and Tunnel and went up to the Peace River Project in 1963. It was the middle of winter and we 
were trying to collar a shaft. Cold as hell and completely disorganized so I buggered off pretty quick from that job. 

I went to work for Canadian Mine Services on jobs all around the province and met the majority of guys who  
I would work with for the rest of my mining career. The mining industry was booming then and a person could  
pick and choose his jobs. 

The Peace River, Mica, and the Revelstoke projects were the greatest thing for a miner in his forties. Instead  
of being a burnt-out miner, he now became an experienced construction worker. The difference between bulling  
a jackleg all shift and working on the jumbos was the biggest bonus we had ever received in years. 

The Dam site work was beneficial to married couples. On many mining jobs a person could be gone for six months 
if he wanted to feed his family. On the dam sites, we had turnarounds: a fellow didn’t have to introduce himself to 
his wife and kids when he came home. It was the union’s negotiations that made all this possible. 

I put in thirty-eight years underground and enjoyed every minute of it. There was the odd bad job but after  
a couple of beers in town they tend to reverse themselves.

When the Retiree Council started up I was asked to join. The Council received its Charter on April 25, 2000 and 
has been functioning well since then. Our dinners and luncheons are always well received wherever we go. Our 
membership is one thousand and forty-two members strong. We have kept our membership at about the same 
level for the last eleven years. Those figures are something we should all be proud of as we are still the largest 
Retiree Council in North America. 

Our Retiree Council is successful because our union’s Executive Board has been behind us at all times no matter 
what our problems were. The office staff has given so much solid advice that we can’t thank them enough. 

When you are reading this book, I know you’ll enjoy it. It was indeed an honour to be asked to say a few words  
for the publication. 

R.L. McDonald





PART I: THE CRAFT
“No one is too old or too smart to learn and  

become a professional construction labourer.”
Roland (Rolly) B. Gordon, Business Manager, Local 602



Diamond Drilling, 1878.
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CHAPTER 1 – In the Beginning

 
FOR AS LONG as there have been workers, we have organized to defend and improve our wages and 

conditions. Indeed, the first recorded strike in history took place before the invention of money, when workers were 

paid in rations. In 1155 BC, because their rations were long overdue, the construction workers building tombs for 

Pharaoh Ramses III staged a sit-down strike. It appears the strike was successful.

While labourers have a long history of organizing, there have always been many obstacles to organizing in our craft. 

In North America, craft workers such as the brick masons, carpenters, and plasterers had city union organizations 

by the 1860s. These city unions had formed international organizations by the 1880s. They promoted unionization 

in their crafts throughout the continent. In 1886 they formed the American Federation of Labor (AFL) to further 

strengthen their organizing ability. Labourers worked alongside these early unions, but we were excluded from 

both their unions and their apprenticeship programs. As a result, labourers formed their own city unions, and after 

1886 many of these were directly chartered by the AFL. 

It was not until 1903 that a sufficient number of stable, AFL-chartered labourers’ union locals existed to enable the 

building of an international labourers’ union. On April 13, 1903 twenty-five delegates representing nearly eighty-

two hundred members met to found the youngest of the Building Trades Unions, the International Hod Carriers, 

Building and Common Laborers Union, now known as the Laborers International Union of North America (LiUNA). 

Although twenty locals from seventeen cities sent delegates, none of the locals was based west of Chicago and 

most had fewer than one hundred members. The first Canadian local, in Kingston, Ontario, was chartered later that 

year. By 1908 there were enough Canadian members for the Labourers’ Union to affiliate to the Canadian Trades 

and Labour Congress. Unfortunately, as hard as it may have been in these early days to start a local, maintaining 

one was often harder. With no protection from labour laws and an uncertain economy, out of 136 locals chartered 

in 1903, only thirty-three survived until 1911.

From its beginnings LiUNA emphasized protecting its jurisdiction and defending the right of all workers to join  

the union, regardless of race or nationality. While the new union did allow existing city locals organized by ethnic 

group to affiliate, as much as possible it tried to ensure that locals were open to all workers. For example, in Omaha, 

white workers were denied a separate charter and encouraged to join the existing Local 78, which included  

African-Americans. Attempts to charter segregated locals were also denied in Cincinnati and Kansas City.
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Jurisdiction - 1903
“Wrecking of buildings, excavations of buildings, digging of trenches, piers and foundations, holes, digging, 
lagging, sheeting of said foundations, holes, and caisson work, concrete for buildings, whether foundations, 

floors or any other, whether done by hand or any other process, tending to masons, mixing and handling 
all materials used by masons (except stone setters), building of centres for fireproofing purposes, tending to 
carpenters, tending to and mixing of all materials for plastering, whether done by hand or any other process, 

clearing of debris from buildings, shoring, underpinning and raising of old buildings, drying of plastering, when 
done by salamander heat, handling of dimension stones.” – The Laborer, 100th Anniversary Edition 

IN BRITISH COLUMBIA 1850 TO 1914 – FROM COLONY TO THE GREAT WAR
The first strike in British Columbia occurred in 1850 before the province even officially existed. It took place at Fort 

Rupert on Vancouver Island less than a year after the Hudson’s Bay Company had brought half a dozen coal miners 

and their families over from England to dig coal for its steamships trading along the Pacific Coast. The strike issues 

were to prove typical—wages but also conditions, with the colliers striking for “double pay and improved rations” 

and, being skilled miners, in protest against being ordered to perform mine labourers’ work. Their demands were 

not met. Two of them were “put in irons” for six days and the rest escaped to the United States. Their story foretold 

the history of labour relations in the province ever since: employers try to take advantage when the conditions 

seem right, but their workers fight back.

In fact, workers in the trades and industries where LiUNA’s Local 1611 now holds certifications have been 

organizing to improve their wages and working conditions since the province’s beginnings. Economic conditions 

were even more volatile then and the boom-and-bust cycle which occurred every few years, combined with the 

lack of opportunities to start a family, made it difficult for many workers to develop roots in a community. In 1901, 

the Census recorded 115,600 non-native and 29,000 native people in BC, of the non-native population, only 33,700 

(29 per cent) were women. By 1911 the total non-native population 

had grown to 288,000 but the male-female ratio was unchanged. Male 

workers in particular often had no choice but to live a semi-nomadic 

existence, always ready to leave to look for work elsewhere. There was 

no such thing as certification and, since the law was entirely on their 

side, employers had no incentive to recognize such unions as workers 

were able to organize. Nonetheless, whenever possible, workers, 

both men and women, organized and if necessary went on strike to 

support their demands.

Records of union activity in the province’s first decades are few and 

scattered. But among the very first workers recorded as organizing 

a union in BC (as opposed to spontaneous strike movements) were 

Victoria shipyard workers, who formed an independent local union 

as early as 1862. Thomas Smalfield was president and John Murry 

secretary of “The Journeymen Shipwrights Association of Victoria  

and Vancouver Island”.

In the mid-1880s, fifty Italian pipelayers struck for higher wages in 

Vancouver. When their strike failed, they struck “on the job” by “cutting 

a piece off their shovels to make the work go slower.” This was shortly 

after the first international union in BC, the American Brotherhood of 

Carpenters, is known briefly to have had a local with 125 members 

in Victoria. A little later, the Victoria Labourers’ Union, during one 
Ginger Goodwin, BC's most famous labour martyr. 

Photo courtesy Cumberland Museum & Archives
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of the province’s “boom” periods in the mid-1900s, set up its own hiring hall and even started its own excavating 

company. About the same time, the Cowichan First Nation’s Federal Labour Union sent a delegate, M.J. Elliott, to 

the National Trades and Labour Congress Convention (the equivalent of today’s Canadian Labour Congress) held in 

Vancouver in September 1906. But by and large, even in the “big” cities of Vancouver and Victoria, most occupations 

had too few workers and the economic roller coaster was too violent for stable union locals to become established.

However, Vancouver Island’s collieries, and later the hard rock mines of the Kootenays, were exceptions to this rule. 

The earliest and largest union organizing drives were among coal miners on the Island. Unfortunately, the mine 

owners were among the most politically powerful and bitterly anti-union businessmen in the province. Vancouver 

Island’s coal mines were perhaps the most dangerous in the world, due to the attitude of the employers, not 

the nature of the coal seams. Time and again the colliers struck for union recognition, decent wages, and better 

conditions. However, because the employers controlled both the police and the courts, they were able to import 

scabs and herd them across the miners’ picket lines. Another employer tactic was to evict strikers’ families from their 

company housing, often in winter and even if the strikers’ rent was still being paid in full. As a result, the colliers’ 

strikes were usually long, bitter, and more than once broken by brute force, including use of the militia.

Bitter strikes also took place among Fraser River fishermen, railway workers, and the hard rock miners in the 

Kootenays. In 1903 BC’s first labour martyr, Frank Rogers, was gunned down by company thugs while picketing the 

Canadian Pacific Railway. Two men were arrested, but no one was ever convicted of his murder. Between 1903 and 

1918 at least five unionists1 died defending workers’ rights. The most famous of these martyrs was Ginger Goodwin, 

a leader of the Western Federation of 

Miners, which, through its successor, the 

Mine, Mill, & Smelter Workers’ Union, 

was a direct ancestor of LiUNA’s Tunnel 

& Rock Workers’ Local 168. Goodwin was 

gunned down by a provincial police 

officer in July 1918 near Cumberland, 

where he is now buried and an annual 

memorial service held at his gravesite.

1914 TO 1939 – FROM THE 
GREAT WAR THROUGH THE 
GREAT DEPRESSION
Many in the labour movement opposed 

Canada’s participation in World War I 

(the Great War as it was known at the 

time), believing it to be a war between 

opposing business interests, not a war for working people’s freedom. Labour also opposed the profiteering which 

took place during the war, with prices rising far faster than wages and some employers, particularly those with 

government contracts, making enormous profits out of what labour saw as the suffering of soldiers at the front and 

of workers and their families at home. Indeed, by the war’s end, the labour situation was very tense, since the end 

of the war was also accompanied by a depression and high unemployment, especially among returning soldiers.

Mayor Moncrief of Cumberland in 1991 at the annual  
Ginger Goodwin Memorial.

Photo courtesy Cumberland Museum & Archives

1 These pre-1919 levels of employer violence have not been seen again in BC, although in 1938 an IWA picketer was killed during the 
Blubber Bay strike and as late as 1968, a picketer was killed during an Oil, Atomic, & Chemical Workers’ strike in Burnaby. However, during 
the 1930s, organized protests by unemployed workers were met with brutal government violence. In 1935 the RCMP attacked the On 
to Ottawa Trek in Regina, at least two trekkers were killed and hundreds of unemployed workers and their sympathisers were injured. 
In 1938 the RCMP and Vancouver City Police attacked unemployed workers occupying the Vancouver Post Office to demand work and 
wages. Out of some 600 occupiers, 37 were injured seriously enough to require hospitalization.
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The result was serious labour unrest, particularly in 

western Canada, and a tense situation was made 

worse by the employers’ fear of the revolution in Russia 

spreading here. When Ginger Goodwin was murdered,  

a one day general strike was called in protest, which only 

made employers more concerned that the west was on 

the verge of revolution. Then the 1919 Winnipeg General 

Strike, together with sympathy strikes taking place in BC, 

further alarmed both governments and employers. In 

Winnipeg, the RCMP, assisted by “Citizens’ Committees” 

organized by business, succeeded in smashing by 

violence what had been a peaceful strike over wages. 

Similar tactics were used to smash the sympathy strikes 

in BC. Most damaging of all to labour’s position after the 

war was the serious post-war depression. High unemployment made it difficult for unions to maintain the solidarity 

displayed by the labour movement in Winnipeg and elsewhere in 1919.

Shortly afterwards, a first attempt at building LiUNA in BC took place. The International Union issued a charter to 

Local 602 on May 12, 1920. But by October of that year severe unemployment was affecting all building trades 

unions in BC and it seems likely that this first attempt failed in the ensuing depression. It would be another 

seventeen years before a second, successful attempt at building a LiUNA local in BC took place. This first Local 

602 seems not to have been alone in having to surrender its charter. Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s other 

unions, including the Operating Engineers’ Local 115, would fall below the minimum membership required to  

retain their charters.

Although prosperity returned later in the 1920s, the labour movement in BC had difficulty rebuilding. Employer 

attacks in the early twenties had smashed the longshoremen’s union, perhaps the province’s strongest post-war 

union2, and overall union membership had declined as both the courts and employers continued to attack unions 

wherever they appeared. Nevertheless, between 1926 and 1929, the situation stabilized and 25,000 workers, or 

about ten per cent of BC’s workforce, belonged 

to unions. Many of these were in building trades 

unions, with the Carpenters’ Vancouver Local 

having some 1,250 members in mid-1929.

However, the Wall Street crash of October 29, 

1929 and the ensuing Great Depression made 

maintaining this foothold difficult and further 

growth impossible. Throughout the world 

production plummeted while unemployment 

soared. At the Depression’s lowest point in 1932, 

BC’s construction industry had declined by 85 per 

cent: even manufacturing, among the least hard 

hit of industries, saw production fall by 45 per 

cent. In 1933, per capita income had declined by 

47 per cent from 1929 and some 30 per cent of 

the workforce were unemployed.
Pattullo Bridge under construction. 

Photo courtesy City of Vancouver Archives, CVA-BrP29

Lions Gate Bridge.
Photo courtesy City of Vancouver Archives CVA 260-987

2 The only legitimate waterfront union to survive this attack was the lumber handlers’ union, predominantly made up of First Nations 
workers, which was known as the “Bows and Arrows” and was affiliated to the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW).
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There was no unemployment insurance and 

20 per cent of Canadians were forced to rely 

on what was known as relief. In BC relief to 

married men was issued through “the gunny 

sack parade”: recipients queued up with sacks to 

carry home their allotment of food and tokens 

exchangeable for shelter and fuel. The amount 

of relief issued depended on the number and 

age of the family’s children. Once boys reached 

the age of sixteen, they were no longer eligible 

for relief, forcing many to leave home. And while 

relief, if under humiliating conditions, was at 

least available to married men, for single men 

obtaining relief was made as difficult as possible. 

As the number of single men in need of relief 

grew and with many unemployed from across 

Canada arriving here, government established 

a system of relief camps in remote areas where 

single men were in effect incarcerated and 

compelled to work at hard labour for 20 cents  

a day. Single women had little choice but 

to remain with their families, since for them 

obtaining relief was almost impossible.

Although BC’s economy would not fully recover 

until the Second World War, some signs of  

a return to prosperity began to occur by 1936 

as U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt’s New 

Deal began to have an effect both there and 

in BC. At the same time a wave of new organizing efforts spread across North America resulting in some notable 

successes such as the organizing of General Motors after the Great Flint Sit-Down Strike of 1936-1937. Workers in 

BC industries such as sawmilling, logging, and fishing began a new wave of organizing efforts. Building trades  

unions, as their industry also began to revive, increased their memberships and improved their bargaining power.  

It is estimated that by the outbreak of the war some 12.5 per cent of BC’s workforce were unionized.

It was in these circumstances, on September 14, 1937, that the first successful LiUNA local in BC, again numbered 

602, was founded. LiUNA’s jurisdiction had expanded since its founding, with the International Union of Tunnel and 

Subway Constructors merging in 1929 and the International Union of Pavers and Rammersmen affiliating in 1937. 

Thus the new BC Local had jurisdiction for all labourers working not only in building construction but also on road 

and tunnel construction throughout the province. It remained only to organize these workers and for the work 

itself to return.

Unfortunately, we know nothing about particular circumstances which enabled the founders of the Local 602 both 

to obtain a charter and then to ensure the new local’s success. But we do know that when the local was founded 

the Patullo Bridge (1936-1937), the Lions Gate Bridge (1937-1938), and the third (and so far last) Hotel Vancouver 

were under construction. If not exactly booming, construction and building trades unions were at least starting 

to grow. By 1938, for example, the Operating Engineers Local 115 had grown to eighty-five members: in the early 

1930s, with only one working and six unemployed members, the local had virtually ceased to exist. By the outbreak 

of the war in September 1939, it had 150 members.

Hotel Vancouver. 
Photo courtesy City of Vancouver Archives CVA 99-3701



Page 8 CHAPTER 1 – In the Beginning

ON THE POLITICAL FRONT
Although they have disagreed on the means, 

virtually every union in British Columbia’s 

history has realized that achieving its goals 

required waging a political as well as a 

workplace struggle. Particularly before the First 

World War, many union leaders, as well as their 

members, believed that the only solution to 

labour’s problems was to be found in socialism. 

Many also believed that the labour movement 

should form its own political party and develop 

its own political platform. However, what was 

probably a majority of active trade unionists 

at the time supported working within the 

existing parties as the best way to achieve 

more labour-friendly legislation. Indeed, many 

workplace “benefits” we now take for granted 

were first demanded and often obtained by 

trade unionists before the First World War. The 

eight-hour day, workers’ compensation, child labour laws, workplace safety laws, old age pensions, unemployment 

insurance, employment standards legislation guaranteeing basic workplace rights, all the components which make 

up what we now call the “Social Safety Net” are not constitutionally guaranteed. They are the result of the labour 

movement engaging in political action on behalf of all working people. 

THE SECOND WORLD WAR 
In 1939, although the economy was beginning to recover from the worst years of the Depression, unemployment 

was still high and wages low—the average weekly construction wage in Canada was then $18.83. As 

unemployment began to fall due both to a rapid increase in men and women joining the armed forces and to 

a demand for ships, lumber, and other material to equip both Canadian and Allied forces, weekly wages rose, to 

$22.71 by 1940 and to $30.66 in 1945 when the war ended. Nevertheless, the recovery in employment did not take 

place overnight. In 1941, BC still had 31,000 unemployed; a year later 15,500.

The war led to a boom in logging, sawmilling, and mining, but also in military production, particularly shipbuilding 

and aircraft construction, as well as in industries such as foundries which supplied the tools and physical plant 

required by the war industries. The largest of these new industries was shipbuilding, with 30,000 men and women 

employed in the Vancouver and Victoria shipyards at peak production. Some 800 ships were built in BC during 

the war: before the war began, not a single ship was under construction. Shipbuilding and aircraft construction 

combined accounted for over half the workforce employed in military production. 

Millions of dollars were also spent building a coastal defence system for the province—artillery emplacements and 

airfields were required, along with the camps (barracks, mess halls, officers’ quarters, etc.) for the troops stationed 

in them. Roads were needed to connect places like Prince Rupert and the west coast of Vancouver Island to the rest 

of the province. The biggest project of all, the 2,174 kilometre Alaska Highway from Dawson Creek to Fairbanks, 

Alaska, employed some 10,000 soldiers and 17,000 civilian workers, both U.S. and Canadian. However, safety was  

a secondary consideration for most employers. In the shipyards, there were 9,200 accidents in one ten-month 

period. And though no one bothered to keep an accurate record at the time, it has been estimated that at least 

thirty workers died building the Alaska Highway.

Chan Kwan (front) was active in the BC Labour movement. During World  
War II he worked the Vancouver shipyards and was a shop steward in the Dock and  
Shipyard Workers’ Union. In 1944 he was appointed organizer for the Fish Cannery, 

Reduction Plant and Allied Workers’ Union. He is reported to have signed up  
200 Chinese cannery workers in the first month. 

Photo courtesy of David Yorke Collection
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Immediately before the war, although the increase in construction work led to an increase in union membership, 

most employers still resisted recognizing or negotiating with unions. For example, none of BC’s major road 

contractors would deal with unions and organizing had to take place secretly. An employer’s first hint that 

something was going on often occurred when his crew suddenly wildcatted with a demand for union recognition 

and better wages and conditions. But the federal government realized it could not ignore the labour movement if it 

was to succeed in mobilizing all of the country’s human and physical resources for the war effort. By mid-1940, the 

government had passed an Order-in-Council recognizing the legal right of workers to form unions and bargain with 

employers. However, there was no enforcement mechanism for this Order, and so employers were able to ignore it 

with impunity and brief strikes over wages and conditions and for union recognition continued. Not until 1944 did 

the federal government finally pass legislation making union recognition and collective bargaining compulsory for 

employers. By 1945, some 30 per cent of BC’s workers were unionized.

POST-WAR GROWTH
During the Second World War, unions had benefitted from the high employment created by the war effort and 

by government’s recognition that their co-operation was essential to maximizing war production, but they had 

benefitted even more from the determination of working people throughout the country to take their rightful  

place in the country’s political and economic system. Above all, workers were determined not to allow the  

country’s political and business leaders to repeat “The Dirty Thirties” when the depression expected to take place at 

the end of the war occurred. As it happened, the post-war drop in employment was slight and most business and 

political leaders were themselves prepared to 

accept that a repeat of the Dirty Thirties was not 

feasible given the Cold War and the perceived 

communist threat. Keynesian economics, the 

theory that governments should spend their 

way out of economic crises rather than practice 

austerity and cut spending to balance the 

books was now generally, if reluctantly in some 

quarters, accepted.

Nevertheless, working people were determined 

that the sacrifices of the war should not be in 

vain and looked to unions in particular to help 

them achieve a better of standard of living. 

Government too had come to realize that it 

would be better to recognize the legitimacy  

of unions and legislate labour relations rather 

than return the field to its pre-war chaos.  

A particularly important piece of this new legal 

framework was the Rand Formula, so named 

after Supreme Court Justice Ivan Rand, who 

introduced it in 1946 as part of an arbitration 

decision settling a major autoworkers’ strike 

against Ford in Windsor. From now on, wherever 

a union was the recognized bargaining agent for 

an employer, all workers covered by the union agreement would be required to pay union dues and the employer 

would be required to deduct and forward these dues to the union. The only exception was for those who could 

demonstrate a genuine religious objection to paying union dues, and their dues, instead of being remitted to the 

union, were forwarded to a mutually agreed charity. 

Yarrows Esquimalt Ship building. 
Image courtesy of the Royal Museum and Archives Item I-01523
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But if government reluctantly and most working people more enthusiastically recognized that unions were essential 

in post-war British Columbia, employers did not. In the public sector, while municipal employees were legally 

allowed to join unions, provincial and many federal government employees were not. Although company unions 

were now illegal in the private sector, government employees could only form employee associations and had no 

right to bargain collectively. As will be seen throughout this book, employers, public and private, have avoided 

unions when they could and continued to resist and try to subvert them as much as possible when they could not. 

It is simply not true, as one historian of the province has remarked, that “By war’s end the labour movement was 

no longer the underdog, nor was it so viewed by British Columbians.” Throughout the 1950s and 60s, in the face 

of employer resistance and intransigence, union organizing remained a difficult and not infrequently unsuccessful 

undertaking.

NEW LOCALS 1946 TO 1953 
Intransigent employers were not the only difficulty facing the labour movement immediately after the war. 

The rapid growth in membership during and after the war inevitably created structural and administrative, not 

to mention jurisdictional, problems for the movement and its leadership. Most of its leaders had risen to their 

positions because of their skills as organizers on the job and lacked experience in administering organizations with 

hundreds or even thousands of members. While Local 602 could turn for advice to the International, such problems 

as how to set up a system for collecting and recording dues, establishing a hiring hall, and ensuring an effective 

system of shop stewards all required skills and experience in short supply among people who had until recently 

themselves been working on the tools.

By and large, the necessary administrative skills were soon picked up. It was the structural and jurisdictional 

problems which were harder and took longer to resolve. In 1937 Local 602 had been assigned jurisdiction for all 

work claimed by LiUNA throughout the province. Yet in March, 1946 two new locals were chartered, Local 1093 in 

Victoria and Local 1070 in New Westminster. The reasons for this appear to have been simple. Travel within British 

Columbia, even within the Lower Mainland, was extremely difficult: there was no highway through the Fraser 

Canyon and such roads as did exist between towns and cities were usually primitive. There was the Black Ball ferry 

to Victoria and the CPR ferry to Nanaimo, but other travel along the coast was by boat—usually on a freighter for 

which passengers were just a side-line. Airline travel did not exist and cars were still something of a luxury, making 

it difficult for most workers, especially construction workers, to travel to work sites in nearby towns, even when 

roads did exist.

Since both Vancouver Island and New Westminster had a large membership base and sufficient work, it may have 

made sense to charter separate locals with general jurisdiction for these areas. Attempting to administer both these 

areas from Vancouver, where Local 602 was based, would have been inefficient, expensive, and time consuming for 

Local 602’s officials. The same explanation seems probable for the  

creation of the Mission Local 1288 (1951-1955), the Trail Local 114  

(1951-1955), and the Kitimat Local 384 (1955-1958). However, since  

no local could continue to function effectively without somewhere 

to dispatch its members, it seems likely that these locals merged 

into larger locals as their work situation changed. This explanation 

for the existence of new locals is supported by the chartering of Local 1204, the Victoria Shipyard Workers, on 

March 9, 1953. Here a sufficiently large membership with a specialized craft and regular employment created a 

situation where the interests of the membership could best be served by creating a separate local. A somewhat 

similar situation at Alcan’s Kitimat Smelter project resulted in the chartering of Local 168, the Rock & Tunnel Workers’  

Local, on August 5, 1952. (As a further example of LiUNA’s willingness to charter locals based on jurisdictional 

appropriateness, LiUNA Local 105, the Security Workers’ local, was chartered in Vancouver in 1967. But by 1986, its 

members felt it could no longer thrive as an independent local and voted to merge back into Local 602.)

…it seems likely that these locals 
merged into larger locals as their  

work situation changed.
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IT IS HARD now, over sixty years later, to appreciate how British Columbians felt about their first mega-project, 

Alcan’s Kitimat Smelter-Kemano Dam project. But in 1952 the network of paved highways between cities and towns 

which travellers take for granted today was non-existent and the Trans-Canada Highway was barely begun. It took 

two days to get from Vancouver to Lillooet, now a three-and-a-half-hour drive along BC Highway 99. Throughout 

the Interior such roads as there were tended to be gravelled and impassable in spring and fall. Running water 

and electricity were a rarity: the privately-owned BC Electric Company had ignored rural BC in favour of the more 

profitable urban areas. Barge and railway were the only practical means of shipping the ore and lumber which 

generated the wealth of the province’s principal industries. And the railway system did not extend very far. BC was 

a commercial and financial backwater, but now a major international company was proposing to build one of the 

largest aluminum smelters in the world right here.

For most British Columbians, Alcan was a welcome promise of things to come. True, building the dam and 

powerhouse needed to supply the smelter with electricity would require flooding a pristine wilderness which lay 

within a provincial park boundary as well as reversing the flow of the Nechako River, thus virtually destroying  

a major run of sockeye salmon. It would also require evicting some homesteaders and the Cheslatta people from 

their traditional homes. But, unlike the displaced homesteaders, the Cheslatta received little compensation for  

their land and no relocation funding. Today, it would be almost impossible to build such a project, and certainly  

not without a protracted fight. But in 1952, with a whole vast province still all but undeveloped, most people,  

if they were even aware of the environmental and human cost, saw the damage to a sockeye run and the eviction 

of a First Nation as minor bumps on the road to progress. In fact, from 1948, when it first expressed interest in the 

project, it took only three years for Alcan to receive approval and begin construction: indeed, it was allowed to  

start construction before the bill authorizing it had even passed the legislature.

The pride British Columbians felt in this project is understandable. At the time it was unique in the history of 

industrial development and is still one of the world’s great engineering feats. It was budgeted at $500 million  

($3.3 billion in today’s dollars), which, though scheduled to be spent over several years, was equal to two per cent  

of Canada’s gross national product in 1952. Alcan was intending to build a smelter employing 6,000 workers at  

a remote site previously visited only by fishing boats and a Union Steamship freighter delivering supplies. A dam 

and powerhouse capable of supplying 1,250,000 kilowatts on a continuous basis would have to be constructed. 

Since the raw bauxite from which aluminum is made would arrive by ship and the finished product would then 

have to be delivered by ship, a dock for deep sea freighters would have to be built. Lastly, in order to keep a stable 

workforce at the smelter, a brand new town with schools, shops, libraries, parks, and utilities for 50,000 people 

would have to be constructed.
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The work on the town site and smelter 

contract was awarded to Kitimat 

Constructors, a consortium of BC’s eight 

largest contractors (including current Local 

1611 contractors Dawson Construction and 

Emil Anderson Construction). The work 

on the smelter’s dam, twin penstocks, and 

powerhouse was awarded to an American 

company, Morrison Knudsen (MK), then 

the world’s largest contractor. Formed in 

Boise, Idaho in 1912, it had done very well 

out of U.S. government contracts during 

the Second World War and so was one 

of the few companies in the world with 

the experience required for such a large, 

difficult, and remote project. Even so, MK 

would only accept the Kemano contract on 

a cost-plus basis, a condition which was to 

cause a good deal of friction between Alcan 

and MK as both project and costs grew. At 

least some of Alcan’s engineers suspected 

MK of padding its accounts. 

By land the dam project was some 75 miles from the nearest dirt 

road, and that little better than a logging road. The dam itself  

was to be 1,500 feet long, 325 feet high, 1,500 feet wide at the 

base, and 40 feet wide on top. Behind the dam, water from  

a 339 square mile reservoir would drop 2,600 feet in ten miles as 

it travelled through a tunnel “as big as a house” and with a paved 

concrete floor as wide as a two lane highway. This tunnel would 

have to be built from four separate headings, much of it through 

weak rock. The powerhouse—1,000 feet long, 85 feet wide,  

and 100 feet high—would require drilling and blasting and  

then hauling twenty thousand truckloads of rock to create  

a hole large enough to contain eight turbines capable of 

generating 2,400,000 horsepower.

KITIMAT – THE CRAFT
Altogether some 6,000 workers were employed on Alcan’s Kitimat 

projects. Author Rolf Knight, in his autobiography Voyage Through 

the Past Century (New Star Books, Vancouver, 2013), describes 

working as a labourer on the smelter site in 1953, when he was 

still a teenager. 

“It was a one hundred per cent unionized site. The housing, 

food and pay were tops. You could earn three times as much 

working Kitimat as you could working in the city, although 

your camp life consisted of working, eating and sleeping.  
Crucible of molten aluminum ready for casting. 

Photo courtesy of Rio Tinto.

Kemano generating station built in a 427 m (1400ft.)  
cavern created inside the base of Mt. Dubose. 

Photo courtesy of Rio Tinto.
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I was going to say ‘and nobody ever 

killed themselves working’ but that’s 

not true. In fact there are always men 

killed and maimed in construction 

projects like that.”

The smelter site was on an old river 

delta bog and when Bro. Rolf Knight 

was working there, site preparation was 

underway; sand was being either trucked 

in from a nearby sand hill or dredged 

up from the sea floor, pumped through 

a pipeline, and then sprayed out in a 

slurry of sand and seawater over the site. 

He worked on a labour gang clearing 

drainage channels and debris from the 

sluice gates which allowed the water  

to run off.

“As each layer [of slurry] was drained and consolidated an endless string of trucks, ten-ton Macks and 

twenty-ton Euclids and even heavier belly dumps, humped and dumped through a perpetual haze of dust 

or a mist of mud to deposit their loads. Cats and graders shuffled about, drag lines whizzed their flying 

shuttles out into boggy sinks, scooping out muck. This went on for most of the day and night. The first 

crews of cement and ironworkers were at work and by the time I left a framework of steel girders for the 

smelter itself had begun to rise.”

KEMANO – WORKING CONDITIONS
Awe-inspiring as the sheer size and daring of Alcan’s Kitimat project may still appear, it is important to remember 

that it was built by human beings. And the Kemano tunnel and powerhouse in particular, the cornerstone and also 

the most difficult and dangerous part of the whole Kitimat project, were built for the most part with the sweat, skill, 

and too often the blood of members of the Labourers’ Union. 

Kemano’s working conditions were described by 

the newly formed Tunnelmen’s Section of Local 

602 at an arbitration hearing on May 26, 1952:

“The tempo of the work is high speed, 

the tunnel miner has to be a timber man, 

pipefitter, track man, blaster and sealer, 

all of these being normally separate 

classifications of work. He is required 

to work in water up to his knees under 

very dangerous conditions—16 killed 

underground to date in less than a year 

(emphasis added) out of a workforce that 

had ranged from 200 to 500. Continuous 

production means this, that during the 

whole shift 40 per cent—50 per cent of 

the crew are working. Even after blasting, 
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while blowing smoke, the motormen and brakemen are switching cars, running in the mucking machine, 

getting back-ties, bolts, and fish plates. This may be the only time for lunch, yet these men have to forego 

eating to get the work done—for whatever the operation, drilling, loading, mucking, timbering, laying 

track, each man is directed to a certain job which he must do. In effect, what we find here is a factory 

piece-work system, without the necessary incentive pay which necessarily goes with such a system.”

Remarks by individual members interviewed some years later help fill out this picture. Many of them commented 

on the problems with safety raised at the arbitration hearing, but their remarks on management’s approach to 

running the show are also revealing.

We had lots of ventilation problems 

and again, as far as workers and 

shifter and all, you try to keep it 

quite safe. But then sometimes 

these Americans would push you or 

bulldoze some people into going  

into unsafe areas and there were  

a lot of unsafe practices.  

— Pete Richley

Pieces of loose fell on you, which it 

did on several people, one guy, I can’t 

remember his name, motorman, he 

was sitting on the step of the motor 

which hauls his muck out, waiting till 
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the guys finished off drilling, piece of loose came 

down, hit him on the head, and killed him. Hardy 

was his last name, Bud Hardy, killed him right 

there. — Allan MacDonald

Top management, people on salary, were pretty 

bad. They were most of them anti-union. A lot 

of them, if you mentioned union, they were sick 

for a day. If they couldn’t fire a man at least once 

a week, they didn’t figure they were doing their 

job. — Ray DeCosse

We did have considerable problems with the 

Yankee supervision there because in my opinion 

most of them were not very good miners or tunnel men. … They figured we were just a bunch of dumb 

Eskimos or something, that’s the way they treated us. Most of them did anyway. — Pete Richley

I always said that in Kemano they hired the guy that could scream the loudest, the biggest voice, that’s 

the one they put on the shift as the walking boss [foreman]. … A lot of them didn’t know much about it 

[mining], but they got by. — Allan MacDonald

KEMANO – CAMP LIFE 
When I first went there, we lived in tents. We had a flash flood there one time and lost a couple of tents. 

We had to get out of them, evacuate them because the Kemano River came up so high. We had a couple 

of them burn down because we had one stove in the middle of about six, eight guys. We had a board 

floor and a board side for about four feet and then tent on top. We slept in army cots. — Ray DeCosse

Despite modern weather patterns changing for the worse, with “freak” storms becoming commonplace and “100 

year” floods seeming to occur every other year, Ray Decosse’s experiences with being flooded out and then burned 

out of his camp “home-away-from-home” would not happen today. The BC Building Trades’ BC Construction Camp 

Rules and Regulations agreement’s very first article states that: “Every camp shall be located at a distance far enough 

away from the construction job site to ensure that the best possible drainage can be provided to guard against 

year-round climatic and tide conditions.” This and a good many other things about camp life have changed for the 

better since Kemano was built.

Camp 5 we were in tents. We were about 14-16 people living with a wooden stove in it. That’s what we 

had. When it got chilly in the night, you got up and put another log on it. You washed in the river.  

— Nick Raffin

The Construction Camp Rules and Regulations (2008-2014) now require every worker be given their own room, 

properly insulated against cold and noise, and adequate washing facilities—a sink for every five workers, a shower 

for every ten (for every five on coal mine projects)—replacing the Kemano River. Rather than hanging wet work 

clothes to dry beside the stove (and perhaps burn the whole tent down in the middle of the night), a proper dry 

room and laundry facilities for work clothes are now mandatory in all camps. Rather than Kemano’s army cots, all 

rooms must be provided with a hotel quality bed and bed clothing, which is changed regularly by the camp staff. 

While no one would ever mistake a modern construction camp for an upscale spa resort, because of the efforts of 

building trades and unions and their members, living conditions have improved beyond recognition since Kitimat-

Kemano was first built.

Plugger drilling crew preparing shot rock for dam construction. 
Photo courtesy of Rio Tinto 
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You were isolated, but in those days you never really thought of it that much. You were in camp for so 

long, stayed there for so long, and then you were out. And there wasn’t that much to do. In camp we had 

a rec hall and the guys used to go over there and shoot the breeze. We had a show twice a week. There 

was an old radio in camp, but it wasn’t all the time you could get something on it. But it was mostly guys 

going into the rec hall and talk and tell stories and just sit around and talk. Hey, outside in the summer, it 

was nice. But as far as recreation was concerned, there was no recreation at all, other than the shows.  

— Allan MacDonald

The bears used to come right up, almost right up, almost to the cookhouse door, and guys used to feed 

them at breakfast time. They’d take hotcakes and maybe put a little honey on them and throw them to 

the bears. Others would tease them a little bit, throw snowballs at them. One of the guys that worked in 

the kitchen, one of the flunkies, played a trick on this bear—I forget what it was he threw at him, but the 

bear got a little bit annoyed and took a swipe at him and took a chunk out of his leg. He was gone.  

— Bill Winsor

Although the smaller tunnel and powerhouse camps such as Tahtsa and Camp 3 always remained quite isolated, 

conditions did improve somewhat in the main Kemano camp, especially once the senior management moved in. 

In those days, very few women worked in camps and those who did were mostly office and cook house workers. 

Kay Messenden, who worked for MK in Kemano starting in 1951 described it as “the dullest place there is.” She 

wore “heavy boots, thick slacks, and wool sweaters to work” and was there for the same reason as the men: the 

money, which in her case was 

$1.40 per hour ($225 a month) 

plus overtime and room and 

board. Engineering subcontractor 

Mannix Ltd paid its office staff 

$1.09 per hour ($175 a month) 

plus room and board. Newspaper 

reports of the time try to imply 

that being one of twenty young 

and single women in the midst 

of a thousand men was a gold-

digger’s paradise. Ms. Messenden 

made it clear she found little 

glamour in the job. She was 

housed with seven other women 

in one windowless room over top of the company hospital. For recreation, she had nothing but bingo, the twice 

weekly shows, and, by 1953, a 3,000 volume library. Women did not go to the rec hall to shoot the breeze, though 

Mannix’s office staff did have a sitting room where their bosses would sometimes visit them in the evening.

Modern construction camp recreation facilities provide considerably more choices than bingo, film shows, and 

shooting the breeze, with or without your boss. In addition to having a dining hall which can be configured to 

allow for “lectures, films and meetings”, they are required to have separate games and TV rooms whose equipment 

shall include: “upholstered chairs, pool tables, shuffleboards, dart boards, darts, games, etc. Beverages including 

hot tea, coffee, and hot chocolate shall be supplied daily.” The camp must be provided with a “satellite system or 

television source … [including] at least one movie channel” and individual rooms must have a cable TV outlet. 

Where formerly workers could go days or even weeks with little news of the outside world and even longer without 

contact with their families, now “Internet connectivity services must be provided” and, if available, pay-per-use 

internet connectivity must be supplied in the living quarters.

Kemano Camp 5 mess hall.
Photo courtesy Paul Jacobs
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In the early 1950s, while some men may have played bingo, others went to the film showings, and, at the rate 

of 150 books a night, borrowed from the library once it was established. Indeed, according to Ms. Onhasey, 

the librarian, many of the 1,500 men in Kemano Camp in September 1953, were regular bookworms. She was 

surprised that “the men who look most like they’d be illiterate are the ones who do the most reading.” Despite 

their apparently uncouth appearance, the inmates of Camp Kemano, like those of prisoner-of-war camps a few 

years earlier, even put on plays and musicals. But popular as these other activities may have been, they could 

not compete with the attractions of what have always tended to be camp workers’ most popular recreational 

activities—gambling and drinking.

Well, the recreation was a show on once in a while. They had the gym. But the biggest recreation was 

the poker tent and my bunkhouse was right next to the poker tent. My room partner was Jimmy Boyd, 

we called him Sherriff Boyd. All the guys down from various camps or wherever, they’d come from the 

poker tent into our room and then to the bootlegger, and so our room was filled all the time. There was 

somebody sleeping under the bed, over the bed, on the bed, all asleep. Then they’d wake up and go back 

to the poker tent and have another shot at it. — Pete Richley

Indeed, although MK was reluctant to spend anything but the bare minimum on their workers’ comfort, they soon 

realized the value of a separate tent for gambling. Productivity was being affected by the noise from all-night 

poker games disturbing the sleep of all the non-gamblers in the tent. But a separate tent did nothing to solve the 

problem of professional gamblers. Men might work for months then lose everything while waiting for the boat 

home. Of course, they could have done this just as easily to their fellow workers as to a card shark, but for a brief 

while, Kemano was as much a part of the professional gamblers’ circuit as Reno or Las Vegas. However, it seems 

the card shark problem soon passed as word spread that the tunnellers didn’t call the police when they caught 

someone cheating; instead they settled it their own way, usually with fists and feet.

Gambling there was a lot. As a matter of fact, they even had a couple of guys killed … the police, they 

come in there and nobody wanted to question anybody. They didn’t take anybody away, just the body.  

— Nick Raffin

Booze, at least from MK’s point of view, was a more serious problem. Workers were allowed to order it by mail.  

It arrived with the regular freight and was distributed by the company’s security force. But with the nearest liquor 

store being in Prince Rupert, bootlegging quickly became a small industry of its own. A bottle of whiskey would 

sell for $25.00 or more, the equivalent of two days’ wages. According to John Kendrick, a senior Alcan official, quite 

a few management personnel were involved in the trade, some of them seeming to spend more time pushing 

booze than pushing pens. Given 

the principal source of bootlegged 

liquor, it is hardly surprising that 

when MK threatened “immediate 

dismissal” for “anyone receiving 

excessive amounts of liquor for 

himself or his friends, or anyone 

using liquor to excess”, no one paid 

any attention, the bootleggers  

least of all.

Booze orders were normally 

distributed on Friday so that 

workers could get drunk on 

Saturday and spend Sunday 
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sobering up. On one occasion a bad storm delayed the booze run to Horetzky Creek until Sunday. On Monday, 

“miners in all stages of intoxication [were] crawling, staggering, and, like the blind leading the blind, trying to help 

each other up the hill from the camp to the tunnel adit.” They were all fired on the spot, but, good miners being 

hard to replace, they were soon back.

KEMANO – THE BIRTH OF TUNNEL & ROCK WORKERS’ LOCAL 168
The first strike breakout, the grievance was strictly over getting a new union in there. A lot of the 

grievances on the job were on account of conditions as a whole, safety wise, the grub in the kitchen, it 

was the whole ball of wax. — Ray DeCosse

In the early 1950s the spirit of unionism was in the air and it did not take long for the building trades unions to 

organize the Kitimat-Kemano project and negotiate agreements, including union hiring. However, from LiUNA’s 

point of view, it turned out to be somewhat unfortunate that this success occurred when there were fewer than 

200 workers on the job, mostly working on site preparation. While the Labourers’ agreement signed by Local 602 

was comparable to construction agreements elsewhere in the province, it was negotiated before one of the most 

important group of workers to the project’s success, the tunnellers or construction miners, had arrived on site. 

Even without LiUNA’s Vancouver 

Island and New Westminster 

membership, Local 602 had grown 

from some 400 members in 1946 

to 1,600 members in 1951. Finding 

workers to supply Kemano was 

going to mean finding another 

500 new members, and some 

400 of them would have to be 

experienced tunnellers or miners. 

This was not a trade with which 

Local 602 itself had any previous 

experience, although it was within 

LiUNA’s jurisdiction. In fact well 

over 75 per cent of Kemano’s 

powerhouse and tunnel workers 

would turn out to be members of 

the Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers’ 

Union, an industrial union with a tradition of militancy in Kootenay towns such as Rossland and Trail stretching back 

to the 1890s. In 1905, Mine-Mill, or the Western Federation of Miners as it was known at the time, was one of the 

founders of the Industrial Workers of the World or Wobblies. Though virtually extinct today, the Wobblies’ reputation 

for unyielding militancy has been preserved in the expression “wobbling the job” to describe a wildcat strike, a 

tradition with which the Mine-Mill members at Kemano were soon to show themselves very familiar. In short, Local 

602’s new tunnellers were workers with clear and definite ideas about how their interests should be taken care of, 

and what to do about it if they were not. 

It didn’t take long for Kemano’s tunnellers to decide that the agreement signed by Local 602 with Morrison 

Knudsen did not measure up. Carpenters were getting $2.00 an hour, boilermakers $2.10, but the tunnellers’ and 

drillers’ rate was $1.60 with $1.75 for powdermen. Other trades were paid overtime after 40 hours, but tunnellers 

only after 48; the other trades even had to spend less time in camp in order to have their fares in and out paid. 

Meanwhile, Mine-Mill was negotiating agreements which guaranteed its miners a minimum day rate, four more 

Track completion at the Backup Tunnel supply access.
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statutory holidays than at Kemano, and a welfare plan. Perhaps most galling of all for this group of experienced 

trade unionists, because it was negotiated before they were hired, they had never voted on or even had any input 

into the agreement under which they were working.

In response to the tunnellers’ complaints, Local 602 unsuccessfully attempted to negotiate a 20 cent wage rise from 

Morrison Knudsen in late August, 1951. In late October and again in mid-November, business agents visited the 

camp but failed to defuse the tunnellers’ growing anger. They began to look elsewhere for help. In fact, as early as 

August 31, tunneller Arthur Belt wrote to Harvey Murphy, Western District International Representative of Mine-Mill, 

asking for help in organizing the Kemano project. Bro. Belt told Bro. Murphy that Local 602 was not enforcing verbal 

commitments made by the company when hiring the men and had failed even to raise the crew’s own demands  

for a wage rate of $2.00 an hour plus free room and board. Bro. Belt reported that Local 602’s business agents had  

said the company refused to consider their demands and “advised no action”. According to Belt, “this didn’t go over  

so good with the Tunnel men.” By the end of December, Mine-Mill was receiving increasingly urgent appeals for  

help, not only from Bro. Belt, but from Bill Slewidge, also at Kemano, and from John Rooney and Nick Bird at West  

Tahtsa. On November 26, thirty- 

four workers at Camp 3 signed  

a petition requesting a Mine-Mill 

charter.

However, Mine-Mill had a 

jurisdiction agreement with the 

Building Trades. In a letter to Frank 

Carlyle, president of the Building 

Trades Council of BC, Harvey 

Murphy wrote that the BTC “will 

receive full support from us on 

all construction work and Mine-

Mill will be recognized as having 

jurisdiction on any job having to 

do with production of ores and 

smelting.” Furthermore, miners 

going to work on construction 

projects “will report to [Mine-Mill’s] 

BC District Union office and from there dispatch through the appropriate [Building Trades] Union on the  

job … .” When Local 602’s Secretary Len Millman offered to pay 65 cents a month for each Mine-Mill member 

working construction, Bro. Murphy turned him down, saying the offer “could not properly be accepted by this 

Union.” As a result of this jurisdictional agreement, Mine-Mill could not accept the Camp 3 workers’ request for  

a charter. It could, however, support demands for a new BC Tunnellers’ LiUNA Local. 

This solution to their problems at Kemano seems to have first been raised at mass meetings held in the presence 

of Bill James, a Local 602 business agent, on November 12 and 13 when the miners demanded the right to form 

their own local. On December 11, tunneller Manus Wilson wrote to Robert Sheets, LiUNA’s International Vice-

President in Seattle, informing him of this demand. Bro. Sheets replied on December 13, turning down this and 

similar requests from other camps saying that it “could confuse the situation at Kemano by making it possible for 

the members of the new charter to make demands which would be embarrassing both to this International Union 

and the Company … .” He did, however, promise that that the workers at Kemano would be advised of any future 

negotiations and be allowed to sit in on them.
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Coincidentally, Business Agent Bill James and Secretary Len Millman began holding private talks with MK on 

December 13. Although at no point were any of the tunnellers’ representatives invited, these talks lasted through to 

the end of the month and produced an offer which was put to a vote with a recommendation to accept. The offer 

would have given miners another 15 cents an hour, but would have cut the helpers’ rate by 10 cents. All five camps 

rejected it unanimously and an attempt by Bill James to get it passed at a meeting in Vancouver held during the 

first week of January failed for lack of a quorum. The tunnellers now believed that by negotiating with the company 

while refusing to consult with them, the local officers had left them no choice but to strike. At 8:00 a.m. on Tuesday, 

January 15, 1952 they wobbled the job. As Mine-Mill Organizer Barney McGuire put it, the men “just blew up 

because what is the justification for them having to work for about $3.00 a day less than they’d already established 

several years before?”

Morrison Knudsen (MK), confident that it could easily replace them, threatened to fire anyone who didn’t return to 

work. In reply, the tunnellers declared all camps, tunnels, and tunnel preparation work hot and requested that all 

shift bosses and walking bosses [foremen] quit if MK tried to bring in strike breakers. Unimpressed, MK fired all the 

strikers on January 18, ordering seventy-five of them to leave that morning on the S.S. Chilcotin at 8:00 am. Like the 

rest of the strikers, this first seventy-five had been up all night debating their next move and slept in. If the RCMP 

hadn’t delivered their morning wake-up call and escorted them to the dock, they would have missed their boat. The 

next day, the remaining two hundred and five strikers were ordered to leave on the S.S. Catala. As he boarded, Hank 

Schieve, one of the strike leaders, called on the other trades to “Stick by us, brothers. Don’t let any scabs in here.”

Altogether MK managed to hire some two hundred and fifty skilled miners as “replacement workers”, but 

unfortunately for the company, at that time the words “skilled miner” and “good union man” were virtually 

synonymous: the replacement workers enjoyed the boat ride to Kemano but once they arrived, they refused to 

scab. Meanwhile, other trades at the site not only sympathized with  

the strike, some members of the Operating Engineers were even 

reported to be leaving the project because they were not prepared to 

work with scabs. MK quickly got the point. The last of the strikers had 

been shipped out on a Saturday. By the following Monday, January 21, 

MK announced that “Most strikers who were shipped out of Kemano will be rehired for the job if they want to go 

back … only the ringleaders in the strike won’t be rehired.” To which the strikers replied with an uncompromising 

“We must go back as a body, as we came out, with no discrimination.” 

Attempts to settle the wildcat were complicated by the tunnellers’ mistrust of Local 602’s officers and fears among 

building trades officials that the strike was the first step towards a Mine-Mill raid on Kemano. In fact, the strikers’ 

demands did now include some form of autonomy within LiUNA, but even though most were Mine-Mill members, 

both they and Mine-Mill rejected the idea of raiding. On January 30, Local 602’s Len Millman, IBEW Local 213’s D.M. 

Wilson, and Mine-Mill’s Harvey Murphy brokered a resolution to the impasse. Its main points were:

i. A Tunnelmen’s Unit of Local 602 would be established funded by 65 cents of each tunneller’s monthly 

dues,

ii. A Tunnelman’s classification would be established in the collective agreement,

iii. A negotiating committee of seven, three from the Tunnelmen’s Unit, would be established to 

negotiate the wage rate for this new classification, and

iv. The men would go back to work under the old rate, but once negotiated, the new rate would be 

retroactive to January 15.

Unstated but implicit in this agreement was the condition that all the strikers, including their leaders, would  

be rehired.

…requested that all shift bosses and 
walking bosses [foremen] quit if MK 

tried to bring in strike breakers.
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Not all the problems at Kemano were resolved by the wildcat. Mostly, Ray DeCosse’s “whole ball of wax”—the 

working and living conditions which sparked the strike—remained much the same. Indeed, four months later the 

project was again shut down after four men were fired for refusing unsafe work. But by winning the right to their 

own Tunnelmen’s Unit, the strikers had won a key issue: the right to an effective voice in running their own affairs 

and in negotiating improvements to their collective agreement with the employer. In order to win this right, they 

had hiked for miles from one camp to another in snow ten feet deep, stayed up half the night after a twelve-hour 

shift writing long letters to keep each other abreast of developments, and organized countless meetings. By doing 

so, they helped establish the membership’s right to an effective voice not just in what would, on August 14, 1952, 

become LiUNA’s Rock and Tunnel Workers’ Local 168, but for LiUNA’s membership throughout British Columbia.

I went in February 7, 1953. My rate at the time, when I went in on the motor, my rate was $2.14 an hour, 

and I think other than a shifter I was the highest paid on the job, even higher than electricians at the time. 

At that time the miners were above everybody. — Allan MacDonald

KITIMAT-KEMANO – POSTSCRIPT
Some sixty years after Alcan began work on its Kitimat smelter project, giant industrial projects were now being 

undertaken on a regular basis throughout the world, many in sites as remote and difficult as Kitimat had once 

been. Much else had also changed about the economics and the logistics of such projects, not least in the greater 

experience and expertise both contractors and owners had developed in undertaking them.

As early as 2008, Rio Tinto, Alcan’s new owner and the world’s second largest mining company (at the time of 

writing), began considering a major expansion of the Kitimat smelter. The estimated cost was then some $2.5 

billion. In December 2011, despite earlier misgivings about the project’s cost and the stability of the market for 

aluminum, Rio Tinto made a favourable Final Investment Decision (FID) on what it called the Kitimat Modernization 

Project (KMP). The estimated cost was now $3.3 billion. The project was designed to “increase the smelter’s 

production capacity by 48 per cent to approximately 420,000 tonnes of aluminum ingot per year using the most cost 

effective, energy efficient and environmentally friendly technology available.” When finished, the new smelter would 

provide employment for some 1,000 workers—5,000 fewer than when the old smelter opened its doors in 1954. 

A separate but related project, the $500 million Kemano Backup Tunnel, was also planned to provide a second 

or backup water supply for the Kemano station powering the smelter. When completed the new smelter’s actual 

capacity came to 425,000 metric tons a year, making it the most productive and efficient in the world. It had 

Labourer crew at the Kemano Backup Tunnel.
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required the use of 3.6 million bricks, 162,000 

metres of concrete, 40,000 tons of steel,  

2.4 million metres of cable, and 62,000 metres 

of pipe.

Once again, a major U.S. contractor, Bechtel, was 

awarded the project and once again the project 

was union-built, with Labourers’ Union members 

carrying out all work within LiUNA’s jurisdiction. 

And as before, not everything went entirely as 

planned. Unexpected construction problems 

leading to cost overruns had been a feature 

of the first smelter project. On KMP, overruns 

totalled some $1.5 billion, but they were the 

result of unanticipated problems in world 

markets, not of unexpected construction difficulties. Aluminum prices peaked in 2011, just as KMP construction 

began: they fell by 15 per cent in 2012 and by another 10 per cent in 2013 and 2014. Faced with an alarming drop 

in revenue, Rio Tinto decided to slow down construction, thus reducing annual expenses. Unfortunately, this had 

the effect of increasing KMP’s overall costs.

One example of why this slowdown actually increased costs is the new smelter’s pot motors. These were delivered 

by their manufacturer to the project on time—based on KMP’s original schedule. However, because the project had 

now been delayed, the motors actually arrived nearly two years before they could be installed. They spent over a 

year sitting in their packing crates on the Kitimat dock, exposed to the damp and salt air. As a result, their wiring 

became corroded and before they could be installed, they had to be completely rewired, at no small cost to KMP in 

materials, time, and labour, by the union electricians onsite. 

Completed Rio Tinto Modernization Project: Aluminum Smelter.
Photo courtesy Rio Tinto
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By the time KMP was completed in June, 2015 the $4.8 billion dollar project had employed a peak workforce of 

some 4,000, whereas the earlier project had employed some 6,000. And where the original Kemano tunnel project 

had once employed some 275 LiUNA members and the Kitimat smelter site a peak of over 900, the KMP back-up 

tunnel employed a peak of around 100 members while its smelter employed a peak of 458.

If technological change had greatly reduced the workforce required for such massive projects, the make-up of that 

workforce had also changed. Because of the Project Labour Agreement (PLA) between Bechtel and the Building 

Trades Unions, equity issues were an important component in the project’s hiring decisions. In 1952, hiring had 

been pretty well catch-as-catch-can, the essential requirements being ability to perform the work and a union card. 

In 2012, the PLA still required both a union card and the right skills, but priority was also given to First Nations, 

local hiring, and training. According to figures collected by the BC Building Trades Council, 38 per cent of KMP’s 

workforce lived in the Kitimat-Terrace region with the Haisla First Nation, within whose territory the project was 

being built, achieving 100 per cent employment. Of the non-local workforce, 44 per cent came from elsewhere 

in BC and 17 per cent from the rest of Canada. Only one per cent of the KMP workforce were Temporary Foreign 

Workers (TFWs), brought in from the United States for certain highly specialized tasks for which no Canadians 

were available. These TFWs were U.S. Building Trades Union members employed at full union rates with full 

union benefits—an important point at a time when the Temporary Foreign Worker program was being used to 

displace Canadian workers by importing workers into Canada on short-term work permits, often at rates below the 

minimum wage and with no benefits whatsoever. In addition, at a time when government-funded construction 

projects had no apprenticeship requirements—despite numerous expensive advertising blitzes declaring senior 

governments’ commitment to training Canadian workers to fill Canadian jobs—the KMP PLA required some 25 per 

cent of KMP’s workforce to be apprentices. Indeed, many of KMP’s workers were able to both start and finish their 

apprenticeships working on the project. 

THERE IS POWER IN A UNION – ONE
Unlike the original Kitimat-Kemano project, there were no deaths nor even any serious injuries among the LiUNA 

members working on the KMP. Furthermore, while the accident rate had plummeted, the membership’s wage rates 

and benefits had risen equally dramatically. As an example, the powderman’s 1952 wage rate of $1.75 had risen to 

$35.80 in 2014—a twentyfold increase. By comparison, inflation only increased some tenfold in the same period, 

a basket of goods worth $100 in 1950 cost $1,009.60 in 2015. And not only had wage rates risen, LiUNA members 

at KMP also received 12 per cent holiday pay and a total of $5.75 in medical, dental, and pension benefits plus free 

room and board—benefits few of which were even contemplated in 1952. Clearly, for workers at Rio Tinto Alcan’s 

Kitimat Modernization Project, there has been power in a union.

Kemano spillway. 
Photo courtesy of Rio Tinto
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Esquimalt graving drydock.
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CHAPTER 3 – Shipyards and Cemeteries – 
Local 1611's Oldest Bargaining Units


LOCAL 1611’s OLDEST bargaining units are not actually in its core jurisdiction of building and road 

construction, they are in the shipyard and funeral industries. Both of these sectors were organized during the 

war, and while this shows widespread support for unions by working people, it also gives some indication of the 

administrative challenges the young BC local must have faced at the time. Even now it seems like a daunting 

challenge for an organization barely five years old to take on representing workers in industries as diverse as 

construction, shipbuilding, and cemeteries, but seventy-five years ago the challenge appears to have been 

welcomed by the membership and officers.

SHIPYARDS 
LiUNA’s BC shipyard workers, represented from 1953 to 2012 by Dock & Shipyard Workers Local 1204, work at 

what was formerly known as the Yarrows shipyard in Esquimalt. Although their charter is dated March 9, 1953, 

we know that their origins date at least as far back as the wartime organizing drives conducted in the industry by 

what were then North America’s two competing labour centrals—the American Federation of Labour (AFL) and the 

Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), both based in the United States. At the core of the dispute between the 

AFL (to which the building trades unions were affiliated) and the CIO was the question of whether workers should 

be organized by craft or by industry. And until they agreed to form a joint Canadian labour central (the Canadian 

Labour Congress or CLC) in 1956, the AFL and the CIO in Canada frequently competed for members, especially 

in industries which boomed during the war. In shipbuilding this competition meant that workers had to choose 

either to belong to the new shipyard workers’ industrial union or else join the appropriate building trades union, 

all of which at Yarrows were under the umbrella of the Boilermakers Union. BC’s shipyards, which altogether had 

employed only nine hundred and sixty-eight workers in 1939, reached a peak employment of thirty-one thousand 

in 1943 and were a hotbed of organizing activity. In Vancouver, shipyard workers adopted the CIO’s model of 

industrial unionism. In Victoria, where before the war many workers had belonged to building trades unions 

(although without any formal bargaining rights), workers at the major shipyards chose to remain in their existing 

AFL-affiliated unions.

JOB NO. 177 
During the war, Yarrows’ Esquimalt yard repaired over two and a half million tons of Allied shipping as well as 

building two merchant ships, seventeen frigates, seven corvettes, and five landing craft. The yard was even given  

a top secret task known as Job No. 177 in early 1942, that of refurbishing the RMS Queen Elizabeth. The world’s 

largest passenger liner had been converted into a troopship and, with the entry of the U.S. into the war, was 

urgently needed for ferrying troops from North America to Australia. The refurbishing took three weeks and 
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required ten tons of grey camouflage paint 

and 4,000 paint brushes. One thousand 

of the yard’s workers were assigned to 

Job 177, yet even this was not enough: 

sixty technical students from Victoria High 

School were also pressed into service, 

spending a week cleaning soot from the 

ship’s boilers. They were paid 40 cents an 

hour plus 10 cents “dirty work” bonus, which 

was equal to the bottom of the labourers’ 

scale at Burrard Shipyard in Vancouver, 50 

to 75 cents an hour (the other trades were 

earning 90 cents to $1.00 while a Vancouver 

construction labourer’s rate was 48 cents).

BARGES AND FERRIES 
As the war neared its end, government 

orders for naval and merchant ships fell off 

and shipyard activity in the province declined. The BC shipyard industry’s workforce dropped to nineteen thousand 

in 1945, and by the 1950s it was less than a quarter of its wartime peak. At the Yarrows shipyard in Esquimalt, which 

had employed thirty-five hundred shipyard workers (four hundred and fifty of them women, although some one 

hundred and fifty of these were likely office staff), the employment total for all trades during the 1950s and 1960s 

hovered around 900 – 1,000 workers, with a peak in 1962 of 1,200. In 1946, Yarrows was sold and the new owners 

began looking for orders outside the maritime industry, in the early 1950s fabricating aluminum towers for Alcan’s 

Kitimat smelter and a prefabricated building worth $300,000 at the time. Nevertheless, ships—and especially ship 

repair—remained the yard’s mainstay throughout the 1950s, with more than six hundred and ninety ships being 

repaired in that decade. In the 1960s, ship repair work declined but the yard received orders for over one hundred 

steel barges. This included an order for the largest log barge in history, one capable of carrying 20,000 tons—

over 220 sixteen-foot bunk 

off-highway logging truck 

loads. In the 1970s and early 

1980s a substantial amount 

of work was provided by BC 

Ferries’ construction program: 

The Burrard Yarrows yard in 

Esquimalt (as the company 

was then known) built the 

Queen of Cowichan in 1976 

and the Queen of Oak Bay 

in 1981. Additional ferry 

work came from “stretching” 

ferries as well as work on the 

construction of the Spirit of 

British Columbia and the Spirit 

of Vancouver Island in the 

early 1990s.

Power washing of aft hull to facilitate propeller removal.

50,000 psi high pressure paint removal.
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THE WORKFORCE 
When things were slow at Yarrows, LiUNA’s 

shipyard workers would often go to work 

at other yards and boat builders in the 

area. But even if work was sometimes 

sporadic, the Yarrows workforce remained 

steady. Many of them were second or even 

third generation shipyard workers, and like 

other coastal industries such as fishing or 

logging, people working in the industry 

felt themselves to be members of a close-

knit (although not a closed) community. 

“People’s fathers, brothers, mothers, 

sisters worked there”, says Local 1204’s last 

Business Manager, Rick Spencer. When he 

started at Yarrows, he was struck by the 

fact that there were women and aboriginal 

workers working everywhere in the yard. 

One, Joe Thomas, was running the Hyster:

“You just didn’t see that anywhere else. It was because of our Business Manager, Bob Specht [B.M. from 

1952-86], he made sure they kept them there.”

Over fourteen hundred women had been recruited by BC shipyards during the war, but as in many other war 

industries, they were driven out after the war on the grounds that a woman’s place was in the home and men 

needed the work to support their families. Less has been written about what happened to the industry’s Aboriginal 

workers, but they also appear generally to have been displaced. Certainly, Bro. Spencer’s remark suggests that at 

Yarrows, the unions were able to prevent at least some of those hired when the country was at war from simply 

being scrapped once the crisis was over.

THE CRAFT 
Apart from “pushing a broom”, Labourers at Yarrows (and now at Victoria Shipyards) do tasks such as fire watch, 

cleaning, scraping, sandblasting, and paint preparation for the entire ship. They also paint ships’ hulls, holds, tanks, 

and engine rooms. While all the actual painting had 

originally been Painters’ Union work, when things 

were booming the painters preferred working on 

the superstructure to the dark, dirty, and sometimes 

dangerous holds (or so Local 1204 legend has it). The 

same thing happened with painting hulls after the first 

spray guns came out. Because the original spray guns 

weren’t practical for painting a ship’s bottom, hulls 

at Yarrows were painted using a long, high pressure 

hose jammed into a forty-five-gallon drum of paint 

at one end while at the other was a makeshift nozzle 

made of ordinary aluminum pipe. It was a finicky piece 

of equipment, as likely to spray as much paint on its 

operator and the dock as on the hull, not clean and 

precise like painting the ship’s side. As a result, the 

Spot blasting of under water hull using ultra high pressure wash.

Prepping super structure using ultra high pressure prior to painting.
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Labourers took over all painting below the waterline, inside and out, acquiring a jurisdiction that now accounts  

for some 70 per cent of their work. As LiUNA keeps reminding its members, it does indeed pay to protect  

your jurisdiction.

SS SANSINENA
Working at Yarrows members even 

got paid to see the world. Or at 

least this is what happened in the 

winter of 1974 to seven members 

who were working on a refit of 

the Union Oil tanker SS Sansinena. 

The ship, whose regular job was to 

transport oil between Ecuador and 

Los Angeles, had been in drydock 

at Yarrows but had to sail before its 

refit was completed. So the seven 

members sailed with her, though 

spending most of their time below 

decks cleaning tanks and painting 

a two-coat epoxy on the bottom 

to prevent the sulphur in the ship’s 

cargo of oil from corroding the 

tanks’ steel plate. Finished tanks 

would be flooded with seawater 

to provide ballast as needed, and once, while they were down finishing off one tank, the tank next door was 

being flooded. Suddenly they heard a “ping” and started to get sprayed with ballast, a rather unsettling experience 

when you’re working in the bowels of an 810-foot tanker. Even their trip home had its moments. After leaving the 

ship in the port of Esmeraldas, they took a taxi to the 

Quito airport to fly home. This involved a six hour “seat 

squirming trip from sea level to 17,000 feet over the 

Andes mountains” according to a newspaper report of 

their journey. Their flight home took them from Quito to 

Panama City, then Curacao and Kingston, Jamaica before 

finally flying to Toronto and then Vancouver. If not the 

world, they certainly saw many of its airports. A year 

later, they would remember that “ping” in the hold when 

the Sansinena blew up with the loss of sixteen of its crew 

while tied to a wharf in Los Angeles Harbour. The ship 

exploded into three pieces, the bow being hurled toward 

the shallows near the shore while the remaining two 

thirds of the ship sank.

SEASPAN TAKES OVER
In the late 1980s, BC’s shipyard industry began to suffer a serious downturn, in part because there was less 

government work and in part because of competition from non-union foreign shipyards, whose low wages and 

unsafe working conditions helped make them a cheaper alternative for some of the BC industry’s customers. 

This provided a pretext for blaming the high wages and “restrictive” work practices of the yard’s unions when in 

Photo courtesy en.wikipedia.org

Six out of the seven men who traveled with SS Sansinena from Yarrows,  
Esquimalt to Ecuador to finish repairs.
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1994 the Yarrows Shipyard, although operationally still profitable, could no longer service its debt and went into 

receivership. In May of that year, Ritchie Brothers held a three-day auction of Yarrows’ moveable assets, raising  

$3 million, and the Government of Canada acquired twelve acres of the yard, including the Esquimalt graving dock, 

for $10.00. Yet in April 1994, before the Yarrows corpse was even cold, Seaspan, originally a BC tugboat company, 

opened an office and announced it would re-open the yard as Victoria Shipyards, once again, operating out of 

the Esquimalt graving dock. It was a virtually seamless transition. According to LiUNA’s records, ninety-five of our 

shipyard members were working at the yard for most of 1994, including during the May auction (the 1994 low was 

eighty-seven in September) and for the next two years employment was stable at one hundred and ten. However, 

as part of the deal to re-open the yard, its unions agreed to some concessions in their collective agreement and to 

consolidation of their certifications under the Boilermakers. Each union retained its membership and jurisdiction, 

but the Boilermakers now represented all trades at the bargaining table. 



Page 30 CHAPTER 3 – Shipyards and Cemeteries

Seaspan Victoria Shipyards no longer undertakes vessel construction; it now concentrates on refitting, 

reconditioning, and repairing vessels of all descriptions: naval frigates and submarines, coast guard cutters, cruise 

ships, fishing boats, ferries. It employs between eight hundred and eleven hundred workers, some two hundred  

of them members of LiUNA, earning between $30.73 an hour for “unskilled” workers and $38.40 for “trade” workers 

(both with an additional $7.80 an hour worth of health and pension benefits). It shows every sign of being  

a thriving concern, and as the Times Colonist, Victoria’s newspaper of record, noted on October 24, 2014:

“The graving dock can easily lay claim to being the single largest concentration of skilled and professional 

workers in one job site on southern Vancouver Island. Nothing else comes close to the variety and 

numbers of accredited, ticketed journeyman and professional workers.” 

The Times Colonist continued, quoting then General Manager Malcolm Barker, “When we deliver projects on budget 

and on time, with the quality of work we are doing, as good if not better than anyone else in the world, then ship 

owners come to us.” 

Inspection and painting of anchor chains. 
Photo credit Heath Moffatt Photography
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CEMETERIES 
While virtually all BC’s shipyard workers became union during the war, BC’s funeral industry was and remains 

largely non-union. Nevertheless, the title of LiUNA Local 1611’s oldest still operating bargaining unit belongs to 

its Cemetery Workers’ Section. On September 16, 1944, what was then the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration 

Branch of the Department of Labour granted Local 602 a certification for workers at the Ocean View and Forest 

Lawn cemeteries in Burnaby. In1950, it appears the certification was extended to include workers at Lakeview 

Memorial Gardens in Kelowna.

INDUSTRY A PUBLIC UTILITY
The funeral industry is known for reliable, if not always spectacular, earnings. It provides, after all, a service for 

which we will all eventually have a need. As a brief submitted in March, 1955 on behalf of Local 602’s Cemetery 

Section to a BC Labour Relations Board (LRB) Conciliation Officer observed, the funeral industry’s owners, like the 

BC Telephone Company and BC Electric (at the time, both publicly regulated but privately owned companies), were 

operating a public utility for their own private benefit. The brief argued that the industry met the criteria for  

a public utility established by U.S. Supreme Court Justice William Howard Taft, in that the service it provided was 

“of an indispensable nature” and competition in the industry was generally “imperfect”. Even the Vancouver Province, 

in an editorial dated March 17, 1955, indirectly endorsed the union’s position, stating that “There is no valid reason 

why cemeteries should not be considered a public utility and regulated as such.”

THE 1955 CONCILIATION OFFICER BRIEF 
The brief was submitted to the LRB’s Conciliation Officer as part of the Local’s effort to negotiate a new Collective 

Agreement with the owners of Forest Lawn and Ocean View. In it, Local 602 provided the Officer with a detailed 

explanation of the Cemetery Workers’ demands. That these negotiations had captured the labour movement’s 

interest and support is shown by the fact that the much of brief was actually drafted on Local 602’s behalf by the 

Vancouver Trades and Labour Council. The reason for this interest 

was simple: as the brief argued, in 1955 competition in the funeral 

industry in the Lower Mainland was virtually non-existent. The publicly 

owned Mountain View cemetery in Vancouver was full and Ocean View 

Burial Park and Forest Lawn Memorial Gardens, although operating 

as separate businesses, were “under common control”. Furthermore, their ownership had attempted to defend its 

near monopoly in the Lower Mainland funeral industry by buying the property owned by the City of Vancouver in 

Burnaby which was originally intended to handle the “overflow” from Mountain View. The labour movement, and 

indeed the Vancouver Province, were concerned that what the brief described, quoting Justice Taft’s ruling, as an 

“indispensable” service was in danger from “the exorbitant charges and the arbitrary control to which the public 

might be subjected without regulation.”

Whether they are regulated or not, as a rule it is extremely difficult for unions to survive in service sector industries: 

the bargaining units tend to be relatively small, isolated, and vulnerable to employer intimidation. Maintaining their 

collective agreements requires a great deal of courage and solidarity on the part of the workers, as well as a union 

willing to dedicate the staff and resources necessary to defend their members’ interests. Nevertheless, over seventy 

years after they first organized, LiUNA Local 1611’s cemetery workers are a thriving and successful section of the 

union. But it has not always been easy.

THE 1955 DEMANDS
The 1955 brief to the Conciliation Officer was the result of the employer’s refusal to negotiate, or at least, as the 

union put it, negotiate in good faith, a new collective agreement (CA). On January 5, 1955 the union had sent the 

employer a letter requesting the opening of negotiations and submitting its demands. The old CA, negotiated 

…extremely difficult for unions to 
survive in service sector industries…
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in 1952, had provided a flat, across the board wage rate of $1.22 for all employees. The most important union 

demand was for the introduction of job classifications (e.g. General Labourer, Truck Driver, Nurseryman, etc.) with 

commensurate wage rates, both the classifications and the rates being comparable to those in effect for the City 

of Vancouver’s cemetery (outside) workers. Local 602 wanted an hourly rate of $1.50 for Labourers, $1.60 for Truck 

Drivers, and $1.90 for Nurserymen. At the time, the City of Vancouver was paying its Labourers $1.495, but was itself 

negotiating a new CA under which it was expected this rate would increase. 

A second major demand was for improved benefits, particularly medical benefits. At the time, there was no BC 

Medical or “Medicare”, and workers and their families without an adequate private, employer-sponsored medical 

insurance plan could find themselves simply unable to obtain treatment. The union calculated that the existing 

benefits (which included everything from Group Life Insurance to Statutory Holidays) cost the employer 10.4 

cents an hour, whereas the City of Vancouver’s workers received benefits (including a medical plan) costing 27.6 

cents an hour. The union was requesting medical coverage which would include “Physicians Services” as well as 

hospitalization, surgical, and wage loss coverage. It calculated the cost to the employer at less than three cents an 

hour, based on comparable plans existing at other private as well as public employers.

A third major demand was for an increase in paid holidays. Workers at Forest Lawn and Ocean View received the 

then statutory minimum of one week’s paid holiday a year, regardless of length of service. City of Vancouver and 

many comparable private sector workers received two and one-half weeks after one year’s service. Local 602 was 

demanding two weeks, and that these weeks be consecutive. The latter demand was apparently in response to the 

employer stating that it would not even consider a second week unless the union first agreed that the weeks not 

be consecutive. Last, but not least, the union demanded a one-year term to the agreement: the expiring three-year 

CA had fixed wages at $1.22 during a period of rising inflation and substantial wage increases in other sectors. The 

union did not intend to be left behind again.

“INDUSTRY HAS A DUTY”
On February 1, a month after the union’s request to open negotiations, Ocean View and Forest Lawn replied in a 

letter from their lawyer essentially refusing to negotiate, informing the union that “the increase of wages which 

we have set forth in the enclosed agreement from $1.22 to $1.34 is the limit to which our client will go. Under no 

circumstances will they agree to any changes in the draft agreement enclosed herewith … .” By March, the union 

had requested a conciliation officer from the Labour Relations Board and submitted its forty-page brief explaining 

and defending its demands. The brief argued the union’s demands were more than reasonable: forty per cent of 

Labourers in comparable industries, including private sector 

industries, were earning $1.60 an hour or more and also 

had much better benefits. The difference in wages between 

a worker at Ocean View, no matter how skilled, and a City 

of Vancouver general labourer was 27.5 cents an hour: if 

benefits were included, the difference was 44.7 cents. But 

the brief also defended the workers’ wage and benefit 

demands on the grounds of natural justice, saying that “all 

the evidence … supports the basic justice of the Union’s 

request.” It defended the demands for improvements to 

“fringe” benefits by declaring that “industry has a duty to 

provide adequate leisure and security to its employees.” 

In essence, the brief made the case that employment 

rights, the right to decent wages and working conditions, 

the right to be treated with dignity at work, are also 

fundamental human rights.
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THE 1974 STRIKE
The 1955 negotiations achieved 

the workers’ main objectives: job 

classifications, better medical, and 

consecutive weeks of vacation. We 

next hear of the Cemetery Section 

in Local 602 Business Manager 

Al Herd’s report in the December 

1974 issue of The BC Labourers’ 

Newsletter. The workers at Ocean 

View and Forest Lawn were on 

the picket line, having voted 100 

per cent to strike over a company 

offer of forty cents an hour. The 

strike had begun on October 7, 

after the workers rejected a final 

offer of sixty cents, and at the time 

Bro. Herd was writing, it was in its 

seventh week. 

The cemetery workers were demanding an increase of $2.00 an hour: for those at the bottom of the pay scale 

earning $3.50 an hour, an increase of 57 per cent. Today such a demand may seem somewhat extreme, but in 

1974 the BC minimum wage was $2.50 an hour while flaggers and watchmen working under LiUNA’s BC Standard 

Construction agreement were earning $6.86 an hour, with an increase to $7.72 scheduled for May 1, 1975. However, 

the demand for $2.00 was not based merely on the fact that Local 602’s cemetery workers were greatly underpaid, 

there was also the fact that what they did earn was being eroded by runaway inflation. The 1974 inflation rate 

of nearly 11 per cent had been a major issue in that year’s federal election, with the opposition Conservatives 

campaigning for wage and price controls aimed at reining it in. Eventually, the company was forced to admit the 

strength of their workers’ case. The next issue of the Newsletter, in March, 1975, reported that the strike had been 

settled, with the employer agreeing to an increase of $1.85 over eight months (53 per cent for workers at the 

bottom of the wage scale; 46.5 per cent for those at the top earning $3.98). Then, in the Newsletter’s December 

1975 issue, Bro. Herd reported that the company had served lock-out notice, just in time for Christmas. But 

fortunately this time, a settlement appears to have been reached without job action. Indeed, five years later, the 

solidarity and determination displayed in the 1974 strike was still bearing fruit. In November 1979, the Newsletter 

reported that a new two-year CA had been signed. The base rate, which had risen from $3.50 an hour to $8.93 in 

five years, would now rise by an additional 65 cents each year. In addition, the new CA provided a further 12 cents 

in benefits, increased holidays, and 10 cents an hour added to three new job classifications. 

THE 2008-2009 NEGOTIATIONS
By 2008, the funeral industry in North America was consolidating and the Cemetery Workers’ Section were 

negotiating with a new owner, Service Corporation International (Canada) or SCIC, which is based in Houston and 

describes itself as “North America’s largest provider of deathcare products and services, with a network of funeral 

homes and cemeteries unequalled in geographic scale and reach.” The addition of SCIC’s Funeral Division (with 

three facilities, one on Kingsway in Vancouver, one in North Vancouver, and a crematorium in Burnaby) to the 

section in 1999 meant an increase of some fifteen members, but also a separate collective agreement. It improved 

the union’s market share in the Greater Vancouver area, but the separate CAs with different end dates made it 

difficult for the two bargaining units to support each other in negotiations.
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The original Cemetery Division (Forest Lawn-Ocean View-Lakeview) bargaining unit’s agreement expired in 2008 

and in March, SCIC locked out its over sixty inside and outside workers at these sites. The issue was SCIC’s broad 

demands for concessions, including, in an echo of the negotiations fifty years earlier, a demand for the workers 

to accept a reduction in holidays. A month later, the picket lines came down after the company agreed to a no-

concessions CA which provided wage increases of 17.5 per cent over five years and improvements to the health 

and benefit plans.

“HOUSTON, WE HAVE A PROBLEM”

Next year, in 2009, it was the turn of the new Funeral Division bargaining unit’s fifteen workers to renegotiate their 

CA. The Funeral Division’s workers were demanding the same increases as their fellow workers at Forest Lawn had 

received a year earlier, 3.5 per cent a year in wages and an increase in pension benefits, but over three years  

instead of five. With the recession which began in 2008 now in full swing, SCIC pled poverty and offered what  

was, in effect, a roll-over CA with no increase in wages or benefits. (SCIC’s operating profit in 2008 had been  

$350.2 million: in 2009 it was $372.2 million.) The Business Representatives handling negotiations, Bros. Gary 

Palmiere and Dennis Morgan, held a meeting to inform the membership of the company’s intransigence. It was 

attended by the entire bargaining unit except for two members with prior commitments. The vote to reject the 

company’s offer was 100 per cent.

The result was a six-week strike. The 

workers themselves were determined to 

show the company their solidarity—no one 

crossed the picket line, no one second-

guessed the decision they had all taken. As 

one picket sign read: “Houston, We Have 

a Problem”. There was also tremendous 

public support: many people asking if it 

was okay to cross and some even refusing 

to do so, despite the picketers’ assurance 

that the strike was against SCIC, not the 

families of people buried there. A choir of 

retired union members even came down 

to sing for the pickets. Unfortunately, the 

company was quite prepared to let bodies 

pile up in the coolers rather than settle. In 

the end, the Funeral Division workers went 

back to work having achieved only minor 

concessions on SCIC’s part. But as Bro. Morgan points out, sometimes the benefits of a determined strike are not 

felt until the next round of negotiations. And although unable to catch up to their co-workers in the Cemetery 

Division, the Funeral Division workers were able to change the term of their agreement, bringing it to within a few 

months of the Cemetery Division end date, enhancing their bargaining power in future negotiations.
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SEVENTY YEARS LATER
The benefits of belonging to a strong union—a twentyfold wage increase since 1952—are clear for construction 

tunnellers. But seventy years of membership in LiUNA have produced equally dramatic results for the union’s 

cemetery workers. Between 1952 and 2015 inflation increased tenfold (1,000 per cent), but Grounds Maintenance 

workers’ rates at Forest Lawn and Ocean View rose from $1.22 in 1952 to $28.49 in 2015, almost a twenty-four-fold 

increase (2,400 per cent). Workers with sufficient seniority receive up to five weeks’ vacation, employer-paid medical 

coverage worth $2.20 an hour (including payment of provincial medical plan premiums), and pension contributions 

of another $1.14 an hour. Even at facilities with lower rates, the increase over the 1952 wage rates is between 

eighteen and twenty fold (1,800 to 2,000 per cent) and the CA’s vacation, employer-paid medical, and pension 

benefits are not far behind those at Forest Lawn. But the best proof of the benefit of LiUNA membership may be to 

update one of the comparisons made in the 1955 brief: LiUNA’s cemetery workers are now actually slightly ahead of 

the City of Vancouver’s Cemetery Tech workers. In 1952 City workers made 27.5 cents an hour (nearly 20 per cent) 

more than LiUNA’s members, but in 2015 the City workers’ rate was $27.99, 50 cents less than the LiUNA rate.



Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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CHAPTER 4 – Roads and Highways

 
DURING THE POST First World War boom, few working people could afford to own a car and for those who 

could, there were few places to drive them. Such roads as governments did build were primarily to assist business, 

short trunk roads to open up areas for agriculture and logging, not for a travelling public. It was impossible to cross 

the province by road and there was only one road to the Central and Northern Interior, the Cariboo Trail, which was 

little better than a wagon road winding through the Fraser Canyon. Hard surface paving may have been common 

in town and city cores, but even the major provincial interurban roads had long stretches of gravel surface. In 1930, 

there were fewer than one hundred thousand vehicles in the province and once the Depression struck, this figure 

didn’t start to grow again until the Second World War broke out. Working people took street cars, trains, ferries and 

freighters; where those were lacking, they walked or bicycled when they had to travel to work, go shopping, or 

wanted to see the sights.

The Second World War changed all this. For a few years, coastal defence replaced commerce as the driving force 

behind roadbuilding. Places like Prince Rupert, Port Hardy, and Vancouver Island’s West Coast were among those 

which benefited from a surge of new roads and airports. These were large contracts and there was only a small  

pool of companies able to handle them, all of which were solidly anti-union. Despite the government’s 1940  

Order-in-Council recognizing the right of workers to form unions and bargain with employers, the major 

roadbuilding companies refused either to deal with unions or to pay union scale wages, even though they 

themselves were often being paid by the government on a cost-plus basis. Operating Engineer Al Fowler (in  

Firing Iron by Mike Youds, IUOE Local 115, 1982) described one example of how road construction workers dealt 

with this, winning in the process the province’s first road construction time-and-a-half for overtime agreement:

“We were working on an airfield [in Port Hardy] in 1942. Of course, the conditions were really bad because 

the rain never stopped in winter. The labourers had a hard, tough life, working with a pick and shovel for 

ten hours a day … So I got the boys together and I said, ‘Goddamnit, they get time and a half working 

downtown [in the shipyards] and we’re working ten hours a day under worse conditions.’

“So I said, ‘All right. Tomorrow I’ll give the call. I’ll jump off my CAT as soon as I’ve put the eight hours in.’

“So we did. And the boss let them know in Vancouver. The next day we did the same thing. Jack Boyd 

from General Construction came up. The police came up. And everybody was all upset. But Jack Boyd  

was making money on it. He was working on a cost-plus basis. He made three-quarters of a million dollars 

on that job.”
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POST-WAR UNION GROWTH 
In 1952 the BC Roadbuilders & Heavy Construction Association signed a closed shop agreement, that is an 

agreement requiring all employees covered by the agreement to be union members. It was a sign of the times. 

In addition to Alcan’s Kitimat project, Cominco was undertaking a major expansion of its smelter in Trail, and the 

BC Electric Company, which had a virtual monopoly in the province’s electrical market, was expanding its system 

as well. Not only was there a shortage of skilled labour, many of the available workers were veterans. As Gordon 

Davidson, Business Manager of Vancouver Island Local 1093 in the early 1990s, pointed out in an interview, the 

attitude of veterans towards unions—and towards anti-union employers—affected the whole climate of labour 

relations after the war. Having grown up in the Depression and then survived six years of war, many veterans 

returned with an instinctive understanding of the meaning of solidarity and, as Bro. Davidson put it, an attitude of 

“I’ve been fighting your battles for six years. Don’t try pushing me around now.” 

While there had been a similar surge of pro-union sentiment after the First World War, employers in Western Canada 

had met it head on with gangs of club-wielding “veterans” led by ex-officers and sponsored by businessmen’s 

groups. These thugs were used to intimidate workers, for example attacking and looting the Vancouver Labour 

Temple in August 1918 or acting as “special constables” to replace Winnipeg’s striking police force during its 1919 

General Strike. The First World War was also followed by high unemployment and, with no legal framework in 

existence to compel them to bargain if their employees chose to join a union, the employers’ anti-union tactics 

proved effective.

For the labour movement, the main difference between the two post-war periods was firstly, that after the Second 

World War a legal framework legitimizing unions had come into existence and secondly, that there was no post-war 

depression. The legal recognition of the right to organize and to bargain collectively did not remove all obstacles 

to the actual business of organizing an employer’s workforce. Many employers remained hostile to unions and tried 

their best, using both legal and illegal tactics, to prevent their workforces from being unionized. But such employers 

were, for the moment, fighting a rearguard action. Thanks to the new legal situation, many major employers had 

learned to live with unions during the war 

and more were prepared to try doing so after 

it. Meanwhile, the labour movement also had 

a favourable economic climate in which to 

operate. In large part thanks to continued 

government spending, there was no post-

war depression. During the 1930s there had 

been a large supply of workers who, driven 

by unemployment, were prepared to work 

behind a picket line. After the Second World 

War, unemployment was low and employers 

could no longer expect to remain union-free 

by provoking a strike and then using scabs to 

starve the strikers out. 

Strictly from an employer’s perspective, major 

changes favourable to the labour movement 

also took place in the province’s overall 

business climate after the war. Governments 

may no longer have been letting cost-plus 

highway contracts but they were still spending 

money in ways designed to stimulate High scaling at the Kemano Cat II Scaling Project. 
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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economic growth. Major international corporations were also investing large sums of money in BC’s natural 

resources. The fact that a private company, Alcan, hired Morrison Knudsen on a cost-plus basis for its Kemano 

Dam is indicative of the post-war business climate. While not all owners were prepared to spend quite as lavishly 

as Alcan, the post-war period was an era of optimism. Despite some minor hiccups, from the end of the war until 

the early 1970s there was a rapid and steady growth in natural resource development and the demand for goods 

and services. This encouraged even anti-union employers to accept unions as a cost of doing business, however 

unwelcome, because there was competition for the money being made in British Columbia and fighting a union 

might end up costing more than negotiating with it.

The combination of these trends, a more militant 

workforce, legislation providing some protection for 

organizing and collective bargaining, and a favourable 

business climate helped promote a rapid growth in 

unionization. This growth peaked in the province’s 

construction industry in 1958, when what is known as 

the union density rate reached 80 per cent, i.e. 80 per 

cent of all construction workers were union members. 

This meant that by the 1960s, most road construction 

in the province was built by Labourers and the other 

two Building Trade unions with roadwork jurisdiction, 

the Teamsters on trucks and the Operating Engineers 

on the heavy equipment. The Labour Relations Board 

keeps a record of when unions become officially 

certified for a contractor, but especially during this 

early period, many contractors may already have been 

operating under a union agreement and certifying 

them at the LRB a mere legal formality. Nonetheless, 

several of LiUNA Local 1611’s major road contractors’ 

certifications do date to this period, for example Emil 

Anderson Construction in 1954, BA Blacktop in 1956, 

and Dawson Construction in 1957. 

Over time, many of these companies came to realize the benefits of a union workforce, as described below by 

Scotty McNicol talking about his last years working for Dawson:

“Some of the old time bosses and companies weren’t too happy. But most of the more enlightened ones 

would sooner go along with the union, because they get experienced help and a stable workforce and 

they had no problem recruiting people. Some of the older ones thought it was terrible that they had to 

hire union and couldn’t hire who they wanted. One of their problems was that somebody always has  

a son or a son-in-law or somebody and he wants to get him a job. They would try to start the job  

non-union and get their few guys in there and when the union organized them it would have to take 

these guys in as members.

“So they pulled a fast one there the odd time, but generally the proper companies, the ones that were in 

for the long haul, would sooner have union people. I worked for the last twelve years before I retired for 

Dawson Construction. It was a big company and the owner was quite rich. He is retired now and some of 

his underlings wanted to form a non-union company and he shot them down. He said ‘I made my money 

with a union company and I’m not going to change it now. I’m staying union and that’s all there is to it.’ 

Anybody who knows the score would rather be union.”

Another sector of the Union is the rail division.  
We maintain lines all over the province.
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THE POLITICS OF ROADBUILDING
The post Second World War drive to develop the province’s resource industries coupled with a rapid increase in 

car ownership fuelled a massive expansion of the provincial road network. In 1946 the province’s highway system 

consisted of 34,606 kilometres of road, less than 10 per cent of which was paved. In some places, such as the Fraser 

Canyon, long stretches of road were not even two lanes wide: for motorists venturing outside the Lower Mainland, 

a reverse gear and the ability to drive in it were 

essential. By 2000, the highway system consisted 

of 84,225 kilometres, all of it paved, much of it 

four or more lanes. According to the Ministry 

of Transport in 1952 there were 405,000 motor 

vehicles registered in the province. In 2013, BC 

Statistics reported 2,147,741 private and 724,742 

commercial vehicle registrations. Although there 

was certainly a massive increase in private vehicle 

ownership between 1952 and 2013, the growth 

in commercial traffic was equally important from 

a roadbuilding perspective. As trucks increasingly 

replaced railways and coastal freighters as the 

principal method of transporting goods in the 

province, highways had to be designed and built 

with the needs of the trucking industry and its 

customers in mind.

PREMIER “WACKY” BENNETT AND SOCIAL CREDIT
The post-war expansion of the province’s road system did not begin in earnest until the Social Credit Party under 

W.A.C. Bennett came to power in 1952. Premier Bennett, a hardware store owner from Kelowna, believed he had 

been elected to represent small town British Columbia’s values and interests and saw himself as a defender of free 

enterprise against socialism, of small towns against big cities, and of small business against the big corporations 

(and “big unions”) based in Vancouver. Like many of the province’s small town merchants, he believed these 

corporations were carving up the hinterland’s resources and spreading the benefits among themselves while 

leaving only a few crumbs for enterprising local businessmen such as himself. Not that he opposed exploiting the 

province’s natural resources; on the contrary, he wanted to expand and intensify their development. Indeed, he 

was determined to lead British Columbia from 

what he believed was its role of economic and 

political backwater into a powerhouse able to 

take its rightful place alongside Ontario and 

Quebec in Confederation.

“Wacky”, as he was known even to many of 

his supporters, was Premier for twenty years, 

from 1952 until 1972, and his vision of the 

province’s potential and how to realize it 

remains to this day the blueprint which governs 

BC’s economic growth and development. He 

believed it was the provincial government’s 

job to make exploiting BC’s immense but 

remote and hard to reach natural resources an 

attractive proposition for resource extraction 

Surveying and installing the cage for workers’ safety.
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companies. The way to achieve this was 

for the government to keep royalties 

low and build the infrastructure which 

would turn the province into a low cost 

place for companies to do business. 

Despite what some former members of 

his Social Credit caucus have claimed, this 

economic development strategy, centred 

on highways and dams, did not include 

a development plan. The Premier saw no 

need for a plan: he had faith that if you 

build the infrastructure, the developers will 

come. In practice, this meant a major road 

building program to open up the province 

and, as we shall see, massive hydro-electric 

dams to power it.

The man in charge of the Premier’s 

highway construction program from 1952 

to 1968 was Phil Gaglardi, a Pentecostal 

minister from Kamloops known as “Flying 

Phil” for his habit of speeding, or as he 

called it “testing the curves”, on his newly built highways. As Minister of Highways, he oversaw what was perhaps 

BC’s golden age of roadbuilding, a period of rapid growth in highway construction and upgrading. His ministry’s 

1966 budget of $100 million was almost three times the size of the entire provincial government budget twenty 

years earlier. Among the major projects built during his tenure were the George Massey Tunnel in the Lower 

Mainland, the BC portion of the Trans Canada Highway (including seven Fraser Canyon tunnels), a four-lane 

freeway from Vancouver to the U.S. border and another four-lane freeway to Hope, the original Port Mann Bridge 

(completed in 1964), and the Ironworkers’ Memorial Bridge (completed in 1960). Major work on Interior roads also 

took place under Flying Phil, especially those connected with the (largely) federally funded upgrades of roads 

designated as part of the Trans Canada Highway.

The most ambitious of these may have been 

the highway through Rogers Pass, a project 

started in 1956 which took until 1962 to 

complete. It followed the route abandoned 

by CP Rail in 1916 in favour of a tunnel 

after the heavy snow and constant threat 

of avalanches made it clear that the route 

was too dangerous for rail travel in winter. 

Over two hundred workers had been killed 

in the space of twenty-five years by the 

time Canadian Pacific reached this decision, 

sixty-two of them in a single incident in 1910. 

The highway builders had to blast their way 

through some 90 miles (145 kilometres) of 

rock and construct solid concrete snow sheds 

to shelter the road from avalanches. The new 
Labourers uncovering electrical and water pipes.

Ripple Rock, April 5, 1958. The largest non-atomic explosion in history to that date was set 
off to remove a major navigation hazard in the middle of Seymour Narrows. Seventy-five 

Local 168 members worked three shifts a day from November, 1955 to drill the tunnels  
from Maud Island to just below Ripple Rock’s summit.  At least 20 vessels were lost and  

110 people drowned at Ripple Rock between 1875 and the 1958 explosion.



Page 42 CHAPTER 4 – Roads and Highways

highway cut travel time to Alberta by a whole day and although the federal government contributed ninety per 

cent of the cost, Premier Bennett, never one to share the glory, held his grand opening ceremony in July, ensuring 

the federal government’s opening ceremony in September was less publicized and much less well attended.

Despite Premier Bennett’s petty manoeuvring for the spotlight, most of his highway projects did provide genuine 

benefits for British Columbians. As this story from the (federal) Glacier National Park website shows, they were 

undeniably a “spectacular” achievement:

“Mr. A.D. Booth, a truck driver from Salmon Arm BC, was one of the first to drive the ‘spectacular new 

road’ when he transported 264 crates of sun-sweet strawberries to eager Calgary fruit buyers. Before the 

highway was complete, goods like strawberries took three days to travel by rail, so getting fresh BC fruit to 

Calgary markets was a true achievement.”

But it is not insignificant that in the above story, it is a truck driver and an unnamed farmer from Salmon Arm,  

a town in the Premier’s political stronghold of the Okanagan, who are picked as examples of who was benefitting 

from the new highway.

GREASING THE WHEELS
Although W.A.C. Bennett’s highway construction program certainly stimulated economic development, like the rest 

of his economic development strategy, it could hardly be said to have been planned. Politics was as important  

a consideration as commerce when it came to 

deciding where highways should be built. No 

one in BC doubted that communities which 

had the good sense to vote Social Credit were 

rewarded with shiny new roads, whether or not 

they needed them, while communities which 

voted for the “socialist” NDP were punished 

whenever possible with gridlock and potholes. 

The most blatant example of this was Vancouver 

Island, which throughout the Social Credit years 

made do with a winding, two-lane rural route 

along its increasingly populous, congested, 

and NDP-voting east coast. It was not until the 

NDP was elected in 1991 that the east coast of 

Vancouver Island joined the rest of the province 

in getting its own interurban four lane highway.

Even the scrupulously neutral Encyclopedia of 

British Columbia notes that “the Socreds used 

road construction as a means of stimulating 

economic development and a tool of political 

patronage.” Indeed, although often glossed over 

in histories of the province, British Columbia 

has had a long history of what is now called 

“crony capitalism,” a system in which access 

to government officials and their influence is 

closely linked to success in business. Although 

he managed to walk away from the accident, Rigging a concrete barrier.
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“Flying Phil’s” career was severely damaged 

in 1968 after charges were made in 

the Legislature accusing him of using 

Ministry of Highways resources for his own 

personal benefit and to benefit his family. 

He resigned from Cabinet, and although 

Premier Bennett re-appointed him the next 

year as Minister of Social Services, the voters 

had lost confidence in him; he lost his seat 

in the Legislature when the Social Credit 

government was defeated in the 1972 

provincial election. 

THE COQUIHALLA HIGHWAY
W.A.C. Bennett’s defeat did not mean the 

end of political roadbuilding in British 

Columbia. Indeed, one of the more 

spectacular examples occurred a few years later under W.A.C. Bennett’s son Bill (“Mini-WAC” as he was sometimes 

known), who in 1973 had succeeded his father as Social Credit Leader and in 1975 been elected Premier. Bill 

Bennett also understood the politics of roadbuilding and in 1984 he oversaw the start of construction on the 

Coquihalla Highway—a  highway which would shorten the route from Vancouver to the Interior by 74 kilometres, 

cutting the driving time from Premier Bill Bennett’s own political base in the Okanagan by an hour and a quarter. 

The highway’s projected cost was $375 million, but unfortunately for the province’s finances, there was more to  

the politics of this project than simply rewarding the Premier’s supporters in the Okanagan. The Premier had set  

a twenty-month deadline for completing the highway in order to have it ready in time for the opening of another 

of his political projects, Expo 86 in Vancouver. And in yet a third political twist, he also insisted that, just like Expo 

86 (see Chapter 19), the project be built “open shop”, i.e. Building Trades members would have to work alongside 

non-union contractors on the project. 

As the Ministry of Transport notes on its website, “A project of this scale had never been done before in such a short 

time in North America.” By the time the Coquihalla was officially opened on May 16, 1986, two weeks after Expo 

86, its 120-kilometre long route may have set another, less enviable record—that of the most expensive of this 

scale in North America. The Ministry boasts 

that 10,000 people were employed on the 

project but neglects to mention that the 

highway’s originally forecast budget of $375 

million ($700 million in 2015 dollars) had 

ballooned into $625 million ($1.18 billion in 

2015 dollars) by the time it was finished. 

The reason for this was not simply the speed 

with which the Coquihalla was built. Bill 

Bennett had ensured the project’s “open 

shop” status by allowing a notorious union-

busting building contractor, J.C. Kerkhoff 

& Sons, a contractor with no roadbuilding 

track record, to be awarded a major piece 

of the work. LiUNA member Brian Cox was 

Demolition of an overpass. 
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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working for union contractor Emil Anderson next to the Kerkhoff crew. On breaks he would occasionally go over to 

chat and remembers how things were going next door—“Not well”. 

Kerkhoff’s problem wasn’t the difficulty of the job: Bro Cox, with forty-five years of roadwork experience, remembers 

the Coquihalla as nothing special. Kerkhoff’s problem was its own inexperience. Because they weren’t paying union 

scale or benefits (“screwing the people” as Bro. Cox puts it), they had trouble finding experienced workers and even 

more trouble keeping them. Since neither their superintendents nor their managers knew what they were doing 

either, Kerkhoff couldn’t keep up with the pace Premier Bennett was setting. This didn’t stop them getting paid, 

however. In fact, as a subsequent inquiry learned, Kerkhoff was submitting invoices to the Ministry for work that 

hadn’t yet been done. Ministry officials would then alter the record so as to make it appear that they were paying 

Kerkhoff for work it had completed. The inquiry found evidence that this novel bookkeeping procedure had been 

authorized at a very senior level of government. In fact, the 1987 MacKay inquiry concluded that the government 

had lied to the legislature about the project’s finances and had altered the provincial budget to conceal this 

deception. The lies and deception were designed to conceal the project’s financial shortcomings and “were 

implemented by senior administrators who could not have been unaware of their purpose.” 

None of the politicians or senior ministry staff who authorized or benefitted from the project suffered any 

consequences, although it does seem that Kerkhoff never took on another roadbuilding contract. Thirty years later, 

in a curious twist of fate, the facts about the Coquihalla Highway’s construction have been forgotten and it has 

acquired a reputation as one of Bill Bennett’s “legacy” projects. As perhaps it is. The Coquihalla may have been an 

outstanding example of poor planning and financial incompetence, but it remains an object lesson in how, under 

crony capitalism as practiced in British Columbia, when public scandals occur, political influence and patronage 

count for more than the spirit or even the letter of the law. 

THE CRAFT
British Columbia’s geography makes it 

a formidable challenge to roadbuilders. 

Mountains cover 75 per cent of the 

province and to this day, the only way 

to drive from Vancouver to Prince 

Rupert, capital of the North Coast, is to 

travel through Prince George, capital 

of the Central Interior. A distance 

of 750 kilometres as the crow flies 

becomes a trip of 1,500 kilometres. 

The only routes from the province’s 

economic hub and population centre 

in the Lower Mainland to its Interior are 

through the 300-kilometre-wide Coast 

Mountain Range, which contains some 

of the province’s highest mountains. To reach neighbouring Alberta, drivers must cross at least one more rugged 

mountain range, the Rockies. In a province famous for its rainfall, BC’s road system includes some 2,700 bridges, 

crossing every type of water obstacle from nameless creeks to major rivers such as the Fraser, Peace, and Skeena. 

As the highway through the Rogers Pass shows, building road through the province’s steep and rugged mountains 

also requires overcoming unique obstacles. At the other end of BC’s section of the Trans Canada Highway, 

upgrading the road through the Fraser Canyon required drilling and blasting seven tunnels through solid rock 

bluffs. Built between 1957 and 1964, these tunnels include the China Bar tunnel: at 640 metres (2,000 feet) it is long 

enough to require a ventilation system and is still one of the longest in North America.

Paving concrete slab.
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Drilling anchor bolts to stabilize the rock face. 

HIGH SCALING IN THE FRASER CANYON
Local 168 member John Blezard worked high scaling on the Fraser Canyon project: 

“Working in the Fraser Canyon, the job was high scaling. It requires a lot of nerve and no 
fear of heights. You have to trust your rope, because you could be two or three hundred 
feet above the railroad tracks or the road bed. You scale and drill and blast the rocks out 
so that they won’t slough off into the road or the railroad. It was an exciting job and it 
was good money. The high paying and the high profile job, especially when all those 
trains were going by with all those people looking up and seeing you guys dangling 
from the end of a rope. I thought that was a lot of fun.”

Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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INSTALLING A CULVERT 50s STYLE
Gord Davidson, who later became Vancouver Island Local 1093’s Business Manager, worked for Emil Anderson 

Construction (EAC) on the Upper Island Highway, built between Sayward and Port Hardy in the late 1970s. 

Emil Anderson became famous in the 50s for building big portions of the Fraser Canyon and they built 

all kinds of road on the Island. They were here on and off for decades and they had this really old style 

construction boss named Joe Poulan. He was the classic old style construction manager, a real screamer. 

He had those young Superintendents he trained for Emil Anderson scared to death of him.

I remember we were building what you would 

call a multi-plate culvert. That’s a huge ten-foot 

diameter culvert that you build out of plates. It 

is like structural steel in a way—don’t tell the 

ironworkers that but the ironworkers aren’t in 

roadbuilding, so there’s no jurisdictional issue, 

it’s labourers’ work. Anyway, you assemble this 

multi-plate culvert one piece at a time and 

bolt them together. It’s like the hull of a ship 

almost, and it’s assembled loosely so you can 

draw it all together at the end and put the final 

connectors together. Afterwards a crew, usually 

just labourers, go through and bolt it all up and 

it takes days and days of banging away—brrrp! 

brrrp!—with a power wrench, a pretty noisy and 

ugly job.

Anyway for some reason nobody in the company still knew how to do a multi-plate culvert. So they 

brought Joe Poulan out of retirement and there he is on the site, probably seventy-five-years old if he’s a 

day, and he’s running around screaming and yelling with the project superintendent standing right there. 

He was just petrified of this old man. You could tell this went all the way back to when he was just a kid 

working for Emil Anderson because every time Joe yelled, he would keep jumping higher and higher.

The rest of us kept our heads down. We’d heard about this guy, but what are we supposed to do with an 

old man who’s got a spud wrench in each hand, screaming and hollering “Hook this up! Put it over there! 

Go that way!” He was putting his finger in the bolt holes, screaming “Do it this way!” And me, I’m imagining 
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his fingers getting chopped off any second, you 

know. We were using a twenty-two-year-old beast 

of a Bucyrus Erie dragline for a crane. It had boom 

up, boom down, left and right—that’s all, no final 

adjustments or anything. So like I said, if you stuck 

your fingers in the bolt holes, you’d got to be 

careful you didn’t lose a couple.

Once when I was watching him run around he 

yelled at me “Hook up this piece and put it up 

here!” So of course I went over there and I hooked 

it up and then he looked up at me and screamed 

“That’s the wrong piece! You gotta learn how to do 

it right!” Then he looked at it again and said in what I guess was his normal voice “Oh. It is the right piece. 

Well okay.” No apology or anything; he was running the show 50s style.

A CREW COMING, A CREW WORKING, A CREW GOING
Bro. Davidson also worked for Burns and Dutton in the 1970s, a company whose claim to fame that it was started 

by Red Dutton, an NHL player in the 1920s who went on to become a very successful contractor. But Burns and 

Dutton also had another claim to fame among roadworkers: 

They were notorious in the industry as slave drivers. The whole company was run by guys like Joe Poulan. 

You know the old saw about an outfit that’s so bad to work for they’ve got three crews? One crew coming, 

One crew working, and one crew going? That was Burns and Dutton. I don’t think they make them like 

that anymore. And a good thing too.

READING THE ROCK
Brian Cox, who joined the union in 1965, worked all over the province as a driller and blaster until he retired in 

2008, mostly on road construction, much of it running an air trac drill rig. He spent some twenty years of his career 

with Emil Anderson, a lot of it working for Glen Ecklund, a Superintendent based in Castlegar:

“He knew what he was doing, knew what you needed, and he made sure you got it.” Although Bro. Cox 

did run an air trac for EAC on the Waneta dam, he preferred roadbuilding. He found dam work repetitive, 

much like working in a quarry where 

you’re expected to drill the same 

number of holes every day and the 

scenery never changes. Working 

building road, although Bro. Cox 

mostly ran air track, he’d also have 

pack in a jackhammer and hand drill 

blast holes in places where the air 

trac couldn’t reach, drilling down and 

blasting out a bench for it. Sometimes 

he’d be helicoptered in to work with 

the jackhammer on power lines or in 

ecologically sensitive areas where air 

tracs weren’t allowed.
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But whether you’re using an air trac or  

a jackhammer, Bro. Cox points out that 

the key to his trade is being able to 

“read” the rock, to know by the feel 

and the sound of the machine what’s 

happening in the rock you’re drilling 

through. Building the 24 mile (38.5 

kilometre) road from Greenville to 

Kincolith in the Nass, the rock was very 

friable, “really slippery, it would back-

break like hell. If you didn’t drill it right, 

you’d be spending one day drilling and 

two days scaling.” Given the remoteness 

of the site—the crews had to be barged 

in every day—the contractor (a Brentwood-EAC joint venture) couldn’t afford to have the crew scaling for two days 

if one was possible. But as Bro. Cox points out, you can’t teach people a feel for rock, it only comes with experience.

WORKING CONDITIONS
As with most Labourers’ work, weather is both a major and an unavoidable working condition for road construction 

crews. There are reports that during the building of the Coquihalla Highway, workers in the valley could be 

sweltering under a summer sun while a blizzard was freezing the crews working at the summit. Heavy rains not 

only make working outside miserable, 

they can also wash out roads, bog down 

machinery, and trigger landslides. But while it 

can affect a project’s progress, weather is one 

of those things which, since it can’t be cured, 

Labourers soon learn to endure. Other, man-

made, conditions have not been so readily 

accepted.

In the early 1950s the construction of the 

Squamish Highway from North Vancouver 

along the steep and unstable slopes of 

Howe Sound to Squamish resulted in an 

unusually large number of workers being 

killed, a fact noted in the media at the time. 

While the death toll on this project may 

have been unusually high, road construction 

“accidents” resulting in death and serious 

injury were far more frequent then than now. 

But as unions grew in numbers and strength, 

workers began to demand improvements 

to workplace safety, and employers and 

the Workers Compensation Board were 

compelled to introduce and enforce 

increasingly effective safety regulations 

for the construction industry. Change did 

not take place overnight and is far from Plate tamper compacting before pouring concrete.
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complete. Construction workers in British Columbia are still dying today because of being exposed at work to 

asbestos, a workplace hazard whose dangers had been officially recognized by the British government as far 

back as 1932.

COMPENSABLE CONDITIONS
When Bro. Cox started working as a driller’s helper in 1963, there was no such thing as hearing protection and 

hearing loss was not recognized by the WCB as a compensable condition. By the end of a shift on the drill rig, he 

would be practically deaf and it would take a couple of hours before he could again hear properly. Some fifty years 

later, the WCB now pays for his hearing aids and has awarded him a hearing loss pension. Although this is certainly 

progress, a lump sum award of $500 seems a paltry recompense for the Board’s failure until well into the 1970s to 

start introducing and enforcing hearing protection regulations.

Drilling and blasting is dusty as well as noisy work, but when Bro. Cox started, air trac operators didn’t have dust 

masks or respirators and, since the WCB did not 

recognize silicosis as a compensable condition, no 

steps were being taken to protect workers from 

contracting the disease. Bro. Cox may have been too 

deafened by the air trac to hear himself, but every 

day after work he would spend a couple of hours 

hacking and coughing and spitting up rock dust.

Fortunately, Bro. Cox has not developed silicosis, 

but he has got Vibration White Finger (also known 

as Raynaud’s Disease). White Finger is caused by 

operating vibrating equipment such as power 

saws and jackhammers. He did this often enough 

that, particularly in cold weather, his fingers would 

become numb and turn white. White Finger affects 

the blood vessels, nerves, and muscles of the fingers and hand and worsens with repeated exposure. Its symptoms 

resemble frostbite, and like frostbite, it is quite painful once the circulation starts to return. Also, like frostbite, it can 

result in permanent loss of the affected fingers.

None of the conditions just described was originally recognized as work-related and therefore compensable by the 

WCB. And the Board did not recognize them and develop workplace safety regulations to prevent them because of 

a concern for workers’ health and safety. The Board only recognized them because the labour movement organized 

public campaigns demanding their recognition, circulating petitions, getting MLAs to raise questions on the issue in 

the Legislature, and gaining public support from professional organizations. 

FLAGGING
If road work as a whole is far safer now than it was forty or even thirty years ago, that is not true of flagging. Traffic 

control is essential to the smooth and safe operation of road and site excavation projects, but it is also perhaps 

the only job where neither union nor employer can ensure a safe worksite. There are about eight times as many 

drivers on BC’s road today as there were in 1950. Even if the percentage of bad and reckless drivers among them 

has remained precisely the same, the absolute number of bad drivers has therefore increased by 800 per cent. 

The result has been that flagging is now as dangerous a job as ever and the issue of flagger safety has become an 

increasingly serious problem as more and more drivers ignore road construction warning signs and speed limits. 

Rick Clarkson, then a Business Representative and later Secretary-Treasurer of Local 1611, wrote about his own 

experience of seeing the Local’s flaggers at work over the year in the December, 1999 issue of the CSWU Newsletter:
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“Our Traffic Control/Flagging Contractors were busy again. As I go to sites and see the flag people at work, 

I have come to the conclusion that they are undervalued. They do a great job and put up with some lousy 

drivers and often verbal abuse. I saw one Member smile, joke and wish the abusive individual a great day. 

This was her way of dealing with a real jerk. Good for her!”

Fortunately, Bro. Clarkson was also able to report that this Member, along with the rest of the Union’s flaggers or 

Traffic Control Person (TCPs), had got a raise that year.

Liana Biasutti, now Local 1611’s Training Plan Apprenticeship Co-ordinator, wrote an Ansan Group Shop Steward’s 

Report in the same issue of the newsletter, observing:

“The past summer has been a busy one, sometimes so much so that our supply couldn’t meet demand. 

This reflects the quality of work that we put out there each day. Our Union TCP’s are by far stronger 

than some of the others out there and I’m sure our contractors realize and appreciate this. Continued 

excellence in reliability and work should prove to make the New Year and Millennium a successful one.”

The dangers of flagging were once compensated at least in part by a decent wage rate. Flaggers made over $20.00 

an hour plus, of course, the standard union health and welfare benefits. However, at around the turn of the century, 

the growth of non-union roadbuilding companies meant an increase in work for non-union flagging companies. 

The union’s non-affiliation clause preventing non-union flagging companies working on union projects was less 

effective when the union contractors’ market share was shrinking. These non-union flagging companies paid 

substandard wages with few or no benefits, thus further reducing the costs of non-union contractors. It must also 

be said that another building trades union decided to enter the flagging sector, signing agreements inferior to 

LiUNA’s and thus putting further downward pressure on wages and benefits in the sector. While rates for flaggers 

employed directly by road construction companies have not been as severely affected (current rates are between 

$21.40 and $23.33 an hour plus benefits), in order to prevent its flagging-only contractors going out of business, 

LiUNA was forced to renegotiate its flagging company agreements, red circling the rates for existing employees,  

but agreeing to lower rates for new hires.
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CHAPTER 5 – Pipelines and Pipeliners

 
ALTHOUGH ALCAN’s KITIMAT-KEMANO project was the most dramatic post-war sign of British 

Columbia’s potential for resource development, it was far from being the only significant project on which LiUNA 

members were working in the early 1950s. Nor was the union’s growth restricted to industrial and commercial 

construction sites. Pipeline, highway, and mine construction increased dramatically as the provincial government 

developed policies and infrastructure to encourage the growth of resource extraction industries. Work on BC’s 

first major oil pipeline, the Trans Mountain Pipeline, began early in 1952—just as the Kemano tunnellers’ wildcat 

was being settled. And just as with the Kitimat-Kemano project, British Columbians at the time were proud of 

this further proof of their province’s enormous potential and bright future. Pipeliners were equally proud (and so 

remain), proud of their skills, their endurance, and their contribution to the province’s growth and well-being.

THE TRANS MOUNTAIN PIPELINE
Imperial Oil had discovered a massive oil field in Leduc, Alberta on February 13, 1947 and by late 1949 the 

Interprovincial Pipe Line Company (now Enbridge) began construction of Canada’s first major, long-distance 

pipeline to move the Leduc field’s oil to the eastern North American market, a line running from Edmonton to 

Superior, Wisconsin: the roughly 1,200 mile (2,000 km) line was completed in September, 1950 at a cost of $73 

million or some $60,000 per mile. However, the Pacific Northwest, which was then importing oil to its refineries 

by ship, was another obvious customer, especially as several of the companies pumping the Leduc crude had 

refineries on the coast, both in the Lower Mainland and in Washington State. A consortium of nineteen Albertan 

oil companies, including Imperial Oil, Shell Oil, Canadian Gulf Oil, and Standard Oil, therefore decided to build 

a pipeline from Edmonton to Burnaby, hiring Bechtel, which had also built the Interprovincial pipeline, as its 

construction manager.

Though not quite on the scale of Alcan’s new town in a wilderness, like the Kitimat-Kemano project the Trans 

Mountain Pipeline was a major engineering and logistical undertaking. Bechtel and consortium representatives 

began studying possible routes in December 1950, eventually deciding on a 718 mile (1,150 km) route crossing 

the Rocky Mountains through the Yellowhead Pass, then on via Kamloops and the Coquihalla Canyon to Burnaby 

and the Westridge Terminal. Even though the route generally paralleled existing railways and roads, its average 

cost-per-mile would be $100,000, some $70 million altogether. No doubt for Bechtel, building a 1,200 mile pipeline 

across mostly open prairie was relatively straightforward, but building one across the Rocky Mountains, the Interior 

Plateau, and then the Coast Mountains was a very different prospect. The comparative difficulty of constructing the 

two pipelines is reflected in their cost: although some 500 miles, i.e. 40 per cent, shorter, the Trans Mountain would 

cost only $3 million (4 per cent) less than the Interprovincial Pipe Line Company’s Edmonton to Superior Line.
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The basic principle of pipeline construction is fairly simple: 

you weld lengths of pipe together to create a “watertight” 

seal, lay them in a trench, then backfill the trench to 

protect the pipe from the weather and other hazards. 

Pump stations to keep the oil flowing, block valves to stop 

the flow if necessary for pipe inspection, maintenance, or 

repair, motorized “scrapers” travelling through the pipe to 

scour the wax residue that collects on its inside surfaces, 

and various other subsidiary elements of a fully operational 

pipeline all exist simply to ensure that the pipeline operates 

as intended. Work on the Trans Mountain began in February 

1952 with fallers clearing the forested parts of its 50 foot 

wide right-of-way followed by catskinners clearing away 

the brush or, in open country, levelling the ground. Rocky 

humps were drilled and blasted, but because the route ran 

through country already opened up by rail and road, only 

five per cent of the line required dynamiting. 

Behind the right-of-way clearing crews came the pipe layers and by March the first pipe was being laid. In soft 

ground, a ditching machine was used to dig the 3.5 foot wide by 5 foot deep trench in which the pipe was laid: 

these machines could move along at a rate of a mile a day. Backhoes were used in ground too soft and swampy for 

the ditching machine. Once a stretch of ditch was ready, flatbed trucks brought loads of pipe from the one hundred 

and forty sites where it had been stockpiled, usually near railway sidings, driving along existing (mostly rural, i.e. 

gravel) roads to reach right-of-way access trails built by 

the clearing crews. The 24 inch diameter pipe, each piece 

or “joint” between 32 and 40 feet long and weighing as 

much as a ton (1,000 kilos), was unloaded or “strung out” 

alongside the ditch, the bevelled ends being cleaned by 

workers using motorized emery wheels to prepare them 

for welding. A “line-up” crew using a side-boom tractor 

then lifted the joints into alignment with the “section”  

(a length of already welded line) so that the stringer 

could be clamped and then fastened to the section 

with an initial “stringer bead” weld. While the line-up 

crew moved on to the next joint, two more teams of 

welders and welders’ helpers followed, adding three 

more welds to the seam: they in turn were followed 

by X-ray technicians who inspected the seams for 

faults. The result was a virtually seamless tube capable 

of withstanding pressures ranging from 500 to 1,000 

pounds per square inch (225 to 500 kilos psi). 

After the welding and inspection was complete,  

a self-propelled machine supported by a side-boom 

automatically cleaned rust and scale from the section 

and then painted it with primer. This machine was 

followed by another, the “coat and wrap” machine,  

which first coated the pipe with coal tar enamel at  
Labourer stringing  of pipe.
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a temperature of 475 degrees Fahrenheit, adding glass 

floss for reinforcement, and then wrapping the pipe in 

asbestos felt. This coating of the pipe was intended to 

protect it from corrosion underground, a process which 

now mostly takes place where the pipe is manufactured. 

Once coated, the pipe was ready to be laid in the trench. 

Terrain permitting, up to 4,000 feet (1,200 metres) would 

be welded together, coated, and then laid at a time. 

After being laid in the trench, a layer of soft earth was 

bulldozed over top of the pipe and the trench was then 

backfilled, burying the pipe thirty inches below ground.

Some twenty-five hundred people were employed by the project, 90 per cent of them Canadian, the rest being 

“old pipeline hands from Texas, Oklahoma, and California”, as the proponents proudly announced, playing down the 

fact that the virtually all senior management and supervisory were staff were imported. The principal contractors 

were Comstock Midwest and Mannix International, with Anderson International Contractors and Canadian Pipeline 

Construction also getting some of the work. By the fall of 1952, five separate “spreads” were under construction, 

three between Kamloops and Jasper, one near Edmonton, and one in the Fraser Valley, each backfilling as much 

as three miles of pipe a day. By the winter of 1952, some 350 miles (560 kms) or about half the pipeline had been 

completed. 

Rain, snow, and frost shut down construction of the main pipeline during the winter, but work continued on other 

parts of the project. In January, construction began on the 150,000 barrel capacity “tanks” in which the oil would be 

stored at either end of the line in Edmonton and Burnaby. Winter’s low flow meant that this was the ideal time for 

major river crossings. At Port Mann, where the Fraser River is 2,500 feet wide, specially treated corrosion-resistant 

pipe was prepared while a dredge dug a trench 15 feet below the river bed. The treated pipe was welded into two 

1,250 foot “strings” and in March, the strings were winched across the river. Work also began on the line’s three 

pump stations, two in Alberta and one in Kamloops. Meanwhile, some site work was carried on through the winter, 

grading and smoothing the right-of-way across the line’s highest elevation, a 4,000 foot (1,200 metre) high plateau 

near Kamloops.

When pipelaying resumed, the wet summer of 1953 meant that crews were dealing with particularly difficult 

conditions: the trenches often turned into swamps and machinery frequently bogged down along the right-of-way 

and had to be winched free. Nevertheless, the line was nearly finished by September, the major remaining obstacle 

being the tie-in at the Coquihalla Canyon. Here the right-of-way dropped 3,600 feet in 30 miles and the drop to 

the Coquihalla River itself was almost vertical. The only access was by helicopter and the Kettle Valley Railway. In 

some places, the grades were so steep that the bulldozers 

digging the trench had to hold themselves in place with 

their winch, a process called “yo-yoing”. The crossing of 

the Coquihalla River, originally like other river crossings, a 

trench in which the pipe was buried, had to be moved above 

ground the next year. The engineers decided the Coquihalla’s 

scour was so great that it would be unsafe to leave the line 

buried. Instead, they built a bridge over the river and ran the 

pipeline across it—the only part of the whole Trans Mountain 

where the pipe wasn’t buried. But even though the terrain 

and the onset of winter had made for slow going in the 

Coquihalla, it was nonetheless completed well before the 

October 15 grand opening ceremony.
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THE PIPELINE NETWORK 
GROWS
The Trans Mountain was the first of many 

oil and natural gas pipelines which 

would criss-cross the province. The  

Trans Mountain itself grew over the 

years: originally built entirely with  

24 inch pipe, it now has 150 kilometres 

(93 miles) of 36 inch pipe and  

a further 170 kilometres (105 miles) 

of 30 inch pipe, increasing its capacity 

from the original 160,000 to 300,000 

barrels per day. In 1955, West Coast 

Transmission (now Spectra Energy) 

began construction on a 24 inch natural 

gas pipeline from Taylor in northeastern BC to the U.S. border: this began operating in 1957. However, most of 

BC’s pipeline work was on shorter “feeder” lines to processing plants, on pipelines delivering oil or natural gas to 

customers inside BC, or on upgrading existing lines such as the Trans Mountain.

VANCOUVER ISLAND GAS PIPELINE 
One example of such projects is the Vancouver 

Island Natural Gas Pipeline project, on which, “after 

thirty years of discussion”, construction started in 

1990. As its proponent, Pacific Coast Energy put it, 

“The new pipeline will allow natural gas to replace 

the heavy oil now being used on the island, 

thereby significantly reducing both air emissions 

and oil-barge traffic along the southern coast of 

Canada.” The 590 kilometre (366 mile) pipeline was 

planned to run from Vancouver north through 

Sechelt to cross the Strait of Georgia via Texada 

Island to Little River on Vancouver Island at a cost 

of over $280 million. From there it would branch 

north to Campbell River, west to Port Alberni, and 

south past Nanaimo to Victoria. Another section 

would run east from Texada to Powell River. As 

those familiar with the area will recognize, the new 

pipeline would be serving not only residents but 

also the Island’s major industrial energy consumer, 

the forest industry, particularly the five pulp mills 

then operating in the region. 

Although the pipeline ran through steep terrain, 

along highways, and close to densely populated 

towns, the biggest challenge was the 92 

kilometres (57 miles) of line that would be lying as 

much as 1,400 feet (over 425 metres) underwater. 

Budgeted at $40 million, when laid this section Vancouver Island gas pipeline right-of-way.
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was at the time the third deepest pipeline in 

the world. The pipe itself was laid by one of the 

world’s most advanced pipe-laying vessels, the 

Stena Apache: pipe sections were welded together 

at a yard in Vancouver and then spooled onto 

the ship’s 82-foot-diameter reel. Work on the 

underwater section started in June 1990 and took 

six months. The entire project was not completed 

until late 1991.

THE CRAFT
By and large, pipeline work remains much the 

same as it was in 1952. Large crews, train loads of 

pipe, and mountains of machinery are assembled 

at strategic locations in preparation for what will 

be an intense push to get as much line laid as 

possible during the season. 

BC GAS’ SOUTHERN CROSSING PIPELINE
Construction on the $376 million, 316 kilometer (188 mile) Southern Crossing pipeline from Yahk to Oliver began 

at the end of May, 2000. Michael Whittington, Local 1611’s Pipeline Representative, wrote articles in the July 

and December issues of the Construction & Specialized Workers Newsletter describing the project. From the start, 

according to his July report, crews were already “rushing to complete” the pipeline. The crews were marshalled in 

Oliver and Creston and by July 1 half the right-of-way work had been completed. Stringing had got underway on 

June 25 and one contractor had had crews unloading 

rail cars and stockpiling pipe along the line’s route 

since mid-April. The prime contractor (Marine) was 

hoping “to start their pipe gangs by mid July with 

coating crews and lowering-in going out the next 

week.” Bro. Whittington noted that:

“The terrain the pipeline will be crossing is some 

of the most picturesque anywhere, it is also some 

of the most difficult to work in owing to the 

steep rock, number of water crossings that have 

to be monitored and working beside a hot line. 

Whenever the Powdermen set off a blast there are 

seismologists checking that there has not been 

too much vibration.”

By the end of November, the crews had the line tied in 

and the gas was flowing.

Bro. Whittington included in his July report an account 

of an incident which bears repeating in full here as 



Page 56 CHAPTER 5 – Pipelines and Pipeliners

a reminder of the importance of fully qualified 

Industrial First Aid ticket holders, and, as in 

this case, not just on the job. 

“Marine Pipeline has made a commitment 

to safety and part of that commitment is 

placing an Industrial First Aid ticket holder 

on the crews. That commitment paid 

off in the community on June 24 when 

crew were returning to Oliver after their 

work day. There had been a motorcycle 

accident where the rider had a leg 

amputated. The Marine crew were able to 

stop traffic and the first responders to the 

casualty were Ken Cameron (Labourers’ 

Job Steward, Grand Forks) and Sally 

McLean (Safety Committee member for 

Labourers’). Through their prompt action 

they were able to stop the blood flow and 

kept the man alive until the Ambulance 

arrived.”

In the Local’s December Newsletter, Business 

Manager Carl Strand noted that at peak, the 

Southern Crossing employed over 400 Labourers, some 40 per cent of whom were “local hires”, that is people who 

lived in the area through which the line was being built. It was “a tough project with the Contractor requiring 

experienced workers.” Bro. Whittington, in his column, reported that “The Contractors have nothing but praise for 

the Labourers!”, adding that:

“A big part of a well-run job is effective communication between the Contractor and the Union. The 

Union’s representative—Job Stewards—were a vital part of a successful job. A big thanks! to Andrew 

MacWatt, Mark Czerwonka, Blair Campbell and Ken Cameron with Marine Pipeline, Keith Peterson with  

Pe Ben, Bernie Cleroux with Premay, John Defouw and Dewey McLellan with McCaws and Dan Hodge with 

Castonguay in taking on the responsibility and duties of Stewards.”

As Bro. Strand observed, most of the 

members registered as pipeliners in the 

Dispatch Office found work on this project 

and it was “a much needed economic 

boost” at a time when non-governmental 

construction was generally slow throughout 

the province. And in a reminder of the fact 

that pipeline work can be dangerous as 

well as hard, Bro. Whittington also noted 

that, despite the contractor’s commitment 

to safety, two members had been seriously 

injured on the project, though both were 

expected to recover.

Cleaning of the side-boom tracks.

Crew being flown home.
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THE GRIZZLY VALLEY 
Richard Saunders, a long-time pipeline worker who 

is now Local 1611’s Workers’ Advocate dealing with 

Workers’ Compensation Board appeals, gives a feel for 

what a pipeliner’s job was like in the late 70s and  

early 80s.

Hueys in the Valley

The Grizzly Valley pipeline job was built in 1978. 

It was seventy-five miles east of Chetwynd on a 

dirt road up into the Valley. It went through the 

Grizzly Valley and the Bull Moose Mountain Range. 

Gorgeous country. There were about six hundred 

people in the camp, some two hundred were 

labourers; it was a huge camp, ten hours a day, 

seven days a week. In fact, the project was so big we 

had to be flown to the various sites we were working along the right-of-way.

As a matter of fact we had a situation one day when we were coming back from the right-of-way, flying 

back to camp. The helicopters that we used hold about thirteen to fifteen people, but they shake like 

crazy and they’re really no fun to fly in. These helicopters—they were called Hueys—had been in the 

Vietnam War, they were all “Vietnam veterans” and you couldn’t help wondering what kind of shape they 

were really in. And it wasn’t just the helicopters that were Vietnam vets. The pilots were Vietnam vets too. 

In fact, they were the same pilots who flew these things in Vietnam and they were crazier than shit-house 

rats. They’d fly in anything. You couldn’t see three feet in front of you because it was snowing so hard, but 

they didn’t care, they’d still fly. Of course we were totally freaked out: we didn’t want to get in them.

I remember flying back one day along the right-

of-way when all of a sudden this beeping started 

up in the front of the helicopter. “Beep”, “beep”, 

“beep”, like that and we started losing altitude 

really quickly. The pilot turned around and said 

“I’m going to set this thing down on the road 

beside the right-of-way. As soon as I put her down 

on the right-of-way, you guys get the hell out of 

here and run as far away from this vehicle as you 

can.” We didn’t know what the hell was going 

on, but the pilot basically just dropped the Huey 

down the road. It was almost like a “hard landing”, 

like the kind the ferries make. We all ran like crazy, 

but he stayed with the helicopter and the next 

thing you know he’s got this box in his hand and 

he’s running like hell down the right-of-way, only 

in the other direction from us. Then all of a sudden 

he puts the box down, turns around, and runs like 

hell back to where we are.

So we ask him what the heck is going on, and he 

said, “Well, when batteries go bad in helicopters, 

Loading of skid sloop.
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they can explode like bombs. That 

beeping, that’s what happens 

the battery goes bad, and there 

was an opportunity where this 

thing could have blown up. That’s 

why I dropped us down on the 

right-of-way as fast as I could 

and told you guys to get the hell 

out of here.” We weren’t ever too 

crazy about flying in those Hueys, 

but that, well it was one hell of 

an experience. It didn’t blow up 

or anything and the next day it 

was flying just fine. But those 

helicopters, I tell you, and those 

pilots were absolutely crazy.

The Runaway Fuel Truck 

The closest call I ever had on pipeline was also at the Grizzly Valley. Because I was the Job Steward, I 

was working on the fuel truck: that way you travelled the whole job and could keep in touch with any 

problems. The Teamster who was driving the fuel truck was this guy named George, I can’t remember his 

last name—he lived in Fort St. John—great guy, unbelievable driver.

Anyway we were in the fuel truck and the fuel truck is broken into two sections: right behind the cab is 

500 gallons of gas and further down the tank, at the back end of the tank, is 1,500 gallons of diesel. You’ve 

got more diesel because mostly what you’re filling up are the CATs, the hoes [backhoes], and the side 

booms. But there are also foremen’s trucks, so you need some gas.

So we’re full and we’re heading out to the right-of-way and we hit a section—I think it was logging road, 

I’m not sure if it was built for the pipeline or if it was an old logging road—but anyway we’re coming 

down a hill that is quite long and it is winter. On the right hand side where I’m sitting, there is a sheer rock 

wall going straight up and on the left hand side, it just keeps on going straight down, a long way down. 

So you don’t want to be going over that side, but then there’s nowhere much to go on the right either. At 

the bottom of the hill there was a creek and a bailey bridge, one of those old army bailey bridges. They’re 

not very long. As soon as you got over the bailey bridge there was a hard right turn, not a T-intersection 

but a hard right. So 

basically, once you 

got across the bailey 

bridge, the road just 

ended. And because 

you had to do that 

hard right at the 

end of the bridge, 

you wanted to come 

down the hill to the 

bridge as slowly as 

you possibly could.

River section, pipe ready to be lowered into river and welded.

Fuel crew.
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So we started going down this hill and George started to gear down, but he missed a gear, and naturally he 

couldn’t jam it back into gear. So he started to put his foot on the brakes but I guess the pots on the brakes blew, 

so now we didn’t have any brakes and since we’re not in gear, we’re just freewheeling down the hill. Now he  

didn’t have any choice but to try to jam the stick shift into gear. He told me, “We are in trouble here. I want you to 

get up on the back end of the seat and put your foot on the stick shift and push as hard as you can to try to pop 

it into gear.” So there I am standing up trying to put this thing in with my foot and it’s just going “Urrrrrr”, making 

a noise like that, but it didn’t catch. So we’re just freewheeling down this hill and we know that if we go over the 

bailey bridge, we’re not going to make that right hand turn, there’s absolutely no way. We’re going to go flying  

into the bush.

George said, “Well the only thing we can do now is drop this thing on its side and have it slide down the 

ditch. Hopefully, that will stop us. But then we’ll have to get the hell out of here as fast as we can.” Well 

of course, when he says dropping it on its side, what he means is dropping it on my side. And naturally 

I’m pretty worried at this point and pretty freaked out. I don’t want my hand or my head sticking out the 

window or something, so I checked but the window was already closed. Then he drops it—literally flops it 

on its side.

This is all happening in a matter of about thirty, forty seconds. I’m sure that’s all it was, because you gotta 

make a decision quickly. You don’t want to drop the truck on its side when it’s really barrelling down the 

road, because it would probably explode because we have all this fuel behind us. So George drops it on its  

side and we are sliding sort of half on the road half down the ditch and all of a sudden there is a huge  

outcrop of a rock in the ditch and we hit that and the truck literally flies in the air over onto its left hand 

side, onto George’s side, and flops down and starts sliding down the middle of the road. We’re sort of 

going, “Oh man, I hope this thing doesn’t slide over to the left hand side of the road and go over the ditch.”

Well it doesn’t. What it does is it eventually stops. Of course all of this steam is coming from the hood 

because the radiator is all screwed up and I guess the coolant is flowing all over the place, but all we’re 

thinking is “That’s smoke—this thing is about to blow up on us!” Of course where I am in the passenger 

seat is now the high side and George is saying “Get out of here! Get out of here! Open your door! Let’s get 

out of here!” So I flop my door open and I put my foot on the steering wheel to try to stand up to get out 

of the vehicle. But George has his hand on the steering wheel and I step on his hand and break one of his 

fingers. Still, I scamper out of there and start running down the hill and George scampers out right behind 

me. But he yells, “No, no you don’t want to run downhill! If the fuel runs downhill and explodes, you’ll be 

fried! Come on up here!” So we turned and ran up hill.

Lowering pipe section down hill and being anchored by CATs.



Sandblasting in preparation for coating of pipe.
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CHAPTER 6 – How Local 168 Lost Its Jurisdiction

 
“What brought the pipeline dispute on was the International decided to sign a countrywide pipeline agreement. 

Each province or local had to go along with it. The wages and conditions were based in the East more than the 

West and our wages are much higher than in the eastern locals, at least in 1956. So that would have been a cut 

in wages. We wouldn’t sign it; we wouldn’t go along with it.” 

Scotty McNicol, Local 168

THE FOUR BUILDING trades unions with jurisdiction over pipeline work, the Labourers, the Plumbers, the 

Operating Engineers, and the Teamsters, negotiate national rather than provincial agreements with the Pipeline 

Contractors’ National Association. This is because pipelines often cross provincial boundaries and so pipeline 

construction falls under federal jurisdiction. This not only means that pipeline projects must receive project 

approval from the federal government, it also means that pipeline workers are governed by the federal rather 

than by provincial labour codes. As a result, the Labourers’ national pipeline agreement is negotiated on LiUNA’s 

behalf by its Canadian regional officers, although with input and advice from those locals within whose geographic 

jurisdiction the industry operates.

Unfortunately, the National Pipeline agreement negotiated in 1955 did not have any input from the BC locals 

because at the time no pipeline work was anticipated in BC during the life of the agreement. As it turned out, 

this forecast was mistaken. Not only was there pipeline work in BC in 1956, the rates negotiated in Winnipeg in 

1955 were 40 cents an hour below those set by LiUNA’s BC locals for construction work in the province. The other 

unions signatory to the national agreement had also neglected to ensure that their BC members were being paid 

BC rates, but they succeeded in renegotiating their agreements and obtaining their full BC rates. However, the 

pipeline contractors’ bargaining agent, the Heavy Construction Association (HCA), refused to renegotiate LiUNA’s 

agreement. The best the team led by International Representative Carl Berg, who was based in Edmonton, could 

achieve was a letter of understanding that LiUNA’s BC standard construction rates would apply to new projects, but 

in the meantime, the lower national rate would still apply to any project with an already signed contract, i.e. for any 

projects being built in 1956. The result was a summer of chaos both on the job and in the union.

In the spring of 1956, LiUNA’s pipeliners in British Columbia, now working alongside members of unions who had 

been successful in renegotiating their own wages, began to express their displeasure with the lower rate not just at 

meetings but also on the job. In addition to the wage question, another major grievance soon became a belief that 

the agreement was being imposed on Canadians by Americans working for the International Union, a belief which 

found support in the fact that the BC membership had neither ratified or even voted on the national agreement. 

Unfortunately for the International and the leadership of Local Unions with pipeline members, there was little they 
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could do to placate their memberships. The union and the locals were legally signatory to a binding agreement and 

were powerless to change it without the employers’ co-operation and goodwill, both of which were to remain in 

very short supply throughout the summer of 1956.

Most of the union’s pipeline members in BC belonged to Locals 602 and 168. By mid-April the disruption on Local 

602 pipeline sites had grown so serious that the International felt compelled to put that Local under trusteeship. 

Its members no longer had the right to elect officers, spend funds, or make any other decision affecting their local 

union’s business without the approval of the Trustee, Carl Berg. At the same time, the International warned Local 

168 that it also faced trusteeship if its members did not stop disrupting pipeline work.

Chartered as the Tunnel & Rock Workers’ Local and formed as a result of the Kemano walk-out in 1952, by 1956 

the Local’s original jurisdiction over all tunnelling and open face rock work in the province had been expanded to 

include all construction labourers’ work within a geographic area which included the Kootenays (after the Trail Local 

114’s merger with Local 168 in 1955) and what was basically the whole province north of a line running through 

the middle of Quesnel. Although its geographic jurisdiction was in the province’s north and east, its jurisdiction 

over all tunnelling and rock work meant that there was a large concentration of its membership in the Lower 

Mainland, and it was there that the newly elected President, Arthur Andres, and Secretary-Treasurer, William (Bill) 

Hunchuk, established the Local’s headquarters in 1953.

Local 168’s leadership in 1956 had been elected because they had earned the membership’s trust and respect as 

on the job organizers and good speakers at Kemano. However, as was true for many of BC’s rapidly expanding 

unions, they lacked experience and had difficulty administering the large and diverse organization which Local 168 

had become. Indeed, most of the Kemano walk-out’s leaders had little interest in becoming full-time trade union 

officials. Their attitude was summed up by “Mac” McNabb shortly after he was elected Financial Secretary of what 

was then still the Tunnelmen’s Section:

“Get a load of that title up in the right-hand corner, will you? Ain’t that a honey, eh? Never did I think that 

I would see the day that I would write my name before a lot of **** like that. It just goes to show what can 

happen to a guy.”

But as Local 168 grew from the three hundred and fifty-three members who had voted to form the Tunnelmen’s 

Section in 1952 to over fifteen hundred and fifty members in 1956, it went from representing the workers of one 

trade on one project to representing workers with many different skills on scores of widely dispersed projects. 

While the membership may have believed in the bona fides of their officers as trade unionists, many members also 

believed that grievances were often poorly handled and service by some of the Business Agents below standard. 

One member from the Kemano days, Nick Raffin, who supported the leadership and their views, later commented, 

“Hunchuk never had enough people to supervise the job. That’s what I’m 

getting at, today you got the people to cover the land. But they never had it.”

In these circumstances, the warning to Local 168 about the possibility of 

trusteeship had the opposite effect to what was intended. Even if the Local’s 

leadership had not sympathized with their membership’ actions, they lacked 

the experience and authority required to defuse the situation. But rather 

than attempt to do so, Local 168’s officers made their disagreement with the 

International public, trying to fend off trusteeship by creating a public furore which would force the International 

to back down. They charged that U.S. labour bosses were using threats to force BC workers to abide by agreements 

negotiated in Washington and pledged to “fight against intimidation tactics from across the line.” They also 

threatened a one-day strike against some of BC’s biggest non-pipeline projects if the International did not back 

down. Meanwhile, after fifty drillers walked off Mannix’s section of the pipeline at Harrison Hot Springs, the officers 

…it went from representing the 
workers of one trade on one project 
to representing workers with many 
different skills on scores of widely 

dispersed projects. 
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obeyed the letter of the law by publicly telling them to return to work but their real sympathies became obvious 

when they also offered to find the strikers work at other high-paying projects. A week later, with the Mannix wildcat 

still underway and sixty of the other pipeline unions’ members laid off as a result, the International was left with 

little choice. Local 168 was placed under trusteeship.

On May 14, Stacey Warner, an International Representative, and Harry Croft, a Business Agent with Victoria Local 

1093, arrived at the Local 168 office. Bro. Warner informed Bros. Andres and Hunchuk that he had been appointed 

Trustee by the International and that they were now suspended from office. However, Bros. Andres and Hunchuk 

refused to let Bro. Warner through the door, and rather than create a scene, he and Bro. Croft turned around and 

went to look for office space elsewhere. It was the start of a long, hot summer of charges and countercharges in the 

press and suits and countersuits in the courts.

Bros. Andres and Hunchuk quickly tried to consolidate their support, announcing to the press that they would hold 

a mass membership meeting on May 17. The meeting, attended by around a thousand members, voted by a solid 

majority—although by no means unanimously—to endorse the officers and their actions. A large minority who 

wanted to form a new breakaway union were defeated after Bro. Andres spoke against the idea, saying he hoped 

to stay with the International and that “we are not renegades … we don’t want to break with the Canadian Labour 

Congress [CLC].” But whatever Bro. Andres may have 

wanted, the suspended officers and their supporters 

had already broken with the Congress: the CLC’s 

constitution did not allow a local to affiliate directly if 

it had been suspended by its parent union. However 

well they played on the sympathies of individual unions and their members, Local 168’s dissident members and 

officers would receive no official support from the Canadian labour movement.

Yet by arguing that it was fighting for union democracy and against interference from Washington, what was in 

reality a breakaway local did conduct an effective public relations campaign, one which gained them a good deal  

of sympathy from local trade unionists. Although the suspended officers were unable to take their seats as 

delegates to the Vancouver & District Labour Council (VDLC), the Chair of the VDLC invited them to attend as 

guests. They were present when the Council voted to call on the Canadian Labour Congress to investigate the 

charge that the International had denied Local 168’s membership a vote on the pipeline agreement. 

Even the International Trustees’ successes had little effect on the situation. Despite being placed in an impossible 

negotiating position by the split, they had managed to obtain a 10 cent an hour increase from the HCA, but this did 

not satisfy the breakaway local’s supporters and more than one contractor was willing to sign with the breakaway 

…the International was left with little choice. 
Local 168 was placed under trusteeship.
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local for the full 40 cents if it would get his crews back to work. If the breakaway’s officers had had the full support 

of Local 168’s entire membership, the International would have been in a very difficult position.

But in fact only some nine hundred members supported Local 168’s officers: six hundred, including many who 

had been leaders at Kemano such as Bill Slewidge and Bill Winsor, supported the International. For despite their 

successful public relations campaign, the International’s case against the suspended officers went deeper than 

their simply refusing to comply with a signed agreement and defying the orders of the General President. There 

was also the matter of failing to hold regular monthly meetings and submit all business to the membership. 

Even more serious, Local 168 had some fifteen hundred members, but Bro. Hunchuk, its Secretary-Treasurer, had 

only been paying per capita to the International for three to four hundred members. No one suggested that the 

suspended officers were guilty of malfeasance: the issue was competence. The problem was that at the time there 

was no such thing as dues check-off. Instead of the employer remitting their monthly dues to the union for them, 

members either paid their dues to a Business Agent when he visited the worksite or else paid them in person at 

the union office. No doubt this created an administrative and bookkeeping nightmare, but combined with the 

questionable handling of grievances and other matters, there seems to have been good reason for forty per cent of 

the membership to question whether Bros. Andres and Hunchuk should remain in office

The International had also been wise in its choice of Trustee. Before he came to British Columbia, Stacey Warner 

had been a miner in Sudbury and a member of Mine-Mill. When he came to BC in 1947, he joined New Westminster 

Local 1070. He had met and earned the respect of many Local 168 members when he acted as the Business Agent 

responsible for Kemano during the period when the former Mine-Mill tunnellers there were becoming first the 

Tunnelmen’s Section and then Local 168. Indeed, he was well enough respected that he is one of the ten men 

named as applicants on Local 168’s Charter, dated August 5, 1952.

Although the dispute was conducted in public with much harsh language and apparent bitterness, by and large, 

members on both sides realized they would have to live with each other once it ended. On one occasion when 

feelings were running high, Hank Schieve, a Kemano veteran who supported the breakaway local, warned Bill 

Slewidge and Harry Croft, who were out organizing for the official local, that they had better leave “because the 

boys are coming down in a truck and they all got loaded with steel and they 

are going to give you guys a bad time.” But such incidents were rare and 

mostly the two memberships appear to have worked alongside each other 

without incident. Meanwhile, because there was no check-off, the breakaway 

local was able to survive financially, to pay its rent and its officers: supporters 

of each side paid their dues directly to the side they favoured. Thus, by the 

end of the summer, the situation appeared to have reached a stalemate. Then, on September 3, an emergency 

meeting of the breakaway local precipitated the crisis which broke the stalemate by voting to sever all ties with the 

International and shut down all projects, even non-pipeline projects, on which its supporters were working. 

The decision to declare a province-wide strike was triggered by a rumour that the International had requested the 

building trades to invoke their non-affiliate clause and instruct their members not to work alongside members of 

the breakaway local. The International had not in fact made such a request, but starting on September 12, when 

breakaway local members set up picket lines and other building trades members refused to cross, a number of 

major non-pipeline projects such as Ripple Rock, the Cheakamus Tunnel, and the Campbell Lake power project 

were shut down. Altogether, according to the Heavy Construction Association, the picket lines had stopped work 

on some $75 million worth of projects. Yet within two weeks the strike was over and the breakaway local had 

ceased to exist.

By severing all ties with the International and shutting down projects unrelated to the dispute, the breakaway 

local had placed its sympathizers in the rest of the labour movement in a difficult position. When it then refused 

…Bros. Andres and Hunchuk were 
sentenced to four months each  

in prison for contempt…
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to accept offers of mediation, first from the CLC and then 

from the VDLC, it placed its sympathizers in an impossible 

position. It became clear that it was the breakaway local, not 

the International, which was refusing to negotiate in good faith. 

And the other building trades unions were provided with the 

argument they needed to persuade their members to return  

to work.

Meanwhile, the province-wide strike had resulted in the 

breakaway local also forfeiting the public’s sympathy.  

When the HCA sought an injunction prohibiting picketing, the 

injunction was granted, and when the membership in Vancouver 

voted to defy the injunction, the HCA sought a contempt of court 

order against the striking workers and their officers. How many of the breakaway local’s members persisted in their 

fight is uncertain. For a brief moment, as the price of contempt was becoming clear, the striking members’ wives 

and children tried to take over the picket lines. But once Bros. Andres and Hunchuk were sentenced to four months 

each in prison for contempt, and Bro. Schieve was fined $100—more than a week’s wages—with fourteen days to 

pay, the breakaway local’s back was broken.

Officially, Local 168 remained under trusteeship but in practice it was being run by a new slate of officers led by 

Bill Slewidge as President and Harry Croft as Secretary-Treasurer. Unlike Bros. Andres and Hunchuk, the new officers 

and business agents spent most of their time on jobsites, undertaking a massive membership education campaign 

on how the union worked and putting in place, for the first time, a job steward structure with stewards who were 

trained in handling grievances. A year after Local 168’s old officers went to prison, the new officers of BC’s LiUNA 

locals were able to put before the membership a new agreement for ratification which included a wage increase 

of 57 cents an hour (more than 25 per cent) over 15 months. The new agreement also provided double time for 

overtime and significant improvements to the industry health and welfare plan, including making it fully portable 

between companies. 

Another major improvement took place in Local 168’s dispatch office as a result of the independent audit 

conducted after the Trustee was finally able to assume control of the Local’s office. The auditor’s report stated that 

there was no control over the collection of dues and no register for recording their payment. The membership 

records were in such bad shape that new members were being accepted and dispatched while qualified members 

in good standing were unemployed. Lastly, rather than the Local’s officers being chosen and agreements ratified 

at membership meetings in Vancouver, the new Local Officers began holding a province-wide mail-in ballot of the 

entire membership for all elections and ratification votes.

Nonetheless, the consequences of the 1956 pipeline wildcat were serious. Jurisdiction over all pipeline work in the 

province, including pipeline right-of-way drilling and blasting, was taken away from Local 168 and given to Local 

602. But the most serious effect was on LiUNA’s ability to organize in BC. Many years later, Harry Croft described  

it as follows:

“Now when we went up in the north country for a while, Prince George and that area, to try to organize, 

the response was ‘No way, get out of here. The last people that were in here took our money, took off, and 

never showed up again.’ I said to them, ‘Well that’s one thing we won’t do. We’ll take your money, and we’ll 

be back here at least once a month to hold a meeting and talk to you.’ They said ‘We’ll pay you and get 

back in the union if you promise that you’ll come up. We got to see you first.’ Well okay that’s fair enough. 

The guys did get back in the union, but it was a slow process. It was quite slow until the Peace River Dam 

started up.”



Mica Dam guniting operations at the tunnel intake.
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CHAPTER 7 – Bennett's Dam Projects – 
Power to the Lower Mainland

 
DURING THE 1960s British Columbia undertook what remains the greatest building project in its history, 

dwarfing previous undertakings such as the Kitimat Smelter and the Trans Mountain Pipeline. The Portage 

Mountain (now W.A.C. Bennett) dam on the Peace River and the Mica Creek dam on the Columbia River were 

each in their own right what are now called “world class” projects, but building them at the same time made them 

among the most ambitious construction projects in history. When it was officially opened in 1968 the Portage 

Mountain Dam was the largest dam in the western world: only the Soviet Union’s Bratsk hydro station dam in 

Siberia was larger. Mica Creek, when its dam was completed in 1973, was the site of the largest earth-filled dam 

anywhere in the world.

The dam projects were a product of Premier W.A.C. Bennett’s determination to develop British Columbia’s natural 

resources as quickly as possible. As noted in Chapter 3, Bennett believed that it was his government’s job to build 

the infrastructure which would make it possible for private corporations to develop the province’s natural resources. 

But while he began building highways almost from the moment he came to power, it was not until the 1960s that 

he was presented with an opportunity to undertake the massive, and massively expensive, hydro-electric projects 

of which he dreamed. 

BENNETT’S TWO RIVERS POLICY 
One obvious place to build the kind of dams Bennett wanted was in the Kootenays, on the Canadian side of the 

Columbia River. The U.S. had already built a series of dams on its side of the international border as part of a system 

of flood control and hydro-electric power development. To complete its own Columbia River development plans, 

the U.S. needed Canada to build a series of dams on its side of the international border, thus helping to control 

floods on the U.S. side of the border and provide hydro-electric power for export to U.S. towns and industry. 

Desultory discussions between the U.S. and Canadian governments on this question had been underway since 1944 

and the United States had even offered to make a contribution towards Canada’s construction costs, although on 

terms the Canadian government at first refused to consider. Canada felt itself to be in a strong negotiating position, 

since in the federal government’s opinion, the U.S. needed Columbia River development far more urgently than 

Canada. The federal government was particularly reluctant to agree to the export of any power from the Columbia, 

arguing that Canada might later need the power for its own use. This was not, however, the opinion of the British 

Columbia government: it publicly and repeatedly stated that the Columbia should be developed as quickly as 

possible in order to promote BC’s industrial growth.

As a mere Premier, Bennett could not compel the federal government to adopt his view, especially since it was  

a highly unpopular view. Although most Canadians did not oppose building dams on the Columbia, a very large 
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number of them, including the LiUNA Local 168 members who would be employed in building the dams, opposed 

Miner drilling off for a blast on surface on the left bank escarpment.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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building them on the 

U.S. government’s terms. 

But Bennett was able to 

ignore public opinion and 

outmanoeuvre the federal 

government thanks to what 

was known as his “Two Rivers 

Policy,” a strategy of building 

dams on the Columbia while 

simultaneously building a 

dam on the Peace River in 

northeastern BC. In 1957, 

Bennett had signed an 

agreement with Axel Wenner-

Gren, a Swedish industrialist 

with rather a shady reputation 

(it included having been good 

friends with Reichsmarschall 

Hermann Goering), for a grandiose proposal to build a monorail which would open up northeastern BC to 

development, creating a string of new mines, pulp mills, and towns as well as a major hydro-electric project on the 

Peace River. The proposal for the monorail with its associated mines and mills quickly foundered, but it had alerted 

Bennett to the Peace River’s tremendous hydro-electric potential. In addition, the Peace was not an international 

river, meaning the federal government had no jurisdiction and could not interfere with the Premier’s plans for it.

Many of the province’s business leaders were strongly opposed to building an expensive hydro-electric project 

on a site as remote as the Peace River. This opposition was led by the province’s principal electric utility, the 

privately owned BC Electric Company, which held a virtual monopoly on the production and sale of electricity 

in the province. It regarded the proposal as uneconomic and unnecessary, not to mention more expensive than 

damming the Columbia River. It publicly announced that it would refuse to buy power from the Peace at any price. 

But the Premier was a master of political tactics and he seldom allowed opposition to his plans to go unpunished. 

He commissioned a study which reported that damming the Peace would be less expensive than damming the 

Columbia—but only if the dam 

were built by a government-owned, 

i.e. crown, corporation. The study 

argued that the lower interest rates 

available to crown corporations 

would greatly reduce the dam’s 

financing costs, thus making it 

cheaper to build than a Columbia 

River dam.

In 1961 Bennett struck. Study in 

hand and temporarily forgetting 

about his near-religious 

commitment to “free enterprise,” 

he nationalized the BC Electric 

Company. With one blow, he both 

removed the centre of private 

Bennett Dam powerhouse access tunnel.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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sector opposition to his Peace River Dam and 

created a ready-made crown corporation, BC 

Hydro, with all the expertise required to build 

his dam for him. By removing all obstacles 

to the construction of the Peace River dam, 

Bennett had also fatally undermined the 

federal government’s case against exporting 

power from dams built on the Columbia: much 

of this power would now clearly be surplus to 

the province’s needs for decades to come. The 

result was the implementation in 1963 of the 

Columbia River Treaty, under which Canada 

agreed to build three dams on the Columbia in 

return for an allocation for its own use of half 

the electricity generated by these dams and  

a formula providing financial compensation  

for a portion of its construction costs.

THE PORTAGE MOUNTAIN DAM
Planning and surveying for the Portage 

Mountain Dam had already begun three 

years before the BC Electric Company was 

nationalized, enabling construction to start 

almost immediately. The dam was 600 feet 

high (183 metres), 1.25 miles (2,000 metres) 

long, half a mile (800 metres) wide at its base, 

and 30 feet (9 metres) wide at the top. One Drilling and coring at the Bennett Dam.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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hundred million tons of gravel, sand, and rock were used to fill its core and the dam alone took four years to build. 

Its reservoir flooded some 635 square miles (1,650 square kilometres), was 225 miles (360 kilometres) long, and had 

a shoreline of 1,100 miles (1,770 kilometres), making the reservoir BC’s largest lake. The main civil works began in 

November when LiUNA members from Local 168 started drilling an exploratory diversion tunnel. Seven years later 

the first power from the Portage Mountain Dam was delivered to the Lower Mainland. The dam’s official cost to the 

people of British Columbia was $487 million (some $3.1 billion in today’s dollars) and at its peak it had employed 

some 4,850 workers, as many as 700 of them being Labourers. Its total payroll stood at $46.2 million ($295 million 

today), less than 10 per cent of the dam’s total cost.

When it was officially opened in 1968, the Portage Mountain project was still far from complete. Five hundred feet 

(152 metres) below the dam’s left abutment, LiUNA tunnellers had finished work on the world’s largest powerhouse, 

890 feet (270 metres) long, 67 feet (20.5 metres) wide, and 153 feet (46.5 metres) high. But only three of the 

project’s ten generators were online. It was expected to take another five years and cost another $240 million ($1.5 

billion today) to install the remaining seven 310,000 horsepower turbines, each capable of generating over 250,000 

kilowatts. Yet even as the finishing touches were being put to the Portage Mountain Dam, work was beginning on 

a second, smaller dam 14 miles (23 kilometres) downstream and only 4 miles (6 kilometres) from Hudson’s Hope. 

This 164 foot (50 metre) high Site One Dam (now the Peace Canyon Dam) is a concrete rather an earthen dam and 

generates 700,000 kilowatts from four generating units: it was completed in 1980.

THE MICA CREEK DAM
The Mica Creek Dam was one of three dams which Canada had committed itself to building under the Columbia 

River Treaty. Work on all three began in 1964, when construction on the Portage Mountain Dam was already in 

full swing. By 1968, two of them, the Duncan and Arrow Lakes Dams, were complete. But the Mica Creek was so 

enormous that it took another five years—nine years in all—just to finish the dam. It took a further four years 

to build the powerhouse and install the turbines and generators. When it was officially opened in 1977, thirteen 

years after construction started, only four of its six generators were operational. Once all six were installed, Mica 

Miners have drilled and blasted the cavern that will become the powerhouse later named after Gordon M. Shrum.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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Creek would generate 2.8 million 

kilowatts, 300,000 more than 

Portage Mountain. (The final two 

500 MW generators were installed 

in 2014 and in 2015.)

The Mica Creek Dam was 800 feet 

(243 metres) high and required  

42 million cubic yards of fill  

(32 million cubic metres). Its 

reservoir covered 100,000 acres 

(404 square kilometres) and 

drained a catchment area of some 

8,300 square miles (21,500 square 

kilometres). The powerhouse was 

778 feet (237 metres) long,  

80 feet (24.4 metres) wide, and  

145 feet (44 metres) high. At 

its peak it employed some five 

thousand workers, as many as 

seven hundred and fifty of them 

LiUNA members from Local 168. 

The dam alone cost $330 million 

($2 billion today) and it was expected that a further $460 million ($2.85 billion today) would be spent to complete 

the project. The combined cost of the Columbia River and Portage Mountain dams was some $1.5 billion (perhaps 

$9.3 billion today) spread over some twenty years.

THE FIRST AHC AGREEMENT
Premier Bennett was gambling his political career on the success of his Two Rivers policy. He considered it essential 

that nothing stand in the way of completing the 

dams on or ahead of schedule and on or under 

budget. But if the dams were to be completed 

on schedule, he could not afford any labour 

disputes on the projects. Although they had 

no stake in the Premier’s success—indeed they 

bitterly opposed, among other things, his labour 

policies—LiUNA and the other building trades 

unions were prepared, for the right price, to 

guarantee him labour peace. After six weeks of 

negotiations with Peace Power Constructors, the 

project’s government-owned prime contractor, 

on February 12, 1962 the Allied Hydro Council, 

which represented the unions, signed an at the 

time unheard of ten year no-strike, no-lockout 

collective agreement. The agreement would 

cover all government dam work in the province 

and any disputes which did arise were to be 

settled by binding arbitration. In exchange, the 

Mica Dam construction of single family accommodation.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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government agreed automatically to accept any wage increases and improvements to benefits and conditions the 

building trades obtained through collective bargaining with its private sector contractors. This was a major success 

for the building trades’ negotiators, since the province-wide labour shortage dam construction was about to create 

would greatly strengthen the unions’ position in future negotiations with their other contractors. 

This was not at first apparent to the government. The chair of BC Hydro told the press that the agreement was 

helping firms cut costs and observed that “If this scheme [the dam] is not successful, we won’t be able to blame 

the unions. It will be the fault of our engineers.” Less than three years later, after the rest of the industry signed 

an agreement providing for free room and board, paid coffee breaks, and a 20 per cent wage increase, the chair 

changed his tune. All thought of blaming the project’s engineers forgotten, he began bleating to the press about 

how the unions were deliberately sabotaging the province’s development.

BUILDING ON TWO RIVERS
Drilling on a pilot diversion tunnel for the Portage Mountain Dam had begun in November, 1961 and less than 

two years later, on September 16, 1963, a beaming W.A.C. Bennett personally triggered the explosion which broke 

the plug holding the river back from the project’s now completed diversion tunnels. A week later, once the rubble 

from the explosion was cleared away, work on the dam itself moved into high gear. Premier Bennett had good 

reason to beam when he opened the diversion tunnels: they had been completed on time and under budget. 

And throughout the project’s construction, he would make it a point to ensure that management understood that 

meeting deadlines and budgets was his, and therefore their, chief priority. 
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Fully aware of the importance of satisfying the Premier’s expectations, management did everything humanly 

possible to make the dam a political as well as an engineering success. Men and machinery operated twenty-four 

hours a day and finding ways to speed-up the work and cut corners on “non-essential” items such as safety was a 

constant preoccupation. In 1965 management even offered to buy back their newly-negotiated paid coffee breaks 

from the workers who operated the conveyor belt that supplied the dam with fill. Meanwhile, money for “frills” was 

so scarce that one superintendent complained that there was a shortage of personnel vehicles and that much of 

the equipment he did have was second-hand. He told a reporter for the Victoria Colonist that he’d “never seen so 

much used equipment in my life outside a dealer’s yard.” An engineer told the reporter that if “Premier Bennett 

walked through that door tomorrow and chucked us a satchel with $400 million in it, we couldn’t move any faster. 

We couldn’t save one day.”

THE CONDITIONS – PORTAGE MOUNTAIN
The Peace River country is notorious for its blistering, blackfly infested summers and harsh winters. The winters 

were so cold that the drills run by LiUNA’s tunnellers had to be kept running twenty-four hours a day to prevent 

them from freezing up. In the spring and fall the rains were often so heavy that construction virtually ground to  

a halt as roads became impassable and the giant Euclid earth-movers hauling fill to the dam’s core bogged down. 

On at least one occasion, the site was completely cut off from the outside world after a wash-out closed the only 

road out. R.L. McDonald, an experienced hard-rock miner and later President of LiUNA Local 1611’s Retiree Council, 

described a trip to the Peace River in 1963 in less than flattering terms: “It was the middle of winter and we were 

trying to collar a shaft. Cold as hell and completely disorganized, so I buggered off pretty quick from that job.”

Although not housed in tents as they had been at Kemano, the camp in which Portage Mountain’s workers spent 

most of their time off-shift did little to make working there more attractive. In November, 1962 the Victoria Colonist 

reporter visiting the site described the superintendent’s living quarters as “comfortable but spartan.” He noted that 

meals were “ample but it is a long time between T-bones” and recreation for several hundred workers consisted of 

one room containing nothing but a ping-pong table. A few months later, an Italian-born tunneller described camp 

life to Norman Cribbens, a reporter for the Victoria Times. “I buy cigarettes, beer, papers, magazines, and film for my 

camera. I play poker, I go to movies, and dance hall—not much else. Save plenty for when I get laid off and go to 

Vancouver.” The movie theatre and dance hall were both twelve miles away in Hudson’s Hope, a village so small it 

Mica Dam tunnel outlet structure showing lining form in place.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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had no high school. According to Cribbens, the movie theatre was “primitive,” the dance hall just a large shack. Even 

the local bank was housed in a trailer, ready to leave town as soon as the project closed down. 

“The rooms weren’t very big. Two cots, a shelf, a little reading lamp, a table in between you. And you 

might have had three feet of floor space between the bunks, that was it. And a little closet for your 

clothes. They were just a trailer set up, you know. They were adequate, at the time, if you had a good 

roommate. Yeah, I thought it was quite fine. We were used to that type of set up, anyway. … Lotsa poker 

games. That was the only activity, really. And on payday, they’d go into Hudson’s Hope. Had a bootlegger 

there, you know. Stuff like that, guys sit around. There was a bar, bootlegger, bank. It was on the rail, 

wheels, I think, ready to leave for the next town.”

 – R.L. McDonald

THE CONDITIONS – MICA CREEK

The living conditions at the Mica Creek site, sixty-eight miles north of Revelstoke in the Kootenays, were  

a considerable improvement on Portage Mountain. BC Hydro decided to build not only a camp for single workers 

but also a married quarters for the project’s twenty-five hundred workers and their fifteen hundred dependents. 

The married quarters were in fact a fair-sized village, nearly the size of Revelstoke itself, which even became 

incorporated under the province’s Municipal Act. The village had its own water, power, sewer, road, telephone and 

drainage systems. There was also a small business district with a grocery store, a dry goods store, a barber, a beauty 

parlour, a drug store, a gas station, a post office, and a fire hall. For recreation there was a bowling alley, soccer 

fields, tennis courts, and even an auditorium for concerts, plays, and musicals. 

THE OVERTIME BAN
Given the conditions under which they lived and worked, it is hardly surprising that the only way the Portage 

Mountain Dam could attract and retain workers was with higher than average pay. Since the hourly wage rate was 

established under province-wide agreements, overtime was the only way to achieve this. In 1963, working seven 

days a week, a tunneller earned about $1,000 a month. The 1965 contract increased this to $1,200 a month, or 

nearly three times the average monthly earnings of construction labourers working in Vancouver. On January 1, 

1967, stung by the effect he thought high overtime costs were having on his dam projects’ budgets (though as 

previously noted, wages represented only 10 per cent of Portage Mountain’s costs), Bennett retaliated by outlawing 

all overtime throughout the entire province. He justified this particularly ill-considered example of his seat-of-his-

pants style of governing 

by declaring that the 

labour movement made 

him do it: it had ignored 

his call for wage restraint 

in a time of recession and 

unemployment. Bennett’s 

little exercise in restricting 

the hours of work was 

short-lived. Of the twenty-

nine hundred workers who 

had left Portage Mountain 

for the Christmas holidays, 

almost half did not return 

until the overtime ban  

was lifted.Mica Dam spillway.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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NO STRIKES, JUST WOBBLES
When the AHC accepted Premier Bennett’s ten year no strike clause, he did not realize that the two parties had a 

very different understanding of what was meant by the phrase “no strike”. To the Premier it meant no job action 

whatsoever, to the unions it merely meant no “interest” strikes, that is an official strike against an employer or 

group of employers to obtain a satisfactory collective agreement. But in the 1960s, when workers in BC felt that an 

employer was violating the terms of an existing collective agreement, they did not demand that the union take the 

matter up with an arbitrator or the Labour Relations Board. They walked off the job.

There is a myth still current that until at least the 1980s, British Columbia’s workers were more strike prone than 

those of any other province. In reality, factoring in the province’s higher union density, the number of official strikes 

in BC was around the Canadian average. What distinguished BC’s union workforce from the rest of the country in 

the 1950, 60s, and 70s was its willingness to conduct short illegal or wildcat strikes, “wobbling the job” as many 

still called it. It was a practice particularly common in the forest and construction industries. For example, between 

1949 and 1959 there were thirty-three official, i.e. legal, strikes in the construction industry and forty-five wobbles. 

Wobbles were never industry-wide: they usually broke out at one particular work site and seldom spread even to 

neighbouring job sites. They were almost always triggered by a collective grievance specific to the job site and 

seldom lasted more than a few days. 

The first wildcat at Portage Mountain took place on July 30, 1962, less than six months after the Premier had 

obtained his labour peace clause. It followed a tunnellers’ meeting on July 26 chaired by Bill Milner, later Local 

168’s Business Manager, at which it was moved and carried unanimously “That if the food doesn’t improve, that the 

members will not work, by 1st of the week.” Eighteen hours after it started, Peace Power Constructors agreed to 

investigate the catering company responsible and the tunnellers returned to work.

There were to be more. As Russ St Eloi, a Vancouver Labour Council delegate from the UA (Plumbers’ Union) told  

a meeting in 1965:

“It’s not rosy on the Peace and Columbia like they thought it would be. There is growing dissatisfaction 

amongst workers over living and other job conditions, contracts are being let to firms which can’t properly 

handle the jobs and taxpayers’ money is being used to compile a labour blacklist.”

Mica Dam diversion tunnel.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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Even the Vancouver Sun’s Pat Carney, later a Progressive Conservative MP and then Senator, agreed that there was 

trouble on the dam sites. In her October 13, 1965 column, she said that there was evidence to support the building 

trades’ charges that management was responsible for deteriorating working conditions, bad labour relations, and 

the use of “cheap technicalities” in the handling of grievances. 

In 1968, nine hundred workers walked off the Mica Dam for three days “because of the unsafe conditions on the 

job, and because of the safety director.” Columbia Hydro Constructors’ general manager threatened to fire the 

strikers, who responded by planning to occupy the project and stage a sit-down strike. The strike was only settled 

because a WCB inspector visited the site and took action to remedy at least some of the strikers’ safety concerns.  

He issued a stop work order on one of the project’s roads because several workers had been injured by slides from 

the hillside above. He also ordered that Columbia Hydro Constructors immediately begin complying with dust 

control regulations in the tunnelling portions of the project.

THE CRAFT
The sheer scale and ambition of the Peace and Columbia River dam projects continue to impress historians 

and many stories about working on them have been collected over the years. Local 1611’s R.L. McDonald was 

interviewed in 2007 by Meg Stanley for Voices from the Two Rivers: BC Hydro Pioneers, a book on the projects 

prepared by Commonwealth Historic Resource Management. In it, he provides a slightly longer description of his 

1963 visit to the site (the original transcription by Eileen Mak has here been edited):

“I was drilling on the bottom … that’s where they’d been going for ten months and they were down  

56 feet, which they should have done in a week. So, you know, the equipment wasn’t right. We were 

freezing up. And nobody really cared, it seemed. Everybody wanted to know what we were doing … 

Finally, we said, ‘Well, just leave us alone and we’ll show you what we’re doing.’ And we stayed there, but 

there were too many chiefs and not enough Indians. I guess I can put it that way. I think everybody was 

looking on the point system for themselves, climbing up that ladder. So I stayed thirty days. That’s what 

your contract was. And then I came out.”

For the uninitiated, it can be nearly impossible to understand what they mean when construction workers 

talk about how they do their jobs. But R.L. has a knack for explaining things. Except for “Rock Bolting”, the 

Loading explosives on left abutment at Mica Dam.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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explanations below are from 

his description of the work at 

Portage Mountain.

Bench Drilling “[I]n a shaft, in 

a small shaft like that, we used 

to take what you call a six-foot 

bench. So, you would start out 

with a starter steel, and the first 

hole would be roughly at forty-

five degrees, and you would fan 

back with your drill to allow two 

feet on the bottom of the hole, 

for breaking. So you would go 

back, possibly, five holes and 

you would blast half the shaft. 

And that would give you a little 

bit of sump. The other side 

would be higher, so that the 

water would drain into it. And 

when we were drilling, we never 

had any ’cause there was no 

water. But, if there would have 

been water, you have a little 

pump set up in your bucket to 

hoist the water to the surface. 

Then, the next time, we’d go 

on the other side, and drill the 

bench again. … This is how 

you kept your work area clear of water. Because, if you didn’t, you’d have muck going into the hole, and 

it would be hard to drill and pull your steel out, hard to load, cut your wires, and cause misfires, and stuff 

like this. So it was a proven system over the years, and always been there. … Benching they call it.”

Blasting “There was four men on the crew and that was, usually, standard in a three-compartment shaft. 

And the procedure used to be three experienced, and, if you were breaking in a person, you’d have one 

greenhorn, on the bottom. … [Y]ou had to drill, let’s say, five or six holes apiece. And when we were all 

done drilling, you blow the bench, put a blowpipe in to clear the holes, throw all your gear in the bucket, 

hoist the bucket up to the surface. And you’d have floodlights hanging down, when you’re working. You 

cut off your electrical power. And then we’d bring down our powder and load. That’s a safety precaution, 

so they wouldn’t have any caps going off prematurely.”

Mucking “Down there we had just one man on the bottom and one on the clam. The clam operator 

loaded the bucket. … And when it goes up, a man has to be by it, put his shoulder into it to steady the 

bucket, so it will not catch the timber and clean them up off the side. … That’s the biggest worry in the 

shaft, is something falling on you. One time, I finished drilling and took off my gloves to start loading 

and my glove was full of blood. I thought, ‘What’s going on here?’ We got up on surface and the first 

aid looked and I had a little piece of wafer, and it just went down through my oilers, my underwear and 

that, and stuck on my shoulder. … He just pulled it out and that was it. But that’s the biggest worry of 

underground, or down a shaft, is somebody dropping something on you. And you’re very, very cautious.”

Mica Dam 1973.
Photo courtesy British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority
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Rock Bolting “Work at the Mica went 

quickly because the rock was ‘clean’. 

The only slow part was the rock 

bolting which is inserting a steel rod 

into a hole drilled into the roof or 

walls to support the roof or sides of 

a mine or tunnel.

“We would have to torque [each] 

bolt. I think it was either twenty-six 

thousand pound torque or twenty-

six ton, I’m not certain. But, you had 

a ratchet, and when you reached 

your twenty-six thousand, it would 

click. You knew the bolt is set. But, 

if … the bolt started pulling and it 

wouldn’t click, you had to pull out 

and go over again. That’s the only 

slow work I had there.”

White Hand “We wore long-johns, 

underwear, coveralls, and oilers 

overtop. With our hard hats and our 

gloves. And we had insulated gloves. That’s the biggest problem when you’re working these pneumatic 

drills, air. The drilling and that, it kills all your nerves and you get ‘white hands’. A lot of times, when you’d 

be loading, you would have to take and shove your hands underneath your armpits to get the feeling in 

your fingers, to twist your wire or so.” [Note: “White Hand” or Raynaud’s Syndrome is a potentially crippling 

industrial injury caused by working with vibrating tools and machinery. See Chapter 4.]

From Burnt-Out to Experienced “The Peace River, the Mica, and the Revelstoke Projects were the greatest 

thing for a miner in his forties. Instead of being a burnt-out miner he now became an experienced 

construction worker. The difference between bulling a jackleg all shift and working on the jumbos was the 

biggest bonus we had ever received in years.” 

SITE ONE (PEACE CANYON DAM)
Chuck Chatten, a General Foreman on dam projects and later Local 1611’s Kootenay Business Agent describes an 

incident on the Site One concrete dam from 1978:

The contractor used 100 ton and 120 ton Whirley cranes to raise forms during the day and place concrete 

at night. They had two experienced six-man crews placing concrete on the upstream side of the intake 

structure, working about 90 to 120 feet above the ground. There was a push on to get the intake finished 

and we were working ten to sixteen hours a day.

We were topping off a pour with two Whirley cranes swinging in four yard buckets to finish the pour 

as quickly as we could. About 3:30 or 4:00 in the morning, we’re just finishing it off and the upstream 

wall started to make a strange sound. I don’t want to say it sounded like a zipper, but the coil rods were 

popping—pop, pop, pop. There were about 20 coil rods across the upstream wall holding the form to the 

previous pour and as they popped the concrete pushed out the upstream wall. 

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 B

rit
ish

 C
ol

um
bi

a 
H

yd
ro

 a
nd

 P
ow

er
 A

ut
ho

rit
y



Page 80 CHAPTER 7 – Bennett’s Dam Projects

Lazar Milisic, we called him Louie Milisic, was 

the concrete foreman, a first class concrete 

man, and he saved some lives that night. He 

was usually a quiet man but he realized what 

was happening and hollered at us to get 

away from that form, to get right out of there. 

As soon as we saw the look on his face, him 

yelling “Hurry up!” at the top of his voice,  

a number of us did just that.

But Jack Martins couldn’t hear him. Jack was 

a very short fellow, from Portugal, lived in 

Chetwynd, about 5’4”, stocky and a really hard 

working guy, always on concrete. He was 

on the upstream wall running what we call 

the glad-hand which opened and closed the gate on the concrete bucket. It controlled the pour so you 

don’t dump out four yards when you only need one. Anyway, Jack was still looking up at the bucket-gate, 

concentrating on opening and closing the glad-hand to keep the concrete flowing, when the coil rods 

popped open half way up and he got thrown clear off the form and he disappeared over the upstream 

side of the dam.

Of course we shut the pour down right away. We were in a kind of panic. We’d just lost a man and we 

figured he had to be dead but we had to try to find him. So we swung the bucket down onto the deck 

below, we got rid of the glom hook that holds the bucket, and we jumped into a safety skip with a 

stretcher, myself, Louie Milisic, and our signal man, Rick Barber. We signalled the crane to pick us up and 

a guy by the name of Dennis Heth, who was the Operating Engineer running the crane—awesome crane 

operator—swung us over the upstream side of the dam.

The upstream side was pitch black. There was no lighting whatsoever on that side, so the lights from the 

crane’s boom were the only light that we had and they weren’t all that shiny. Where we were pouring 

was about 110 feet or so above the rocks below. The upstream side earthworks were finished and so 

the upstream dewatering pumps were shut down and three or four feet of water had collected in some 

places. We could make out rocks the size of small cars sticking out of the water near the vertical wall of 

the intake.

So Dennis started lowering us in the basket to pick up the body—at least, that’s what we thought—and 

as we’re going down lower and lower, Rick and Louie and I were calling out “Jack? Can you hear us? 

Jack?” No answer. He had a nickname Peanuts because he was a small guy, you know how it is? So we 

called “Peanuts?” And then we heard this sound, kind of a strange sound, a sort of moaning. We had no 

flashlights, just the boom lights, so we signalled “Down easy, down easy, down easy” and there’s Jack, in 

one of those puddles. He was holding his arms up in the air, his eyes are like a deer’s in headlights, and he 

says “Mr. Chuck, I am a-born again.” Well by the Jesus, we were down there in seconds to pick him up. We 

got him in the safety skip, him saying “I am okay, I’m a-good”, and we got him back onto the trestle.

Dennis and the three of us in the skip are thrilled that this man is alive and claiming to be okay, but we 

don’t know if he’s in shock or what. When we got back to the trestle, the ambulance was there to pick him 

up and get him to the first aid shack. Our first aid attendant, a very large fellow named Tom Crown, he 

examined Jack and told us that other than a swollen calf, there was nothing wrong with the guy. So Jack 

went home that night and Lazar pulled out a bottle of very good cognac and we all got shit-faced. That’s 
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the story of Jack Martins falling roughly a 105 feet into around 5 or 6 feet of water with rocks sticking up 

all over. It was one of those experiences where you just can’t believe it, but you were there, you saw it 

happen.

THE PROJECTS’ LEGACY
There is no question that the dams constructed under Premier Bennett’s Two Rivers policy were a remarkable 

engineering and political feat. But whether they achieved the results the Premier intended is another matter.

Building the dams required a masterful juggling act, not just political but also financial. Yet while Bennett reaped 

the full political benefits of his success, it is less clear to what extent British Columbians as a whole benefited. 

The Premier himself stated that the purpose of all his dam and highway projects was to build the foundations for 

bringing prosperity to even the remotest corners of the province. In this, he signally failed to succeed. Mica Creek 

is no longer an incorporated village and the benefits from the Columbia River dams appear to have bypassed the 

Kootenays, whose economic base has actually declined since the 1960s. Although not economically depressed 

at the time of writing, the Peace River region has also seen little benefit from the dams the Premier built there. 

Apart from the oil and gas industry, a spill-over from Alberta, there has been little in the way of new industrial 

development in the area. Although the region’s main city in BC, Fort St John, has now doubled its population to 

just over twenty thousand, this hardly compares with the growth on the Alberta side of the border where Grande 

Prairie, with sixty-eight thousand people, has become the Peace River region’s real capital city. It is to Grande Prairie, 

not Fort St John, that the citizens of Dawson Creek and Mackenzie drive when they wish to go shopping. In the 

end, it was the Lower Mainland, last on the list of places he claimed he intended to benefit, which gained and grew 

the most as a result of Premier Bennett’s projects. 

Although the Portage Mountain Dam was subsequently renamed in the Premier’s honour, there is no monument, 

not even a plaque, at the site honouring the sixteen workers who were killed building it. Many more workers were 

maimed and seriously injured because of the Premier’s haste to see his projects completed. The precise number of 

the dead and injured sacrificed to build his failed vision will never now be known, but they have an equal right to 

be considered alongside the era’s dams and highways as part of W.A.C. Bennett’s legacy.

[See Chapter 13: Bennett’s Two Rivers Strategy - The Price of Success for more on the dams’ cost in workers’ lives].

Portage Mountain Dam, now the Bennett Dam.
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CHAPTER 8 – Precast Concrete 


LABOURERS REGARD CONCRETE and anything to do with concrete as their work. Even though the 

precast industry is in many ways more of a manufacturing than a construction process, it was only natural that 

LiUNA’s Local 602 should have considered precast concrete plants as part of their jurisdiction. The earliest record of 

the Local’s presence in the precast industry goes back to the mid-1950s, but with one exception none of the plants 

found in Local 602’s early records is still in operation. This one surviving plant was built in Richmond in 1962 by 

Concrete Technology Inc, a company from Tacoma, Washington. Now owned by Ontario-based Armtec, the plant 

has had a total of six owners, including its original builder and current operator, in sixty years. Today, as its website 

proclaims, Armtec is a modern “infrastructure company”, producing everything from concrete “steps, paving stones, 

slabs and wall panels” to “highly engineered structural components designed and installed for bridges, sports 

venues, parking garages and more.”

The closure of Local 1611’s other precast plants and the high turnover in the Richmond plant’s ownership reflect 

the fact that the precast industry in BC has been subject to the same economic forces as other sectors of the 

construction industry. Technological change requires that companies be capable of making the necessary capital 

investment to keep up with new construction techniques and changing customer demands. Competition has also 

encouraged “consolidation” in the industry, as smaller companies having trouble remaining competitive either go 

out of business or are swallowed up by the industry’s larger players. 

In a 2011 interview, Manuel Alvernaz, now Local 1611’s Business Manager but for almost thirty years a worker at 

Armtec’s Richmond plant, many of them as its Chief Shop Steward, recounted a vivid history of working in the plant 

and the union’s role in life there. It is on his account that this history will rely. However, The BC Labourers’ Newsletter 

from time to time does add some useful detail. Thus Bro. Alvernaz mentions a wildcat in 1977: in the Newsletter’s 

May 1977 edition then Local 602 Business Manager Al Herd reports that the union had “arrived at a settlement 

with Con-Force Product (Precast Plant, Richmond) that employs at times upward to two hundred members. With 

an agreement for one year of just over 6 per cent but comparing the work year is at least equal to the Construction 

Agreement.” In April 1989, Business Manager Greg Harris reported that agreements had been reached at both major 

precast plants, Supercrete (now closed) and Con-Force:

“I would like to this opportunity to thank the members of those bargaining units who supported us with 

their strike vote and their wisdom and counsel during bargaining. Special thanks to the members of the 

bargaining committee, Wayne and Ken at Supercrete, Manuel and Garnet at Con-Force. What we got, we 

got all together.”
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MANUEL ALVERNAZ
Bro. Alvernaz came to Canada from Portugal in 1965 when he was seventeen, staying with an uncle when he first 

arrived and working at the mill in Castlegar.

Concrete Technology I met a friend in Vancouver who had relatives working for Concrete Technology,  

a precast company in Richmond. There I met one of our senior members, Bosa Batista, who is retired now; 

he comes to the retirees’ Christmas dinners. He was one of the original ones working for the company, 

actually building the plant in 1962. He was a welder, worked many years with me, probably over thirty 

years. He was a Charge Hand for the welders. So I went there in February, 1967, five years after the plant 

was built. It was a union company. Concrete Technology was out of Tacoma and they had signed  

a Voluntary Recognition with Local 602 when they built the place. Later they were bought out, Genstar, 

Two Rivers from Alberta, Pacific Prestress, then by Conforce, and now by Armtec.

Shovelling Like Crazy I was nineteen years old and shovelling concrete like crazy. In those days we didn’t 

have equipment like now. There was just a round bucket at the end of a crane which just dumped the 

concrete in a big pile into the form. Then we had to spread it out, shovelling like crazy before the next 

bucket got dumped. They didn’t have power screeds and that kind of thing back then. You just shovelled. 

There were nine to ten of us on my crew, all Portuguese, in fact, except for a couple of Italians, the 

company’s labourers were all Portuguese. Dionisio Barriga was my gantry operator but left when I did 

and worked as a crane operator for the Longshoremen, one of those big orange cranes they use to move 

shipping containers on the Vancouver waterfront.

About two years later, when I was twenty-two years old, they made me “Lead Hand.” Then at twenty-

five I became a “Charge Hand” in construction precast, the precast structural bay, which was the biggest 

department they had in those days. It was a different system than they have now: now the same crew 

does the set-up and pours the concrete. At that time the set-up crew started in the morning, placing 

and wiring the rebar, we started pouring in the early afternoon. In those days, lots was going on at the 

Evergreen Line precast crew at Armtec.
Photo credit Phil Bayley
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waterfront. So we made 

lots of concrete piles, all the 

docks and wharves you see 

in Vancouver. The 12” and 

the 16” pilings were solid, the 

24” and the 36” were hollow 

inside. I used to do nothing 

but pour concrete all day. 

Lots of overtime. Lots of very 

hard work. Sometimes until 

two or three o’clock in the 

morning. I worked there till 

November, 1996—twenty-

nine years and nine months.

Wildcat Times In that time, 

we had three strikes and 

about six wild cat walk-outs. 

One of the wildcats was in 

1977; it began because I 

was now in charge of the 

crew. I had been mostly on 

the employer’s side because 

I’d been treated pretty well 

there—a Lead Hand at only twenty-two. But I got so pissed off with the way things worked out, the way 

they treated the Portuguese, that I decided to run for shop steward.

Now we didn’t elect our shop steward: he was supposed to be appointed by the union. But the shop 

steward we had there was not even a union member; he was an older guy from White Rock where he had 

had a grocery store. This Bud, he knew somebody at the company and they hired him for the stock room. 

You had to see him to get any tools, parts, anything you needed for your job.

At that time, the Superintendent, the way he was treating the Portuguese was to give them all the worst 

jobs, rotten shifts, everything. They tried to apply for a job and he never accepted their applications for 

postings and other stuff like that. He liked to keep the Portuguese on the labourers’ jobs and put his 

buddies on the crane jobs, the welding jobs, all the jobs that paid better. For example, the carpentry shop 

was mostly Germans, anti-union, from Langley, Abbotsford, Chilliwack, way out in the Valley. And the shop 

steward, who wasn’t even a member (which we didn’t know), would never do anything. So I got so mad, 

I said, “That’s it. I’m going to run for shop steward.” Like I said, in those days, there was no such thing as 

elections for shop steward, there still isn’t, but the Portuguese demanded an election and so they held  

a meeting, an election, in the lunch room. I got 99 per cent. And I remember John Conkin, a Russian guy, 

well his parents were born in Russia, he worked there and he said, “These results you only get in Russia,  

as my parents used to say.” But I was so proud of that 99 per cent.

The River or the Ditch Just after Greg Harris was appointed acting Business Manager, we had a wildcat,  

a study session we called it. We had a meeting the day before and decided we’d shut everything down 

and start picketing really early the next morning. Now there was really only one main road into the plant, 

it’s at the end of Nelson Road, and there are three gates now, but there used to be only two. And the road 

to the employees’ gate was really narrow, right at the river on one side and then a huge ditch, like a really 

Pouring concrete forms. 
Photo credit Phil Bayley



Page 86 CHAPTER 8 – Precast Concrete

deep creek, on the other. So we picketed 

the road and the gates shut. All our guys 

were outside, blocking the gate. But the 

Superintendent he really liked to run 

things like it was the German Army, he 

was inside, in the office, and he could 

look out and see us, see what we were 

doing. Really spoiled his view.

So anyway, we had the employees’ gate 

completely blocked and this carpenter, 

“Old Fred” we called him, completely 

anti-union, from Chilliwack, from the 

Bible Belt as we called it, and he was 

scared of the Superintendent, did 

everything he was told. Like I said earlier, 

those guys in the carpenter shop were 

mostly from the Fraser Valley, I don’t 

know if they really were Mennonites, 

but that’s what we called them. They 

only paid union dues because they had 

to. Well, this carpenter drives up to the 

gate and he can see the Superintendent 

watching him from the window. So he 

makes like he’s going to drive through. 

He’s saying that he doesn’t care about us 

guys, he’s got to get to work and we’ve 

got to let him through. But he can’t 

because we’ve got the gate blocked. 

Now we had one really big guy on the line, Vuko (Victor) Stvovik and Old Fred has his window rolled 

down, and I tell Vuko to go talk to him. So Vuko walks up to his window and he says to him “Where do you 

want to go? The ditch or the river? Take your pick.” Now the road is narrow there, and like I said, on one 

side there’s the river, on the other, this deep ditch. And Vuko, he was a big man, he could have pushed 

the car in all by himself. So Old Fred, he looks up at the office window again, but the Superintendent, 

he’s certainly not coming out to help. So Old Fred looks at Vuko again, and then he turned right around 

and said he, “Enough is enough. I’m going back to Chilliwack.” And he said it loud enough for the 

Superintendent to hear in the office. After that we didn’t have any problems with anyone trying to cross 

that picket line.

Manuel’s 80 Cents Our big strike would have been in the early 80s. We were six weeks out. I think it was 

the early 80s, when Greg Harris was Vice-President, because after Rolly Gordon passed away, Greg Harris 

became Business Manager. We went on strike and right on the first day we were out, the Manager, well 

he was really the Production Manager, but he ran the place, he tried to bust the picket line, to get people 

to make deliveries, to get finished product hauled out, and to keep the plant moving. He tried to bring as 

many people in, as much material as possible. And he had management working around the plant, doing 

small maintenance jobs, painting the railings, that kind of stuff.

Concrete vibrator to consolidate concrete. 
Photo credit Phil Bayley
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But we had a strong picket line. On 

the side of the road we built a nice 

shack, chairs, a barbecue, and we 

were pretty comfortable. We even 

asked for a telephone, which Greg 

Harris said no to. We were showing 

all this to the employer, let him know 

we were ready, we weren’t going to 

give in. When management tried to 

get deliveries made or get things like 

finished highway dividers hauled out, 

we talked to the Teamsters, and they 

said none of their drivers would cross 

our line. But then the company tried 

to get “independents” or contract 

drivers to do the work. But we always 

turned them away. Sometimes they’d 

have trouble getting turned around, 

because the road was pretty narrow, 

so we’d have to help them.

We often had helicopters flying 

nearby, sometimes overhead; they 

were news helicopters, but the guys 

thought they were police helicopters 

watching us.

There was one time those helicopters 

could have got a story, because the 

police did show up. The Manager 

kept trying to get people to cross the line, including the guy from The Sun, the guy who used to deliver 

the papers to the Manager’s office. We told him he couldn’t cross the line, but he rolled his window down 

and started swearing at us, you know, telling us to “eff off”, and saying we couldn’t stop him and he was 

going to go through. So this time I told John Beley, he was just a young man then but big, to go and talk 

to him. This guy from The Sun kept swearing at John, so John just punched him in the head, right through 

the window, broke his jaw. The RCMP came down and arrested John, kept him overnight, but our lawyer, 

Rick Edgar, got him out the next day. We spent $40,000 defending John. So they tried many ways to break 

our line, but they never did.

The strike went on for six weeks, but we got what we wanted—we got 80 cents an hour. Our original 

demands, before the strike, had been for a three-year agreement with a wage increase of 4 per cent  

a year. This worked out to 80 cents an hour each year, for a total wage increase of $2.40 after three years. 

Then, at the end of the six weeks, when we sat down to finalize the agreement, the company agreed  

on a two-year contract. But when we started talking wages, the company said they’d agree to the 4 per 

cent a year, that is 80 cents an hour, for a wage increase of $1.60 after two years. But I figured they owed 

us for the strike. And they were way behind schedule because of strike, they had contracts they absolutely 

had to deliver on time or face some pretty heavy penalties. So I told them “No. We still want the whole 

$2.40, only now we want it in two years instead of three.” We were in a hotel in Richmond and we stayed 

in that hotel all night. But the company had to get us back to work, they had to make those deliveries.  

Rebar bending machine. 
Photo credit Phil Bayley
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So finally they agreed to the $2.40, to the extra 80 cents. And as we were leaving, the manager said “That’s 

Manuel’s 80 fucking cents.” And after that, that’s what everyone called it, Manuel’s 80 cents.

“They’re not your people” So we got back to work. When we went back, my foreman, actually he was my 

supervisor, he says, “Well you’re fired.” I laughed at him, I thought he was joking. But he wasn’t, I was fired 

because of the strike, because we’d won. I was so pissed off. I told him he couldn’t do that, so he called 

in the Manager. The Manager, he called me into the boardroom, and told me I was fired, to get off the 

property. I was alone with him in boardroom, and I said, “OK, now from you I take it. So now let me go 

inside the plant and tell my people I’m fired.” He said, “Stop saying ‘your guys’, I sign the cheques around 

here. Now get off the property.” But I said I had to tell my guys out there. So again he said, “They’re not 

your people. I sign their cheques. Get your things and get out.”

So I got my things and I told my guys they fired me. They said, “Oh yeah? Everybody in the plant, you 

know what to do.” And everybody did. Inside five minutes everybody was leaving. Nobody punched out 

the time clock. Everybody just left the plant. I went to the pub, which is about a block away. Everybody 

was out on the street. And nobody went back to work till Manuel was back at work and in the plant. 

Twenty-four hours the plant was closed. They were shut down twenty-four hours when they fired me. 

Those were the good days.

CLAC RAIDS THE RICHMOND PLANT
The story of how the employer has used CLAC (the Christian Labour Association of Canada) to bust legitimate 

unions and lower wages and conditions industry-wide is dealt with more fully in Chapter 19. However, the story 

of CLAC’s 2014 raid on Armtec’s Richmond plant is worth describing here. When Armtec acquired A&E Concrete in 

2010, it also acquired a workforce under a CLAC agreement. In 2014, a year after renegotiating its Surrey Collective 

Agreement with Armtec, perhaps because it thought it had friends in the Carpenter Shop, CLAC decided to raid 

Local 1611 in Richmond. 

What they were offering was summed 

up in their slogan “Why pay more for 

less?” It was a campaign which seemed 

to have been designed by a cut-rate 

advertising agency with no hands-

on experience of real unions or what 

motivates workers in union plants. The 

“armtec4clac.ca” website put together 

by the agency, perhaps under the 

impression that getting workers to 

switch unions is like getting customers 

to switch bank accounts, started its 

pitch by saying:

“You work hard for your money—

make it work for you. You deserve 

a union that provides professional, 

accountable representation  

and modern, comprehensive 

training—at half the price you 

currently pay.”
Concrete strength testing. Quality control from each batch of concrete poured per project. 

Photo credit Phil Bayley



Page 89CHAPTER 8 – Precast Concrete

The pitch ended with a promise of discounts on Canucks and Lions game tickets and a chance “to save your hard-

earned dollars” with “everyday discounts” on “computers, housewares, and … more.” 

WE’VE GOT CHEAP DUES
Although it promised better representation, better training, and better benefits, CLAC’s campaign was careful not  

to back up its promises with specific examples showing how its Surrey plant agreement was giving CLAC workers  

a better deal than Armtec’s LiUNA workers in Richmond. The campaign website, which was the equivalent of over 

six pages of print in length, made only one comparison between Local 1611’s agreement and CLAC’s: “With CLAC 

you could save over $720 in union dues a year.” In that one sentence their advertising agency summed up  

CLAC’s whole campaign—join us because we’ve got cheap dues.

YOU GET WHAT YOU PAY FOR
Local 1611’s response to the CLAC campaign was simple: “You get what you pay for.” LiUNA’s wage rates at Armtec’s 

Richmond plant were between $2.17 and $3.05 higher than those CLAC had negotiated in Surrey just a year 

earlier. This meant that, despite paying higher dues, LiUNA members were making $514 to $570 more a month 

than CLAC’s Surrey members for doing the same work. As for CLAC’s vague promises about better representation, 

benefits, and training, Local 1611 didn’t bother replying in detail except to point out that Armtec was paying  

its Richmond plant workers $1.50 an hour in pension benefits while in Surrey it was paying CLAC’s members  

a maximum of 50 cents—but only if the member first made a matching contribution. It hardly needs mentioning  

that the raid fizzled out in its first couple of days.

Precast segments for the Evergreen Line. 
Photo credit Phil Bayley
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CHAPTER 9 – Health, Parking and Security 

 
THE HEALTH SECTOR
LiUNA’s involvement in British Columbia’s health sector arose because a non-building trades union, the SEIU 

(Service Employees International Union) was attempting to organize construction site clean-up companies. This 

work is Labourers’ work and Local 602’s Business Manager Rolly Gordon politely asked the SEIU to leave it alone. 

When they ignored his request, Bro. Gordon decided to act. 

PICKETING SMITHRITE
He approached Ann Beil, an organizer for the SEIU, and asked her if she would like to work for LiUNA instead. Sister 

Beil had attracted Bro. Gordon’s attention by her brilliant handling of an SEIU dispute with Smithrite, which in the 

mid-1980s had several large office building cleaning contracts in downtown Vancouver. Smithrite had locked out 

its janitorial workers and was refusing to negotiate, but was still able to fulfill the terms of its cleaning contracts 

with managerial employees. However, although Smithrite was fulfilling its contracts, its clients were becoming 

increasingly annoyed by the presence of picket lines in front of their premises during their normal daytime business 

hours. Meanwhile, Sister Beil made sure that these picket lines, while remaining completely within the law, were 

as obtrusive as possible and eventually, pressured by its clients, Smithrite felt compelled to take the issue to the 

Labour Relations Board.

Smithrite’s argument was that picketing should be restricted to the hours when those people who were performing 

the picketers’ work were present at the worksites, i.e. from eleven at night until seven in the morning. Sister Beil 

countered by pointing out that picketing in the downtown core at night might endanger women pickets and that 

the risk alone might discourage them from attending the line. Since some two-thirds of the locked out employees 

were women, granting Smithrite’s request would be tantamount to ordering a legal picket line suspended. The LRB 

agreed and the daytime picketing continued.

This victory was not enough to bring Smithrite back to the table. But on the other hand, its clients were not 

getting any happier. It was then that Sister Beil came up with her masterstroke. She approached two of Smithrite’s 

competitors and told them that if they took over Smithrite’s contracts, so long as they hired locked out workers 

to do the job, the SEIU would not picket them. Sister Beil then approached Smithrite’s clients, informing them of 

the solution to their picketing problem. They implemented her suggestion and Smithrite lost 70 per cent of its 

contracts, more or less driving it out of the janitorial business. 
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LiUNA’S FIRST HEALTH CERTIFICATIONS
Bro. Gordon was quite naturally impressed with Sister 

Beil’s obvious talent both for organizing workers and 

for dealing with their employers. Many of the workers 

she had organized for the SEIU were equally impressed 

by her, and when she left the SEIU in 1990, they voted 

to join LiUNA as well. This was how LiUNA acquired 

its first three health sector certifications, James Bay 

Lodge, Sandringham Care Centre, and Nigel House, 

all on southern Vancouver Island, of which only James 

Bay Lodge and Sandringham remain. [Nigel House 

was bought by an employer certified to the BCGEU 

(BC Government and Service Employees’ Union) which 

under BC labour law at the time entitled the BCGEU 

to take over Nigel House’s certification. Because the 

BCGEU’s agreement had inferior benefits and would 

cause some members at Nigel House stood to lose as 

much as $30,000, LiUNA attempted unsuccessfully to 

fight the BCGEU’s right to the certification at the LRB.]

As well as acting as the Health Sector Business 

Representative, Ann Beil continued organizing health 

and other service sector workers after joining LiUNA. 

One major success was H.O.M.E.S. in the Fraser Valley. 

After being approached by one of the workers there, 

LiUNA began a campaign to organize it. The society 

had more than one hundred and fifty employees working in several separate care homes scattered throughout the 

Lower Mainland and Fraser Valley. This added a major logistical challenge to what was already, given the nature of 

the employer, a difficult organizing campaign. Once LiUNA began to make some progress, the campaign became 

even more difficult as the Hospital Employees’ Union (HEU) and the BCGEU began their own organizing drives and 

began to compete with LiUNA and each other for membership cards.

In the end, this situation was resolved by holding a 

meeting of all H.O.M.E.S. employees at which each 

union could present its case and the workers could 

ask questions. The other unions (which by now 

included CLAC) sent a full-time staff member to make 

their pitch, but Greg Harris, Local 602’s then Business 

Manager, asked LiUNA’s Nigel House Shop Steward, 

Shelley Moore, to speak on LiUNA’s behalf. This was 

an inspired move, since instead of the platitudes 

and generalities on how they represented their 

members delivered by the other unions’ staff reps, 

Sister Moore would answer questions with specific 

examples of how she, as a LiUNA steward, handled the 

problem. It certainly appears to have impressed the 

H.O.M.E.S. workers present: LiUNA won the ensuing 

representation vote with a solid majority.

Photo credit Shona Dion
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LiUNA’s health sector members work in what the provincial Health Authorities Act calls the facilities and 

communities subsectors of the “health services and support sector.” Although there are half a dozen unions with 

certifications in them, the Health Employers Association of BC negotiates two standard agreements which cover all 

unionized employees of publicly-funded health care employers in the two subsectors. Since wages and benefits are 

negotiated provincially, how well a union represents its members has become a major factor in determining how 

successfully unions are able to organize non-union workers within the sector.

Shelley Moore, now Local 1611’s Health Sector Service 

Representative, notes in a remark which is true for any industry, 

that in the end, once an employer wants you gone, you’re gone. 

Although Local 1611 has won thousands of dollars for members 

wrongfully terminated, she observes that early resolution of 

a problem with an employer is preferable to filing grievances 

after the problem has become a full-fledged dispute. To this 

end, she believes a strong shop steward system is essential for 

quickly resolving lesser issues on the job and notifying the union 

immediately of problems likely to require the Business Rep’s 

intervention. This approach recently enabled Sister Moore to 

organize some three hundred and fifty workers at Axis Family 

Resources, a communities subsector health employer with offices 

throughout the Northern and Southern Interior. What began in the 

1980s as a small sector of a little over one hundred members on 

Vancouver Island now has more than six hundred members across 

the province.

Photo credit Shona Dion
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THE PARKING SECTOR
While organizing in the janitorial sector, Local 602’s 

staff became aware of the employment conditions 

among downtown parking lot attendants. Most of 

these workers were immigrants from Sri Lanka and 

India, but there were also Ugandans of East Indian 

descent forced to flee by the country’s dictator, Idi 

Amin. Working alone without a break—even if they 

were working a twelve-hour shift—attendants were 

being paid $4.00 an hour with no benefits and straight 

time rates for all hours worked. If they did leave their 

booth for a bathroom break and a car left without 

paying, the lost parking fee was (illegally) deducted 

from their wage. With parking costing $1.00 or even 

$2.00 an hour, a five-minute bathroom break might 

easily cost a worker an hour’s wages. Even worse, if 

they found a booth empty, some supervisors were known to steal from the attendant’s float. Again, any money 

missing was deducted from the worker’s wages. Not surprisingly, workers never left their booths if they could help 

it, peeing in a bottle rather than risk losing an hour or more’s wages.

As in the janitorial industry, parking companies ruled their workers through threats and intimidation. Not only 

might your supervisor steal your float if you left your booth, supervisors also scheduled shifts and assigned 

locations. Workers whom they didn’t like or who they thought might be pro-union could find themselves on short 

hours working graveyard shifts in the skid road area. Nevertheless, the union’s organizers (principally Sister Beil and 

Bob Hart, later LiUNA’s Western Canadian Sub-Regional Manager) were able to get a substantial number of cards 

signed at their first target, Imperial Parking, also known as Impark. The trouble was that they couldn’t find out how 

many people Impark employed and so couldn’t be sure that they had enough cards to win the certification vote. 

Rather than risk losing the vote, they started a campaign to pressure Impark into signing what is called a voluntary 

recognition (VR), whereby the employer agrees to recognize the union and to bargain with it without a Labour 

Relations Board-supervised vote. 

The campaign worked. Impark’s CEO realized that LiUNA 

was not going away and decided it would be easier to sign 

the VR than continue fighting a low level guerilla war. So 

in 1986, Impark’s workers became members of Local 602, 

earning $6.50 an hour, time-and-a-half for overtime, and 

a modest Health and Welfare Plan. LiUNA was also able to 

improve the attendants’ safety at work. Especially in some 

parts of town, the fact that the attendants had cash in their 

booths made them robbery targets, but if they were being 

robbed, the only way they could alert the police was by 

picking up the booth’s phone and dialling 911. The union 

negotiated the installation of panic buttons, silent alarms 

such as bank tellers use, and secure deposit boxes for 

keeping their cash safe.

Perhaps most importantly, as Bro. Hart points out, they 

won representation. It had taken a lot of courage for the 
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attendants to remain solidly behind the union in their months-long battle for recognition. But now, if supervisors 

bullied or discriminated against them, the attendants could stand up to them and file a grievance, knowing they 

would have the union’s support. The victory at Impark was a breakthrough, enabling LiUNA to organize more major 

parking lot chains, including Metro Parking and City Park. 

However, within a few years of the breakthrough at Impark, mergers and technological change began to produce 

major changes within the parking industry. Customers now pay a machine with their credit card and attendants 

in booths have largely been replaced by patrollers, both reducing the workforce and greatly changing the nature 

of the work. An excerpt from a report by Business Representative George Marshall in Local 1611’s December 2004 

newsletter gives a sense of what the transition to these new working conditions has been like. 

“Advanced Parking: Once again, this year the attendants decorated their booths for Halloween. This extra 

effort by those employees who participated was well received by clients and customers alike. … There 

are not any new issues I have had to deal with since the last report. … On the last report, there was a job 

posting for St. Paul’s Hospital. Please phone the job HOTLINE (604) 681-6152 extension 6 in regards to any 

current job vacancies.

“Imperial Parking – Kelowna: Since the loss of the Grand Hotel 

contract there are no Lot Attendants working in Kelowna. The 

employee base consists of three main employees who are 

patrollers, Larry, Tom and Ross. The balance of the employees 

consists of casual employees who work on lots at nights where 

there are special events and hockey games at Prospera Place. 

Despite the loss of the Grand Hotel and the lay-off of six 

employees, the Kelowna office still maintains its full complement  

of managers and administration staff!!

“Imperial Parking – Lower Mainland: The Union held a general 

meeting on November 7, 2004, for all Imperial Parking employees. 

The meeting was attended by approximately fifteen members. 

Items discussed were the new control sheet, surveillance equipment in booths, bumping, the medical 

plan and the upcoming statutory holidays. … The Union has proceeded with a grievance on the use of 

surveillance equipment … [and] will be in front of an arbitrator on December 18 and 19 to determine the 

appropriate usage of surveillance equipment in the workplace.

“The Patrollers report that their radio phones have GPS (Global Positioning System) capabilities. Recently, 

Imperial Parking has activated the GPS so now all Patrollers can be located at any time … In discussion 

with the members, it appeared that although the GPS could be used as a safety feature, the Employer 

could also use the GPS to track a patroller every minute he was on shift!!”

Although LiUNA has not been able to prevent technological change from affecting its one hundred and fifty or  

so parking sector members, it has ensured they continue to receive better conditions, benefits, and wages than 

they would in the non-union parking sector. In a sector where harassment of employees is almost considered  

a management right, LiUNA’s parking sector members also enjoy the dignity and respect at work which come 

from having effective union representation.

THE SECURITY SECTOR
In the late 1960s, LiUNA had over a thousand members in the security sector, sufficient to justify setting up their 

own local, Local 105, in 1967. Twenty years later, in 1986, membership in the sector had shrunk to the point that 
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the members of the Local voted to merge back into Local 602. In December 2002, the security sector membership 

of what was now Local 1611 had risen to 675, an increase of 44 per cent in the space of a year. After that, security 

sector membership went through another period of relative decline, but by the end of 2015 was again growing and 

had reached between seven hundred and eight hundred.

This volatility in membership numbers reflects the current instability of what was once a fairly stable industry. When 

Local 105 was first chartered, LiUNA negotiated a standard provincial agreement with the main security companies. 

However, the growth of non-union security companies and changes in the province’s labour legislation (see Part III 

of this history) eventually made one standard agreement no longer enforceable. Dennis Morgan worked as security 

guard and was Local 105’s shop steward at Simon Fraser University before becoming a Business Representative 

for Local 602 shortly after the merger with Local 105. He notes that once Premier Bill Bennett forced the Building 

Trades to allow non-union companies to work on union projects, that was when the non-union security sector 

really took off.

THE GROWTH OF THE NON-UNION SECTOR 
With the costs of entry for start-up companies quite low, the security industry expanded rapidly after the late 1980s 

and competition became fierce. In the 1960s there were perhaps a few dozen security companies in BC, there are 

now over five hundred. Some sixteen thousand five hundred people are now employed in the province as security 

guards, seven thousand of them employed by the top five companies, the largest of which are non-union, or more 

accurately, anti-union. 

DOUBLE BREASTING
There are a number of specific reasons why union companies have lost ground to non-union companies since the 

1980s. One was simply that they were bought out or out-competed by larger non-union companies. However, 

another was that some union companies took advantage of changes in the labour laws to “double breast”. Where 

this would once have been illegal, companies were now able to set up a non-union company to compete directly 

with their union arm. Undercutting the union arm on contracts was of course child’s play for the non-union arm, 

since it knew precisely what the union arm was bidding. Bro. Morgan points to one example of double breasting 

that came to his attention when a Local 1611 company bought one of its competitors. With this one purchase 

the Local 1611 company acquired two new subsidiaries, one certified to the Teamsters, the other non-union, both 

operating out of the same building. This particular story had a happy ending: Local 1611 succeeded in organizing 

both subsidiaries, winning the certification with 90 per cent of the vote.

Another advantage that non-union companies had was in the matter of labour costs. This is not as obvious as 

it may sound. Bob Hart points out that in the late 1980s, union companies might be paying $8.50 an hour plus 

health and welfare benefits worth perhaps another $1.50. In addition, the collective agreement would have rules 

governing working conditions, such as a minimum four-hour call-out, i.e. whether union guards worked one hour 

or four, once called into work they had to be paid for four. Bro. Hart, who had himself worked as a security guard 

while going to school, observes that on the other hand, many of the people attracted to security work were (and 

still are) young men and women who don’t have children and can’t imagine needing hospitalization or dental 

benefits for themselves. Since they didn’t have these non-wage labour costs, non-union companies could afford 

to pay their workers $10.00 or $11.00 an hour and still underbid union companies on contracts. Even better from 

the employer’s point of view, the younger, transient workforce attracted by the higher wage was unlikely to be 

interested in joining a union. Whatever the short-term benefits to non-union employers, the long-term effect on the 

industry has been that a security guard’s working conditions now actually promote a transient and inexperienced 

workforce: unless promoted to management, few people remain in the industry for longer than ten years.
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However, as unemployment among younger workers 

grew during the 1990s, many of the non-union companies 

were no longer content with simply undercutting 

union companies on benefits and conditions. The non-

union companies were also in fierce competition with 

each other and one way to gain an advantage in labour costs was to start ignoring the Employment Standards 

Act. It is surprising how quickly the profits from simple things like not paying the statutory time-and-a-half for 

overtime mount up. Bro. Morgan recalls the Local’s decision not to organize one particularly devious and dishonest 

employer because it simply lacked the resources to employ a Business Rep full-time enforcing the agreement with 

him. Instead, the union helped this employer’s workforce navigate the complicated byways of the Employment 

Standards Branch complaints service in pursuit of wages owing them under the law. The process was long, 

convoluted, and frustrating, designed to make aggrieved workers despair and drop their complaints. But with the 

union supporting them, these workers persisted. In the end the employer’s company was forced to pay the guards 

over $250,000 in back wages while the employer himself was charged a further $58,000 for failing to remit the 

required payroll taxes on these earnings. In another case, unfortunately after the time limit for pursuing back wages 

under the Act had been amended from two years to six months, Bro. Morgan pursued a similar complaint by a 

member newly hired by a union company. His previous, non-union employer had been working him twelve hours a 

day and more while paying him his straight time rate of $8.25 an hour for all hours worked. His settlement from the 

Employment Standards Branch, which of course covered only six months of unpaid wages owing, came to $8,000—

the equivalent of working six months of forty hour weeks at his straight time rate of $8.25.

SECURITAS, GARDA, AND LOCAL 1611’S SECURITY SECTOR REVIVAL
In 2001 and 2002, Local 1611 experienced a rapid revival in its security guard membership, the story of which 

provides a striking example of the industry’s volatility. In 2000, Local 1611 had three security certifications with  

a total of some three hundred members. In December 2000, one of these companies, Burns Security, was bought 

by a Swedish multi-national security concern, Securitas. Securitas had also bought a Teamster-certified company, 

Pinkertons, and was planning to merge the two companies under its own name. Determining which union would 

represent the workers at the merged company would require a Labour Relations Board-supervised ballot, a ballot 

which LiUNA, whose Burns agreement was superior to the Teamsters’ Pinkertons agreement, easily won, creating a 

bargaining unit of 120 employees.

Like most large, especially large multi-national, security companies, Securitas’ growth strategy depended heavily on 

mergers and acquisitions. So it was no surprise when in 2002 Securitas bought another, even larger local company, 

Visions Security. The problem for Local 1611 was that, as with Pinkertons and the Teamsters, Visions Security’s 

two hundred employees were already represented by a union, only this time the union concerned was Canada’s 

largest private sector union, the Canadian Auto Workers Union (CAW)—now renamed Unifor, known for organizing 

aggressively and with a good deal of success all across the country. Once again, an LRB-supervised vote would have 

to be held to determine which union would represent Securitas’ workforce and the CAW, with 60 per cent of the 

workforce, held the upper hand. As Local 1611’s then Business Manager Mark Olsen pointed out in its December 

2002 Newsletter, “[Local 1611] needed a significant number of CAW members to switch their allegiance in order for 

us to win.” 

In fact, if every eligible voter cast a ballot, LiUNA needed to persuade at least 41 CAW members to switch unions 

without losing any of its own one hundred and twenty members in order to get the votes required for a majority  

of the workforce. Bro. Olsen described the campaign:

“Dennis Morgan Local 1611 Business Representative and Tom Hanson Local 1611 Job Steward once 

again ran our campaign, with the assistance of LiUNA Western Canada Organizer Bob Huston and several 

The process was long, convoluted, and 
frustrating, designed to make aggrieved 

workers despair and drop their complaints.
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dedicated members. The team worked day and 

night on the campaign. LiUNA also provided 

requested financial assistance of $8,000 to Local 

1611 to cover part of the organizing expenses for 

this market recovery campaign.”

In fact, LiUNA won the vote by a substantial margin, 

getting 70 per cent of the ballots cast but unfortunately 

the CAW refused to accept the ballot’s results. The 

following year the CAW raided Local 1611 and Securitas 

succeeded in ridding itself of LiUNA.

GARDA
Although the CAW was successful in raiding LiUNA 

at Securitas, Local 1611 still had some three hundred 

and fifty security sector members in 2003. Yet, in 

further proof of the volatility of the sector, the security 

companies then certified to the Local no longer exist, 

having gone out of business or been swallowed up by 

a larger company. In the case of LiUNA’s Initial Security, 

this larger company was Garda World, a multi-national security company based in Montreal which ranks among 

BC’s top ten security companies and in the top three of unionized companies in the sector. By the end of 2015 the 

Local’s security sector membership had again grown to some seven hundred and fifty to eight hundred members, 

all working for Garda World. The CAW and CLAC, which at one time each had certifications for small units within 

Garda in BC, have been entirely displaced by Local 1611.

THE CRAFT
Bro. George Marshall, who wrote the report for Local 1611’s 2004 Newsletter on the parking sector quoted above, 

also wrote a report for the newsletter on the security sector in December, 2000:

“Security is a very demanding occupation. I ask you to consider the following:   

Would you be able to: take and pass mandatory government training [which currently costs $350 and 

requires an 80 per cent mark on the final exam]; work alone at night; work unarmed; handle difficult 

one on one situations without using unnecessary force; work afternoon or graveyard shifts including 

regular weekend shifts; complete detailed shift reports; follow the client’s specific site orders; follow your 

employer’s specific company orders; work with local police when required; be prepared for the unknown 

or unexpected at all times. 

“All this for the extravagant wage of $8.00-$9.00 per hour!”

Dennis Morgan describes his job at Simon Fraser University before he went to work for the Local in similar terms. 

The university had a population of twenty-two thousand when he worked there and every one of them thought 

they were Bro. Morgan’s boss. He would be first on the scene at murders and suicides and dealt at one time 

or another with every sort of crime from car theft to arson and extortion. He could not arrest anyone, but was 

expected to use his judgement as to whether or not to hold someone until the police arrived. He would patrol the 

university roads for accidents and to report on their condition, whether or not they should be closed because of 

ice or snow. It was also part of his job to act as first responder (the equivalent of an industrial first aid attendant) 

for the university’s full-time resident population. But when asked whether he found the job stressful, Bro. Morgan 
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replied that he preferred it to being a security guard for Finning Tractor. There the guard had to sit in a booth at the 

plant entrance all day logging vehicles in and out. 

WAGES AND CONDITIONS
Overall wages and benefits in the security sector have declined, relative to inflation, since 1990. While the cut-throat 

competition between companies has certainly been part of the reason for this race to the bottom, the provincial 

government has played a major role in the situation. In fact, it has played a major role in bringing this situation 

about. Through its crown corporations, health authorities, and other such bodies, the government is the single 

largest source of private security contracts in British Columbia. Its influence on wages, benefits, and conditions 

is correspondingly great. Given that over the past fifteen years the current Liberal government has sought to 

undermine the wages and benefits of its unionized employees (teachers, health care workers, and other direct 

government employees), it would be surprising if it has not sought to ensure similar or worse cuts to the living 

standards of workers who are dependent on it but not directly employed by it. 

To have kept pace with inflation, a base starting rate of $8.50 an hour in 1990 would have to be $13.50 now, but 

base rates, even at union companies, have fallen relative to inflation since then. Anyone who earned $11.00 an 

hour, no benefits, in 1990 would need to earn $17.50 an hour now. While the top rates at Garda are $17.00 to 

$18.00 an hour, it requires a good deal of seniority and training to attain them. After their probationary period ends 

and they have acquired some seniority, guards are more likely to be earning in the $13.50 to $14.00 an hour range. 

Unlike most industries, few but the very largest non-union companies offer any benefits: those which do only offer 

employee-pay, no cost to the employer plans. 

LiUNA has been able to mitigate some of the harsh realities of working in the current security guard environment. 

Though far from satisfactory, its overall wages and conditions are far better than in the non-union sector. There is 

provision for Garda to pay 50 per cent of its health and welfare plan premiums for guards with two years seniority. 

Guards working on construction camp contracts are covered by the building trades camp regulations, which means 

each guard at least has their own room rather than, as in the non-union sector, being expected to share a room 

with one or more co-workers. The union does defend its members’ rights under the Collective Agreement on the 

job, ensuring them a measure of that dignity at work to which all workers are entitled. However, LiUNA, and any 

other union which undertakes to represent workers in the security sector, must negotiate agreements which will 

allow its companies to win contracts. In the security 

sector at this time, that means negotiating contracts 

which provide effective representation but not the 

wages and conditions which the industry’s workers 

should be receiving. With the provincial government 

determining (albeit indirectly) the private security 

industry’s standards, achieving decent wages, 

benefits, and conditions requires a change in 

government policy. If improvements are to be 

achieved in the shortest possible time, it also requires 

implementing the labour movement’s demand for a 

$15.00 an hour minimum wage.



Shotcreting and finishing for slope stabilization. 
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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CHAPTER 10 – Building BC – The Towns and Cities 


BEFORE THE GLAMOROUS dam and pipeline mega-projects began arriving in the province’s hinterlands, 

the bread and butter of LiUNA’s membership in BC had been work in LiUNA’s core jurisdiction, building 

construction in the province’s towns and cities. And despite the publicity still generated by mega-projects, urban 

Industrial, Commercial, & Institutional (ICI) projects remain the membership’s major source of employment. It was 

the early ICI organizing that provided the base, the experience, and the resources which later made organizing in 

other sectors possible. For example, Len Millman, who was elected Secretary-Treasurer of Local 602 in 1946, came 

to the membership’s attention because of his success as an organizer. A First World War veteran, Bro. Millman had 

been gassed at the front and unable to work for twenty-four years. By the Second World War, he had recovered 

sufficiently to be able to work as a first aid man in the shipyards, and as work slowed there, he went on to work in 

construction, where in 1945 he organized labourers at his employer, UDL Construction. Under Bro. Millman, Local 

602 grew from four hundred to some sixteen hundred members by 1951, even as two new urban Locals, Local 1093 

on Vancouver Island based in Victoria and Local 1070 in New Westminster, were established in 1946.

Office towers, shopping malls, residential high-rises, schools, universities, retirement homes, hospitals, factories, 

breweries, over the years every conceivable type of building in the province has been built by LiUNA members. 

Labourers didn’t just build in the Lower Mainland and Victoria: as growth accelerated through the 1950s, 60s, 

and 70s, in every city and town in the province Labourers worked building their expanding downtown cores and 

their growing suburbs. During this period of rapid growth and equally rapid technological change, the labourer’s 

work also changed. Technological change greatly reduced the number of labourers needed on every kind of 

construction project, and building construction was not immune. When the 34-storey Hyatt Regency was being 

built in Vancouver, technological change had already made serious inroads into the number of workers dispatched 

to high-rise construction projects. Nevertheless, in 1970 Local 602 was able to dispatch some 350 members to work 

there. In the late 1980s, EllisDon was building three downtown towers and a large project at the University of British 

Columbia but only needed one hundred labourers for all four projects. In 2012 only fifteen to twenty members—

barely 5 per cent of the 1970 workforce—would be needed to work on a project of the Hyatt Regency’s scope.

Although the work itself is much the same, one major difference between urban projects and mega-projects is that 

the workforce on urban projects is local. Despite the Building Trades’ local hiring clauses, the sheer size of the crews 

employed on mega-projects means that most of the workers are strangers to the area. Peak employment at the Rio 

Tinto Alcan Modernization project (2010-2015) in Kitimat was four thousand: 38 per cent were local and First Nation 

hires, but this still meant that there were some twenty-five hundred people employed on the project whose homes 

were not in Kitimat or even northwestern BC.
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Because both workforce and management are usually local, relationships on urban projects tend to be more stable. 

Employers often have a core crew they keep working throughout the year, moving them to new projects as older 

projects end and hiring extra workers as needed through the union’s dispatch office. The hours of work also tend 

to be more regular than on mega-projects and there is no camp: everyone goes home at the end of their shift. 

Managers and union Business Representatives are also more likely to get to understand each other better, which 

can often lead to more effective ways of avoiding and resolving grievances at the project level. In 1969, Vancouver 

Island Local 1093’s then Business Manager offered Don “Stretch” Strank (later himself the Local’s Business Manager) 

a job as a Business Representative. But before he could confirm Bro. Strank’s appointment, the Local’s Business 

Manager had to have it approved at a membership meeting. 

I had to wait a week for the membership meeting, so I went to work on a mall job for Dominion Construction. 

Dominion’s Super on that job was Harry Spivey and at the end of the day of the meeting he told me, ‘Nothing 

personal, but I hope I don’t see you again.’ Years later when I was in Vancouver, I saw Spivey working on a job 

across from my hotel. So I made a point of going over to say hello. I opened the door to his office, but Spivey 

was looking down at some paperwork and without looking up he said, “We only hire through the union hall.” 

So then I said hello and Spivey recognized my voice right away and he said, “You son of a bitch.” And I told 

him that even though I hadn’t asked the question, he’d given the right answer.

This stability also allows for local customs 

and idiosyncrasies to develop. Bro. Strank 

described one example of how local 

customs can affect projects:

Al Dickinson was running a job for 

Farmer [Construction] in Parksville and 

he complained to me that he had  

a big pour one day and four of his local 

labourers didn’t show up for work. 

The next time they did show up, they 

explained that “the deer were running.” 

He told me he’d never complain about 

Victoria labourers again. Members working at the Keenleyside Dam using the conveyor belt system  
to place concrete at the channel.
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THE CRAFT
Carl Strand, later Business Manager for Local 1070 and then 

Local 1611’s first Business Manager, joined LiUNA as  

a member of the New Westminster Local 1070 in 1966: 

The Utility Local At the time Local 1070 was known 

as the Utility Local because there was a big push 

on putting in sewage treatment facilities. We were 

putting in the main sewage trunk lines and all the 

subdivisions of course were now required to put in 

all the proper sewage. They had all been on septic 

tanks before. Basically if you look at the territory of 

the local—Burnaby, New Westminster, Coquitlam, 

and Port Coquitlam—a lot of it was in the developing 

municipalities.

Even while he was going to Simon Fraser University, Bro. 

Strand would get work out of the hall to help pay for  

his tuition:

“One Day” Dispatches The local would need somebody 

for a one or two-day job, they knew I would take them. 

I actually worked on the snow shovelling at SFU through the Local. So I was the guy they could always go 

to if they needed a guy for a one or two-day job. A lot of guys would turn them down. But I never took a 

one-day job that didn’t last longer than one day. The reason being that a lot of the companies what they 

do, is they say they need a guy for a day; but if you were any good, they would keep you longer, and if 

you were no good, because they told the dispatch it was short-term, they could let you go. So I never had 

a job that lasted one day. Never once.

Bro. Strand was an active Shop Steward, which did not always sit well with his bosses:

Pumping Out the Lougheed Mall The Foreman came up to me one day and said, “Carl, they’ve got water 

all over the place. There is so much work I need 

one, maybe two guys pumping water, moving 

pumps around, moving hoses around. Do you 

think you can do that?” He asked me because I 

had been working with the pumps, a little bit off 

and on. And when I said, “Sure”, he told me “But 

that’s the only job you’ll be doing.”

So because it was such a big site, for eight 

months all I did was pump water and move 

hoses. I had to wear a rain jacket and hip-waders 

every day, because I was just covered in mud. 

These were 50 foot, 3 inch hoses, you had to 

haul them around the job site and the only way 

you could do it was to drag them. We had gas 

pumps and we had electric pumps. I learned 

about the electric pumps because  
Watermain pipelaying.

Earthquake proofing a school.
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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I was told to call in the service guy whenever I needed him. Then one time I got into a big battle with this 

one carpenter foreman because he wanted me to put in a big electric pump down a hole and I wouldn’t 

do it. I told him, “There’s not enough power down there. I can’t put that pump in, it’s going to burn out.” 

So he got all pissed off at me and he told me, “You go tell the superintendent.” I said, “Fine. I’ll go.”

So I went into the superintendent’s office and I told him, “Hugh wants pumps down there. I can’t do it. 

There’s not enough power. If I run the electrical cord down there and run the pump, you are going to burn 

it out and every time you burn one of those pumps out, it’s going to cost you $100.” Back then $100 was a 

lot of money. He asked me how I knew and I said, “I’ve been working with the service guy, and he told me, 

showed me, there’s too much power drop by the time you get to the end of the cord.” So the Super said, 

“Fine. I’ll fix it.” So right away he got the electricians in and put more power down there. That solved it. But 

you see that was what he liked, I learned my job and I wasn’t afraid to stand behind what I knew.

Bro. Strand learned the trade in the days before there was a Training Plan and Red Seal ticketing:

On the Job Training The more you learn through the Training Plan, the more skills you have, the better 

off you are going to be. Some of 

skills I developed were because I 

just developed them. Back then you 

didn’t have the strict guidelines and 

regulations. There was one time they 

brought a mobile crane, they used to 

bring this mobile crane quite often, 

and the first time the foreman said, 

“Carl, I want you to go work with 

the crane.” I’d watched it a lot but 

I’d never worked around a crane in 

my life. So I go over to the crane 

operator and tell him, “Look, some 

of the lifts we are going to be doing, 

show me what signals you want me 

to use.” He kind of looked at me and 

said, “Just use the standard signals.” Shotcrete. 
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited

Rigger working at the Sears Tower. 
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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I said, “No, I want you to show me 

what you want me to do, so that 

you understand that I know, so that 

you can trust me, that you told me 

exactly what you want.” I was just 

covering my own ass. But anytime 

they came on the job again, they 

always requested me to come and 

work for them.

Dean Homewood joined New 

Westminster Local 1070 after helping  

Bro. Strand with an organizing drive on  

a site in Coquitlam. Bro. Homewood later 

became a Business Representative and 

then the Training Director for Local 1611. 

Here he describes some of the work 

he has done as a labourer on highrise 

projects:

Carpenter’s Helper When I was 

working as a carpenter’s helper, 

I’d typically be working with the 

carpenter foreman and a crew of sixteen to eighteen carpenters. We’d start fifteen to thirty minutes 

before the carpenters, laying out extension cords, plugging in skillsaws, getting drills if they were going 

to be needed, filling the nail boxes, stacking 2x4s, making sure everything the carpenters were going to 

need was ready. The carpenter crews usually worked in pairs, you could have two guys on one floor, four 

on another, and so on. My job was to think ahead, figure out what they were going to need during the 

day—more 2x4s, nails, plywood—and then make sure it was there when they needed it. I was running 

around the jobsite all day, finding material for 

the carpenters, arranging with the rigger and the 

crane to get it lifted as close as possible to where 

my carpenters were working, then pack it over 

to them—up and down stairs, hauling it up with 

a rope, whatever it took. It’s pretty strenuous, 

mentally and physically.

Rigger The rigger “is responsible for facilitating the 

movement of material on the job.” This means you’re 

working with the crane operator to move materials 

to where they’re needed when they’re needed. You 

hook up forms, slings, buckets, whatever needs to 

be lifted, and then you tell the crane operator to 

go ahead. The crane lifts, but the operator can only 

talk to the rigger. We’re on a separate radio channel 

from the rest of the job and a lot of the time the 

crane is lifting “blind”, the operator can’t see the 

load. The rigger has to talk him through it.

Drilling rebar in bank to hold mesh before shotcrete.
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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You start the day by 

getting a list of the jobs 

scheduled for that day 

from the super. It could 

look something like: 

“11:00: ironworkers truck 

with a load of rebar; 

2:00: plumbers getting a 

load of pipe.” In between 

scheduled operations, 

we might be moving 

materials for carpenters, 

moving sand and gravel, 

or picking up concrete 

from the street in buckets 

for labourers pouring 

slabs or columns. The rigger co-ordinates with the other trades, especially when things aren’t running on 

time. If a rebar truck showed up in the middle of a pour, I’d make sure they got the lift ready, and then 

when they were changing concrete trucks, I’d send the crane over to get the rebar. 

The crane is what makes things run smoothly on a job, it makes or breaks the job. If the crane isn’t 

running smoothly, you lose money. So you’re always on the go. I missed a lot of breaks, got used to 

making sure I packed granola bars in my overalls.

Airtrac drilling holes for anchor bolts.
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited

Working on the powerhouse excavation with the old Brilliant Dam in the background.
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Flying Forms When you’re working on towers, there’s a rhythm to how they go up. Every week there’s 

a certain day for pouring the slab, another day for pouring the columns, another day for the core—the 

centre where the elevators go, and then the labourers strip the forms and the crane “flies” them up to the 

next floor. And then after every couple of floors, you have to jack the crane up so it’s above the slab and 

start all over again. 

Al Madsen joined the union in 1957 at 

the age of twenty-two. When he was 

interviewed in 2011, he was seventy-three 

and still working as a general foreman. 

Commonwealth Construction I worked 

for so many outfits over the years,  

I forget their names. But then I started 

working for Commonwealth in ’59. We 

did the Indian School in Mission and 

that’s when I started working for them.  

I pretty much stuck with Commonwealth 

after that, for twenty-five years, on all 

kinds of different projects. I worked on 

what was then the Aquatic Centre in 

Abbotsford: it’s called a jail now but it 

was the Aquatic Centre then and it was 

fairly big project—$10 million—for the 

time.

Pulp Mill Shutdowns Commonwealth 

was split into two firms, one for heavy 

duty construction, one for small project 

management. I worked on heavy 

construction, at Alice Arm for example, 

after the Aquatic Centre job, but in 

Beveling pipe.

Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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winter, when things got slack they’d 

ship us to Vancouver. We worked on the 

brewery and the Park and Tilford mall 

in North Van. We also did shutdowns, 

pulp mill shutdowns. I worked a lot of 

shutdowns for Commonwealth. They 

shipped us all over the place. Port Alberni, 

we did a major shutdown there. We had 

Kamloops, we had Port Mellon, Port Alice, 

and we had that stinky town there, what’s 

it called? Woodfibre, near Squamish. 

I worked Woodfibre too, because 

shutdowns were short jobs, only three 

weeks. You were in and out of there and 

that was that, time for another one.

The Foreman’s Job It is a little more 

difficult now because there just aren’t 

the people out there anymore. You have 

to start hiring people off the street. You 

have more responsibility now, you have 

to be training people, not like in the early days when you would hire construction people and they were 

construction people. You hired them, you gave them a job to do, and that was that. It was easy. You didn’t 

have to worry about them. Now, you have to stand over them, watch them hand and foot, watch that 

they don’t get hurt. You can’t blame them - it’s lack of experience. That’s the thing, eh? You do have these 

training programmes but it’s not the same thing as experience.

Demolition work.
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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Concrete Chutes Take concrete 

chutes, I tell guys to keep your hands 

away from the concrete chute. One 

time, I had a guy lose his fingers 

when I turned my back, he lost four 

fingers. It happens so many times. 

You try to educate people, “Keep 

your fingers away when you are 

breaking those chutes, keep your 

hands away from those chutes, eh?” 

Because you close those chutes 

with your fingers in them, you are 

guaranteed they are going to be 

gone.

THERE IS POWER IN A UNION – TWO
In 1942, the average hourly wage for construction labourers in Vancouver was 48 cents and the rate would often 

have been even lower outside of Vancouver. There were no benefits: no medical, no extended health, no pension, 

no holiday pay. In 2015, Labourers’ rates on Commercial and Institutional projects under the Standard Agreement 

ranged (depending on job classification) from $26.47 to $29.72 an hour. On Industrial projects they ranged 

from $34.23 to $37.50, on Underground projects from $36.67 to $37.42. The employer contributed an additional 

minimum of $5.75 an hour in health and welfare and pension benefits. The rate for vacation pay was 12 per cent  

of gross earnings.

Installing storm sewer.
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These rates and benefits were not obtained without a struggle. As was the case on Premier Bennett’s dam projects 

(see Chapter 7), from the 1950s through into the early 1980s, short wildcat strikes and study sessions were often 

used to ensure that safety rules and the collective agreement’s terms and conditions were being followed on 

individual job sites. Meanwhile, Labourers took part in strikes not just over wages but in order to introduce or 

improve what were then new benefits. The 1970s saw a good deal of industry-wide strike activity because in 1969 

the employers had organized themselves for the first time into a bargaining association, the Construction Labour 

Relations Association (CLRA), representing some 70 to 80 per cent of major construction projects in the province. 

The Building Trades now faced what was in effect a single, united employer determined to resist union demands 

at a time when the dam-induced industry boom was weakening, inflation was beginning to build, and benefits 

were becoming an increasingly important issue among the membership. By 1978 the Building Trades unions 

had responded by forming a bargaining council of their own, but in the meantime the CLRA was able to make 

bargaining more difficult for the industry’s unions.

Placing and vibrating columns at the Golden Ears Bridge.

Constructing caissons at a drydock.
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In 1972 there was a five-week strike over wages and getting parity in funding with other building trades unions 

for the recently formed Labourers Medical and Benefit Plan. In 1976, it took a six-week strike for the Labourers to 

obtain a pension plan, with the first payments of 14 cents per hour worked being made into the Labourers Pension 

Plan of BC as of May 1, 1976 and the first cheques to retirees being issued in May 1977. The last major strike over 

the Labourers’ Standard Agreement was in 1986. All the companies except Dominion and PCL had settled, but 

these two wanted to cut Labourers’ wages from $18.00 an hour to $12.00. The Alex Fraser Bridge was being built at 

the time and the union decided to hold a mass picket to block it. The picketers linked arms on the bridge in a line 

that stretched from one side of the bridge to other, right across all six lanes of it. After that, both companies began 

contracting work out whenever possible to avoid dealing with LiUNA.

Even at the lowest job classification rate under the Standard Agreement, unionized construction labourers’ wages 

have increased 5,500 per cent between 1942 and 2015. Inflation increased by less than 1,500 per cent in the same 

period, a basket of goods worth $100 in 1942 now costing $1,438.64 in 2015. And this comparison does not include 

the value of employer-paid benefits and holiday pay. Given that the wages paid in the non-union sector are often 

Tying mesh for shotcrete.
Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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as low as the legal minimum wage of $10.45 an hour, but never come close even to equalling that of unionized 

workers, one could be forgiven for wondering why the rate of unionization (“union density”) in the construction 

industry has been declining over the past fifty years. 

THE GOOD TIMES IN LOCAL 1070
Part III of this history examines the reasons for this decline in union density, but in the meantime it’s worth 

remembering what high union density did achieve. Here is Bro. Strand on the good times in Local 1070:

It was a very good local. I mean we had some good jobs. We had sewer and water, the Lougheed Mall, 

Brentwood did a major expansion and then there was Metrotown, that started going big and bigger. 

So the Local had some good size jobs, and then when Skytrain came along of course that was all union. 

Bosa always had lots of work, they were a very good company. In fact, Bosa Construction used to pay all 

of their Labourers, and all of their steady hands higher than the posted rate. It was either 50 cents or a 

$1.00 depending how long they had been with the company. That went on for years and years and then 

later on it fell off as the bidding got more competitive. But for years, in the Lower Mainland, there were 

no highrises that were built non-union. So all the highrises were built union. There was Smith Bros and 

Wilson, and Bosa, and Edgewater, you know there was people like that you’d notice. At the peak we were 

up to twelve hundred members. It was a good little local. 
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THE CONSTRUCTION LABOURERS’ Training Plan was an essential component of LiUNA’s ability to 

establish itself in the construction industry in British Columbia. It enabled the union to ensure that its Dispatch 

Office(s) could provide the most qualified and experienced in their craft workforce in the province. And by keeping 

ahead of developments in the industry, the Training Plan was able to ensure that LiUNA members willing to 

upgrade their skills were always able to meet employers’ requirements for new and specialized expertise.

EARLY TRAINING PROGRAMS IN BC
While British Columbia’s first public vocational training course—held in an elementary school in Victoria—was not 

established until 1901, union apprenticeship training in the province dates at least as far back as 1888. In Made 

in BC: Apprenticeship and Pre-Apprenticeship Training (Vol. 5, Douglas College 2012), Bob Cowin notes that the 

Vancouver Typographical Union, which was founded in 1888, had: 

“at its disposal the well-developed apprenticeship system worked out by its parent international union. 

It established clear guidelines concerning the educational requirements of those entering the field; 

established policies on the range and duration of the duties to be performed by apprentices; and kept 

careful records of the progress and experiences of the apprentices.”

Cowin also observes that: 

“Before World War I, government regulation increasingly made some sort of training for certain workers 

necessary, but employers provided training only on rare occasions. Options for training in educational 

institutions were limited. It was the labour unions that did the most to promote both in-school and out-

of-school technical training. … unions offered their own educational programs and cooperated closely as 

secondary schools began offering night classes for adults in technical and vocational subjects. The sheet 

metal workers union, for example, organized a class in 1909 for apprentices. It then asked the Vancouver 

School Board to take over this function, and regular classes through the school board began in 1913. The 

Vancouver Apprenticeship Council formed in 1925.”

Senior government involvement in apprenticeship training remained sporadic and of little importance for training 

program development until after the Second World War. As Cowin notes, the Apprenticeship Act of 1935 “was 

intended not to promote apprenticeship but rather to regulate and curb abuses in the existing apprenticeship 

system through such means as limiting the duration of an apprenticeship, ensuring wage increments, and 

specifying ratios of apprentices to journeypersons.” After the war, both the provincial and federal governments 

became more involved in funding and setting standards for apprenticeship training, but the training of construction 
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labourers, the craft not being a recognized trade, by and large remained outside the system. Some relevant courses 

were offered in vocational schools (now part of the community college system) or by local school boards, but there 

was no consistent, province-wide curriculum for training labourers in their craft. 

THE LABOURERS’ TRAINING PLAN
This haphazard approach to labourers’ training by the provincial and federal authorities led LiUNA’s four British 

Columbia construction locals to create the Construction Labourers’ Training Plan in 1967 as a training and 

qualification program providing education and accident prevention for Union members. By 2012, forty-five years 

later, the Plan had offered some 1,900 separate courses and trained over 23,000 members.

Right from the start of The BC Labourers’ Newsletters, Training Plan Reports were a regular and prominent feature. 

The March 1974 Report by the Plan’s Administrator, Al Reimer, starts with the following introduction:

“Since its beginning in 1967 more than 1700 labourers have enrolled in 17 different training courses held 

in 13 different locations in the province. These classes are held in the evenings and on Saturday mornings 

on job sites, vocational schools or colleges anywhere in the province where sufficient interest is shown 

and the need arises. There is no cost to the membership for these courses.”

One should pause here to note that the total of 1,700 members who had taken training since 1967 represents 

almost one-fifth of the combined membership of the four locals at the time. In any event, Bro. Reimer’s Report 

continues:

“More than 60 Local 168 members recently completed St. John Ambulance Standard First Aid Courses 

at Mica Creek. … The Training Trust Fund will reimburse any member in good standing, the cost of the 

course and the examination fee for successfully obtaining his Industrial First Aid Ticket. The fee for writing 

his Blasting examination is also refundable.”

Bro. Reimer’s Report also lists the Plan’s spring 1974 training schedule: it included courses in Concrete Placement; 

Construction Equipment Operation; Rigging, Slinging & Signalling; Steel Burning; Transit & Level; and Trenching & 

Pipelaying. Among the locations for these courses were the BC Vocational Institute (now BCIT) in Burnaby, Cariboo 

College in Kamloops, the Education Centre in Williams Lake, and Correlieu Secondary School in Quesnel. Other 
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courses given at the time but not mentioned 

in the March issue of the Newsletter included 

Foreman & Prospective Foreman, Blueprint 

Reading (Building) and Blueprint Reading 

(Sewer & Road), Power Actuated Tools, and 

Laser. Courses were being offered in Chilliwack, 

Clearbrook, Dawson Creek, Haney, Kelowna, 

Nanaimo, Powell River, Prince George, Prince 

Rupert, Terrace, Vernon, and Victoria.

In July, 1974 Bro. Reimer reported that 200 

labourers had recently completed courses 

across the province, one of which is especially 

interesting for its list of power tools with 

which experienced labourers were expected to 

be familiar: 

“One course just completed was held 

at various equipment rental agencies’ 

premises where the latest equipment was 

demonstrated and used. Western Coring 

demonstrated concrete slab sawing 

and core drilling; Atlas Copco demonstrated the latest in portable compressors, rock drills, breakers, etc.; 

Jackson Scaffolding put on a swing staging, scaffolding and shoring session; Wajax Equipment brought in 

Master Koehring’s area sales manager from Seattle to give an excellent short talk on soil compaction and 

their line of soil compactors; Challenger Equipment put on a professional show on the maintenance and 

use of their chain saws and construction pumps.”

In a December, 1975 Newsletter call for even more members to take still more training, Bro. Reimer gave an 

overview of the breadth and scope of the work performed by labourers:

“Did you know that labourers are responsible for the successful, efficient setting up and operation of the 

following pieces of equipment—jumbo drills (as at Mica Dam), air tracs, tank drills, compressors, stoper 

drills, concrete and pavement breakers, concrete slab saws, core drills, grinders, chippers, dewatering 

pumps, concrete vibrators, power screeds, space heaters, soil compactors, swing staging, chain saws, 

masonry saws, pipe lathes, pipe drills and tapping machines, air-shoring, laser alignment systems, etc., etc.”

In areas where they were not being offered by the Plan, members were, upon proof of satisfactory completion, 

able to get fully reimbursed for courses taken at local colleges. Such courses included: “Blueprint Reading, Survival 

First Aid, Industrial First Aid, English for New Canadians, Foremanship, Construction Maths, Metrics for Construction, 

Transit and Level and possibly other courses upon prior approval.”

THE 1977 APPLICATION FOR DESIGNATED TRADE STATUS
Providing the membership with training may have been the Training Plan’s primary task, but the Plan’s 

Administrator and Trustees were always aware of the importance of working towards establishing the labourer’s 

craft as a recognized trade. In the March, 1977 Newsletter Bro. Reimer’s Report concentrated on the Special 

Commission of Inquiry into British Columbia Construction by James Kinnaird:

Concrete saw cutting.
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“The Kinnaird enquiry recommends that only qualified tradesmen be employed in the Construction Industry.

“Should you be considered a tradesman? Nearly one of every four construction workers is a labourer.  

A labourer is as important a member of the construction team as any other worker. Labourers use more 

power equipment than any other construction tradesman. To be fully qualified to do the work expected of 

a labourer, requires considerable experience and know-how.

“Your Training Plan has been in existence since October 2, 1967. Since that date over 2,400 members have 

taken advantage to upgrade their skills. We feel we have a good training plan. We feel that many have 

benefitted from the courses they have taken. We also feel that we can improve and that improvement 

should be channelled in the direction of giving labourers equal status, respect and opportunities given 

all other construction trades. It is for that reason we made application to the Provincial Apprenticeship 

Committee (Department of Labour) for recognition of Building & Heavy Construction Labourers as a 

designated trade.”

Although it would take another thirty-seven years before recognition was finally achieved, it is worth noting 

that within ten years of starting the province’s only construction labourers’ training program, LiUNA’s four BC 

construction locals were already sufficiently confident in its value that they were prepared to take the next step  

and demand recognition of the labourer’s craft as a trade.

LYNDA RAE TAKES THE GRADEMAN COURSE
Lynda Rae worked in Local 602’s office dealing in part with member requests for information about training courses. 

In the March, 1977 Newsletter she described her experience taking one of the courses:

“We have always had the pamphlets 

available for enrollment in the Training 

Plan but when the members would ask 

what these courses involved, we were 

not able to give them any advice at all. 

I had also heard that the Training Plan 

courses were boring and that you didn’t 

really learn anything at all from them. 

Because of this information I asked if it 

would be possible for me to take some of 

the courses to see for myself if you really 

could learn from them. I was told I could 

take some of the courses if I wanted to, so 

I then enrolled in several classes.

“I am now nearing the end of my first 

class, ‘GRADEMAN-ROAD AND UTILITIES’. 

Prior to taking this course my vast 

knowledge of a grademan’s job could 

have been put on the head of a pin.  

I had no idea of what he did or what his 

importance was on a jobsite. Now, thanks 

to the excellent instruction of Mr. Vern 

Smith and Mr. Kim Campbell, I know his 

responsibilities and duties on a jobsite. …
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“There are approximately thirteen men 

and women in our class and I think  

I can safely say that we have all learned  

a great deal from [Bro. Smith]. Some of 

the members of our class had a good idea 

of how a grademan did his job, but the 

majority were as much in a fog as  

myself. We now know the basics of  

a grademan’s job and with the practical 

experience could probably go out and 

do a good day’s work as a grademan. The 

person who enrolls as a grademan is not 

guaranteed to know everything there is  

to know at the end of the course, but 

upon completion of the course, is half-

way to being a good grademan.

“These courses are offered at no cost to 

you when you take the course as the 

Plan is maintained through your Union 

Agreement, so please, if you can spare  

a few hours a week, the course you enroll 

in today, may mean your employment 

tomorrow.”

THE HANEY TRAINING CENTRE
Until the second decade of the 21st Century, the Training Plan was a jointly trusteed plan, which is to say that 

although funded through the union’s collective agreements, employer representatives sat on the Plan’s Board 

of Trustees and had a major voice 

in all decisions regarding the Plan’s 

objectives, courses, and activities. One 

of these decisions was to lease a piece 

of property on Dewdney Trunk Road 

in Haney for use as the Training Plan’s 

headquarters. The Union Trustees’ 

pride in this accomplishment shines 

through, as it were, in an October, 

1978 Newsletter describing the Centre’s 

opening ceremonies:

“September 21, 1978 may not 

have much significance for many 

people: it was a Thursday and it 

rained all day long. However, for 

BC construction labourers it was 

a momentous occasion. Our new 

Training Centre in Haney was 

officially opened by Joe Short,  

Bob Anson former Training Plan Administrator and instructor.

Forklift, bobcat and manlift training course.
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Co-Chairman of the Board of 

Trustees of the Labourers’ AGC 

Education and Training Fund, and 

attended by a cast of hundreds …

“Many of our guests were also at the 

bargaining table where we have to 

be tough to keep up with the high 

cost of living. However, when they 

attended the function at Haney, they 

then realized that the Executive of 

the four Locals are very genuine 

in their attempts to do the very 

best for their membership. Mr. Ron 

Baverstock of SanSan Installations, a 

member of the CLRA Negotiating Committee, was so impressed he has offered his services for the future. 

Chuck McVeigh, also of CLRA, was equally impressed and said so on television.”

A photo in the Newsletter of the new centre’s entrance shows a sign which reads “Welcome to the Construction 

Labourers Training Centre” followed by the words “Labour-Management” above a graphic of a pair of hands shaking: 

below the hands is the slogan “‘Working Together’ For A More Qualified Workforce”. Apart from classrooms and the 

Training Plan’s offices, the new centre also had a tool shop, a concrete cutting area, a manhole training area, and 

other facilities for hands-on courses in areas such as bricklayer’s helper, pipelaying, shotcrete, and shoring. As Bro. 

Reimer described it in a later issue of the Newsletter, “We have a construction site type of facility.” Apart from the 

courses all being free to members, assistance was also provided with the expense involved in taking courses. This 

assistance included a travel allowance to the Haney Centre, hotel and meals “for those travelling a considerable 

distance”, and a training allowance for members taking courses who did not qualify “for Unemployment Insurance, 

Welfare [now called Social Assistance] or other benefits.”

Classroom setting.

Learning edge form.
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The building of the new Haney 

Training Centre did not mean the 

Plan stopped offering training 

courses outside the Lower 

Mainland. Courses continued 

to be offered throughout the 

province and where possible 

they were even altered to fit 

specific jobsites: examples of 

such courses include a signalling 

course for hookmen on the 

Revelstoke Dam, a concrete 

technology course adapted for 

dam sites, and a Grades and 

Stakes course on the Coquihalla 

Highway. New courses such as Traffic Control, Rakerman, Confined Space Entry, Spark Watch, and Mine Rescue 

continued to be developed and then offered throughout the province whenever possible.

AFTER THE HANEY CENTRE
Unfortunately, the Haney Training Centre was on leased land and in 1992 it was forced to move after the landlord 

put the property up for sale. Although this was certainly a blow to the Training Plan in terms of its ability to put 

on in-house training, it does not appear to have affected the Plan’s ability to continue developing and delivering 

a wide range of courses. In the same year as the Plan was forced to move, the Plan’s new Administrator, Bob 

Anson, announced that a new Hazardous Waste training course was in development and would be offered shortly. 

Members were advised to pre-register in order to avoid the disappointment of finding the course fully booked. 

Meanwhile, the Plan was also assisting with the delivery of the new SkillPlan program, a joint Building Trades-

Construction Industry initiative to help members upgrade essential skills in math, writing, and reading. Through 

SkillPlan, the Labourers’ 

Training Plan was able to 

offer Workplace Hazardous 

Materials Information System 

(WHMIS) training not only in 

English but also in Spanish.

One way in which the Plan 

compensated for the loss of 

the Haney Centre’s hands-on 

facilities was by participating 

in community projects which 

provided the same practical, 

jobsite experience. Such 

projects included a sports 

park complex in North Delta 

in 1993, a skateboard park 

in Merritt in 2004, a large 

parking lot for a Catholic 

Church and school in Surrey 

in 2010, and the Sto:lo First Traffic Control course.

Mine rescue course.
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Nation’s Xa:ytem Longhouse Interpretive Centre in Mission in 2002. This latter project involved providing classroom 

and on-the-job training support for the project’s First Nations participants. In the December, 2002 Newsletter, Bro. 

Anson describes this as a unique cultural project in which the Plan helped provide participants “with practical, 

transferable skills for the future.” 

Ten years later, in the December, 2012 Newsletter, the new Administrator Dean Homewood was able to report that 

the Plan had recently helped over 600 members get their mandatory WHMIS card and provided training in various 

courses for a further 1,100 members—as in 1974, almost one-fifth of the union’s total of nearly 6,000 members. Bro. 

Homewood also reported on some joint Labourers Training Plan-First Nations activities:

“We also held a 6 week pipe laying/survey course in partnership with the Aboriginal communities around 

Seabird Island First Nations in Agassiz, BC. The course took place in Seabird Island Community. During the 

six weeks, community members learned how to set up and use the transit and level, blueprint reading, 

trench safety, how to prepare the trench for pipe, how to cut, bevel and lay pipe. We were also able to 

offer Traffic Control and Lane Closure training to this class. The Training Society would like to thank B&B 

Contracting as well as Bel Contracting for donating all the pipe pieces. … The class was also able to assist 

the community by extending a drainage pipe, connecting sewer pipe on portable trailers and a few much 

more needed repairs around the community. …

“The training society has helped train up the skills of the Kitimat and area Aboriginal Community 

Members from the Haisla, Metlakatla, Lax Kw’alaams, Nisga’a First Nations. Members have gone through 

various training courses and a few have been employed by our Union Contractors in the area.”

Pipelaying training at Seabird Island First Nation.
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LABOURERS BECOME A RED SEAL TRADE
The decision to make the construction labourer’s craft a Red Seal-certified trade in British Columbia was announced 

on August 20, 2014, but in reality the decision had been taken well before that date. The delay in officially 

announcing the creation of Construction Craft Worker (CCW) as BC’s forty-eighth Red Seal trade was caused by 

a number of problems, not the least of 

which was ensuring that BC’s CCW met 

the standards of the already existing CCW 

apprenticeship programs across the rest 

of Canada. It was the culmination of years 

of work stretching back to the Training 

Plan’s founding forty-seven years earlier. 

In the December, 2012 Newsletter, Bro. 

Homewood had written:

“CSWU Local 1611 Vancouver Island 

Representative Matthew Lust and I 

had a meeting with representatives 

from Farmer Construction and 

Campbell Construction in Victoria. 

We discussed the upcoming Red 

Seal Apprenticeship Program that CSWU 1611 will hopefully be a part of in 2013. We went over what this 

means for contractors, members, etc., …

“We also had LiUNA [Edmonton] Local 92 Instructor Milton MacPhail out for a week in November. He 

went over what is involved in understanding how we can prepare our members to write the Red Seal 

Exam with Training Society Instructors Fred Webber, Sam Puleo and myself. Hopefully in 2013 CSWU 

Local 1611 members will be able to challenge the Red Seal Exam and become Construction Craft 

Labourers. Most of the LiUNA Locals across Canada already have this program in place. Local 1611 have 

been working on our members behalf with Construction Industry Training Organization (CITO) as well as 

Industry Training Agency (ITA) for several years. LiUNA International Representative Jeffrey Anders and 

myself have been appointed to the BC 

Board along with other Construction 

Industry Representatives to finalize 

the Construction Craft Labourer (CCL), 

Apprenticeship, and Journeyperson 

program. This is great news and we will 

keep you updated as progress continues.”

As can be seen from Bro. Homewood’s report 

above, British Columbia was the last province 

to recognize the CCW as a Red Seal trade. 

Many LiUNA Locals across Canada had already 

had CCW apprenticeship training in place for 

some years by the time it became recognized 

in this province. And it had been largely 

through the efforts of LiUNA at a national 

level that the federal government had in late 

2006 designated the Craft of Labourer as an 

Learning Asphalt raking.

Concrete placing and finishing course.
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inter-provincial Red Seal trade 

across Canada, thus forcing 

the hand of British Columbia’s 

provincial authorities. The 

Industry Training Authority (ITA)

now had little choice but to create 

a provincial CCW apprenticeship 

program in conformity with the 

federal standards. Nevertheless it 

took eight years and a good deal 

of work on the part of Local 1611 

before the provincial ITA finally 

adopted a CCW apprenticeship 

program, much of which relied on 

the past work and experience of 

Local 1611’s Training Plan.

In an August 26, 2014 article covering the ITA’s announcement of the CCW becoming a Red Seal trade, the Journal 

of Commerce wrote:

“Construction Craft Workers work primarily outdoors. They do site preparation, site clean-up, set up and 

remove access equipment, and working on concrete, masonry, steel, wood and precast erecting projects. 

They handle materials and equipment, and perform demolition, excavation and compaction activities.

“’Our organization is very excited about having the CCW Red Seal occupation in BC. This program  

validates the work that our members have been doing for over 85 years,’ said Dean Homewood, Training 

Plan Administrator, Construction & Specialized Workers’ Union (CSWU) Local 1611, in a release. ‘This 

occupation will unite the CCW program across Canada and allow for the transferability of trained  

workers Canada-wide.’”

It is a mark of the union’s contribution to this 

field that LiUNA Local 1611 is now the only 

ITA-recognized and accredited private provider 

(i.e. non-publicly funded organization) of CCW 

training in the province. But perhaps the best 

testimony to the quality of the training the 

Plan has delivered over the years comes from 

a manager at Brymark Installations Group, an 

industrial general contractor, who remarked in 

an aside taken from a 2012 email:

“As I deal with a few of the different 

Unions, I have to say that your hall does 

the best job at providing training for its 

members.”

Rigging, slinging and signaling course.

Learning how to shotcrete.



PART II: SAFETY AND HEALTH

“Every worker has a right to a safe workplace, and to get home  
healthy and safe, at the end of each work day.”

Mark Olsen, Business Manager, Local 1611

Photo credit Peter Palm, Norland Limited
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CONSTRUCTION IN BRITISH Columbia remains a dangerous industry, if no longer as dangerous as it 

was from the 1940s well into the 1980s. (As noted in Chapter 2, in the early 1950s sixteen tunnellers were killed at 

Kemano alone in less than a year.) However, unlike many of BC’s then equally hazardous resource industries such 

as logging or fishing, the hazards of construction are largely foreseeable: establishing and enforcing effective safety 

regulations can do a great deal to mitigate them. The introduction in British Columbia, especially in the 1990s 

and after, of increasingly effective safety regulations and a culture of workplace safety has succeeded in making 

construction and the province’s other hazardous industries considerably less dangerous than in the past. But there 

are many countries around the world where there is no culture of safety and such safety regulations as do exist are 

ineffective and ignored. In these countries construction workers still die in large numbers. In Qatar, for example, 

which has imported a workforce of largely Indian, Nepali, and Bangladeshi construction workers to build facilities 

for the 2022 FIFA World Cup, some 400 workers a year are dying, more than one a day. The reason for the vast 

difference in fatality rates between Qatar’s construction industry and British Columbia’s can be summed up in one 

word: unions. Unions are illegal in Qatar whereas British Columbia has for many years had strong building trades 

unions.

THE UNION SAFETY EFFECT
It is a fact that in countries where construction unions are weak, serious injury and fatality rates in the construction 

industry are high; in countries where construction unions are strong, serious injury and fatality rates are much 

lower. This rule applies even within a country’s construction industry: in Canada union job sites are safer than non-

union job sites. A study released by Ontario’s Institute for Work and Health in 2015 showed that:

“workers at unionized firms were 17 per cent less likely to experience musculoskeletal injuries (injuries or 

disorders affecting mobility, especially muscles, tendons and nerves) and 29 per cent less likely to suffer 

critical injuries (injuries with the potential to place workers’ lives in jeopardy) while on the job.” 

Ontario Construction Secretariat Press Release, September 3, 2015

The study, which examined Ontario’s Workplace Safety and Insurance Board claims data from forty thousand 

contractors of all sizes between 2006 and 2012, concluded that overall union workers were 23 per cent less likely 

to suffer a lost time injury than non-union workers. Interestingly, union workers were 35 per cent more likely to file 

incident reports, that is to report an incident or injury requiring first aid or medical attention but which did not 

require time off work. The Ontario Construction Secretariat noted that the scientists discussed the reasons for this 

“union safety effect” in their article:
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“[The reasons] include more robust specialized apprenticeship, upgrade and safety training requirements 

for union members; programs and practices that more effectively identify and reduce construction work 

hazards; a safety net that allows union workers to report accidents without fear of repercussions; ongoing 

skills training programs that provide a foundation for safer skilled work throughout one’s career; and  

a more effective role for unions in influencing government regulations designed to improve workplace 

health and safety.”

Given these reasons, it is hardly surprising that the union safety effect was found to apply only to workers 

represented by legitimate, i.e. building trades unions. There was no such effect found if the workers were 

represented by pseudo-unions such as employee associations or CLAC (the Christian Labour Association of Canada). 

Because the BC labour movement has for decades been pressing government to enact and enforce adequate safety 

regulations, there has been a substantial improvement in workplace safety for most workers in the province. For 

example, logging fatalities, which averaged over thirty a year in the decade 

between 1996 and 2005, have lately fallen to an average of eight a year. 

Construction, with a much larger workforce, has recently averaged over eleven 

fatalities a year. But the consistency of this average hides a serious issue—the 

great majority of deaths and serious injuries in BC’s construction industry take 

place in the non-union and pseudo-union sectors. The most recent figures 

available at the time of writing demonstrate this altogether too graphically. Altogether thirty construction workers 

were killed on the job in 2014 and 2015: not one was a building trades union member. 

THE BENTALL CENTRE INCIDENT
The 1981 Bentall Centre incident involved the deaths of four carpenters working on a flying form which broke 

free, plunging them thirty-six floors to their deaths. The company which designed and supplied the form was from 

Ontario: it was not licenced to work in BC and its forms were not compliant with BC specifications. The horrifying 

circumstances of the incident attracted national and even international attention. The subsequent coroner’s inquest 

lasted eight days and heard thirty witnesses. It found that the specific cause of the incident was the flying form’s 

design, but that contributing causes included a general lack of safety training and supervision on the project. There 

was no indication that the workers themselves had been in any way negligent.

LOCAL 602’S BENTALL INCIDENT BRIEF
As a result of the Bentall Tower tragedy, the Construction Industry Advisory Council (CIAC) was formed and made 

recommendations aimed at preventing similar tragedies. Tom Petras, who had worked as a Labour Foreman on  

a variety of projects before going to work as Business Representative for Local 602 in 1979, prepared the brief 

which Local 602 submitted to CIAC. In the Local’s brief, he discussed the use, or rather misuse, of coroner’s inquests 

into previous construction job site fatalities using two examples from his own experience as a Labour Foreman. 

Coroner’s Inquest – Gold River: “In the 1966 incident, the superintendent used timbers improperly 

to support a hanging circular scaffolding. The beams were supposed to overlap four feet, but some 

overlapped less than a foot. When the scaffold was finished, I advised the superintendent that, as the job 

foreman, I thought the structure was unsafe and that he should consult a Head Office Engineer. I was 

reprimanded and told that the beams in question had been used on a similar project in Prince George:  

‘If they were good enough for Prince George, they are good enough for Gold River.’

“I told the crew about my concerns, but the Super himself directly instructed them to start hoisting. Only 

fifteen feet up from where they started hoisting, one of the beams snapped, killing one worker instantly 

and injuring three others. The man killed was a bricklayer, only twenty-three years old.

There was no indication that the 
workers themselves had been  

in any way negligent.
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“Because of the accident, the job was shut down for a few days and I left for Vancouver. On the way, in 

Campbell River, I ran into the company engineer who was on his way to investigate the incident. When  

I told him what had happened, he was horrified. The beams had been used in Prince George, but only to 

support a plywood roof. That roof was barely 10 per cent to 20 per cent of the weight placed on the Gold 

River scaffolding.

“Although I was the foreman, I wasn’t even called to the inquest. The only witnesses with construction 

experience were the Superintendent and the company Engineer. I thought this was a big mistake, because 

there was plenty of evidence that the company and its representatives, especially the Super, made a 

mistake. But the inquest white-washed the incident, returning a finding of ‘no fault.’”

Coroner’s Inquest – Kamloops: “In 1976 a man on my concrete crew on a reservoir job was killed because 

the concrete pump operator disobeyed explicit instructions. After pouring four columns placed in the 

middle of the reservoir, he had rotated his boom ready to pour the remaining two. This placed the torsion 

bars, which supported the boom, over instead of under the boom, rendering them useless. I told the 

operator at least twice to stop everything while I went to discuss with the concrete foreman what to do 

next, how we could make the rest of the pour safe.

“But while the concrete foreman and I were talking, we heard a loud crashing noise followed by a lot 

of yelling. The pump operator had decided to ignore my instructions and start pumping. Since the two 

labourers didn’t realize the hazard, they started pouring. Within seconds the boom broke, killing one man 

and injuring the other. The dead man was a forty-one-year-old concrete vibrator man with five boys.

“The concrete foreman and I both testified under oath, but our evidence conflicted. A representative of 

the company which sold and serviced the pump also testified, and agreed that the pump was put to  

a use beyond its structural capabilities.” 

“Nevertheless, the verdict was the same as ten years earlier—‘No blame.’ The coroner almost had  

a coronary at the verdict: he was astounded that the panel found no blame. He wanted the concrete 

pump tender, who was also the pump owner, charged with criminal negligence. But as I pointed out at 

the inquest, the three panel members assigned to the jury had no construction experience. They didn’t 

understand the evidence.”

The Problem with Inquests “What I find most distressing about both inquests is not that no blame 

was found, nor that no one was punished for their negligence, but that nothing was done with the 

inquests’ recommendations. The whole point of an inquest is to discover the causes of an incident, make 

recommendations, and hopefully, prevent the same thing from recurring. But neither incident received 

much publicity and little effort was made to disseminate the recommendations within the industry. Also, 

the coroner’s juries, like WCB Accident Prevention Officers, should all be experienced in the construction 

industry. Laymen can’t be expected to understand the complicated 

evidence they hear at inquests.”

Bro. Petras’s remarks on the need for coroner’s inquest jurors to be 

informed and knowledgeable about the construction industry apply, 

as will be seen, with equal force to the coroner’s jury verdict described in the following chapter, a description of 

how to workers were killed on Premier Bennett’s Portage Mountain dam. But it should also be noted that both the 

fatalities Bro. Petras describes and the fatalities described in the next chapter were all avoidable. However, as the 

Ontario Institute for Work and Health’s study cited at the beginning of this chapter showed, the influence of unions 

on the drafting and policing of construction workplace health and safety regulations has played a major role in 

making such incidents increasingly rare—at least on unionized construction sites.

…that nothing was done with the 
inquests’ recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 13 – Bennett's Two Rivers Strategy – 
The Price of Success

 
THE PORTAGE MOUNTAIN EXPLOSION
At 8:30 on the morning of August 26, 1964, two workers were killed when an explosion occurred at the 

Portage Mountain dam site. The explosion took place in a powerhouse access tunnel which the WCB (Workers’ 

Compensation Board) had shut down two months earlier because of high levels of methane gas leaking from the 

numerous coal seams in its rock. The Board had also taken the unusual step of issuing special regulations governing 

work in this tunnel, among them a prohibition from any work being done there without first testing it for gas. 

Ten days before the explosion, the tunnel’s mouth had been sealed off by a controlled blast set off to stabilize the 

rock face above its entrance, after which the only work that took place in or near the tunnel was clearing away the 

rubble blocking the portal. This task wasn’t completed until August 25, the day before the fatal explosion.

Any tunnel which has not been worked for a couple of months will tend to collect pockets of what is called “bad 

air” and must be ventilated before work restarts inside it. In a hard rock mine, this bad air is usually composed 

of non-explosive gases such as carbon monoxide and the principal danger is asphyxiation. At Portage Mountain, 

because of the presence of extensive coals seams, the bad air pockets in the tunnels also included a highly 

explosive gas, methane, which was a well understood and even at the time preventable hazard of coal mining. 

However, few if any of the Portage Mountain dam tunnellers had coal mining experience: most were hard rock 

miners with no knowledge of either the hazards of methane or the safety precautions required when it is present. 

Before the WCB shut the tunnel down, they had been lighting cigars inside the tunnel because they enjoyed 

watching blue flames flare and shoot around its walls. On one occasion, these flames had melted a whole section of 

plastic ventilation pipe, but management failed to take notice of the incident or any steps to prevent its repetition.

Although responsibility for the explosion was to be disputed, the actual events of that morning are fairly clear. 

Three LiUNA Local 168 members were working in or near the tunnel entrance. Michael Shields and Charlie 

Robertson (later Local 168’s Business Manager) were connecting ventilation pipe forty feet inside the tunnel. Robert 

Sebescen was working with a power saw on the roof of an eighty-foot long timber extension to the entrance. They 

all saw John Gillis, a fifty-year-old hard rock mine electrician from Burnaby with twenty years’ experience, many of 

them as a foreman, walk past them in the direction of the tunnel’s ventilation fan, which was about 500 yards from 

the tunnel entrance. There was nothing remarkable about this: now that the rubble at the entrance cleared away, 

work in the tunnel was restarting and the ventilation system had to be turned back on. But shortly after Bro. Gillis 

walked past, a major explosion took place, seriously injuring all three LiUNA members. (They would later be treated 

in hospital for injuries which included broken ribs, severe lacerations, concussion, and in Bro. Shields’s case, gas 

poisoning.) 
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Bro. Sebescen was injured when the extension roof collapsed beneath his feet. Bro. Robertson’s injuries occurred as 

a result of being blown 120 feet through both the tunnel and the extension, his head, as he later put it, “snapping 

2x4 cross-bracing like so many matchsticks.” Though severely injured, Bros. Robertson and Sebescen were now 

outside the tunnel and so out of further danger. But Bro. Shields had been knocked down where he stood and was 

still inside the tunnel: he was in serious danger of asphyxiation. The next day he described his experience to the 

Vancouver Sun:

“Gillis had been in the tunnel several minutes when the blast 

suddenly tore at us. It was like being in the barrel of a huge 

cannon. The blast tore out all sorts of stuff, and wrecked the timber 

extension we’d been building. The last I remember was being hit in 

the back of the head with something.”

In fact Bro. Shields would have died if other tunnellers working outside the portal had not risked their lives to 

drag him to safety. When he regained consciousness he was being dragged out of the tunnel by John Durack, a 

twenty-eight-year-old miner from Cobden, Ontario. The Sun`s John Olding, covering the subsequent coroner’s 

inquest, reported on the successful attempt to rescue Bro. Shields, describing the “gallant attempts of ill-equipped 

men who made rescue bids in a lung burning, gas-filled tunnel” and men rushing into the tunnel with nothing but 

handkerchiefs over their faces.

Although Bro. Durack had managed to rescue Bro. Shields, the workers clustered round the tunnel portal knew that 

John Gillis, the electrician, was still lying somewhere inside it. If he were still alive, he was almost certainly trapped 

by debris from the explosion and it would require at least two men to free him and drag him to safety. Yet Bro. Gillis 

was too far from the tunnel portal to be reached with nothing but a handkerchief over one’s mouth: his rescuers 

would need self-contained breathing gear to reach him. Unfortunately, no proper mine rescue gear was at hand 

but someone did manage to find a scuba tank and mask. And so Bro. Durack and another tunneller, Morris O’Brien, 

decided that if they shared the scuba gear, they could risk going back into the tunnel to search for Bro. Gillis.

Norman Grutzmacher, a first aid attendant, arrived within minutes of Bros. Durack and O’Brien deciding to go back 

in. He immediately realized that he had better follow them, using his ambulance’s oxygen tank and mask so he 

himself could breathe. He later told the coroner’s inquest:

“I met Eddie Lefurgy [another tunneller who was trying to help, but without breathing gear] coming out 

and he said O’Brien and the other guy were in trouble. We ran back and found Durack lying face down 

with O’Brien trying to pick him up.”

Bro. O’Brien was clearly in no shape to help anyone, so Bro. Grutzmacher told him to get out of there, found  

a stretcher, and put Bro. Durack on it.

“I put the oxygen mask on Durack and tried to get the scuba working [O’Brien had dropped the mask into 

the muck while trying to help Durack] but all I got was a mouthful of water. I was getting pretty weak.”

At this point Bro. Lefurgy began to collapse and Bro. Grutzmacher had to tell him to leave. He then tried to drag out 

the stretcher holding Bro. Durack by himself:

“But I couldn’t move it at all. I was pretty weak. I can’t say what condition Durack was in at that time, but  

I got the mask, and I got out.”

…Bro. Shields would have died if other 
tunnellers working outside the portal  

had not risked their lives…
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THE CORONER’S INQUEST
Perhaps because of the dramatic nature of the rescue attempt, the deaths of Bros. Gillis and Durack and the 

subsequent coroner’s inquest attracted a considerable amount of media attention. The Social Credit government 

did not welcome this attention, being concerned that the inquest might find the government itself to blame 

and attribute the men’s deaths to poor safety practices caused by the cost-cutting measures and speed-ups the 

government had required of the Portage Mountain project’s management. Fortunately for the government, the 

evidence of its guilt involved issues too technical and obscure for the media, or the coroner’s jury, to grasp.

Although the explosion itself had made it impossible to determine its cause with absolute certainty, the jury found 

that the trigger was probably a spark caused by John Gillis turning on the ventilation fan, a spark which then 

ignited an accumulation of methane gas inside the tunnel. This appeared the most likely explanation because 

the fan’s switch was not spark proof. As for blame, the testimony of Premier Bennett’s Peace Power Constructors’ 

managers left no doubt that they held the two dead workers, as well as those other workers who had participated 

in the rescue attempt, solely responsible for the tragedy. But the jury, in what observers believed was an attempt to 

spare the feelings of John Gillis’s family, found that no blame should be attached in either of the two deaths.

Because the two deaths had two distinct and entirely separate causes, management had prepared two separate 

responses to the question of who was at fault. In the matter of Bro. Durack’s death, their response was revealing. 

While the Vancouver Sun’s reporter covering the inquest clearly admired the courage of the men who had made 

“gallant attempts” at rescue inside the “lung burning, gas-filled tunnel”, this was not the position of Robert Kidd, 

the dam’s safety superintendent. He told the inquest that “Anybody who is a professional miner should have had 

enough sense not to go into that tunnel. They didn’t need anybody to tell them.” No one connected to the inquest 

seems to have questioned why, once they arrived at the scene, neither Mr. Kidd nor Douglas Joss, the acting mine 

superintendent, thought it necessary to take charge and begin directing rescue operations—perhaps preventing 

improperly equipped would-be rescuers from even entering the tunnel. Instead, both superintendents seem to 

have thought it was their responsibility to drive the wounded to medical attention. As for the fact that Bro. Durack 

died because of the absence of proper mine rescue equipment, the jury recommended that “suitable and sufficient” 

rescue equipment be readily available on site, perhaps unaware that the WCB regulations already required 

Peace Power Constructors to ensure that sufficient mine rescue 

equipment was available onsite. 

As for Bro. Gillis’s death, when questioned about the WCB’s special 

regulations governing work in the tunnel, Douglas Joss, who had 

been hired as acting mine superintendent twelve days before the 

explosion, told the inquest that he was unaware of them, saying that “in tunnelling work you go by past experience. 

There are regulations put out but I didn’t see them.” Nevertheless, despite claiming to be unaware of the 

regulations, he also testified that the day before the explosion he had told Bro. Gillis not to enter the tunnel until it 

had been tested by a gas inspector, a requirement of the WCB’s special powerhouse access tunnel regulations but 

not of its standard regulations. Indeed, after the inquest, the WCB felt it necessary to issue a press release saying it 

was “reasonably sure” that its inspector had in fact discussed the regulations with Mr. Joss before the explosion.

THE REACTION TO THE VERDICT
The jury’s attempt to spare the feelings of Bro. Gillis’s family with a verdict of no blame did not succeed. The family 

was fully aware that the verdict’s actual effect was to allow the real culprits to escape scot-free. Bro. Gillis’s widow 

demanded a judicial inquiry into his death, a demand which Premier Bennett’s Attorney-General denied. She 

refused to apply for a WCB widow’s pension because she felt that by so doing she would be condoning the jury’s 

finding. His daughter Yvette told The Province of her father’s almost fanatical concern for safety, of the impossibility 

of him knowingly risking anyone’s life.

…he had told Bro. Gillis not to enter  
the tunnel until it had been tested  

by a gas inspector…
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Neither the family nor LiUNA Local 168 were satisfied with the verdict. As a mark of respect, the union voted to 

send Morris O’Brien, the other tunneller who had set off with John Durack to rescue Bro. Gillis, to Bro. Durack’s 

funeral in Ontario. The union also demanded, to no avail, that the project’s Safety Superintendent Robert Kidd be 

dismissed. In the union’s view, the coroner’s jury verdict did not take into account clear evidence demonstrating 

that the Portage Mountain project’s management had consistently ignored WCB mine safety regulations and that 

this failure was the cause of both deaths.

That government and management understood where the blame did in fact lie was obvious from their unusually 

swift response to the jury’s recommendations. These were that suitable and sufficient rescue gear be readily 

available onsite; that only explosion-proof electrical equipment be used underground; and most importantly, that 

all tunnelling work fall under the Coal Mines Act. Within three weeks of the inquest the government announced 

that it would provide every tunneller with twenty-four hours of onsite mine safety and rescue training. Five self-

contained breathing apparatuses were ordered for the project. And all tunnelling work was placed under the Coal 

Mines Act.
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CHAPTER 14 – The Granduc Slide 


ON FEBRUARY 18, 2013 The Globe & Mail published the following as its inside front page “Moment in Time” 

story of the day:

“FEB. 18, 1965 After weeks of bitter cold, when only a dusting of snow fell, a heavy storm suddenly hit 

the mountains north of Stewart, BC, on the southern tip of the Alaska Panhandle. Overnight, 4.3 metres of 

snow dropped on the Granduc Mine site, where 154 men were housed on the Leduc Glacier. Work crews 

were shovelling off roofs and digging out equipment when a slab of snow released on the mountain 

above them. Survivors said it fell noiselessly and ‘was like watching a huge white wave with bulldozers 

and men rolling on the top.’ Of the 68 men caught in the avalanche, 26 died and 20 were injured. The last 

found alive was Einar Myllyla, who was buried for three days and six hours. ‘Don’t move me, I think my legs 

are frozen,” were his first words to rescuers.’ ” – Mark Hume

The Granduc Mine was certified to LiUNA Local 168 and Bro. Marvin Cardinal was working there when the 

avalanche hit:

Because I Know What’s Going to Happen When I first went up there, there were about thirty miners there 

altogether. We were only in there roughly twenty-eight days when the slide came down. It snowed all 

night, there were two labourers shovelling snow from the bunkhouse to the kitchen, going back and forth 

all night. By the time they got to the other end, they had to turn around and go back, there’d be a foot 

and a half of snow behind them.

The guy I was rooming with, his name was Harold Hagen, he was up there before, up in that country 

years ago, and he and I went for a coffee about ten o’clock at night. He said, “You know if there’s a way of 

getting out of here tonight, I’d go. Because I know what’s going to happen.” He was right.

The Slide Hits  The next morning we went to work, I was on day shift, and I had a train of muck coming 

out of the portal. The track crew was working at the portal because the track was kind of spreading a little 

bit, and they were stabilizing it. So I had to stop, well I didn’t really stop, I was just creeping along, waiting 

for them to get their tools out of the road. And down she come.

It hit that portal and we had an eight-inch air line, that supplies air underground, 120 pound air pressure 

on it, you can imagine when that let go, it was just like a big explosion. It shook the whole bloody tunnel 

right into where the guys were working. The guys at the face, they knew right away something was 

wrong, they could feel the concussion and they all come running out.



Page 136 CHAPTER 14 – The Granduc Slide

It didn’t close the tunnel completely because the tunnel was fourteen by fourteen and right at the top 

there was a little opening. So I crawled out and I could see one man, that’s all. That was at the dump, 

“Porkchops” Campbell, he was dumping cars at the dump and he saw the slide coming, so he jumped 

towards a car, an empty car, and he hung on to the car. And the car floated up, so he was pinned 

underneath the car, just sitting there having a smoke. Didn’t even lose his hard hat.

The Silence But you know, when you come out of that portal, the noise out there is so loud—

compressors, and lighting plants, and all that stuff going—that you can’t hear yourself talk. And all of  

a sudden everything’s gone silent. Not even one sound. Everything was buried.

Rescue Operations at the Shop So right away we got a team together and they picked a guy to lead it, 

a guy with avalanche experience, to organize what we were going to do. So he laid out a plan, and there 

was about seven guys working in the shop, so he laid out a plan that we start with four holes. A hole here, 

a hole here, I think they were about twenty feet apart, in the shop area because we wanted to get in there 

to see if anybody was alive. So I was over here in this hole and I was already down maybe eight feet from 

where I started. I went down about six feet and then you bench over so you can relay the snow up on the 

next bench. And there was a guy on that bench throwing it out of the hole. In fact, there was three of us 

there already. So I must have been starting in the second lift already.

The next hole over, they hit the shop. And they let out a holler, “We found it! We found the door of the 

shop!” Well, that’s what we were looking for. So everybody took off, the guys that were working with me, 

they went too. I don’t know what made me stay there, I don’t know 

what it was. I think I took about another four or five shovels and there 

was no place to put the snow because there was nobody on the next 

bench to throw it up further.

Out Come a Hand We had these brand new muck sticks from the 

warehouse, they come to a point, and I was just going to take another 

swat there, out come a hand. Well, I tell you, that was spooky. It was the Master Mechanic. He was walking 

across the yard and the snow just closed in around him. Anyway, here he is and there was about that 

much snow between me and him. He could hear every word we were saying, but we couldn’t hear him. 

He was hollering his head off—he had a little cubby hole around his face there where he was breathing—

and he was hollering his head for all he was worth and nobody could hear him. And we were right there. 

He was maybe eight, nine feet under, ten feet at the very most. 

So anyway a helicopter come in with a nurse, we could see him up there hovering over top of us, the 

snow - there was big flakes like that coming down, you couldn’t see any more than ten feet ahead of you. 

And we could hear the helicopter up there, in fact we could see a dark spot in the sky, but he couldn’t 

take a chance coming down at first because it was a white-out.

They flew all the cripples into Ketchikan, they were the first passengers on the helicopters. And when I got 

to Ketchikan the next day—we had to go get checked in the hospital by the Red Cross, and I was okay, 

nothing wrong with me. In fact, I shovelled snow from right when it happened, from about nine o’clock in 

the morning until seven the next morning. Never stopped, have a bite to eat and keep going. So I went 

up to the hospital, and there’s this mechanic there and he’s crying just like a baby. He said “Thank you very 

much for saving my life.”

I Was Happy to See Him Die So we got to the end of the shop because we knew there were people in 

there. We had this great big mucking machine called a Conway Mucker and when the slide hit the shop, 

…he was hollering his head for 
all he was worth and nobody 

could hear him. 
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Survivors at the Granduc Slide. 
Photo courtesy of Vancouver Public Library
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they were welding on it there and the thing fell over on top of this mechanic. The torch was going and the 

torch went into the side of his head and when we dug him out he was still alive. He was still moaning  

a little bit. But as soon as we got him on top of the snow, he died right now. And I was happy to see him 

die because the poor man, he had like two heads, eh? Big bubble there from the torch cooking his head.

It Could Have Been Me We only lost one miner. “Cap” Palmer was the only miner we lost. Just happened 

he was outside and it caught him running across the yard. And if the track crew hadn’t been working 

at the portal, I would have been right under it too. And Roy Decker, the Shift Super, he’d come running 

underground to give those guys shit for holding us up, because we’re on a cycle and we’ve got to try to 

make our complete cycle every day, and he come running in to tell them to get out of our way, not to 

hold us up, and the snow was right on his ass.

It was mostly carpenters and labourers that got killed. They were building a snow shed from the portal up 

to the camp, there was about ninety feet difference in elevation. They were working putting a roof over 

the walkway. And there were three miners that went into the coffee room we had there, a shack about 

fourteen by fourteen where the guys used to go drink coffee, they walked in there going to have a coffee 

and that’s when the snow slide come down. Two of them went with the shack and one stayed with the 

floor. And he said he never got such a ride in all his life, he went about a good half a mile in a matter  

of seconds. 

Doctor in Camp Somebody spotted an arm sticking out, so that’s how they 

found the two guys that went with the shack. They weren’t dead, just banged 

up real bad. One guy had a broken back, a broken neck. They were lucky there 

was a doctor in camp. He’d come into camp to talk to the First Aid people and upgrade all their tickets 

and stuff. A lot of guys would have suffered, he had a lot of painkillers with him, I guess.

T-Bone Dinner Break So I shovelled all night until the next morning, and I was tired, man, I was tired. 

That was hard work. There was no end. You know there’s somebody down there, you want to get them 

out. And every so often you’d hear rumble coming, another slide coming down, because there were big 

mountains all around. You’d hear this rumble coming and everybody dives for the portal. One guy got his 

leg broken trying to get in the tunnel, guys running over him, stomped on him, I guess.

That night we had T-bone steaks for supper. We were frying them on a muck stick, a shovel. Because it 

took the cook shack out, but it didn’t take out the meat shack. The cook shack was gone, but it went right 

over the bunkhouses. There were some guys in the bunkhouses didn’t even know there was a slide until 

they woke up. They didn’t even know, went right over top of the bunkhouse. This is what I heard, I don’t 

know for sure.

Einar Myllyla There was a guy who was buried underneath the snow for seventy-two hours, seventy-

two hours he was buried under the snow. I think it was the guy in the lunchroom, the guy who stayed 

with the floor. He was away in a spot where they were using a D8 to make a path for the helicopters, 

he was underneath there. I’d never seen so many helicopters in all my life. There’d be two sitting on the 

ground and about four or five hanging up in the air waiting to come down. The D8 packed it down so the 

helicopters didn’t kick up too much snow when they came in for a landing. And it was the helicopters that 

uncovered him, finally uncovered him from whirring the snow away. He lost his legs from his knees down. 

They were frozen, they had to cut them off. But imagine living through seventy-two hours under the snow.

The Evacuation The helicopters flew us all out to one of those rescue cabins along the shore by the salt 

chuck. There’s a cabin there and a boat and a little three or four horse motor and dry food for people 

Somebody spotted an arm 
sticking out…



Page 139CHAPTER 14 – The Granduc Slide

that are stranded. The helicopters dropped us all off there. Well the bad ones, the broken backs and all 

that, they flew them right into Ketchikan. There was a big pleasure craft that was in the area, some rich 

American, and it was roughly about one hundred feet long—it was a big boat, eh—so I guess they got in 

contact with him and he said he’d come in as close as he could and from there we’d get expedited out in 

the little fourteen-foot aluminium boat with the four or five horse motor. And you could only haul three 

guys at a time and that big pleasure craft was way out there, probably about half a mile. And this was the 

middle of February. Do you know how cold it is?

They started hauling us out there, and me and Archie McDonald, Vince Ready, and I can’t remember the 

other guy, and the guy who was running the motor, we were the last ones left. We were only allowed to 

carry three and the guy running the boat, but there were five of us left for the last trip. Well we weren’t 

worried about taking that boat back. We took a chance on the five of us getting in rather than having 

to make another trip. You take the boat back you’re going to have to swim. So anyway, we all got in and 

it was a good thing we had our muckers on, big steel muckers, underground boots, and our hard hats 

because we started taking on water, the water was coming right over the bow. We all took one boot off 

and started bailing water. Oh man, I tell you, that was cold! At the end of February? That was cold. When 

we got on that big pleasure craft, man, it was like in heaven. Like a dream. Even had a cocktail lounge in 

there. We piled in there as many as could get in there.

Ketchikan, Alaska to Vancouver, BC Then we got into Ketchikan and they had to take us all to the 

hospital. The Red Cross wanted to check us over though most of us were okay. And they opened up  

a hotel there that had been closed for the winter, just specially for us. Because there was a hundred and 

ten of us, though of course that’s counting the cripples too that were in the hospital. So there might have 

been a hundred of us that went to check into the hotel. And all the TV cameras were there in the lobby 

when we were checking in.

After we got checked over by the doctors we were all ready for the bar, that’s where we were heading 

for. So went into some tavern there, a fairly good sized tavern, because there must have been forty of us. 

Some gentleman came along and he found out we were in that slide and he went over to the bartender 

and he told him, “Give those guys anything they want and put it on my tab.” I hate to think of the tab he 
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picked up. Everybody drinking doubles. Then we had to fly out of there to Vancouver, about a hundred of 

us. And when we got to Vancouver, everybody thought we were going to be landing at the International 

Airport, but we didn’t land there, we landed at some army base because they didn’t want the media to be 

there. The wives and girlfriends knew. But man. I tell you, then the party was on in Vancouver. For a whole 

month every miner in the country was there. What a performance that was.

On February 18, 1965 twenty-six workers lost their lives in the Leduc Avalanche at the Granduc Mine

Craig Anderson 

Andrew Burdick 

John Clausen 

C. Crawford 

R. Currie 

Aldege Davis 

Vilma Fekete 

George Geiger 

Robert Lloyd 

Donald McKinnon 

S. McLeod 

Jerimiah McNulty 

Wayne Matiowski 

C. Nitsos

Ivan Olson 

Herman Orlaw 

C.A. Palmer 

Arthur Paulson 

Reginald Rose 

Rodney Rose 

Roth Rose 

Ulrich Schack 

James Scott 

Dalton Shannon 

Steve Soltesz 

John Tellam
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CHAPTER 15 – John Norton 
June 5, 1948 to July 28, 1996


“A MANS’ MAN TYPE OF LEADER” — JOHN’S WIFE HEIDI

By Mark Olsen

LiUNA – Manager Western Canada

“On April 4, 1991, a DC-3 aircraft was on a charter flight from Sturdee Valley, British Columbia, with three crew 

members and four passengers on board. The aircraft crashed about 40 kilometres southeast of the airstrip on 

a frozen, snow-covered lake. The aircraft was destroyed by the impact. Six occupants were fatally injured; one 

passenger suffered serious injuries. 

The Transportation Safety Board of Canada (TSB) has determined that the aircraft struck the frozen surface of 

the lake while in a steep, descending right turn. The cause of the accident could not be established.” 

Final Report of the TSB, March 2, 1993.

This is the story of the strongest and toughest Union member I ever met, and worked with, John Norton. John’s 

story recounts a very successful and respected representative of the Union, a tragic and senseless plane crash, 

incredible recovery and resolve, to difficulty and loss, to a change in personality and suicide, to vindication and 

honour. John Norton’s story is the story of the Union, and it needs to be told. I only hope that my words, and 

memory, do John justice.

To fully understand and appreciate this story, you need to go back to the 1980’s, in the labour movement in BC. 

The Tunnel and Rock Workers Union, Local 168 was one of the five Local Unions of LiUNA in the province. As 

part of its Charter, Local 168 held exclusive rock related jurisdiction in BC and the Yukon. Local 168 members 

historically worked in both construction and road building, including surface drilling, blasting and rock scaling, 

as well as underground construction mining.

However in the mid 1980’s, the Union decided to carve out a niche for itself in the mine development and 

operation sector, specifically in smaller mines that had traditionally been ignored by larger Unions in the 

province. These workers needed to be represented, and Local 168 was determined to give them a voice.

Local 168 was successful in this strategy, as they very quickly organized and certified many small to medium 

sized mining properties, including Dickenson, Erickson, Granduc, Scotty Gold, Skyline Gold and Cheni Gold, 

to name a few. While all of these mines are closed today, the Union still retains significant mine development 
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companies, including Redpath and DMC Mining which used to be known as Tonto Mining and then Dynatec 

Mining.

All of the operating mines were isolated, with fly-in camps situated on mountain tops. It was dangerous work 

in dangerous environments. Some of the mine sites were exclusively with Local 168, while others were jointly 

represented with the Operating Engineers Union, Local 115. 

While the Union(s) often prevailed, the mining companies were notoriously and aggressively anti-Union, and 

fought like hell to stop a Union organizing drive and to frustrate negotiations and representational efforts. As 

such, Local 168 needed an equally tough hombre. And so, John Norton became a key member of the Local 168 

team and became a recognized leader of the unorganized miner in BC.

John personally lead organizing drives and strikes necessary to get the workers the respect and working 

conditions they long deserved. John was both physically and mentally tough, focused, would not take no for 

an answer, was loyal, had a flash temper when required, yet had a good sense of humour. John was highly 

respected by the Local 168 membership and executive and respected and feared by the companies. He was a 

powerful figure who did a great job.

John had become a member of the Tunnel and Rock Workers Local 168 in 1981, became a Union Business 

Representative in 1987 and was President of the Union from 1989 until the spring of 1996. As a representative 

of the Union, John organized new companies, handled member grievances, was the lead negotiator in first 

collective agreements and for renewal agreements, and was a key Union witness at both Labour Board hearings 

and arbitrations. It was his role as a witness in legal proceedings that I had many of my dealings with John.  

I became the lawyer for the Union starting in 1988 and so John and I worked together on many cases.

As I have said, mining companies were rabidly anti-Union and they fought us at every turn. One contentious 

company was Cheni Gold Mine. They had retained a lawyer who clearly matched their corporate demeanour.  

I understand the lawyer ended up to be disbarred for misappropriation of client funds, but I digress.

Cheni Gold, and their legal counsel, knew of John’s flash temper and so at every hearing, before cross 

examination, the lawyer would ask John, “is swearing on the bible binding on your conscience?” John knew it 

was a way to suggest to the arbitrator that he was a liar. John was 

a proud, intelligent and honest man and he could not stand being 

called a liar.

At the first arbitration hearing, John became instantly and viscerally upset and reacted angrily, as I objected 

to this highly charged inappropriate question. The arbitrator, Hugh Ladner, agreed with us, and scolded the 

company counsel. However the damage was done, as John was emotional the rest of the day on the stand. Well, 

we ended up having at least five such arbitration hearings against Cheni Gold Mine, over a very short period in 

the late 1980’s, with Hugh Ladner as arbitrator in all the cases.

As a quick aside, Hugh Ladner was an excellent arbitrator, and we were later sad to hear that on his honeymoon 

in Hawaii, he had gone out to surf, leaving his new wife on the beach, and he never returned. The surfboard 

later washed up on shore but his body was never found. 

Back to the Cheni arbitrations, because of the objectionable question, John was visibly upset at the first hearing, 

became very animated at the second, and got up on his feet ready to go across the table and attack the lawyer 

at the third. It got to the point where I would object to question before it was even asked, and at the last 

hearing we even preemptively objected in our opening statement. It was crazy. My recollection is that we won 

every case against Cheni Gold and the main reason was John’s credible evidence on the stand.

It was dangerous work in 
dangerous environments. 
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In the early 1990’s everything was going well for John, he was at the top of his game. He had also put together 

a Local 168 Mine Rescue Team that entered several competitions and had won awards and were well respected 

in the industry. Then came April 4, 1991, that fateful day when everything changed in John’s life.

Here is a compilation of John’s own words, from a newspaper article in the Kamloops This Week in April 1991, 

from the Vancouver Sun in February 1993, and from a Union memo in September 1993;

“We flew into Cheni Gold Mine on April 1, 1991, April Fool’s Day. Little did I realize what a tragic omen it 

would turn out to be. The Cheni Mine was located about 250 kilometres from Smithers BC in what was 

then known as the Golden Triangle in the remote North Country. The whole area had been the focus of an 

intensive and successful joint organizing drive by Local 168 and the Operating Engineers Union, Local 115. 

“The Unions had certified Cheni, but negotiations were always testy. I was accompanied by my friend, 

Hugh McConnell, of Local 115, on my trip to the mine, for meetings with the bargaining unit.

“We completed our site work on April 4, a day earlier than we had expected. We were offered a ride 

out that day on a DC-3 cargo flight chartered by Cheni Gold, rather than waiting for the next regularly 

scheduled passenger flight. Hugh and I jumped at the chance as it would provide us with an extra day  

in the office in preparation for further negotiations.

“I remember it was bright and clear a beautiful day, not a snowflake in the sky. We took off at about 1:45 

in the afternoon. However about half an hour into the flight, the plane went down crashing on a frozen 

lake in the isolated bush country.

“I recall that the plane seemed to be flying very low, about tree top level. The stewardess had just gone 

forward to make some coffee, when I felt the plane surge and lift in the front end. I expected the craft  

to bottom out of the turbulence. But suddenly I realized there was a huge blowing of air and it seemed to 

me something had torn through the side of the plane. There had been a big bang and then all hell  

broke loose.

Local 168 tabled officers from the early 90s:  
From left: Bruce Ferguson, Secretary Treasurer, John Norton, President, Harold Mulrooney previous President, Mark Olsen, Vice-President and 

Charlie Robertson, Business Manager.
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“I don’t recall the impact, but when I regained consciousness, I had been thrown clear of the fuselage, 

face down in the snow on the frozen surface. The bolts holding the seat had sheared off, but I was still 

strapped to it.

“I saw Hugh nearby. I thought if I could get over and wrap his parka 

around him, he might not die. I tried to crawl over to him, but kept 

passing out. The crash killed six passengers, including Hugh McConnell,  

I was the lone survivor.

“I broke both legs, had internal injuries and puncture wounds (from being shishkabobbed on the bolts 

protruding from mining equipment stored on the cargo plane). I was found, leaning against part of the 

fuselage, by a chopper shortly after 6:00 pm, some four hours after the accident. I slipped off the spine 

board a couple of times, and so passed out again, being taken to the chopper.

“I was immediately medivac’d to Vancouver General Hospital, where I remained in intensive care for over 

six months. The injuries have required twenty operations to date, the last one being a complete fusion of 

my right knee on August 5, 1993. I’ve had to learn to walk again twice, first after the crash, and now after 

the fusion.

“…Whatever the cause of the crash, there needs to be a greater emphasis on air safety in BC.

“After twenty years flying in the north, not only myself but any construction worker can tell you stories of 

aircraft flying overloaded or in bad weather. We’re losing more people on the airline than we are in the 

mines and workplace. It’s no joke.”

The final report of the TSB was released in March 1993. Their task was made very difficult as there was no 

cockpit voice recorder or flight data recorder on the DC-3 because it was a cargo plane and regulation did not 

require them. While the TSB held that the cause of the plane crash could not be determined, they did release 

some curious bits of information, including that the pilot had taken a different and unexplained route; there was 

a non-revenue passenger on board, probably in the cockpit at the time of the crash; the crew could have been 

distracted by the passenger; finding a carcass of a German Sheppard dog also in the cockpit; the respective 

settings on the captains and co-pilots subscales would have caused a three hundred foot altitude discrepancy 

between the two instruments.

During John’s lengthy ordeal, he received much support. Here are more of his own words;

“The number of cards and well wishes I received while in hospital were phenomenal. The support from the 

Union and membership was heartwarming and buoyed me through the difficult months. Members sent 

baseball hats and sweatshirts, autographed with get well wishes from various sites in the province. At one 

point the cards covered two hospital walls in my room. I really appreciated that, and won’t forget them.

“It has been a slow road to recovery, but hopefully within a year I can get back to work full time with the 

Local and with a little luck, organize some of the more reluctant contractors.”

While John continued to be the President of Local 168 until the spring of 1996, he never did return to full time 

work with the Union.

In the circumstances, you would think that the WCB would bend over backwards to provide John with the 

respect and benefits he so rightfully deserved. However over the course of the next five years, John had battles 

with the WCB on issues such as appliances, rehabilitation services and plan and pension assessment. One such 

…there needs to be a greater 
emphasis on air safety in BC.
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callous example of disrespect was the unbelievable letter John received from the WCB, while he was still in 

hospital recovering from the leg operations, and infections.

Here is an excerpt from the letter. It is hard to believe that this letter was actually sent by the Legal Services 

Department of the WCB to John.

“I would appreciate you providing me with the following information; A complete description of the 

plane, including make, model and serial number if possible and the name of the manufacturer of the 

plane. Are you aware of any other incident involving that make and model of airplane. Your early attention 

to these questions is appreciated.”

This letter was not a mistake, as the WCB sent it to the Union as well. You can imagine John’s outrage at the 

disrespect. I can tell you that the WCB Legal Services Department had no further contact with John.

By the spring of 1996, on top of the twenty operations and right knee fusion and infections, John had 

contracted hepatitis “C” from all the transfusions and also developed post-traumatic stress disorder. On top of 

that, he had several recent major disappointments, including the WCB denial of a fishing camp option that he 

and Heidi were planning to open; rejections of a position with the WCB Review Board; a recent withholding of 

WCB benefits; and anxiety over the ongoing WCB pension assessment. 

No human being could withstand it any longer. The plane crash and resulting five years of hell became too 

much for John to bear. And so, tragically John Norton ended his own life on July 28, 1996.

After his death, the WCB continued to disrespect John by refusing his wife Heidi, widow’s benefits in a letter in 

December 1996.

“Mr. Norton’s suicide was primarily related to factors outside of his compensable work injury and his 

ongoing relationship with the WCB.”

The Union represented Heidi in the appeal, but we knew we needed more evidence. As such the Union retained 

the services of a clinical psychologist from UBC, Dr. Ian MacPherson, to review the file and speak to several 

witnesses and relatives. The post mortem psychological report was surreal. It was as if the doctor had known 

and understood John his entire adult life.

The Doctor found;

“John Norton had faced adversity all of his life, in fact it appears that he almost thrived on it….However 

just as the plane crash left him with permanent physical injuries, it also prevented him from being 

employed in a way that did not steal his identity … from a psychological perspective then, John Norton 

became the seventh fatality of the plane crash that occurred five years earlier. In the context of his 

personality, the accident set in motion the circumstances that were necessary and eventually sufficient to 

rob him of his vital psychological identity….

“Consistent with this opinion is the view that without an incident as 

serious as the plane crash which set in motion the set of circumstances 

that ultimately destroyed his identity, John Norton would have survived.”

Finally, after a lengthy appeal process and hearing, the WCB Review Board in July 1999, agreed with us, that the 

multitude of causal factors that lead to John taking his own life, were set in motion by the plane crash and the 

effects of the injuries and surgeries. The WCB was ordered to pay widow’s benefits to Heidi, which they did.

John Norton was a very proud  
man and a strong advocate 

for justice…
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John Norton was a very proud man and a strong advocate for justice and the rights of workers that he cared so 

deeply about. John accomplished a great deal in his career with the Union, and he will always be remembered 

for his strength of will. In fact, John Norton leaves a twofold legacy, one from his work with the Union 

representing and advocating for the unorganized underground miner and secondly from the precedent setting 

Review Board Decision allowing widow’s benefits in the case of an injured worker ending his own life as a result 

of a workplace accident and the injuries suffered. 

Tragically, the senseless 1991 plane crash occurred, which killed his friend and colleague Hugh McConnell, and 

year’s later lead to John’s death. So aptly put by Dr. MacPherson in his post mortem report, John became the 

seventh fatality of the plane crash that had occurred five years earlier.

Rest in peace John.
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CHAPTER 16 – Labourers’ Membership Services 


ALTHOUGH IN PRINCIPLE the Workers’ Compensation Board of BC (WCB, or WorkSafe BC as it has lately 

been officially renamed), the Unemployment Insurance Commission (UIC, now known as EI), and the Canada 

Pension Plan’s Disability Benefit (CPP) were established to help injured and unemployed workers, in practice these 

semi-independent government agencies far too often treat the injured and the unemployed as scroungers looking 

to game the system. In May, 1981, in order to deal more effectively with the steadily rising volume of membership 

complaints of ill-treatment at their hands, the four LiUNA British Columbia construction locals decided to establish 

a Labourers’ Membership Services (LMS) department with the primary task of providing free advocacy service to 

injured, ill, or unemployed members having problems with their WCB, EI, and CPP claims. Other tasks of a legal 

or quasi-legal nature such as the union construction industry’s Jurisdictional Assignment Plan (JAPlan), which 

settles disputes over project work assignments between unions, and the union’s various legal matters (arbitrations, 

certifications, and so on) are also handled through this department. However, the major focus of the LMS’s work has 

been and remains WCB appeals.

A HISTORY OF THE WCB: 1917-1991 BY LMS DIRECTOR CARL LIDEN
Carl Liden, a former Local 1070 Business Agent and an NDP MLA and Minister of Transport from 1973-75, was a 

founding Director of the Labourers’ Membership Services. In the May, 1991 Newsletter, as the first NDP government 

in almost twenty years was preparing to make workers “co-owners of the WCB”, he wrote a history of the Board to 

help the membership understand the significance of the word “co-owner” when applied to the WCB. Below is a 

slightly edited version.

“Fifty-four years ago the adoption of BC’s first Workmen’s Compensation Act was done with the deliberate 

purpose of abandoning common-law duties, rights, obligations, and remedies. Both workers and 

employers had to forego common law rights in a compromise for the common good. 

“The 1917 Act was based on a report which contained the following major points:

1.  Coverage for Workers’ Compensation was to be universal;

2.  Compensation would be paid for work injuries, regardless of who was at fault;

3.  Compensation would be based on loss of earnings;

4.  The Court system would be excluded;

5.  An independent commission would administer compensation;

6.  Benefits would last as long as the disability;

7.  Payment would be speedy and secure;

8.  Compensation would be paid for both injuries and disease; and

9.  Employers would bear all the financial burden by paying into a central fund.



Page 148 CHAPTER 16 – Labourers’ Membership Services

“The question now is, have injured workers in British Columbia been treated in the way the early 

Compensation Act intended? …

“From the beginning, it is probably reasonable to say that some workers were not completely satisfied 

with Compensation Board decisions. The next question then would have been, do we have a reasonable 

and fair system of appeal?

“Prior to 1974 [when the province’s first NDP government was in power], appeals were internal. In other 

words, you appealed to the same people who made the decision you didn’t like. This system was disliked 

by workers and certainly didn’t appear fair.

“In 1974 the Independent Review Boards were established to provide an opportunity for workers to 

appeal a WCB decision to a Review Board that was functional outside the WCB.

“I believe the Independent Review Board system has worked well and should be continued. There is 

evidence however, that the Independent Review Boards were not liked by everyone.

“About 8 or 10 years ago, the WCB Commissioners decided to exercise their rights to re-consider all Review 

Board findings and continued to get more and more involved in Review Board findings.

“Workers were winning at the Review Board but losing at the WCB because the Commissioners were busy 

overturning Review Board decisions, resulting in no pay to the injured worker.

“In 1986 a Supreme Court Judge ordered the WCB to pay a worker the amount won at the Review Board. 

While the WCB Commissioners could overturn a Review Board finding and stop further payment, they 

were required to pay, as instructed by the Review Board, up to the date of the decision to overturn the 

Review Board finding.

“[The Social Credit Government] even appointed some new Commissioners who had but one responsibility 

and that was to overturn as quickly as possible Review Board findings which allowed the worker’s appeal. 

“In one very recent period, there were 112 good Review Board findings referred to the Commissioners and 

they overturned 98 of them. These commissioners, probably the worst in the history of the WCB, will all be 

gone by June 3, 1991 and we will have a different system with new people.”

A glance at Bro. Liden’s brief history makes it obvious why the 

WCB is perhaps the government agency most despised by the 

labour movement, more than even the Labour Relations Board. 

The Board has, as a matter of policy, the cutting of costs as its 

unspoken but primary goal and to that end has engaged in a 

constant search for pretexts to justify undermining the principles 

established by the 1917 Act. Wherever possible, compensation has not been based on loss of earnings, benefits 

have been cut should a disability persist, and payment has not been speedy and secure. The Board has, however, 

strained every sinew in its efforts to lighten the financial burden on employers. It is an agency which has historically 

regarded its primary task as ensuring the province’s employers do not pay the full cost of allowing unsafe working 

conditions and following hazardous work practices. By contrast, the WCB has historically treated its clients, i.e. sick 

and injured workers, with contempt, indifference, and suspicion, causing great hardship and suffering to tens of 

thousands of workers and their families.

 …it seemed that the WCB was at last 
beginning to do the job for which  

it had been created.
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EARLY LMS REPORTS IN THE BC LABOURERS’ NEWSLETTER
The first reports on the WCB which we have in The BC Labourers’ Newsletter are actually quite optimistic. The NDP 

government under Dave Barrett was in power and the labour movement was anticipating that major changes 

would soon take place at the WCB. A brief report in the July, 1974 Newsletter mentions that the WCB’s Chairman, 

Terry Ison, had said that under consideration in a new WCB Act were imprisonment for employers who violated 

WCB safety regulations and giving the WCB the authority to close down offending companies while forcing them to 

pay workers partial wages during such closures. In March, 1975, the Newsletter reported that the maximum annual 

wage on which benefits could be paid had been increased from $11,200 to $12,100 on January 1. This meant that 

the maximum weekly benefit payable had been increased from $122.77 to $174.52. 

In June, 1975 the Newsletter’s “WCB Corner” summarized information of particular interest to the membership from 

the 1974 Annual Worker’s Compensation Board Report. This included the fact that industrial deaths had declined 

from 191 in 1973 to 180 in 1974 while over the same period new industrial injuries and diseases had climbed by 

12.9 per cent. It was reported that Board attributed this increase in large part to its campaign to improve “accuracy 

and completion of injury reporting.” In addition, “WCB Corner” noted that: “3,772 disabled workers were assisted 

in returning to employment and the WCB Rehabilitation Residence, during its first year, housed 1,630 out of town 

workers during rehabilitation treatment.” 

The “WCB Corner” also reported that in 1974, 264 penalty assessments or special assessment rates had been 

levied on employers for “violations of WCB regulations relating to accident prevention, industrial hygiene and first 

aid.” Meanwhile, as of the beginning of March 1975, seven penalty assessments had already been made in the 

construction industry, including one “for conducting a construction project under circumstances which exposed  

a worker to an immediate danger and obstructing an officer of the Board.” To many workers, it seemed that the 

WCB was at last beginning to do the job for which it had been created.

THE LATE 1970s
Unfortunately, the defeat of the NDP in 1975 resulted in the WCB swiftly reverting to earlier policies and practices. 

By the late 1970s increasing problems with both the WCB and UIC were creating so much work for union staff that 

Mike Hall, Business Agent for Local 1070, wrote the following in the June, 1979 Newsletter:

“During the course of a working day we have to handle very different types of problems from Jurisdiction 

and Wage problems on the job to Unemployment Insurance and Workers Compensation problems related 

to our Members. The first two types of problems may not always be easy to resolve but at least the people 

Business Manager, Mark Olsen, Jenny Tay, Executive Assistant, Carl Liden, Director and Bud Smith, Workers’ Advocate.
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we have to deal with understand what we are talking about. However, it seems to us that people who 

work in UIC offices have never been out of work and the ones who work for WCB have probably never 

been injured on the job. These people don’t seem to realize that work in the Construction Industry is 

much different than other industrial work as there is no job security and working conditions at the start of 

most jobs are not always the best.

“If you need help to deal with these bureaucratic bodies, your local Union is there to help, but you must 

make sure you have all the details so the problem can be completely understood. Then we can tackle the 

problem together. It’s always been my opinion that the people who work for government think it is their 

own money they are handling; they seem to forget we pay taxes too. Perhaps the Training Plan could put 

on a course to teach them how to look at each problem individually instead of thinking we are all trying 

to cheat them.”

Meanwhile Manny Conceicao, Local 602’s Secretary-Treasurer, devoted over half his report to UIC and WCB 

problems:

“UIC – As most of you are by now aware, there have been substantial changes in the UIC Act. … - All 

UIC claims were reduced by 10%… - You must now work more than 20 hours a week in order to get one 

week’s credit for your qualification period, … - Length of unemployment benefits is [now] for the same 

amount of weeks as your insurable weeks, i.e. If you have 12 weeks and qualify for benefits, you receive  

12 weeks, etc.

“WCB – Well, what can I say about this? I can’t say anything nice so I won’t comment. However, they have 

relented on their policy of not giving you information contained in your file. Effective June 1, 1979, the 

WCB will release any information on your file you want … about time! If you have any problems with 

either with the UIC or the WCB, contact our Local for help.”

The problems with the UIC had in fact grown to the point that a member, Bill Dennison, had been appointed as 

Local 602’s Unemployment Programs Co-ordinator. In the November, 1979 Newsletter he wrote an article pointing 

out that: 

“[The Unemployment Insurance Act of 1940] was designed to help individuals out of work and to help 

maintain worker’s purchasing power in order to prevent another depression. Today, after drastic cutbacks 

by the Liberals and even more drastic cutbacks threatened by the Conservatives, the whole purpose of the 

UIC is being destroyed.”

Bro. Dennison went on to point out that since many construction 

workers  work on short term jobs, being hired and laid off mid-

week, the new twenty hours a week for the same employer rule 

would result in “thousands of construction workers [being] denied 

the right to unemployment insurance.” Another new rule would 

penalize workers for making more than one claim in a fifty-two week period. Since construction workers commonly 

made more than one claim in a twelve month period, Bro. Dennison expected hundreds more construction workers 

would be made ineligible by this rule. He concluded his report by presciently observing that while these changes 

were already in force, “The worst is yet to come.”

…changes were already in force, 
“The worst is yet to come.”
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THE LMS AND THE “EMPLOYERS’ COMPENSATION BOARD”

Although it was founded in 1981, the first Labourers’ Membership Services reports we have are from the December, 

1983 Newsletter. They are by Carl Liden and Mike Hall who was now the  LMS Director handling Jurisdictional 

Assignment Plan disputes. Bro. Liden’s was a long report but it is worth quoting at length because the problems he 

describes have not changed, or rather have indeed changed but for the worse, in the thirty years since he wrote.

“The toughest problem facing members who have a dispute with their compensation claims is the long 

wait for a hearing at the boards of review. Members who had problems with their WCB claims in June and 

July of 1982 and requested a hearing with the boards of review are getting appointments for October 

1983. A 16-month delay is unacceptable. This long delay often causes very severe hardships, members 

usually need the money at the time they are suffering, not a year and a half later. 

“There are now some 4,000 appeals waiting for hearing dates. This huge backlog is a direct result of the 

Social Credit Government’s so-called ‘Restraint Program’. A program that has cut service to people but still 

allows for massive Government advertising, give-aways to Socred friends and unlimited cabinet travel. 

Absolutely no concern for those in our midst who are in need. 

“For the last few years the Government has not made 

new appointments to fill vacancies as they occurred, 

nor have they expanded the number of boards to 

meet the increasing need. The long delays of course 

create problems for members, when they are finally 

able to get a hearing date. Can you imagine answering 

detailed questions of what and how something happened a year and a half earlier, or trying to round up 

witnesses who have moved and are working on different jobsites and even on other jobs. Something has 

to be done if we expect the boards of review to be an effective instrument in getting an independent look 

at a disputed WCB claim.”

BROTHER MANUEL DA LUZ LOSES HIS APPEAL
The rest of Bro. Liden’s report contains a typical WCB “horror story” from the period. Again, it is a story that could 

have taken place at virtually any time in the WCB’s history. 

“Many members are still having difficulty with their compensation claims because of the manner in which 

they are reported. Let us take for instance, the case of Manuel Da Luz of Victoria. 

“On Tuesday, November 17, 1981 Manuel was working in a ditch when a large pipe slipped and fell against 

his left knee. He worked out the rest of the day with some pain.

“On Wednesday morning, November 18, 1981 his knee was so sore he could not go to work. He phoned 

his doctor’s office and was told to put hot compresses on the knee and to rest and come in on Friday, 

November 20, 1981. The 2-day delay did not worry him because he thought the knee might be okay 

anyway after a couple of days of rest. 

“On Friday, November 20, 1981 he saw his doctor who took x-rays and … indicated Manuel would be 

disabled for at least two weeks. Manuel went to his employer’s office on the way home from the doctor’s 

visit. He intended to report the problem to the superintendent … or the foreman who had hired him. 

Neither of the two men Manuel hoped to see were at the office so he returned home. On Tuesday, 

November 24, 1981 Manuel saw his doctor again … [and] again went to see his employer but could 

Can you imagine answering detailed 
questions of what and how something 

happened a year and a half earlier…
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not find the two men … On November 30, 1981 he telephoned the employer’s office and made an 

appointment to see the superintendent that afternoon at which time the employer’s WCB form was filled 

out and mailed to the Compensation Office.

“The claim was disallowed because –

(1) the injury was on November 17;

(2) did not see doctor until November 20;

(3) did not report to employer until November 30.

On the positive side – the adjudicator’s memo says, ‘I have a feeling the man is genuine and I am inclined 

to allow the claim.’ ”

Bro. Liden appealed Bro. Da Luz’s claim but it was denied principally because the injury had not been reported 

to the employer at the time it occurred. Bro. Liden then took the appeal to the ultimate WCB appeal board, the 

Commissioners. In their ruling, they denied Bro. Da Luz’s claim not because it was not reported in a timely fashion, 

but because they chose not to believe he was, as the adjudicator put it, “genuine”. They ruled that “A delay in 

reporting an injury is not in itself grounds for delaying a claim, but is something which casts doubt on the validity 

of a claim …”

As Bro. Liden concluded:

“The tragedy is that Manuel was injured at work and was 

unable to work for the next two months but was denied 

compensation benefits because of the manner in which 

the injury was reported. The purpose of this little story (and 

there are many more) is to try to encourage everyone who 

gets injured to report to your employer at once. Even if the 

injury seems minor, report anyway. You never know what might come of it later.

“We should also not that the injury took place on November 17, 1981. We received the final decision from 

the Commissioners on August 16, 1983, one year and nine months after the injury.”

“EXPERIENCE-RATED” EMPLOYER ASSESSMENTS
Four years later, in the December 1987 Newsletter, Bro. Liden reported new problems with the WCB. 

“The Workers’ Compensation Board, on the instruction of the Government in Victoria, is gradually 

destroying the benefits and services for workers in their determined effort to cut costs to the employers 

and carry out the Government restraint program. …

“[A] change called ‘EXPERIENCE-RATED ASSESSMENTS’ will mean that employers who have fewer 

compensation claims among their employees will pay a lower assessment to the Board. 

“Jim Matkin, President of the Business Council of BC, said, ‘it will make BC a safer place to work’. We say  

it will do nothing of the kind. Employers will be encouraged not to report injuries. Workers will be told  

to stay on the job if at all possible and they will be given light work. This sounds good, but don’t be  

taken in.

“What happens to a [slightly injured] construction worker? Sure the employer can offer light work to keep 

the report away from the WCB But what happens if there is a lay-off a few days later. Guess who gets laid 

off … Who will hire this injured worker who can’t do a full day’s work?

…try to encourage everyone 
who gets injured to report to 

your employer at once.
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“In principle this is a bad policy. If, as Matkin says, BC wants a safer workplace, then what we need is an 

enforcement of safety regulations, not an escape route for some unscrupulous employers.”

WCB COMMISSIONERS’ INTERFERENCE IN THE APPEALS PROCESS
Bro. Liden continues his December, 1987 report with a brief account of the effects of allowing the WCB’s 

Commissioners to override the decisions of appeal Review Boards:

“One of the worst problems we have with the WCB is the constant interference in appeals by the 

Commissioners. We have the independent Review Board system which, if left to function without 

interference from the Commissioners, would be alright.

“There are also other problems which have resulted in terrible injustices for injured workers. We have 

workers with part of their hand missing, others can hardly walk or get around yet the WCB issues such 

minor pensions that some of these workers end up on welfare. These things must be changed but the 

present WCB Commissioners are so anti injured workers that we can’t expect much from there.”

THE COMMISSIONERS GIVE AWAY $99 MILLION
Working with Bro. Liden at the LMS at this time was another Director, the LMS’s full-time lawyer, Ron Bunn. He had 

his own litany of outrageous decisions and WCB horror stories to report in the December, 1977 Newsletter:

“I join with Carl in criticizing these trends [described 

in Bro. Liden’s report above], but I also wish to 

mention other problems with the WCB (possibly it 

should be renamed the ‘Employers’ Compensation 

Board,’ ahem!)

“[In] June, 1987 the WCB Commissioners (acting for the Socreds) made one of their worst decisions by 

outrageously returning $99.3 million to employers. This money should have been used to pay benefits to 

injured workers, increase WCB pensions for our members and finance research into occupational health 

and safety issues. Unfortunately the Commissioners paid this money back to employers and this directly 

affects each and every worker in BC. Our office spearheaded criticism in the public and press.

“Secondly, we continue to experience serious problems with the implementation of Review Board 

decisions. For example, Brother Jim Murray, a long time member of Local 168, has serious nitroglycerin 

withdrawal problems as a result of working with blasting explosives. On July 14, 1987 the Review 

Board said that Jim should receive compensation since he can no longer work, however, so far the WCB 

Commissioners have refused to pay him even though other senior WCB managers agree that Jim should 

be paid. This kind of nonsense and deliberate, anti-worker, inaction by WCB is absolutely wrong.

“Thirdly, the Commissioners recently decided to give full copies or disclosure of WCB claim files to 

employers in workers’ appeals. Because of all these ongoing problems, the Ombudsman in July, 1987 

released Public Report No. 7 which basically supported the independent Review Board system and 

criticized the WCB Commissioners. There are also some recent British Columbia Supreme Court decisions 

with serious criticisms of the WCB What is now happening is that complaints and criticisms are flying from 

all angles and what there needs to be is a Royal Commission to clean up the whole WCB system.”

…one of their worst decisions by 
outrageously returning $99.3 million 

to employers. 
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[Postscript: on January 30, 1995 James (Jim) Murray wrote a letter addressed to Bro. Liden expressing his 

condolences on the death of Ron Bunn earlier that month. It was published in the December 1995 Newsletter and is 

excerpted below.

“When Ron Bunn … took on my injury claim with the WCB, at first it looked like there would never be 

any light at the end of the tunnel. However, with Ron’s moral support and perseverance expertise and 

guidance there was light at the end of the tunnel.

“Ron Bunn encouraged me to write letters to all those concerned 

and even to those not directly concerned. For many months of 

time and effort my claim now was in the center of the political 

arena. 

“Ron Bunn and yourself Carl continued to guide me through a 

time that was to be the finest hour of my life. My claim with the WCB became world wide attention and 

with excellent results with a satisfactory conclusion.

“None of this would ever have been possible without the Labourers’ Membership Services and the 

professional expertise of Ron Bunn and Carl Liden, their determination to stand fast gave me strength for 

the long haul that was ahead.”

LMS SERVICES ARE FREE, SO DON’T HESITATE TO USE THEM
In the December, 1988 Newsletter, the two page LMS report was written by then Director Mark Olsen, LL.B, also 

at the time the Vice-President of Local 168 and later Local 1611’s Business Manager. His report concentrated on 

ensuring the membership fully understood the process of applying for WCB and CPP and that they were aware of 

the free legal assistance available to them through the LMS. With some understatement, he observed that: “It is 

very frustrating and disappointing to come across members unaware of our assistance, who have retained legal or 

other counsel on a WCB matter. While these other sources may do good work the cost to the member is usually 

quite high.”

Bro. Olsen noted that if at any stage of their claim members were denied WCB or UIC sickness benefits, they 

“[might] be entitled to additional wage indemnity benefits from [their] union medical plan.” He also tried to ensure 

that members were aware of their rights and duties under the recently enacted WHMIS (the Workplace Hazardous 

Materials Information System) legislation which now gave them a “’a right to know’ about hazardous materials, 

substances and products in the work environment.”

In the March, 1990 Newsletter, Bro. Olsen reported that there were an 

increasing number of CPP Disability Benefit claims passing through 

the LMS offices. Noting that the average age of Local 168 members 

was over fifty, he commented that: “Years of hard work are inevitably 

taking their toll on our membership. As a consequence both Carl 

[Liden] and I have handled many CPP Disability cases.” He also noted that while a member must be unable to work 

at any job to qualify for CPP Disability, the disability did not have to be work related. He also stressed that members 

should not give up if they were denied CPP Disability on their first try:

“In the last few months our office has been successful in having members’ claims accepted for Disability 

Awards on re-application, at the reconsideration level, and at the level of the Review Committee.

“Ron Bunn and yourself 
Carl continued to guide me 

through a time that was to be 
the finest hour of my life. 

…members should not give up if 
they were denied CPP Disability  

on their first try:
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“If you have not yet applied for a Disability Award but feel that you cannot continue working because of 

a physical or mental condition you should see your Doctor for support. You can then inquire through our 

office as to the applicatory process and we will help you in doing so.”

Judging by the letters of thanks published in various editions of the Newsletter, the work of the LMS Directors 

was not taken for granted by the membership. The May, 1991 Newsletter published a letter to Local 602’s Business 

Manager Greg Harris from Bro. Don Large of Nelson thanking Bro. Olsen for winning his CPP Disability Benefit 

appeal. It reads in part:

“I wish to thank Mr. Olsen for the excellent manner in which he helped me in my quest for a disability 

pension. Mr. Olsen did a very thorough investigation of my situation, then prepared and presented an 

excellent case for me. Mr. Olsen’s positive attitude and pleasant direction helped my wife and myself 

through a most difficult time. I feel fortunate as a Union member to have access to the excellent services 

of Mr. Mark N. Olsen.”

Meanwhile, across the page from Bro. Olsen’s March 1990 CPP report, Bro. Liden was reporting on the recently 

re-elected Mulroney Conservatives proposals to deliver on their election promise to cut unemployment insurance 

benefits. These cuts, endorsed by the Business Council of BC’s Jim Matkin who was “recommending harsh 

measures”, would require workers to obtain a minimum of twenty weeks of employment in order to qualify for  

a UI benefit payable for a maximum of twenty-six weeks. Bro. Liden concluded by declaring that “Present changes 

proposed for Unemployment Insurance should be a political lesson for all of us to remember.”

“IN REALITY THE WCB IS A BUREAUCRATIC MORASS”
In the December, 1990 Newsletter, Bro. Olsen returned to the question of the WCB as being anything but a Workers 

Compensation Board. Beginning with some general remarks on the difference between the WCB’s mandate on 

paper and its application in practice, Bro. Olsen went on to list some recent reasoning behind Review Board 

decisions supporting workers’ appeals:

“On paper the WCB appears as a godsend, providing benefits in the way 

of wage loss, pension, re-training and other rehabilitation assistance to 

workers when they are injured in workplace related accidents. 

“In reality, however, it is often a bureaucratic morass where hurdles and 

obstacles are intentionally, or otherwise, placed in the way of legitimate claimants disentitling them and 

causing undue and ongoing frustration, hardship, disappointment and resentment. 

“Here are a few excerpts from successful Appeal cases which our office has handled:

“It is clear from the evidence that an accident occurred. We find no evidence to the contrary. It was witnessed 

and reported and medical treatment was given immediately. (The claim should have been allowed.)

“The Medical Advisor did not himself examine the worker and the Claims Adjudicator did not form an 

independent opinion as to the date the worker would have been able to return to work. The attending physician 

did not state, as the Claims Adjudicator apparently concluded, that the worker would have been able to return 

to his pre-injury duties.

“There is no evidence on file that the Claims Adjudicator or the Board’s Manager considered the availability of 

light duties. [i.e. the worker was pronounced fit for light duties and his claim terminated even though his 

employer had no light duty work available.]”

…where hurdles and 
obstacles are intentionally, or 
otherwise, placed in the way 

of legitimate claimants…
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Bro. Olsen also noted that the Board was failing to meet its obligation to rehabilitate and retrain injured workers, to 

provide “assistance and other benefits to enable claimants to re-enter the workforce and earn a decent living.” The 

Board’s efforts in this regard were merely “token”.

THE JURISDICTIONAL ASSIGNMENT PLAN
Throughout the 1990s most of the LMS reports in The BC Labourers Newsletter describe changes in WCB procedures 

and UIC. However, there are also regular reports from Director H.T. (Bud) Smith on work he had been doing at the 

industry’s Jurisdictional Assignment Plan (JAPlan) to protect the union’s jurisdiction and hence the membership’s 

jobs. In December 1992 he reported winning a dispute with the Carpenters’ Union over an assignment of work 

described as “rigging and signalling for crane for general construction materials”. The contractor had assigned 

the work to the Carpenters, but Bro. Smith was able to prove to the Jurisdictional Umpire that this was work 

traditionally done by Labourers and still done by Labourers, citing as evidence a number of recent provincial and 

even international JAPlan decisions in the Labourers’ favour. Although not as high profile as WCB appeals, the work 

done at JAPlan hearings by LMS Directors was a critical part of the Department’s work. Very often, it was not just 

the work at the particular site where the dispute was raised that was at stake. An unfavourable JAPlan ruling could 

affect hundred or even thousands of future jobs for LiUNA members.

“DIVORCE YOURSELF FROM THE WCB”
Also in the December, 1992 Newsletter, a new Director, Stephen Graham, wrote an article dealing with the often 

unrecognized but serious effects on injured workers’ mental health and the health of their families caused the 

delays and injustices of the WCB. Even if they are eventually successful in winning their appeal, it is often too late to 

repair the damage caused. 

“…many workers have a very hard time in obtaining the compensation benefits to which they are entitled. 

The difficulties encountered in dealing with the Board can cause high levels of anger and frustration in the 

injured worker and high levels of stress in the worker’s family.

“It is very important not to let these very legitimate stresses tear your family apart. These are some of the 

thing the worker and the worker’s family can do to alleviate the stress:

• Remember that compensation benefits are a right and not a privilege. You are entitled to these benefits 

if you are injured on the job or become ill from your work.

• Being on compensation does not mean that you have to stop living. You are entitled to continue doing 

all those things you are still able to enjoy.

• “Divorce” yourself from the WCB Dedicate as much of your time as possible to not thinking about the WCB

• Do not be afraid to ask for help. If you have personal or family problems, ask your doctor to refer you to 

the help you need. Your physical and mental health and the health of your family may depend on this.

• Hang on to your dignity and self-esteem. The fact that you are not working does not make you less of a 

person.”

“I HAVE SEEN THE DETERIORATION OF MY FATHER…”
A letter from Wendy Walsh, published in the December, 1993 Newsletter and excerpted below, gives some inkling of 

the effects on families described in Bro. Graham’s article above.

“I am writing this in memory of the miners of British Columbia who have carried and given their life 

to the horrible burden of ‘SILICOSIS’, and the continual fight they and their families endure with an 

uncompassionate Workers’ Compensation Board.
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“Silicosis attacks the body’s lungs and in its last effort suffocates the person by crystallizing the lung 

cavity so oxygen can no longer be consumed. It is a slow death penalty with no relief to the person and 

incapacitates the daily functions so the person is trapped in this aged body with no escape from pain.

“This is not the only struggle they must go through. We have 

the questionable people of the WCB who strike out a miner’s 

livelihood and then try to cover up the effect that silicosis is not 

the cause and indicate that it must be something else such as 

emphysema or smoking. …

“I have seen the deterioration of my father and cry inwardly of the unfairness, but have had to conceal my 

feelings so that he didn’t see them. When I married, my father and I walked each other down the aisle as 

he was so weak. When my child was born I helped my father hold her because her weight was too much 

for him. …

“People should be aware of the intimidation used by the WCB regarding therapies, breathing levels 

and the inability of miners to carry through. Perhaps they should be made to do the tests when their 

own lungs cannot hold enough air to sustain life and feel the panic these men must feel when they are 

challenged to do so. My father would not fight for fear of losing his pension, BUT I WILL IN HIS STEAD!!

“…I know that if my parents were told of everything they were eligible for from WCB their lives would 

have been more fulfilling. As it was, there were monetary problems when my mother had to quit work and 

care for my father. The years of pain and suffering have been brutal on my family, with our father unable 

to participate as he would have liked to, and travel as he dreamed of…

 “IN LOVING MEMORY OF MY FATHER MR. MIKE OLEKSOW

Your pain and suffering is now over, we miss and love you very much. Mr. Mike Oleksow died on 

November 16, 1992 at his home with his wife by his side. 

“He should have been receiving his disability pension @ 100% when he died, but was only getting 65% of 

what he was entitled to…

“Exactly one week to the day he died, his wife received a letter from WCB extending their sympathy 

enclosing a final cheque and stating the disability pension will no longer exist. WE SHALL SEE!!

“For people with silicosis, please, please fight for what you are entitled to. Make sure that you live your 

lives without the fear and intimidation, it is your right.”

One of the rights to which Ms. Walsh clearly believed her mother entitled was a survivor pension, a right which Bro. 

Liden had described in some detail in the December, 1990 Newsletter. In essence, the WCB’s own Manual required 

it to accept that even though “it had rejected a claim made by the worker himself in respect of that disease”, if a worker 

dies of an ailment that impairs the function of the heart or lungs, and if “that member has, for instance, silicosis, 

Section 6 (11) [of the WCB Act] instructs the Board to presume the member died from an industrial disease.” Bro. 

Liden pointed out in that this Section 6 (11) required the Board to pay any survivor benefits owing as a result of a 

worker dying of an industrial disease. Bro. Oleksow’s widow was therefore entitled to the survivor benefits accruing 

after his death and it was unconscionable that she should have had to ask for the LMS’s help in appealing the 

decision to deny them.

“I have seen the deterioration 
of my father and cry inwardly 

of the unfairness
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THE BC LIBERALS’ ASSAULT ON INJURED WORKERS 
THE WORKERS COMPENSATION AMENDMENT ACT OF 2002
During the decade the NDP was in power (from 1991-2011), legislative changes and grass roots pressure from the 

province’s unions, particularly from union departments such as the Labourers Membership Services, ensured that 

there were substantial improvements in the Workers’ Compensation Board’s treatment of injured and disabled 

workers. However, customs and attitudes deeply entrenched in a “bureaucratic morass’s” history and culture cannot 

be uprooted in a mere ten years. This was shown by the speed and alacrity with which the WCB returned to its old 

habits once the new BC Liberal government amended the Workers’ Compensation Act in 2002. In his June/July 2002 

Newsletter report, Bro. Bud Smith outlined the assault on injured workers which had taken place in the Legislature 

that spring:

“1. Compensation Rate: the Workers’ Compensation Board currently bases compensation on 75% of the 

worker’s gross average earnings from employment. The Amendment Act 2002 provides that compensation 

for a work-related injury is based on 90% of the workers average net earnings [i.e. earnings after income 

tax, EI, CPP, etc. deductions]. … This will result in newly injured workers receiving 10-30% lower benefits!

“2. Permanent Disability Awards (Pensions): The major change in the way pensions will be paid is in the 

projected loss of earnings calculation. Loss of earnings pension or a portion of the pension is now paid 

past age 65. Under Amendment 2002 loss of earnings pension will conclude at age 65 when the worker 

will become entitled to a retirement benefit. The retirement benefit will be paid in a lump sum and be 

equal to only 5% of the pension paid.

“3. Integration of Canada Pension Plan Disability Benefits: Under the prior legislation a worker could 

collect Canada Disability Pension plus a WCB pension. Under the new legislation 50% of the C.P.P. benefit 

will be deducted from the worker’s permanent disability award if the benefit being issued under C.P.P. is 

only related to the injury.

“4. Indexing of Compensation Benefits: Currently the Compensation Act directs the WCB to adjust 

payments of compensation semi-annually to reflect changes in the Consumer Price Index. The 

Amendment Act provides for an annual adjustment. The C.P.I. will be calculated for the twelve month 

period ending on October 31 and the resulting percentage will then be reduced by 1%.” 

All of the changes outlined by Bro. Smith were designed to 

cut the WCB benefit payable to workers whose claims had 

already been accepted as legitimate by the Board and who 

could therefore by no stretch of the imagination be described 

as shirkers gaming the system. But the change calculating the 

annual CPI and then deducting one per cent is perhaps the 

most revealing change of all, indicating that the drafters of the Amendment Act were animated by sheer spite, by 

a desire to turn the clock back on anyone who had benefitted from changes to the social safety net introduced by 

the former NDP government. 

Nor was the BC Liberal government satisfied merely with cutting WCB benefits. They also intended to ensure that far 

fewer injured workers would in future qualify to receive them. The December, 2002 issue of the Newsletter contains 

Bro. Smith’s report on the destruction of the appeal process. The formerly three-tiered appeal process was to be 

reduced to two tiers. The first tier was an in-house appeal, with a WCB Review Officer adjudicating the appellant 

worker’s Claim Manager’s decision based solely on written evidence—workers no longer had a right to attend and 

present evidence at an oral hearing of their case. Once the Review Officer had denied a worker’s appeal, the next 

…designed to cut the WCB benefit 
payable to workers whose claims had 
already been accepted as legitimate…
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and only step was the WCAT, the Workers Compensation Appeal Tribunal. This tribunal, stuffed with BC Liberal 

government appointees, was substituted for the old Social Credit method of having appeals denied by the Board of 

Commissioners. As with the Commissioners, WCAT decisions could not be appealed in any court and the success rate 

of appeals to WCAT has been comparable to that of appeals to the Commissioners. Decisions involving vocational 

rehabilitation could no longer be appealed except to a WCB internal review officer. An example of the sort of 

decisions made by vocational rehabilitation officers is Bro. Olsen’s illustration of a worker’s benefits being terminated 

because he was judged fit for light duties even though his employer had no light duties available. Bro. Olsen won 

that case at what was then the Board of Review, but today he would not be allowed to pursue the case to WCAT. 

THE LMS IN THE NEW MILLENNIUM
The work load of the Labourers Membership Services has declined since the turn of the century, principally because 

of the BC Liberals reducing the grounds and the avenues for appealing WCB decisions. However, another factor in 

the decline of the LMS’s workload is the gutting of the Employment Insurance program by the federal government. 

During the recession of 2008, only 51 per cent of those officially classified as unemployed qualified for EI benefits, 

and, given the numerous changes to eligibility made in the previous three decades, far more LiUNA members than 

ever before were unemployed but ineligible for EI benefits. 

However, the decline in the total number of cases does 

not mean a decline in their complexity or difficulty. The 

LMS’s Workers’ Advocate, Richard Saunders, continues to 

help members with WCB appeals as well as preparing CPP 

and EI appeals and Jurisdictional Assignment Plan cases. In 

the first six months of 2012, the LMS made eleven JAPlan 

submissions and won all eleven. Among its recent WCB successes has been a lump sum retroactive cheque to  

a member for $118,000 and non-taxable pension benefit of $2,300 a month. Altogether, the LMS estimates that in  

the thirty-one years between its founding in 1981 and 2012, it provided assistance to some 6,000 members, helping 

them recover between $125 and $130 million owing them, mostly from the WCB, but also from EI and CPP. The LMS 

continues to play a crucial role in mitigating the effects on LiUNA’s membership of the assault on labour described 

in the next section, Part III, of this history.

Among its recent WCB successes has been  
a lump sum retroactive cheque to 

a member for $118,000…





PART III: THE ASSAULT ON LABOUR

“Governments are elected to govern for the benefit of all,  
not to rule for the benefit of the few.”

Bill Milner, Business Manager, Local 168
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CHAPTER 17 – Organizing 

 
GUILTY UNTIL PROVEN INNOCENT
The notion that after the Second World War the law had shifted the balance of power from employers to unions is a 

myth. The labour movement in BC did gain the right to organize, the right to collective bargaining, and the right to 

strike except during the term of an agreement. Employers were now compelled by law to recognize unions and to 

bargain with them. Machinery was set up through the BC Labour Relations Board (LRB) for defining and certifying 

bargaining units and unfair labour practices were prohibited; company unions were discouraged and employers 

were prohibited from interfering in a union’s internal affairs. There was even a compulsory conciliation process 

established, with the conciliation officer having the authority to make non-binding recommendations in a dispute. 

But none of these admittedly greatly improved rules and regulations altered the balance of power at the point 

of production or limited the employer’s authority to direct and discipline the workforce. It was then and is still 

now the case that in labour law the accused is guilty until found innocent. The burden of proving the accused’s 

innocence is on the union and until such time as the union succeeds in establishing innocence, the accused must 

accept whatever punishment the employer has decreed. After the Second World War employers therefore still had 

numerous legal and quasi-legal means of influencing and intimidating their workforce—and if they strayed over the 

line and used illegal means, by the time the LRB dealt with the matter, the practical effect of its ruling might well 

be nil. Once a worker has been fired during an organizing drive, it hardly matters if weeks later the union is able to 

get the firing declared an unfair labour practice. The employer’s message has already been received and thoroughly 

understood.

BASEBALL BATS AND SHOTGUNS 
After the war the law may have changed but a good many employers had not. To quote Kemano’s Ray DeCosse 

again, if you mentioned the word union, it made them sick for the whole day. Just how sick it made them can be 

seen from LiUNA International Representative Stacey Warner’s experience organizing pipeline companies near 

Merritt in 1953. The contractors in the area hired “security guards” armed with shotguns and baseball bats to make 

sure no union got anywhere near their workers. Bro. Warner was himself warned that he’d better get out of town by 

one of these guards who was backing up the threat by pointing a shotgun at him. The threat failed and by 1956, 

as we have seen, pipeline work in BC was union. And in that story lies the difference between the pre-war and the 

post-war climate for union organizers in BC. Before the war, armed company thugs could intimidate workers; after 

the war, as Local 1093 Business Manager Gordon Davidson pointed out in Chapter 4, workers were in no mood to 

put up with such threats.
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POLICING THE AGREEMENT 
In an industry such as construction, where employers often have several worksites going at the same time and shift 

crews between them as needed, policing the collective agreement and ensuring that all its terms and conditions 

are being met is itself a form of organizing. Unions which fail to do this will soon find that their Business Agents are 

visiting union-certified job sites full of non-union workers—with a decertification vote soon to follow.

Carl Strand worked for LiUNA for twenty-nine years. He was a Business Representative and later the Business 

Manager for New Westminster Local 1070 and, after the four BC construction locals merged in 1997, Local 1611’s 

first Business Manager:

Other than if we had an industry-wide strike, it all went really well with the companies. There were never 

any major battles.

People used to joke and say because you guys are so damn small you can police your area on bicycle. Ha, 

ha. But the thing is, our area was compact enough that we could get around pretty well and we could 

keep a good eye on it. The contractors couldn’t get away with a lot of crap. There were contractors where 

we only had a small part of the area that they worked in. I had one contractor had a job on Annacis Island 

and that meant it was ours. So I kicked the owner’s sons off the job, yep, I kicked a couple of his kids off 

the job. They were fighting mad but I told Cliff, “They got no choice, they’ve got to join the union.” That 

wasn’t a problem. Even in tough times, we always had a policy in 1070: if it’s an owner’s son or daughter, 

you take them into the union. We even had some owners, like Cusano, you know he was a member of our 

union. There was a number that were members of our Local and stayed members of our Local even after 

they retired. They stayed in the union even though they never worked except as management. Some of 

them stayed on because of our medical plan. It was as good a plan as you could get.

There were contractors that would hire guys who weren’t union and start them in 602’s area. The 

contractors would hide them, put them up in places they figured the Business Agents probably wouldn’t 

go. Once they figured that they had these guys trained well enough, then they would let them wander 

into 1070’s area. We would catch them, make them join the union, and we would get the initiation. Some 

of the contractors played that little game. They used to hide them pretty good. I’d go on some contractors’ 

jobs and I’d hear this whistle, and right away, I knew what it was. They were warning the guys who weren’t 

in the union to hide. So I’d go down into the basement, and I’d look into little dark corners and I’d find 

them. I’d find guys hiding down in the basement or the tool shed and I’d also catch guys walking up the 

alley. You knew darn well what was happening. Why would he be walking up the back alley unless they’d 

told him to go for a walk.

I had another contractor, when I first started as a Business Rep, it didn’t 

take me long to figure out what they were doing. So I started to drive 

through job sites, counting heads and looking for familiar things on the 

individuals. Then I would go back and walk through the job, and I’d say, 

“Where’s this guy? Where’s that guy?” And I would describe them. But 

they’d say, “Well we don’t have anybody here like that.” And I couldn’t prove anything. But one day, I’ll 

always remember it, I phoned up the General Manager and I told him, “Well, I finally found your ghost 

crew.” He said, “What are you talking about?” And I told him, “Well the guys that keep disappearing on your 

job sites, I found five of them on one spot today. Now you’ve got a problem. Because I’ve been chasing 

these guys around and they keep disappearing on me when I look in on the job sites. Now you got to fix 

it. Because I am filing a grievance against you for lost wages for our members that should have been on 

the job.” And that’s what we did, we settled it. We gave him a bit of a penalty and signed the guys in. The 

main thing is we wanted them in the union and I didn’t want to be chasing after them all the time. Lots 

The main thing is we wanted 
them in the union…
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of contractors were like that. We could have gone after them and nailed them big time for lost wages and 

back wages and stuff like that, but as a rule we didn’t.

Rolly Gordon  The four Local Unions used the BC Labourers’ Newsletter as an organizing tool, appealing for the 

membership’s help in dealing with non-union workers and contractors. In November 1979 Local 602’s Business 

Manager Rolly Gordon reported:

“The appeal we printed last month to get rid of non-union jobs has had an effect. To date we have 

removed over thirty non-union Labourers in the Lower Mainland and chased off four non-union contractor 

sub-trades. This action by our Business Representatives has resulted in legal action to recover ‘lost time 

in wages’ by your Executive Board and at time of printing, we have recovered some $9,000 in back health 

and welfare payments, $4,800 in back wages and $1,100 in donations to the Union’s Camp Jubilee for 

Children; a total of $14,900 [$50,000 in 2015 dollars] in collected wages and benefits. I wish to thank the 

members who had enough interest to let us know about non-union people on their jobs. Keep up the 

good work!”

Tom Petras worked as a Labour Foreman on a variety of projects before going to work for Local 602 as a Business 

Agent in 1979. In the March, 1980 BC Labourers’ Newsletter, in order to help the membership better understand 

what his job involved, he described a couple of his typical working days:

“I have heard complaints from some members of not seeing an Agent often enough. I personally don’t 

have enough time to talk to every member on every job site. As a matter of fact, it would probably take 

me three days of driving every month just to cover my area…

“First Day” – 7:45-8:45 a.m. Start checking job sites for an hour to make sure all labourers are union 

members and sub-contractors are union. 9:00-10:30 a.m. British Columbia and Yukon Building Trades 

Council, as a member of one of the committees for organizing non-union contractors or developers. 

The committee I am currently on has been meeting almost every day since November. As the meetings 

are so time consuming, I usually attend only three per week. 10:30-11:15 a.m. Check on a couple sites 

in the Richmond area. 11:30-12:30 p.m. Go to Con-Force to discuss problems with Shop Stewards and 

any members who have a specific problem. 12:30-2:30 p.m. Check more jobsites in the Richmond area. 

2:30-3:00 p.m. Drive to office. 3:00-5:00 p.m. Answer messages, phone calls to contractors’ offices, check 

construction reports for new jobs, help members who come into the office.

“Second Day – 7:30-9:30 a.m. Start checking job sites on Tilbury Island. 

9:30-10:00 a.m. Drive to Labour Relations Board or the Jurisdictional 

Umpire’s office for a hearing re: contractor  problems or jurisdictional 

dispute. 10:00-12:00 p.m. Hearing. 12:00-2:00 p.m. Go to our office—lunch, 

phone calls, title searches on various companies, check medical records 

where necessary. 3:00-4:00 p.m. Meeting with non-union contractor 

re-signing an agreement.

“When I mention checking job sites, I don’t just mean the larger job sites, but also paving jobs, curb and 

gutter concrete pours, slab pours and other jobs where a contractor is in the area for only one to five 

days. These jobs are hard to keep track of, and are usually the ones where we find non-union labourers 

working. Because of this, I like to spend at least one day a month just driving around my area to see what 

is happening in general.”

Lynda Hudson worked for Local 602 for nearly thirty years, retiring as its Office Supervisor in 1998. She remembers 

the Business Agents coming back from job sites each day with huge lists of names to check for union membership 

and status. Just going through these lists was enough to keep the office staff busy. As Office Supervisor Sister 

…Business Agents coming back 
from job sites each day with huge 
lists of names to check for union 

membership and status.
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Hudson probably had a more accurate idea of the Local’s day-to-day operations and how smoothly things were 

running than anyone. She found that on the whole contractors did use the dispatch office, but when things  

were booming and it was harder to find someone through the union, even the good contractors might hire  

off the streets. 

Sister Hudson also remembers that, at least until the early 1980s, the office staff were also kept busy 

dealing with the paperwork generated by a steady stream of newly organized contractors. Organizing any 

non-union contractors they found operating in their area was part of the Business Agents’ job description 

and a part, judging by the B.A. Reports in the Labourers’ Newsletter, most 

of them took seriously. Few, however, could match Gene Mumford’s record 

(International Representative from 1968 to 1985). He once brought in a new 

agreement every day for six months. Mostly these were small contractors, 

but Bro. Mumford used to point out that if you made sure you had the small 

contractors, the big ones would take care of themselves.

POLICING OUR JURISDICTION 
Gary Palmiere, now Director of Organizing and Training Plan Administrator, was until recently a Local 1611 Business 

Representative. Here he describes the job as he saw it:

A Local 1611 Business Representative’s job is to represent the membership, to ensure all members 

receive the wages, the benefits, and the respect and dignity to which they are entitled by law and by the 

Collective Agreement. A Business Representative must also protect the union’s jurisdiction, to ensure that 

our members are able to work at their craft. This is because, whether deliberately, through oversight, or 

simply because it’s more convenient not to call in the Labourer, there are companies which from time to 

time allow members of other unions to perform our work.

On the principle that you catch more flies with honey, a Business Representative must also try to maintain positive 

and respectful relations with union contractors. As the Local 1611 Policy Manual states, “You do not have to be 

confrontational to be effective. Keep your eye on the ball. Keep cool.” But, as Bro. Palmiere puts it, “There is a line.” 

The only way a Business Rep can be sure that the Collective Agreement is being followed—and the union’s 

jurisdiction protected—is by getting out to the job sites, talking to the members, and observing what’s going on. 

On one occasion when Bro. Palmiere drove out to a jobsite, he noticed that a couple of Operating Engineers (OEs) 

were doing Labourers’ work. So he walked over to the Labour Foreman, who was not only the foreman but also the 

only labourer on the site, to find out why. Bro. Palmiere barely had time to say hello before the Site Superintendent 

noticed him and decided to come over and, quite rudely, interrupt: “Get off the property right now! You want to talk 

to this guy, come back at coffee break or something! I need him doing his job!”

Bro. Palmiere told the Super that maybe he’d better reread his Collective Agreement (CA), the part where it states 

that the Labourer Rep can legally go on any site at any time to check membership cards and ensure all Labourers’ 

work at the site is being done by genuine Labourers’ Union members. As a matter of fact, once he’d finished 

rereading the CA, he might want to go to the phone and call the Company to explain how he’d just picked up two 

grievances, one for each of the OEs caught doing Labourers’ work.

Respect cuts both ways. Because the Super hadn’t kept his cool, the company was now going to pay twice 

for that work, once to the OEs who actually did it and once to Local 1611 as a fine for not bringing in the 

Labourers who should have done it. And as for the Super? After he calmed down, he realized his mistake 

and called me up to apologize. One could say that all’s well that ended well.

You do not have to  
be confrontational to  

be effective. 



Page 167CHAPTER 17 – Organizing

ORGANIZING THE UNORGANIZED
There is a widespread belief in the building trades that a major reason for the decline in construction union density 

since the 1980s is that unions grew complacent in the 1960s and 70s and stopped organizing. If this was true of 

other building trades unions, it was certainly not true of LiUNA’s BC locals, as reading the BC Labourers’ Newsletter 

and interviewing Labourers’ Union Business Managers and Agents who were active at the time makes clear. In  

his “diary” article, Bro. Petras mentions looking for and trying to sign non-union contractors as part of his daily  

routine. Sister Hudson has been quoted on Bro. Mumford’s remarkable run of a contractor a day for six months  

(120 contractors!). But they were not alone.

Don Strank In a 2011 interview, Don Strank, Vancouver Island Local 1093’s Business Manager from 1974 to 1993, 

described organizing as being “a steady campaign” even when he first started working for the Local in 1966. (He 

also found organizing to be mostly paperwork back then because people wanted to be organised. He thought 

organizing today much more difficult because even though people may still want to be organized, management 

are now more educated and more hostile.) In the June, 1975 Newsletter he reported that Local 1093 had grown 

to more than one thousand members, attributing the increase to “the Vancouver Island building trades working 

together as a unit in organizing non-union firms.” There followed a list of six new contractors “signed to Union 

Agreements with the Labourers’ Union in the past month”.

OK INDUSTRIES 
This success followed on a major victory reported in the October 1974 Newsletter after Local 1093 had signed an 

agreement with OK Industries, a major Vancouver Island road building contractor. Bro. Strank’s account is worth 

quoting in full:

“The Tri-Pact (Labourers – Local 1093, Teamsters – Local 213 and Operating Engineers – Local 115) 

was the first to sign any agreement with any of the O.K. Group. As pressure was applied, the company 

recognized that they would have to have more union agreements. They preferred the C.B. of R.T. (Canadian 

Brotherhood of Railway & Transport Workers), as they were able to sign an agreement with wages 

from $1.00 to $1.50 per hour less. This practice really became a problem in 1973 when the O.K. Group 

bought out two companies under agreement to the Tri-Pact unions, shut them down and transferred the 

employees to a new company that had an agreement with the C.B. of R.T., at a lower rate of pay.

“Unfair labour practice charges, applications for certifications and petitions from the employees were 

filed with the Department of Labour. Hearings have been going on since March, 1974 until finally on 

September 6, 1974 the Board ordered that this group be considered as one employer and that a vote be 

held on September 20, 1974 allowing the employee, both union and non-union, to select the union of 

their choice—C.B. of R.T. or the Tri-Pact Unions (Labourers, Teamsters and Operating Engineers).

“That decision by the Labour Relations Board culminated a long, 

hard-fought battle—but we realized at this point that our work had 

just begun. Representatives of the Tri-Pact Unions literally worked 

from dawn (5:30 a.m. in a gravel pit outside of Courtenay) until dark, 

putting our case to the employees of the O.K. Group of Companies. 

The vote taken on September 20, 1974 was counted and we won 

with a resounding majority over the C.B. of R.T., 76-39 in favour of the Tri-Pact Unions. We want to point 

out the exceptional turn-out of voters—128 eligible voters, 118 turned out and cast their ballot! That must 

be a new record! We are confident that we can now go to work again, and negotiate a good contract for 

these employees.”

Bro. Gordon reported chasing thirty 
non-union workers and four non-

union contractors …
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Rolly Gordon and Ron Ganert In November 1974, the same month Bro. Gordon reported chasing thirty non-union 

workers and four non-union contractors off the job, he also reported the signing of three non-union contractors:

“In the past six months we have been working with the B.C.Y.T. [BC & Yukon Building Trades Council], 

along with other trades in turning around non-union contractors, which has resulted in the signing of 

some large non-union contractors. Three of these are Daon Construction, Qualico Construction and MBS 

Contracting in Winnipeg, all of whom are involved in large projects in the Lower Mainland.”

Five months later, in March 1980, Ron Ganert reported in the Newsletter that he was leaving his post as Fraser Valley 

Business Representative to work full-time as Local 602’s Organizer:

“The Executive Board and the writer have been discussing the seriousness of the ever increasing number 

of non-union work in all areas of the Province. We have decided to do something that no other building 

trades union has done. I have been assigned to be an Organizer for Local 602 and this job will be full-time, 

which is necessary to do a proper job of organizing.”

Bro. Ganert’s next report in the November 1980 Newsletter, showed how much the organizing climate had changed 

in the fourteen years since Bro. Strank had started working for Local 1093 in 1966. Workers still wanted to be 

organized, but they no longer believed that the Labour Code provided effective protection against the employer:

“The success rate has so far been limited to the number of companies which I’ve been able to organize. 

The biggest stumbling block is fear—fear of what the employer will do to his employees if it is found out 

that they are wanting to be organized. Even after the employees have the BC Labour Code explained 

and shown to them in black and white that there is protection from the employer … they are still very 

apprehensive to become involved.”

CARL STRAND 

Like Bro. Gordon, Bro. Strand didn’t restrict himself to making sure there were no non-members on the union job 

sites in his area. He also went after any non-union contractors who tried to set up shop.

Back when I started, for years, it didn’t take a lot to sign-up new sewer and water contractors. A lot of the 

experienced guys were our members anyway, so the new contractor maybe starts with a couple of non-

union guys, but when he needs more crew, he ends up hiring a bunch of guys that are members of the 

union. Then of course we’d go there, sign them up, and they were members already. And the Labour Laws 

were a lot better of course. In the greater Vancouver Area, there 

were only two or three little non-union companies in operation 

and we could never get them. We tried a number of times.

What would happen, we would go to their site, and this one guy 

used to say to me “Carl, now what are you doing here? You going 

to steal another one of my good men?” He was right. I‘d go and 

check out their guys and if they were good, I’d say come in and 

join the union. We’ve got contractors that will put you to work. The guy, Keenan was his name, used to 

tell me, “You guys should be paying me a training rate.” It was funny because quite a few of our members 

actually did get training through him. But those non-union contractors never did big jobs, you know if 

they did a maybe a fifteen-unit subdivision, that would be big for them.

It’s been an interesting pattern and it got very frustrating. Because when the labour laws changed, of 

course it got more difficult. But you know we still organized big companies. We would organize them 

Workers still wanted to be 
organized, but they no longer 
believed that the Labour Code 
provided effective protection 

against the employer:
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through the Building Trades Organizing Committees. Of course the Labourers and the Operators were the 

two main unions in sewers and water, who were dealing with all the small contractors. That was never too 

much of a problem.

“$1,000 TO SWITCH YOUR VOTE” 
In 1981 Bro. Strand stopped by a non-union condo site in Coquitlam and had a brief chat with the crew about 

joining the union. Dean Homewood, a future Business Representative for Local 1611, was working there as a 

carpenter’s helper and was impressed with what he heard. So he called up Bro. Strand, offering to help organize 

his employer. The ensuing campaign was successful insofar as he and Bro. Strand persuaded a majority of Bro. 

Homewood’s fellow workers to sign union cards, thus forcing an LRB supervised certification vote. However, by 1981 

employers had developed tactics more sophisticated than shotguns and baseball bats for derailing certification 

applications. Such tactics might include padding the employee list so as to drop the number of signed cards below 

50 per cent or arguing that the bargaining unit was not appropriate.

Whatever the tactic, the object was always to delay the vote, giving the employer more time to entice or intimidate 

his employees into changing their minds. Bro. Homewood’s employer preferred enticement. During the hearing, 

when both sides were actually on the premises of the Labour Board to give their evidence, Bro. Homewood’s 

employer came up to him and offered him $1,000 to switch his vote. In elections to Parliament, the Legislature, 

or even municipal office, bribing or attempting to bribe voters is a felony. Apparently not so in union certification 

elections. The union immediately brought this matter of an attempted bribe to the hearing panel’s attention, 

arguing that this was such a blatantly illegal unfair labour practice that the (rarely used) penalty of automatic 

certification should apply. The LRB panel dismissed the union’s application out of hand and imposed no penalty on 

the employer who, not surprisingly, then proceeded to buy the result he wanted at the certification vote.

A HAPPY ENDING
Although Local 1070 lost the election, Bro. Homewood was immediately brought into the union. His first dispatch 

as a union member was to a six-week job digging planters for International Construction in Surrey. The planters 

were six feet deep, eight feet wide, twelve feet long: Bro. Homewood was handed a pick and shovel and told to 

start digging. He didn’t mind. As a carpenter’s helper, he’d been making $7.50 an hour with no benefits. Digging 

planters with a pick and shovel, he was earning $11.95 an hour plus health and welfare benefits. Since he had  

a young family to support, Bro. Homewood had no trouble deciding he’d made the right choice.
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CHAPTER 18 – The 70s – An NDP Labour Code
and Federal Wage Controls 

 
THE HISTORY, NOT just of LiUNA but of the labour movement in BC as a whole, since 1983 when Bill 

Bennett introduced his so-called “Restraint Program”, has been (with a brief respite in the 1990s) one of a relentless 

government-led employer attack on unions. To understand how this came about and how the post-war settlement 

with labour was undone, it is worth taking a brief look at the decade which preceded “Restraint”.

THE NDP COMES TO POWER
When the NDP (New Democratic Party, or as the newly defeated W.A.C. Bennett called them, “The Socialists” or even 

“The Socialist Hordes”) was elected under Dave Barrett in 1972, BC’s labour movement, particularly it’s building 

trades unions, was in almost open revolt against Premier Bennett and his Social Credit Party over their increasingly 

blatant anti-union actions. Although the framework of the post-war legal settlement with labour remained intact 

under Social Credit, as his regime aged and his antipathy towards labour grew, Premier Bennett increasingly relied 

on tools which bypassed that settlement.

UNDERMINING THE RIGHT TO PICKET
From before the Second World War until well into the 1980s, one of labour’s most effective weapons was the picket 

line. It was effective because of a widespread belief among working people that, no matter what the circumstances, 

you just didn’t cross picket lines. Among employers and their allies in the judiciary and the legislature who 

understood its power all too well, the picket line was one of labour’s most hated weapons. In 1951, Justice 

Cornelius O’Halloran of the BC Court of Appeal, who personally believed that all picketing ought to be considered 

unlawful coercion, spoke for them all when he declared that: 

“in a unionized city like Vancouver everybody knows what a picket line means. Many neutral individuals 

are afraid of patronizing places where labour picketers none too subtly convey by their organized and 

militant presence and patrol the unspoken threat ‘you better not patronize this place.”

The objects of this tirade were two trade unionists brought before the court for peacefully walking back and forth 

in front of a restaurant with signs informing passersby that the restaurant did not have a collective agreement. 

Knowing the courts were prejudiced in their favour, whenever they felt a dispute was not going their way 

employers made a habit of going to court for an injunction restricting the union’s ability to prosecute its strike. 

Particularly infuriating to the labour movement was the courts’ practice of issuing ex parte injunctions in these 

cases, injunctions granted without the union even being informed that a hearing was taking place. Bitter jokes 

may have circulated about judges falling asleep at baseball games and yelling “Injunction granted!” each time 
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the umpire called “Strike!” but few in the labour movement found the situation amusing. Judicial restrictions on 

picketing made organizing smaller employers more difficult and the large employer associations, knowing they 

could run to the courts and the Social Credit government for support, were becoming more intransigent at the 

bargaining table.

BILL 33
W.A.C. Bennett’s petulant ban on overtime at his dam projects in 1967 may have been a fiasco (see Chapter 7), but 

the idea of dictating the terms and conditions of union contracts by government fiat still appealed to him. In 1968 

he passed Bill 33, which allowed him to declare any strike in the province, whether in the public or the private 

sector, “contrary to the public interest” and order a return to work. The strike 

over, the dispute was to be brought before a government appointed Mediation 

Commission where a legally binding settlement would be imposed. This 

commission had teeth: one of its rulings disallowed $400,000 ($2.5 million in 2015 

dollars) in back wages owing to eight hundred Teamster cement truck drivers.

SOCRED BASHING
In the spring of 1972, after the building trades had been on strike for five weeks (among the LiUNA Locals’ demands 

was adequate funding for the Labourers’ Medical and Benefit Plan), the Premier intervened and ordered them back 

to work under Bill 33. The unions’ membership was infuriated and they took every opportunity to let the Premier 

know it. When he went on a spring tour of the province, building trades workers met him at every public stop, 

booing and jeering him whenever he tried to speak. At the end of the tour, he and his cabinet held a meeting at 

the Royal Towers in New Westminster. When some five hundred building trades members arrived to picket the 

meeting, the Premier snuck in through the back, leaving his ministers to rely on a police escort to get through the 

front entrance. The upshot was melee in which a number of ministers were struck with picket signs and fists and 

one had his collar bone broken.

(A NOTE ON THE ROYAL TOWERS DEMONSTRATION)
Forty years later many will be shocked by the violence which occurred at the Royal Towers. There are a couple of 

points which ought to be considered before condemning the protesters out of hand. This was the era of the police 

riot: the Chicago police at the 1968 Democratic Convention, the Vancouver City Police at their 1971 Gastown Riot. It 

was also a much more violent era on the job: workplace deaths and crippling injuries were far more common than 

today. Some among the building trades’ demonstrators would almost certainly have known workers who had been 

killed because of the Premier’s speed-up on his dam projects. Lastly, the only accounts we have of the Royal Towers 

demonstration are from a hostile, anti-union press: only their version of the demonstration and what triggered the 

violence has survived. Even today, one account of the event—by relatively sympathetic journalists—refers to “burly” 

construction workers wielding placards attached to “two-by-fours.” Perhaps. But not all construction workers are 

burly and the two-by-four makes an awkward and unwieldy placard: the wood of choice for picket signs at the time 

was the lath, a light piece of wood whose dimensions are a quarter of an inch by one inch.

THE NEW LABOUR CODE
The NDP under Dave Barrett achieved a remarkable amount in the three years it was in government (from October 

1, 1972 to December 11, 1975). Public auto insurance, an agricultural land reserve to protect the province’s farmland 

from being swallowed up by developers, Pharmacare, full collective bargaining rights for provincial government 

employees, the Human Rights Code: it is a long list. For the first time in the province’s history, Labour had a 

seat, in fact three seats, at the cabinet table: LiUNA Local 1070 Business Agent Carl Liden (Minister of Transport 

& Communications), former NDP and before that Carpenters’ Union provincial leader Bob Strachan (Minister of 

Highways), and Bill King, a railway engineer who became Minister of Labour. 

“When the labour laws changed,  
of course it got more difficult.” 

– Carl Strand
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But while Labour had a seat, it did not control the government. Indeed, the new Premier publicly distanced himself 

from the labour movement, arguing that the NDP was not a labour party but a party of all the people. Geoff Meggs 

and Rod Mickleborough, in their history of the Barrett government, The Art of the Impossible, state that “Barrett 

thought unions were unpopular, that they were a millstone around the neck of the NDP.” One consequence of this 

was that the labour movement had had no input into the new Labour Code which was introduced by the NDP 

exactly one year after they were elected. Instead, the new code was a creation of a professor and two lawyers, one 

of whom, Jim Matkin (who according to Meggs and Mickleborough essentially wrote the Code), went on to become 

the head of the Business Council of BC and the chief spokesman for the province’s employers on matters ranging 

from labour standards to the WCB (see Chapter 16).

OUTLAWING SCABS
The new Labour Code introduced some major improvements in the province’s labour legislation. Employers were 

prohibited from using scabs to break strikes; if a newly certified employer refused to bargain in good faith, the 

LRB could impose a settlement; the onus was shifted to the employer to prove they had not engaged in unfair 

labour practices; particularly serious unfair labour practices could now in principle be punished with automatic 

certification. But there were also innovations that in the long run were to prove far more beneficial to the employer 

than to workers.

TWO UNFORTUNATE INNOVATIONS
The first of these innovations was the LRB-supervised certification vote. Up until the new Labour Code became law, 

certifications had been granted by what is known as “card check.” A union applied for certification by presenting 

the LRB with the signed membership cards it had collected during its organizing campaign. The LRB counted the 

cards and checked them against a list of employees submitted by the employer. If the number of cards came to 

50 per cent plus one of the employees, the certification was granted. While the new Code still granted automatic 

certification where the union had 50 per cent plus one, a union could now apply for certification with signed cards 

from only 35 per cent of the workers. Many organizing drives are indeed derailed because the employer finds out 

about them before the union has signed enough cards to apply for certification. As any organizer can testify, once 

this happens, the likelihood of success can become vanishingly small, particularly in smaller bargaining units. The 
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theory behind the innovation was that if the union could apply for a vote with 35 per cent of the workers’ support, 

the employer’s counterattack against the union would have much lower odds of success.

The second innovation which in the long run was to benefit employers far more than workers was removing 

the courts’ jurisdiction over the administration of labour relations, giving to the Labour Relations Board the sole 

authority to regulate disputes and negotiations. This included authority over picketing, for which the new code for 

the first time provided a set of regulations rather than a collection of common law precedents. Unfortunately, these 

regulations did not merely consolidate previous court rulings in one place: they further restricted the right to picket 

and greatly weakened the effectiveness of “hot declarations,” which had allowed workers to refuse to handle goods 

produced by scabs during a dispute. 

BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR
The new Labour Code was praised by labour relations experts all across North America, but not by the BC 

Federation of Labour (BCFL). Among other things, the NDP had ignored the BCFL’s recommendations for 

appointments to the panel. Ray Haynes, its Secretary-Treasurer, prophetically noted that “The government is 

proposing to place the fate of working people in the hands of a labour relations board dominated by professional 

and employer representatives.” It was an inherent weakness of the new board to which Premier Barrett and his 

colleagues were oblivious. It is far easier to stuff government tribunals than the courts with political hacks and 

timeservers, a fact which would soon become apparent when Social 

Credit and their Liberal Party successors returned to power. Indeed, the 

provincial courts, not on the whole a friend to labour, have on occasion 

overturned decisions of a Liberal Party LRB panel on the grounds that 

they were biased and contrary to the board’s own regulations. 

Equally as damaging in the long run as panels stuffed with employer 

representatives was the introduction of the certification vote. This innovation was to become one of the most 

useful tools in the employer’s arsenal. When employer-dominated government in the form of Social Credit returned 

to the province in 1975, the 35 per cent trigger for certification votes was first raised to 45 per cent then dropped 

entirely. Also dropped was card check, the automatic certification of a bargaining unit if the union had signed 50 

per cent plus one of the workers. Instead, all organizing drives which achieved the 50 per cent plus one threshold 

now culminated in a vote, even if the union had signed cards from 100 per cent of the workforce. This mandatory 

vote, held ten business days after the union’s application, was a godsend to employers, giving them a minimum 

of twelve days in which to browbeat their employees into changing their minds. By 2012, it was not uncommon in 

small bargaining units for a union to get 80 per cent of the workforce to sign cards and two weeks later lose the 

vote, sometimes by a wide margin.

THE ICBA
Although its birth was little noted at the time, the end of the first NDP government in 1975 coincided with the 

founding of the ICBA, the Independent Contractors and Businesses Association, now a division of the Canada-wide 

anti-union, “open shop” lobbyist Merit Contractors, but at the time the ICBA was the first organization of its kind 

in Canada. It was founded by contractors in Trail who claimed they were excluded from bidding on government 

contracts because they were non-union. In fact, they were excluded because they refused to pay a fair wage.

From the moment of its inception, the ICBA’s influence within the Social Credit party’s rank-and-file spread rapidly, 

particularly within its more extreme anti-union, right-to-work[-for-less] elements. Over time, the ICBA’s effectiveness 

grew. Today it is not just the voice of the province’s anti-union contractors, it provides them with access to 

experienced “employer side” legal assistance, employee benefit plan coverage, and other tools for keeping unions 

out. It has also been an effective lobbyist for open shop and other anti-union policies with the current Liberal 

This innovation was to become 
one of the most useful tools in the 

employer’s arsenal.
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government. But it is most interesting as an example of how the fear generated by the NDP’s victory in 1972 was 

turned to good use by what was once considered the lunatic fringe of the province’s right-wing. In 1986, as we shall 

see, this fringe even succeeded in getting one of its own into the Premier’s office.

ZAP! YOU’RE FROZEN!
In the 1974 federal election, the Liberal Party’s Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau decisively defeated the Progressive 

Conservative Party by mocking their promise to introduce wage and price controls with the catch-phrase “Zap! 

You’re frozen!” and declaring that the Tory policy would amount to government interference in the right of 

employers and employees to free collective bargaining. The next year Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau introduced 

Canadian voters to his Anti-Inflation Act, which established an Anti-Inflation Board with authority to control wages 

and prices. The Act was passed on December 15, 1975 with retroactive effect to October 14, 1975. 

Inflation in the mid-1970s was running at some 10 to 11 per cent and peaked—three years after wage and price 

controls were quietly dropped—at 12.5 per cent in 1981. But if, as the labour movement predicted, the Anti-

Inflation Act had no effect on inflation, its Anti-Inflation Board (AIB) did have a major impact on wages. The Board 

had authority over the wages paid in firms with five hundred or more employees, except in the construction 

industry where it controlled the wages paid in firms with twenty or more employees. Wage increases were 

restricted to 8 per cent the first year, 6 per cent in the second, and 

4 per cent in the third: any collective agreement negotiated after 

October 14 was rolled back to conform to the 8, 6, and 4 per cent 

limits. Prices, on the other hand, had no such detailed restrictions 

and food and energy prices were completely exempt from control.

Unfortunately for the Labourers’ Union and the other BC building 

trades, their agreement with the Construction Labour Relations Association was due for renewal in 1976. There 

was a six week strike that year, the biggest issue for Labourers being the establishment of a pension plan. Because 

it was a new plan, the AIB’s rules permitted it to exclude the 14 cent an hour pension plan contribution when 

it turned its attention to the newly negotiated one-year Standard Agreement. But the AIB’s ruling on the new 

agreement as a whole, announced in March 1977, rolled back the negotiated wage increase by 15 cents, from 93 

cents an hour to 78 cents, in order to keep the new agreement to an 8.2 per cent increase in the total package. 

While this was actually 1 per cent above the 1976 inflation rate of 7.2 per cent, LiUNA’s members were not so 

fortunate when it came to their 1977-78 collective agreement, which was negotiated under the AIB’s 6 per cent and 

4 per cent limits. During the term of this agreement, inflation reignited, running at 8 per cent in 1977, 8.9 per cent 

in 1978, and 9.3 per cent in 1979.

Local 1070 Business Agent Mike Hall no doubt expressed the feelings of many members when he wrote in the May 

1977 edition of The BC Labourers’ Newsletter:

“It is quite obvious that Local 1070 will not have a candidate for Prime Minister in the [next] federal 

election, but what a great job a down-to-earth guy could do in that position, someone who understands 

what the cost of living is all about … There was a time when we went shopping at the Supermarket that 

we paid for our groceries with our wallet and wheeled them away in a buggy. Now we have to take our 

money in a buggy and we can almost get the groceries into our wallet. The politicians keep telling us we 

should use restraint … They do not have the guts to restrain the runaway profits of big business.”

Bro. Hall was writing six months after the October 14, 1976 General Strike to protest wage and price controls. This 

one-day strike was the biggest strike in Canadian history with over one million Canadians walking off the job and 

taking to the streets to demonstrate against the program. Organized by the Canadian Labour Congress, workers 

from coast to coast participated whether or not their union was affiliated to the CLC. LiUNA offices in British 

There was a six week strike that year,  
the biggest issue for Labourers being  
the establishment of a pension plan.



Page 176 CHAPTER 18 – The 70s

Columbia were closed as the business agents and office staff joined the membership marching through the city 

centres. Yet as inspiring as many participants found it to be walking shoulder to shoulder with so many of their 

fellow workers, the effect on the Trudeau government was nil. The wage and price control program had served its 

purpose of bringing wages under control and breaking labour’s power at the bargaining table. It would now be 

allowed quietly to fade away. Meanwhile, the only lesson learned from the strike by Canadian governments was 

that the labour movement could stage impressive one-off events, but it had no strategy for turning such events 

into effective action, either in the workplace or at the ballot box. Although Pierre Trudeau lost the 1979 federal 

election, he still held on to 40 per cent of the popular vote and the ensuing minority Progressive Conservative 

government was weak and soon fell. In the 1980 election, less than a year after his defeat, Trudeau returned  

to power.

From left: Ed Broadbent, Federal NDP Leader, Willie Brandt, Chancellor of West Germany and Dave Barrett, Premier of BC.
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CHAPTER 19 – Pennyfarthing, Expo 86, 
the IRC and CLAC 


THE RETURN OF SOCIAL CREDIT
In the fall of 1975, the NDP’s Premier Barrett ordered striking pulp workers back to work and then called an 

election, hoping that this tough stand on labour would impress enough voters to give him another term. The 

gamble failed, although by that point there was probably nothing he could have done to save his government. 

Almost from the moment he had been elected three years earlier, the province’s media and business elite had  

gone to work to ensure his victory was not repeated. In a campaign expressly designed to create fear and hatred  

among their supporters, the forces of “free enterprise” as they liked to think of themselves, had succeeded in  

creating an unprecedented degree of polarization among the electorate. The level of hysteria reached a point  

where, for the first time in the province’s history, a Premier of British Columbia required police protection when  

he was campaigning in public. Despite the media’s best efforts, the NDP’s share of the popular vote fell by  

less than half a percentage point and the actual number of its votes increased by over fifty-five thousand.  

Nevertheless, the NDP lost twenty seats and the Social Credit Party under W.A.C. Bennett’s son Bill won thirty-five, 

forming the government.

MINI-WAC

Bill Bennett, the new Premier (sometimes referred to as Mini-WAC), had few of his father’s political graces, being 

a wooden performer in public and not much warmer when in the chair at the cabinet table. He was, however, his 

father’s chosen heir and successor, the former Premier having timed his resignation as Social Credit leader so as to 

ensure his son had no effective opposition for the post. And although the media were too polite to say so, there 

was from the beginning a whiff of back room dealing surrounding the new Premier.

During Phil Gaglardi’s tenure as Minister of Highways in the 1960s, rumours had circulated that not only the 

Gaglardi boys but also Wacky Bennett’s sons, including the future Premier Bill, had inside access to Ministry 

information which they used to further their interests in a number of property development deals. During his reign 

as Premier, the aroma of scandal around the younger Bennett persisted, the Coquihalla Highway (see Chapter 5) 

being only the most prominent example. Whether or not all these rumours were true, in 1996, ten years after he 

had resigned as Premier, Bill Bennett, his brother Russell, and Herb Doman, a founder of Western Forest Products, 

were found guilty of insider trading in Doman Industries shares by a panel of the BC Securities Commission. In a 

classic example of crony capitalism, of how business in this province is done, a prominent provincial businessman 

was found to have alerted his still influential political friends to some bad news likely to affect his company’s share 

price: whereupon the Bennett brothers immediately sold their shares before the news became public, thus avoiding 

some fairly substantial stock market losses. The panel which heard their case imposed trading sanctions on them 
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and ordered them to pay the Commission’s investigation costs of $1 million. Although only a civil matter, for the 

first (and so far only) time in British Columbia’s history a person who had held the Premier’s office had been found 

guilty of taking advantage of his political influence for his own personal gain.

A REVISED LABOUR CODE

In September 1977, having dealt with some more pressing political priorities, such as nearly tripling auto-insurance 

premiums, doubling ferry fares, and raising BC Medical Plan premiums by 50 per cent, Premier Bennett introduced 

Bill 89, some ostensibly minor revisions to the Labour Code. Bill 89 raised the threshold for automatic certification 

(card check) to 55 per cent of the workforce instead of 50 per cent plus one and the threshold for triggering a 

certification vote from 35 per cent to 45 per cent. The bill also restored the right of employers to interfere (“express 

their views on trade unionism”) in organizing drives while removing the requirement that they provide unions with 

a list of their employees’ addresses and phone numbers. A further provision, that unions would in future require 

55 per cent of the vote to win certification was eventually dropped, but the very fact that it had been introduced 

made the intent of these “minor revisions” eye-wateringly clear. Premier Bennett intended to restore balance of 

power in labour relations which had existed under his father, not by tearing up the NDP Labour Code, but by 

amending it until it was stood on its head. 

The Premier at this time had no need to introduce amendments interfering in the collective bargaining process: 

Prime Minister Trudeau and the federal government had already taken care of that with the anti-inflation program. 

Reacting to the Labour Code revisions Jim Kinnaird, head of the BC and Yukon Building Trades Council, identified 

their source:

“I’m not surprised by this because there has been continued lobbying by employers’ groups to have the 

code amended. I had hoped [Labour Minister Allan] Williams would not have responded.”

Len Guy, head of the BC Federation of Labour, admitted that the labour movement was in no position to resist 

these changes effectively: 

“We’re in relatively poor shape. I blame it all on wage controls. No union can take on the government.”

Although the worst was still to come, the revisions did achieve one major employer goal: union organizing became 

much more difficult and the climate of fear which always surrounds organizing campaigns became correspondingly 

greater. As both employers and Social Credit recognized, the first step in undermining the power of unions was to 

undermine their ability to organize. Without the constant stream of new 

members generated by organizing, union density in any industry inevitably 

declines as old employers go out of business or are swallowed up by new, 

non-union conglomerates.

RESTRAINT

The second Social Credit regime under Bill Bennett always proclaimed the importance of cutting spending to 

match revenue while simultaneously cutting taxes for its friends and raising them on workers (usually in the 

form of increased “user fees” such as tripling auto-insurance premiums, doubling ferry fares, and raising medical 

premiums by 50 per cent). In the early 1980s, western economies were hit with the worst recession since the 1930s 

and BC’s economy was no exception. The unemployment rate was galloping faster than inflation: in 1980 it was 

at 6.5 per cent, rising to 9.8 per cent in January 1982 and 14 per cent by the fall of 1982. Inflation had peaked at 

12.5 per cent in 1981, falling to 10.8 per cent in 1982 and 6 per cent in 1983; interest rates hovered at around 20 

per cent. Premier Bennett’s response was to cut social spending, laying off teachers and health care workers as an 

example of “restraint” in government spending while pouring hundreds of millions into the Coquihalla Highway 

…the revisions did achieve one major 
employer goal: union organizing 
became much more difficult… 
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and more hundreds of millions into another vanity project, Expo 86. These projects at least had the virtue of 

creating new jobs to replace those being lost in education and health care. But that was not their purpose. That 

the Premier intended restraint as unpleasant medicine directed at the province’s working people and not at his 

supporters in business or politics was made all the more obvious by his own cabinet’s complete lack of restraint 

when on government business. Among the more notorious examples were expense claims submitted for tickets to 

Broadway plays and $37.50 bottles of Pouilly Fuisse, expenses supposedly incurred while on government business 

and therefore a legitimate charge on citizens whose car insurance 

premiums had just tripled.

In the May 1983 provincial election, after campaigning on a 

restraint program which he deliberately left vague and undefined, 

Premier Bennett was re-elected by a margin of eighty thousand 

out of the 1.65 million votes cast. But it was not until the 

presentation of his budget in July that he stunned the province by revealing what he meant by restraint, providing 

the definition he had so carefully avoided making during the campaign. The budget speech and the series of bills 

which followed it went far beyond public sector wage and social services spending restraint. The bills aimed at 

members of public sector unions were designed to gut their agreements: one put them on notice that they could 

be fired without cause when the agreement ended, in effect unilaterally abolishing their agreement’s seniority 

provisions. The Employment Standards Act was amended to eliminate the Employment Standards Board, to permit 

the negotiating of collective agreements which undermined the provincial employment standards regulations, and 

to reduce bankrupt employers’ liability for back wages. Other legislation eliminated the human rights code, the 

legislation protecting residential tenants, and tax credits for the poor. There were also amendments to the Labour 

Code, the most significant being the dropping of card check: even if 100 per cent of the workforce signed union 

cards, all union certification applications now required a vote.

SOLIDARITY

The Premier’s restraint program provoked the largest protest movement in British Columbia’s history. Mass 

demonstrations—twenty-five thousand in Victoria in late July, forty-five thousand in Vancouver’s Empire Stadium in 

early August—were held throughout the province. These demonstrations were whole-heartedly supported by the 

province’s LiUNA Locals, with both staff and members attending in large numbers. It was clear to LiUNA’s members 

that public sector workers might be in the Social Credit government’s sights today, but it would not be long before 

the government and its business elite supporters turned their guns on the building trades unions. Later, on October 

15, 1983 what was now known as the Solidarity Movement organized a massive demonstration of sixty thousand 

people marching through the streets of Vancouver to protest the budget. Ten days after that, forty-five thousand 

public sector workers walked off the job and on November 8, 90 per cent of the province’s teachers joined them in 

what was for the teachers an illegal strike. When the teachers were forced off the picket lines by injunctions, other 

trade unionists replaced them: the strike held. To some it seemed as though the province’s labour movement was 

building towards a general strike which might force the government to back down. However, on November 15, 

in what came to be known as the Kelowna Accord, Jack Munro, the head of the forty-five thousand member IWA 

(International Woodworkers of America, now merged with the Steelworkers), the province’s largest private sector 

union, Cliff Andstein, head of the striking BCGEU (BC Government Employees Union), and Premier Bennett reached 

what Bro. Andstein called a “no concessions” contract, providing a modest wage increase and lay-offs by seniority 

rather than at management’s discretion. With the BCGEU’s return to work, Solidarity lost its momentum and the 

Premier was free to implement the next stages of his “restraint” agenda.

The bills aimed at members of public 
sector unions were designed to gut  

their agreements…
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PENNYFARTHING
The defeat of Solidarity made it clear that 

Premier Bennett no longer had any reason to 

fear the province’s labour movement. Having 

defeated it as a whole, he could now proceed 

(to borrow a military analogy) to attacking 

and defeating it in detail. British Columbia’s 

building trades unions, with their powerful 

and effective “non-affiliate” clauses preventing 

non-union contractors working on union sites, 

were first on the agenda. Bennett had got his 

start in business as a developer and it was 

now time to reward Social Credit’s long-time 

supporters among developers and anti-union 

contractors.

The stage for this was set in the spring of 1984 

when a non-union contractor from the interior, 

J.C. Kerkhoff & Sons, was awarded the second stage of the Pennyfarthing condominium complex in Vancouver’s 

downtown False Creek. Since the funding for the project was coming from the BC Central Credit Union (BCCCU), the 

central for the entire province’s worker-built credit union movement, the building trades’ first step was to demand 

that the BCCCU stop funding the project until Kerkhoff was thrown off the site. Throughout the labour movement, 

the BCCCU’s refusal to do so was taken as a betrayal of credit union principles, but that was to mistake the nature 

of credit unions in the 1980s (and since). For years, Social Credit and their supporters had been infiltrating Credit 

Union boards. A movement which had been intended to provide working people with credit when banks refused to 

supply it to them had been captured: it was now being used by the province’s business elite to demonstrate their 

power to break the building trades’ hold on commercial construction in the Greater Vancouver area.

Pennyfarthing Picket Line.
Photo courtesy Simon Fraser University Library
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In his Bill Bennett: A Mandarin’s View, Premier Bennett’s principal civil service fixer at the time, Bob Plecas, suggests 

that in the province’s Interior the building trades had by this time developed a policy of peaceful co-existence 

with union contractors working harmoniously alongside so-called “open shop” contractors. As an example, he 

cites the case of the Kamloops court house, where he states that Kerkhoff, as the general contractor, employed 

both union and non-union subcontractors. Mr. Plecas, nowhere generous with the truth, is here frugal to a fault. 

In the December 1983 issue of The BC Labourers Newsletter, Local 602 Business Agent Vic Morden reported that, 

after the BC Buildings Corporation decided to award the project to “J.C. Kerkhoff and Sons, who pay the labourers 

$6.50 and $9.00 per hour” (union labourer rates in 1982 started at $13.64), the union had attempted to organize 

the Kamloops court house project. Bro. Morden went on to report that the union was able “to seed this project” 

and was “successful in gaining a certification for a sub-contractor”. In short, at no point did an already unionized 

subcontractor agree to work on the Kamloops court house. Instead one of Kerkhoff’s non-union subcontractors 

was certified by LiUNA during the course of the project – scarcely an example of building trades unions working 

peacefully alongside “open shop” contractors.

The building trades fully understood the significance of awarding the first Pennyfarthing tower to a union 

contractor, then awarding the second to Kerkhoff. When their appeal to the BCCCU fell through, they acted as 

forcefully as they could. Mr. Plecas reports Al McMurray, the Building Trades Council Secretary-Treasurer, as saying:

“the unions are determined to make a stand at the [False Creek] site because an industry precedent would 

be set if Kerkhoff completes the project. Large union firms like Dillingham and Commonwealth would also 

try to set up non-union divisions.”

It was a prophetic statement which time has, unfortunately, proven to be all too accurate.

For three weeks the building trades tried to shut down the site with mass, twenty-four-hour-a-day picketing. They 

called for and received help from the rest of the labour movement to keep the line going day and night. (The 

author, then a member of the Fishermen’s Union, was one of many non-building trades workers present.) With as 

many as seven hundred people picketing the site at any one time, thousands of workers were involved in the effort. 
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The employer had gone almost immediately to the LRB for an injunction to halt the picketing, an injunction which 

was naturally granted forthwith. The building trades ignored it. The order was filed in BC Supreme Court, but was 

again ignored. However, when on March 29 the Supreme Court ordered the building trades to show cause why 

they should not be held in contempt, they had no choice but to take down the line. It was not merely a matter of 

jail sentences for defying the court but potentially a question of the union memberships losing their entire assets 

as the court began imposing massive fines for every day the injunction was defied.

EXPO 86
One of the immediate consequences of the defeat at Pennyfarthing was that it allowed Bill Bennett to declare 

that some of his pet government projects such as the Coquihalla Highway and Expo 86 would be built as “open 

shop” sites. Before Pennyfarthing took place, Roy Gauthier, the Building Trades President, had negotiated a union 

shop deal with 

Jimmy Pattison, 

the province’s 

only home-grown 

billionaire and Expo 

86’s CEO. But the 

Pennyfarthing defeat 

allowed the Premier 

to implement Bill 

28 which gave the 

government the 

authority to declare 

any construction 

site in the province 

to be an Economic 

Development 

Project: on such sites 
Photo courtesy Simon Fraser University Library
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the building trades non-affiliate clauses were now legally void and could not be applied. Even The Vancouver Sun, in 

an editorial dated July 14, 1984, while avoiding actually naming the Premier, thought his decision risky:

“The foolhardiness of the Expo 86 board of directors is something wondrous to behold. It is almost as 

though the board wanted the fair to fail. Poor Jimmy Pattison, the chairman of Expo. Every time he has 

negotiated an agreement with the building trades unions for labour peace during construction of the fair, 

his own directors have shot him down. Every time he kicks the ball at the middle of the goal, the board 

moves the goalposts. Poor Roy Gauthier, President of the Building Trades Council. Every time he makes a 

concession to cut a deal on Expo’s use of non-union contractors, the Expo directors throw it back in his 

face. Are they mad, or are they just following orders from someone who is?”

But as it turned out, Pennyfarthing had proven that with the courts’ support, it was perfectly possible to void 

the building trades non-affiliate clauses and create “open shop” construction sites by legislative fiat. Initially, the 

building trades membership tried to resist this fiat, and for five months in 1984 the Expo 86 site was disrupted by 

wildcats and sit-downs. But in the end, these disruptions were unsuccessful: members considered ringleaders by 

their employers were fired and under the circumstances there was little their unions could do to reinstate them. 

As a result, although most of the major work at Expo was done by union general contractors, many of the smaller 

contracts went to non-union subcontractors. This allowed the non-union contractors to gain the experience of 

complex projects they needed to start replacing union contractors on private commercial work in the Lower 

Mainland.

Contrary to what Bob Plecas and other Social Credit boosters imply, Expo 86 was a political, not a financial, 

success. Like other signature government projects of the Bill Bennett era, its purpose was to create publicly-funded 

private business opportunities for the Premier’s friends and supporters, especially those in the development and 

construction industries. Thus when Mr Plecas says that Expo 86 was built on time and under budget, he neglects to 

mention that the fair’s budget was a moving target. When planning for Expo 86 began, the budget for the whole 

event was just under $80 million: when it finally closed its doors, the fair had cost over $800 million. As the project 

ballooned from a modest celebration of Vancouver’s centenary into a fully fledged World’s Fair, the Premier had 

Photo courtesy Simon Fraser University Library



Page 184 CHAPTER 19 – Pennyfarthing, Expo 86, the IRC and CLAC

called on the services of Jimmy Pattison, generally acknowledged as the province’s leading businessman, to ensure 

the fair opened on time. But not even Mr. Pattison’s managerial flair could make Expo 86 a financial success—the 

fair ended up with a massive $311 million deficit. 

ZAP! YOU’RE IRCED!
In 1986, his legacy projects now secure, Bill Bennett suddenly announced his retirement, claiming that he wished 

to leave on a high note and not, as his father had done, after staying too long in office. Coincidentally, his timing 

also ensured he wouldn’t be staying around long enough to answer questions about massive budget overruns and 

shady accounting practices as the bills for his legacy came due. This task was left to his successor, Bill Vander Zalm, 

a nursery owner and former Mayor of Surrey, who as Bill Bennett’s Minister of Human Resources, then Transit, and 

finally Education, had been better known for enjoying a good controversy in the media than for his competence 

and grasp of the issues. He had briefly left politics in 1983, but decided to return and run for the Social Credit 

leadership when Premier Bennett retired, coming to power in the subsequent provincial election on what the press 

called a wave of “Zandermania” with promises of “a fresh start” after the 

years of confrontation under Bennett. Given his history as a Minister, it is not 

surprising that the notion of Bill Vander Zalm initiating a period of peace and 

good will in the province soon proved to be illusory.

THE IRC

Five months after he was elected, on April 2 1987, the new Premier introduced his first major pieces of legislation, 

Bills 19 and 20, one an all-out attack on the labour movement, the other on the BC Teachers’ Federation. Bill 19 

tore up the NDP’s 1973 Code, or what was left of it, and substituted a new Industrial Relations Act administered 

by a new Industrial Relations Council (IRC) instead of the old Labour Relations Board. The new Council was to be 

headed by Ed Peck, the old chief of Bill Bennett’s restraint program. In a recurring theme of Social Credit anti-union 

legislation, the government appointed head of a government tribunal was given the authority to order an end to 

any labour dispute which he considered contrary to “the public interest.” Bill 20 delivered the same agenda but 

tailored to fit the province’s organized public school teachers.

Although the new Industrial Relations Act’s scattergun approach hit a wide range of Social Credit’s traditional 

favourite targets, including public sector unions, much of Bill 19 was aimed directly at the building trades. Changes 

of general application included outlawing secondary picketing, prohibiting unions from refusing to handle hot 

goods, and requiring unions to take a vote on the employer’s “final offer.” There was no need for the IRA to abolish 

automatic certification and replace it with a mandatory vote even if 100 per cent of the workforce had signed 

union cards since Bill Bennett had already done that in 1984. One of the provisions of the IRA aimed directly at 

the building trades was designed to destroy the hiring hall system, but this was dropped before the bill became 

law. Another of the provisions targeting the building trades allowed companies to double breast, that is to set 

up wholly owned non-union subsidiaries to compete with their union companies, was not dropped and was to 

have dire long-term consequences not only for building trades workers but also for workers in related sectors 

such as security (see Chapter 9). During the nearly six years it was in force, Bill 19 did serious damage to the labour 

movement, damage from which labour has not yet recovered. In the construction industry, the bill not only 

brought organizing to a virtual standstill, it laid the foundations for the growth of the non-union and pseudo-union 

sectors in the industry.

Local 168’s Business Manager Bill Milner wrote the following editorial in the December 1987 issue of the BC 

Labourers’ Newsletter on the effects of Bill 19. In it he provides a particularly telling example of an employer using 

Bill 19 to frustrate the genuine wishes of its workers. 

…the press called a wave of 
“Zandermania” with promises of  
“a fresh start” after the years of 
confrontation under Bennett. 
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BILL 19

The effect of Bill 19 on the Labour Movement as a whole, and on your Local Union in particular, has 

been and will continue to be devastating. There is no doubt whatsoever that the anti-union members of 

the legal profession who drafted the Bill had one thing and one thing alone in mind and that was not 

only to neutralize but to bust the unions in the Province of British Columbia. The devious wording of the 

legislation and the stacking of pro-management bias has led to a Code that should be more aptly entitled 

“A Blueprint to Deunionization”.

How does Bill 19 really affect 

the membership of Local 168?

The power and the opportunity 

given to management to 

manipulate their employees 

through pressure or coercion 

is simply horrifying. They are 

using this new-found club to 

force small groups to apply to 

have the union decertified as 

their bargaining agent.

To illustrate the kind of 

tactics being employed by 

management, we will cite an 

actual case. With the work 

picture as it is, the company 

had reduced its staff to only 

three members in Local 

168’s bargaining unit. These three employees were “convinced” to apply for decertification. However, 

after making the application the members had second thoughts and, much to the employer’s chagrin, 

withdrew the application. Quite some time later, the same scenario took place again: an application for 

certification and another withdrawal. It was now becoming quite obvious that the employees preferred 

to remain as members of the local and wanted to continue to work under the union agreement. 

Shortly thereafter, the employees were “conveniently” laid off for lack of work. A few days later an order, 

legitimately name-requesting the three individuals, was received by the Dispatch Office. Immediately 

upon their return to work another application for decertification was filed—need we report on the result 

of the vote?

Surely one does not have to be too bright to imagine the amount of pressure, the intimidation, and the 

threats to which the members were subjected before eventually succumbing to the will of management. 

It may seem the loss of a certification for one small company is not too serious but the ramifications are 

tremendous. Firstly, the members voting to decertify are in fact voting away their membership in the 

union. They will, in all probability, lose their right to pensions, health and welfare, union dispatch, and 

most certainly the opportunity to work on future union jobs.

Further, the rights of all future employees of that company have been nullified by the actions of these 

people. Bear in mind that these members were employed by the contractor in the first place only because 
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they were union members. We think it grossly unfair that a few people who were lucky enough to be 

dispatched to a union job by the union should be able to nullify and negate the future rights of the 

membership as a whole. 

We have detailed this episode so that you, the membership, will be aware of the ultimate result of 

giving in to an employer’s wish to operate non-union. We say to you steady-eddies, brother-cousins of 

management, think of the long term effect not only on the union but also on yourselves and the other 

members before you knuckle under to the promises from management that will never be fulfilled. When 

the company runs out of work you will get the unemployment book.

Bill 19, regardless of what its supporters say, in one way or another gives the contractor the right to 

double-breast whenever he so desires. Will that new non-union company pay wages of seventeen dollars 

an hour plus or will they start you at twelve dollars and the following Monday make it eight dollars, and 

then when they have you hooked cut the wages to six dollars an hour with no benefits: all perfectly legal 

under Bill 19.

THE ZALM RESIGNS

On April 2, 1991 Bill Vander Zalm, often known to the media as “The Zalm” 

for his ebullient public presence, resigned under a cloud. BC’s Conflict of 

Interest Commissioner had ruled that he had broken the province’s conflict 

of interest regulations by mixing his private business with the public’s 

business during the sale of his Fantasy Gardens theme park in Richmond. Unlike Bill Bennett, Bill Vander Zalm was 

never actually convicted of a breach of the law, but neither has he ever provided a satisfactory explanation of why, 

during the course of the Fantasy Gardens sale, he thought it necessary to accept a paper bag containing $20,000 in 

cash from a flamboyant realtor acting on behalf of the Gardens’ buyer.

THE GROWTH OF THE PSEUDO-UNIONS
As noted in Chapter 12, as employers grew more accustomed to operating in a world where workers had rights 

and unions were legal, their anti-union tactics grew more sophisticated. Their most sophisticated tactic of all was to 

promote the resurrection of the old company union, now more or less illegal, in a new guise—the multi-employer 

company union.

Technically, British Columbia’s multi-employer company unions, often referred to as rat unions or pseudo-unions, 

are not company unions: that is they are not employer-dominated, they are just employer-friendly. The courts 

have so ruled and there is some basis for the ruling. The most successful of the employer-friendly unions, CLAC 

(the Christian Labour Association of Canada), has in fact gone on strike three times in the over sixty years since it 

was founded in 1952. CISIWU (the Canadian Iron, Steel, and Industrial Workers Union) has been known to honour 

another union’s picket line (a BC Teachers’ Federation line in 2014). Nonetheless, their status as legitimate unions is 

a mere legal fiction. 

A 2007 analysis of thirty-two CLAC agreements by David Fairey (with Simone McCallum) found that twenty-eight 

of the agreements had clauses allowing lower standards than those contained in the Employment Standards Act 

(ESA). In one case, its agreement with CLAC permitted JJM Construction to pay rates 20 per cent below the ESA’s 

required time-and-one-half minimum for overtime. A clause in CLAC’s 2002-04 agreement with Lombard Pre-Cast 

allowed “students employed as casuals or as summer help … [to] be paid rates established by the Employer”. 

The agreement’s stipulated starting rate for inexperienced labourers was $12.63, but this summer help clause 

allowed Lombard Pre-Cast to pay students $6.00 an hour, the minimum wage recently introduced by the provincial 

government for “inexperienced workers”, that is young workers with less than 500 hours of paid employment. 

…he thought it necessary to 
accept a paper bag containing 

$20,000 in cash…
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One could continue, but the point here is not that CLAC has poor negotiators or negotiators who take back-

handers from the employer. Rather the point is that CLAC as a matter of principle negotiates bad agreements 

and equally deliberately refuses to police them. The principle in question is CLAC’s belief that, as a “labour union 

inspired by Christian principles”, it should always strive for “cooperative, as opposed to adversarial, relations with 

employers.” Indeed, so strongly does CLAC believe in this “cooperative” approach that it believes the right to strike 

should be abolished and disputes settled by compulsory arbitration. 

This preference for removing decision making power from its dues paying members extends to CLAC’s structure 

and constitution. As the Canadian Labour Congress points out, CLAC has a parallel constitutional structure 

which is designed to frustrate democracy and membership control of the organization. On the one hand, CLAC’s 

locals elect delegates to a national convention which in turn elects a national board. On the other hand, its Staff 

Representatives and their Council have the constitutional authority to decide, among other things, who may run as 

a delegate to national conventions as well as who is hired as a Staff Representative. Particularly striking among the 

many anti-democratic provisions of CLAC’s constitution is that it explicitly allows Staff Representatives to negotiate 

and conclude collective agreements without either membership 

input or ratification votes. The real power in CLAC thus rests with 

the Staff Representatives Council, because it alone has the power 

to hire staff members as well as having veto power over those few 

decisions the membership is constitutionally permitted to take. This 

makes it impossible for its membership to change CLAC from within 

or to exercise any democratic control over CLAC’s policies.

But the real value to the employer of pseudo-unions such as CLAC lies not so much in their “co-operative approach” 

to labour relations as in the fact they are treated as legitimate trade unions by the Labour Code and the courts. 

A non-union contractor must always be on the alert for pro-union employees and union organizing drives. A 

contractor whose employees are represented by CLAC has no such worries since the Labour Code treats CLAC as 

a legal union and this means a legitimate union cannot replace CLAC except through a process known as raiding, 

which in BC can only take place during the seventh and eighth months of a collective agreement. Although LiUNA 

Local 1611 has successfully raided CLAC twice in the past decade, the logistics and legal technicalities involved in 

raiding mean that it is considerably more difficult and requires significantly more resources than organizing a non-

union contractor. 

A typical illustration of how a contractor can take advantage of the loopholes deliberately built into the Labour 

Code to accommodate pseudo-unions is Flatiron Construction. Kevin Blakely, Local 1611’s Legal Counsel, described 

how CLAC and Flatiron colluded to certify this contractor in British Columbia in the December 2005 edition of the 

union’s Newsletter:

“Another case of note this year involved Flatiron Construction. This very large international company 

moved into BC under the cover of a numbered company. It became a sub-contractor on a tiny little 

project in the Okanagan. Conveniently, Flatiron was able to sign a CLAC Agreement with only two 

employees. The Labour Relations Board saw fit to grant the certification even though it was established 

that Flatiron never actually did any of the work that they obtained under the sub-contract. … This 

mechanism of obtaining a certification of convenience is now the preferred method of excluding the 

trades from future mega project work.”

Finally, it should be stressed that pseudo-unions such as CLAC are seldom the preferred choice of the majority of 

a bargaining unit’s workers. Flatiron is only one example of the numerous ways in which an employer can collude 

with a pseudo-union in order to avoid signing a building trades agreement. 

…CLAC has a parallel constitutional 
structure which is designed to frustrate 
democracy and membership control of 

the organization. 
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However, the most egregious example of such collusion, collusion that required the complicity of the Labour 

Relations Board, is that of PCL. Using a variety of legal fictions and manoeuvres, PCL succeeded in unilaterally 

voiding its building trades agreements and then operating under a CLAC agreement without any vote of its 

unionized workers. It had withdrawn from the CLRA (Construction Labour Relations Association) in 2002 and soon 

afterwards began nominally subcontracting projects it was awarded to CLAC-certified but wholly PCL-owned 

subsidiaries. Its building trades workforce, many of whom had been with PCL for twenty years and more, was 

informed that their agreements would no longer apply on PCL projects and that they would in future be working 

under a CLAC agreement. Subcontracting in name only to a small subsidiary while employing PCL staff actually 

to manage the projects was a transparent ruse obviously intended to dictate to its workers which union would 

represent them. Nevertheless, the Labour Relations Board found that compelling workers to join the union of the 

company’s choice was not illegal under the British Columbia Labour Code.
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CHAPTER 20 – TNL, HCL, the Locals Merge and 
Two Labour Codes


A NEW NDP GOVERNMENT, A NEW NDP LABOUR CODE

Few were surprised when Premier Bill Vander Zalm’s adventures with a paper bag full of cash led to the defeat 

of Social Credit by the NDP under Mike Harcourt in 1991. Premier Harcourt was, however, a very different leader 

from Dave Barrett. The NDP did bring in a new Labour Code, introduce a Skills Development & Fair Wage Act for 

government projects, and improve enforcement of the Employment Standards Act. Under the NDP, especially in its 

second term with Glen Clark (a former Ironworkers’ Local 97 Organizer) as Premier, the minimum wage for the first 

time in decades actually exceeded the rate of inflation, rising from $5.00 an hour when they were elected to $8.00 

when they left office in 2001.

On the other hand, the new government, which from the outset was under attack by the province’s business elite, 

always seemed to act as though it had one eye on trying to appease this numerically small but disproportionately 

influential interest group. Thus the new Labour Code did not restore card check at 50 per cent plus one of the 

workforce but set the threshold for automatic certification at 55 per cent. The Skills Development Act required that 

all government projects over $250,000 (with some minor exceptions) employ only qualified tradespeople and hire 

apprentices. However, the fair wage it established was 20 per cent below union rates, closer to the CLAC and non-

union scale than rates achieved through free collective bargaining. In its 1996 survey of anti-union construction 

across Canada, “Open Mind”, “open shop” promoter Merit Alberta observed that:

“With the Fair Wage Policy failing to deliver significant work to the union sector, the government initiated 

hiring preference policies for a major highway project (The Island Highway Agreement) and for BC Hydro 

construction work. This was effective in delivering jobs to union forces ….”

HCL AND THE ISLAND HIGHWAY

Merit Alberta’s complaint in the above quotation was that the NDP government had instructed the government-

owned Highway Constructors Ltd (HCL) to institute a local and employment equity-based hiring policy for the 

government-funded $1.2 billion Vancouver Island Highway Project. Aware that contractors who supported Merit 

Alberta’s views on unions were unlikely to be sympathetic or adhere to such a policy, the government had also 

instructed HCL to sign a Project Labour Agreement (PLA) with the building trades.

The Island Highway PLA negotiated between HCL and the building trades unions ensured that preference in hiring 

was given to local workers and that the NDP government’s employment equity objectives, such as hiring First 

Nations, women, and apprentices, could be achieved. Non-union and pseudo-union contractors could and did bid 
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successfully on portions of the work, but all workers on the project had to join the appropriate building trades 

union, including any so-called “core” employees of the non or pseudo-union contractors. (These contractors were 

allowed to “name-request” a maximum of five “core” employees, but also had to hire one union-dispatched worker 

for every name-requested employee.) A later study found that as a result of the local hiring policy, 93 per cent of 

the Island Highway’s payroll were local workers. Furthermore, because of the project’s 100 per cent union worker 

rule, its lost-time incident rate was 38 per cent lower than the province’s roadbuilding industry average. 

According to Gordon Davidson, Vancouver Island Local 1093’s Business Manager at the time, at first not all 

contractors understood the rules:

“There were a couple of sections done on the initial Nanaimo by-pass, the inner by-pass that is there 

now, that were done by a company called North Pacific Roadbuilders. They were non-union, a guy out of 

Alberta, he was an interesting guy, but a real piece of work. They were clearly bringing their crews from 

Alberta, I mean they were advertising in Alberta for working crew, they didn’t want the local guys, right, 

because they were afraid they’d get infected. So there is no doubt in my mind and I will swear to the day I 

die that the Island Highway Project was a good deal for everyone. It provided local work for local people.

“We started in 1994 and the first job we got was an order from Highway Constructors. They had their 

office in Nanaimo up by Malaspina College and they sent a dispatch order in to us and it was number 3. 

So we had the third guy on the HCL agreement dispatched from the Labourers Union to one of the first 

Island Highway jobs. I think it was JJM Contracting [a CLAC-certified contractor], a road job for one of their 

sections up towards Fanny Bay. And for the next eight years we had all this work on the Island Highway 

Project and you know I would say at least half or more was done by normally non-union contractors.

“We got a lot of work under the HCL agreement. They rebuilt the Lions Gate Bridge, some portions of 

Highway One in Vancouver were included, some work in the Nass Valley up north of Prince Rupert was 

included. But I think the Labourers had the largest number of hours 

of all the trades, I don’t remember the numbers, but they were pretty 

substantial. People like the Carpenters and the Teamsters had a lot, 

the Ironworkers had a lot, especially when they got onto the Lions 

Gate Bridge. But the Labourers made out like bandits.”

TNL

The biggest fight with a non-union contractor since Pennyfarthing took place in Port Alberni in 1994. BC’s largest 

forest products company, MacMillan Bloedel, had decided to build a new specialty pulp mill (NexGen) using TNL, 

a non-building trades general contractor certified to CISIWU, one of the province’s rat unions. All of Port Alberni’s 

mills had been union-built and all of its non-managerial workers were union members, some belonging to what is 

now Unifor and some to what is now the United Steelworkers. It was, in short, a union town.

As Bro. Davidson remembered it, the problem began when MacMillan Bloedel hired a non-union drywall company 

to work on its offices and the Carpenters started picketing this site. By the time TNL arrived to start work on the 

NexGen mill in November, the whole of Port Alberni was alerted, as were building trades members throughout the 

Island, including a good many LiUNA Local 1093 members. As at Pennyfarthing, a mass, twenty-four-hour a day 

picket line was set up around the construction site entrance:

Tent City: “We have this tent city set up all around the construction site in Port Alberni, all the trades are there with 

tents and they have people there 24/7 maintaining a protest line. It is an illegal strike effectively. I tell you a lot of 

guys, including my guys, spend a lot of time there.

The biggest fight with a non-union 
contractor since Pennyfarthing took  

place in Port Alberni in 1994.
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TNL’s “Security”: “[TNL] were also hiring goons and bringing them on site as security guards. They were recruiting 

them out of gyms, steroid addicts, stuff like that, tough guys. And they were big ugly guys — I certainly wouldn’t 

want to be on their wrong side. Of course they were being antagonized by the [pickets] outside. Every time a bus 

would cross the picket line we threw eggs and shit at them, and flash mirrors down there, trying to disrupt them. 

And so it went on for quite a long time.

TNL’s Labour Shortage: “Eventually something has to give because TNL is having a hard time finishing this job. 

They have done a lot of the structure but they are really having a hard time getting skilled craftsmen, welders, 

pipefitters, machinists, those kinds of guys. They are getting some, but they can’t get welders who could weld up to 

specs. So there is this big chance that things could turn around but then something happened which created a big 

confrontation. Not on the site per se, but on the street outside.

TNL Provokes a “Riot”: “A couple of guys from TNL, two supervisors, drive a pickup truck right through a group of 

guys. Then there’s a bunch of mayhem. The supervisors are being shaken and being threatened by the guys and it’s 

quite an ugly scene. The cops are there—the cops have been there all the time watching. The RCMP has a liaison 

guy on a permanent basis, the building trades respected him. But it has come to the point that it’s civil contempt. 

There was a court order says you guys can’t disturb the access site.

Four Members and a B.A. Arrested: “Well a lot of people got arrested. Four of our members got arrested, charged 

with civil contempt for defying the court order to allow access. The two supervisors, they brought a suit against 

the building trades or the individual trades and the building trades as a group for damages and they won a fairly 

substantial settlement. We all had to chip in a bunch of money to pay off this big fine. A lot of people [sixty-five] 

got arrested, got charged, some guys went to jail, some guys—a lot of guys—had ankle monitoring. One of my 

business agents got arrested and he was in house arrest so after work every day he would have to go home and 

stay there for two weeks.”

AND THE WINNER IS

Gordon Davidson’s recollection of events above is considerably different from what was reported in the media. 

There the story was that building trades workers had assaulted the supervisors, breaking the jaw of one of them, 

in an unprovoked outbreak of violence on an illegal picket line. When the courts awarded TNL $1.5 million and the 

supervisors $170,000 each in damages, groups such as the ICBA, the voice of the province’s anti-union contractors, 

declared it a major victory. Gordon Davidson, on the other hand, thought the big winners were the one hundred 

and twenty-five members of Local 1093 who went to work at NexGen for Commonwealth Construction, a Building 

Trades contractor awarded the job of finishing the mill by MacMillan Bloedel on a cost plus basis: 

“What happened after that, which was really good, was that 

MacMillan Bloedel was desperate to get this paper machine built. 

They had to get it built: they had a lot of orders backing up. So 

they gave Commonwealth the job.

“Well it was unbelievable the work we had out of that. We had over one hundred and twenty-five 

Labourers on the job for it was at least three months. At the peak. We didn’t have one hundred and 

twenty-five guys for the whole time, but at peak we had one hundred and twenty-five. We had guys, they 

were working seven days a week, twelve hours a day. They were getting living out allowance. Man, it was 

unbelievable, and the money for the locals was just pouring in the door.

“It was the result of the MacMillan Bloedel deciding to capitulate. They just poured the money on the job. 

So we, all the trades, we did well, really well. There were so many guys working, you would go on the job 

site as a Business Agent, you could barely move. You wondered how in the hell things were getting done, 

We had over one hundred and 
twenty-five Labourers on the job 
for it was at least three months.
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people cheek by jowl. That was Commonwealth, the more people you get on the job on a cost plus basis, 

the more money you’re making.”

MEANWHILE, IN THE KOOTENAYS
In principle, the NDP government’s local and equity hiring policy was supposed to apply to all BC Hydro 

construction as well as to government road construction. But at the same time as pickets were trying to shut down 

TNL in Port Alberni, a group of unemployed building trades workers who called themselves the West Kootenay All 

Trades Co-ordinating Committee (WKATCC) were picketing two dam projects near Nelson. One was a BC Hydro 

maintenance project on the Kootenay Canal and the other, the Corra Linn dam project, was owned by West 

Kootenay Power & Light (now FortisBC). Unemployment among Kootenay Building Trades workers was high at the 

time but the contractors, TNL and Western Versatile, weren’t hiring anyone from the area. In fact, as the WKATCC 

(which included Local 168’s Chuck Chatten) found out after doing a little “dumpster diving”, local workers’ resumes 

were being tossed straight into the garbage. It was true that these resumes all belonged to building trades workers, 

but then the West Kootenays was a pretty pro-union region of the province. Hiring locally meant that you would 

have to hire some union members and that was something neither contractor was willing to do.

Since the contractors were obviously not going to hire locally on their own, the West Kootenays All Trades decided 

to try to embarrass the project owners into making the decision for them. The group started mass information 

picketing, with some one hundred to one hundred and fifty men and women showing up at the job sites to protest 

the owners’ policy of allowing jobs to go to out-of-town workers when there were unemployed local tradespeople 

available. The results were instructive.

The BC Hydro project manager wasn’t so much embarrassed as outraged that these shiftless people had the gall to 

protest company policy as he interpreted it. According to Bro. Chatten, he told the pickets to go home and rethink 

their whole approach to life, adding a parting lecture on the value of competition and getting the lowest price, 

before applying for an injunction to prohibit picketing at the 

site. Yet despite the project manager’s personal opinions, the 

upshot of the matter was that once the Kootenay Canal project 

was finished, BC Hydro never again hired TNL to work in the 

Kootenays, deciding it would be wiser to hire union contractors 

for projects in the region.

Meanwhile, Don Debienne, who was responsible for West 

Kootenay Power & Light’s (WKP&L) project, took a different approach: after talking to the WKATCC, he fired Western 

Versatile and replaced it with a union contractor. It turned out that Western Versatile had not just been paying 

its out-of-town workers substandard wages, it wasn’t even paying a living-out allowance. The workers had to set 

up their own camp, living in plastic tents and under conditions which resembled, in Bro. Chatten’s words, “a hobo 

jungle”. Mr. Debienne understood that, especially as WKP&L was a local company, there are times when the lowest 

price is too high a price for society to pay.

The workers had to set up their own camp, 
living in plastic tents and under  
conditions which resembled, in  

Bro. Chatten’s words, “a hobo jungle”.
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Courtesy of Kootenay Express Community Newspaper
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LOCAL 1611 IS BORN
In July 1997, after holding thirty-five membership meetings throughout the province to discuss the question, the 

memberships of Locals 168, 602, 1070, and 1093 voted by over 80 per cent to merge their four locals into one new 

Labourers’ Local covering all of British Columbia and the Yukon, Local 1611. (The only local not involved in this 

merger, Shipyard Local 1204, voted to merge with Local 1611 in 2010.) There were a number of reasons for the 

merger, but it had become increasingly clear both to the memberships and the Executive Boards of the four locals 

that developments in the construction industry such as technological change, the growth of pseudo-unions, and 

changes in the Labour Code made merger inevitable. 

From a peak of some twelve to thirteen thousand members in the 

1980s, the four locals’ total membership had fallen to just under six 

thousand. Yet each local still maintained its own office and office staff, 

had its own dispatch office and rules, and was responsible for its own 

legal bills. Business Agents from one local might be travelling past a 

site under the jurisdiction of another local, but they could not include it 

in their tour. Almost all employers had projects in more than one local’s 

jurisdiction, which required each local’s office staff to spend a considerable amount of time ensuring that employer 

remittances were properly allocated. In short, the four local system of representation for Labourers in British 

Columbia was no longer working in the members’ best interests. The membership and their Executives recognized 

this and took the appropriate step to deal with the situation: they merged.

The merger was of course a very emotional and difficult decision for many of the four locals’ members. Each local 

had its own traditions and its own history (only five years earlier Local 168 had actually published a two hundred 

page history to celebrate its first forty years) and each local had its own way of approaching and dealing with 

problems. Especially in New Westminster and on Vancouver Island, there was also the fear that the familiarity and 

close relationships which tended to grow up between local memberships and their executives would be lost in 

a new province-wide local. Care was taken to allay these concerns in the new local’s structure and staff. No staff 

were laid off, at least one Business Representative remained assigned to service each major region of the province 

outside the Lower Mainland, and regular meetings continued to be held throughout the province. Elections, 

collective agreement ratifications, and all other issues requiring the membership’s approval were held by province-

wide mail-in ballot.

The new Local’s Table Officers and staff also helped to ensure continuity. The Table Officers were Bruce Ferguson, 

President (formerly Local 168’s Business Manager); Carl Strand, Business Manager (formerly Local 1070’s Business 

Manager); Ron Ganert, Secretary-Treasurer (formerly Local 602’s Secretary-Treasurer); and Gord Davidson, Vice-

President (formerly Local 1093’s Business Manager). Rick Clarkson, formerly Local 602’s Business Manager, remained 

on staff as a Business Representative while Mark Olsen, formerly Local 168’s Secretary-Treasurer, was the new local’s 

Legal Counsel. Bro. Clarkson would later succeed Bro. Ganert as Local 1611’s Secretary-Treasurer and Bro. Olsen 

would succeed Bro. Strand as the new local’s Business Manager.

RETURN OF THE IRC
In the 2001 provincial election the NDP was defeated by the BC Liberal Party, a modernized version of the old 

Social Credit coalition which had collapsed in 1991. Led by Gordon Campbell, a former mayor of Vancouver, the 

new coalition party wasted little time in bringing back a lot of the old coalition’s policies, including cutting social 

services to finance tax cuts for corporations. However, ten years in opposition had made the coalition’s members 

eager to do more than just legislate away gains made by working people under the NDP: they wanted revenge.

The membership and their Executives 
recognized this and took the  

appropriate step to deal with the  
situation: they merged.
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HEALTH SECTOR PRIVATIZATION

In 2002, Premier Campbell introduced Bill 29, the Health and Social Services Delivery Improvement Act, an Act 

which unilaterally tore up all collective agreements in the province’s Health Sector. The Act’s purpose was to allow 

the Liberal government to impose on the Health Sector the privatization agenda it was adopting throughout 

government and its crown corporations. In particular, the Liberals wished to increase the number of “non-clinical” 

health care services which were contracted out to private sector health care companies. In order to do this, they 

had to void all the government’s health care collective agreements, since all contained language restricting 

contracting out. The consequences of Bill 29, particularly for Health Sector support staff, were cruel. Eight thousand 

workers lost their jobs and those who returned to work at the same job but for a private contractor did so with 

greatly reduced wage rates and benefits. Workers laid off by VIHA (the Vancouver Island Health Authority) suffered 

wage cuts of as much as 40 per cent and the loss of most of their benefits. Women, who constituted a majority 

of support staff workers and so were disproportionately affected by the lay-offs, also suffered from the loss of 

pay equity gains achieved under their former collective agreements. In 2003, because unions were having a good 

deal of success re-organizing private health sector contractors, the government abolished successorship rights in 

the sector. This meant that whenever a Health Authority replaced a unionized contractor was with a non-union 

contractor at a facility, the facility’s workers lost both their jobs and their collective agreement. Those workers the 

new contractor decided to “rehire” had to accept whatever rates and conditions the contractor chose to impose. 

Bill 29 was followed in 2004 by Bill 37, which imposed an 11 per cent rollback on wages and increased the hours 

of work for those health sector workers who still remained covered by union agreements. These workers did not 

just meekly accept the Liberal government’s diktat. They staged a province-wide wildcat strike which, although it 

received strong public support, ended in obtaining only minor concessions from the Campbell government. Later, 

in 2007, those workers who had lost their jobs as a result of Bill 29 did receive some consolation in the form of $1.5 

million in back wages under a ruling by the Supreme Court of Canada that Bill 29 and the Liberal government’s 

tearing up of collective agreements were unconstitutional. However, the Court’s ruling did not require the 

government to rehire the workers it had laid off or reverse its privatization measures: health care workers and their 

patients continue to suffer the consequences.

THE LIBERAL LABOUR CODE

The Liberal government’s most spectacular piece of union-busting legislation may eventually have been ruled 

unconstitutional, but that ruling had no effect on the rest of the anti-union legislation the government passed 

during its first two years in power. Elected on May 26, by August 21 it had amended the Human Rights Code so as 

to prevent complaints of wage discrimination; ended three legal strikes (imposing settlements on the three unions 

involved); ended the province’s teachers’ right to strike; and repealed the Fair Wage Act. Next, in May 2002, the 

government gutted the Employment Standards Act, enabling child labour, excluding unionized workers from the 

Act’s minimum standards, excluding farmworkers from its overtime provisions, and creating a $6 an hour minimum 

wage for “inexperienced workers”, that is students entering the workforce with less than 500 hours of previous paid 

employment.

The Campbell government also amended the Labour Relations 

Code twice in its first two years in power, the first time to 

eliminate card check yet again, the second time to redefine 

what constitutes an Unfair Labour Practice (ULP). The haste with 

which it abolished card check is readily explicable: mandatory 

certification votes greatly reduce the success of union organizing 

campaigns. As a 1992 Committee of Special Advisors on labour 

relations appointed by the NDP had observed:

…Liberal government’s most spectacular 
piece of union-busting legislation 
may eventually have been ruled 

unconstitutional…
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“Since the introduction of secret ballot votes in 1984 the rate of employer unfair labour practices in 

representation campaigns in British Columbia has increased by more than 100%. … [During a campaign 

the] key union supporters would be fired or laid-off while threats of closure dominated the campaign 

and the vote itself was viewed as a vote on whether or not to continue with employment rather than as 

a vote on redefining the employment relationship. It is not acceptable that an employee’s basic right to 

join a trade union be visited with such consequences and illegal interference. Nor is there any reasonable 

likelihood of introducing effective deterrents to illegal employer conduct during a representation 

campaign. [emphasis added]”

For the Liberal government, the lesson to be learned from the above quotation was not that the regulations around 

ULPs should be strengthened, but rather that they were still too strong. In 2002, it amended the Code to legalize 

previously illegal employer behaviour such as openly declaring their hostility to unions. The effect of these changes 

was greatly strengthened by the LRB’s interpretation of them as permitting any behaviour short of deliberate lies 

or express threats. Contrary to all previous precedent in BC, the Board now regarded “political-style anti-union 

campaigns such as those commonly used by employers in the United States” not as intimidation but as merely an 

exercise of the employer’s right to free speech. 

The changes to the ULP regulations combined with the abolition of card check had a devastating effect on union 

organizing campaigns. In 1984 the abolition of card check without major changes to the ULP regulations had 

caused a 45 per cent drop in the number of new employees certified, from an average of 7,411 between 1974 and 

1983 to an average of 4,106 between 1984 and 1992. When card check was reintroduced by the NDP, the average 

number of new employees certified annually rebounded to 8,762. But after the BC Liberals again removed card 

check from the Labour Code, the average number of new employees certified annually fell by 80 per cent, to 1,739 

in the three full years from 2002 to 2004—a figure 58 per cent lower than the average of 4,106 from 1984 to 1990. 

It is not hard to understand why. Employer activities which the LRB would have considered illegal in 1984 are now 

protected by the Code. Worse still, employer activities which are blatantly illegal even under the current Code are 

seldom punished. The result is that “an employee’s basic right to join a trade union” has become a dead letter, a 

right that has not been repealed but which is defunct in practice.

[Note: I am indebted to the November 21, 2005 paper titled “The Crisis in Union Organizing under the BC Liberals” 

by Patrick Dickie of the Hastings Labour Law Office for much of this section on the Campbell Government’s Labour 

Code.]
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CHAPTER 21 – The Canada Line 


THE EXTENT TO which the Labour Relations Board and the entire labour relations process in British Columbia 

have become corrupted by the BC Liberal Party government’s anti-union bias and appointees is best and most 

graphically illustrated by the Canada Line case. Not that the particulars of the case as far as the organizing drive 

goes are especially remarkable or unusual in the province’s current labour relations climate. Even the neglect of 

their responsibilities by other government agencies such as the provincial Employment Standards Branch and the 

federal Department of Human Resources was not in any way abnormal. Two things made the Canada Line case 

unique, the first being that for the first time in Canadian history, a bargaining unit comprised almost entirely of 

Temporary Foreign Workers was organized. The second is that two independent judicial bodies, the BC Human 

Rights Tribunal and the BC Supreme Court, having examined the same evidence which was presented to the 

Labour Relations Board, arrived at conclusions diametrically opposed to the LRB’s. The result was the largest Human 

Rights award in Canadian history.

THE PROJECT
The Canada Line project (originally known as the RAV Line) was a $2.1 billion project built as part of the province’s 

2010 Olympics transportation infrastructure upgrading. Linking downtown Vancouver to downtown Richmond 

and, via a four kilometre spur, to the Vancouver International Airport, the 19.5 kilometre light rail transit (LRT) 

project was Canada’s first P3 (public-private partnership) LRT project and the first to link a major city’s downtown 

with its airport. A $1.64 billion design-build contract for the project was awarded to SNC-Lavalin (a CLAC-certified 

contractor in BC) in August 2005 and construction began that October. The Line’s design involved a total of 9,080 

metres of tunnels, the work for which was subcontracted by SNC-Lavalin to a joint venture, SNCP-SELI JV, consisting 

of its subsidiary, SNC-Lavalin Constructors (Pacific) Inc and SELI Canada Inc, a subsidiary of the Italian tunnelling 

contractor SELI S.p.A., with SELI being responsible for the actual tunnelling work. The project was completed and 

opened to the public on August 7, 2009.

Although there was no shortage of experienced tunnellers in the Lower Mainland in the fall of 2005, SELI preferred 

to use its own crew of tunnellers, mostly recruited from Latin America. SELI was able to bring these workers 

into the country using the federal government’s Temporary Foreign Worker (TFW) program, a program which 

permitted employers to bring workers into the country on two-year work permits for the purpose, according 

to the Government of Canada’s TFW Program Fact Sheet, of filling “temporary labour and skill shortages when 

qualified Canadian citizens or permanent residents are not available.” Under the program, the federal government 

issued work permits to TFWs, but these permits were valid for two years only and only so long as the TFW was 

working for the sponsoring employer: TFWs were not allowed to change employers. There were in principle certain 

restrictions on how employers treated their TFW employees: for example a TFW’s wage rate was supposed to match 
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the “prevailing wage” in the industry and region where they were employed. But the program was poorly policed 

and by 2006 was increasingly being used by employers as a source of short-term, low-wage, indentured labour, in 

short, as a cheap alternative to hiring Canadian workers. This was certainly the case on the Canada Line, as Richard 

Gilbert observes in his paper on The Impact of the Temporary Foreign Worker Program on the Construction Workforce 

in Western Canada (2003-2015):

“The wages issues on the Canada Line project revealed the failure of federal and provincial authorities to 

enforce the labour code, employment standards, human rights laws, as well as deal with the displacement 

of Canadian workers.”

THE ORGANIZING DRIVE
The Canada Line organizing drive started before the first TFWs began arriving in the spring of 2006. In The Canada 

Line Story, his manuscript account of the Latin American tunnellers’ struggle with SELI and SNC-Lavalin, Joe Barrett, 

who was working for the BC Building Trades Council at the time, says that after the Building Trades first learned of 

the presence of TFWs on the project, he went to see Mark Olsen, Local 1611’s Business Manager. Bro. Olsen told him 

that Local 1611 was aware of 

the problem and had been 

negotiating with SNC-Lavalin 

for the tunnel work before 

it was awarded to SELI. Bro. 

Olsen also told him that 

Local 1611 “had a stack of 

resumes of experienced 

TBM workers from across 

the province that I could 

draw on to do the work.” But 

SNC-Lavalin broke off the 

talks and decided to go with 

SELI because, or so they told 

Bro. Olsen, they “couldn’t get 

good value from Canadian workers.” According to Bro. Barrett’s account, the decision to break off talks triggered Bro. 

Olsen’s decision to start organizing the project: “That’s when I asked Brent [Gurski] and Danny [Klein] to go down 

and ask for jobs.” 

Danny Klein, now a Service Representative for Local 1611, and Brent Gurski were both experienced tunnellers 

and both needed the work, but their primary reason for working on the Canada Line was to act as SALTS, union 

members who work on an organizing campaign from the inside. In a 2011 interview Bro. Klein described what 

happened as the first TFWs arrived:

“The first to arrive was a mechanic, because, you know, you have to set things up. None of them could 

speak very good English, but they could kind of figure out what we were talking about. After a couple of 

weeks, I asked him what he was making and stuff like that. He told me he was making about $2,500  

a month. Well then, they were working almost seven days a week, ten to twelve hours a day sometimes.  

It just didn’t make sense what he was saying. I thought maybe I’d misunderstood him.

“So I waited until he got paid and I got paid and then we went and showed each other our cheques and, 

of course, my cheque was almost $1,000 more than his. And he asked me, ‘Is that a one-month cheque?’ 

And I said, ‘No. That’s a one-week cheque.’ And he was saying, ‘What?’ And I think that’s when they realized, 
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heh, heh, what the hell 

was going on. But as 

they started to come in, 

Brent and I, we started 

doing that to pretty much 

everybody, to let them 

know what the hell was 

going on. By the time 

they’d brought in fifteen, 

twenty guys, well SELI, I 

think they knew what was 

going on. Anyway, I quit 

because they were going 

to fire me sooner or later.”

When Bro. Klein thought that the wages being paid to the TFWs on the project didn’t make sense, he was right. 

Non-managerial European employees on the project were being paid at least three times as much as the Latin 

American workers, were better housed, and received better living-out allowances. Meanwhile, the minimum wage 

in BC was $8.00 an hour. Even if the TFW tunnellers (contrary to the Employment Standards Act) were being paid 

straight time for all hours worked over forty in a week, they should have been earning $2,000 a month if being paid 

minimum wage, $2,500 if being paid properly for overtime. Pay stubs given to union by the tunnellers showed that 

they were in fact working between sixty and sixty-six hours a week for $1,100 a month—$3.47 an hour.  

A subsequent Employment Standards Branch investigation examined the Joint Venture’s payroll and found that  

the TFWs’ complaint was valid. The SNCL-SELI JV was paying its TFW tunnellers $4.53 less than the provincial 

minimum wage. 

Yet despite the fact that Local 1611 was organizing grossly underpaid workers who would not be allowed to 

remain in Canada once the tunnelling work ended, in most respects the Canada Line organizing drive was a fairly 

typical campaign. Aware of the employer’s decision to keep the project non-union, LiUNA Local 1611 took steps 

to frustrate this intention by placing SALTS on the job even before the first TFW arrived. Assisted by the Building 

Trades, in particular by Bro. Barrett acting as both a translator and an organizer, Local 1611 was then able to mount 

a successful organizing drive which culminated in an application for certification filed on June 12, 2006. The union 

had thirty-two cards signed out of a bargaining unit it believed to number around forty to forty-five—70 to 80 per 

cent support.

SELI’s response to the application 

during the ten day period before 

the vote was also fairly typical: 

it attempted to intimidate the 

workers and sabotage the vote at 

the LRB. It spread rumours about 

the union such as one claiming 

that the union dues were 10 per 

cent of wages. Workers were called 

into one-on-one meetings with 

management and asked to give 

the names of anyone they knew 

who had signed. Supervisors were 

assigned to try to spy on meetings 
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held at the union office and get names that way. A senior manager, Fabrizio Antonini, was flown in directly from 

Italy to hold a compulsory meeting of the entire crew at which he ordered them not to vote for the union, adding 

they had a great future with SELI and not to throw it all away. Meanwhile, at the LRB SELI challenged the signatures 

on the union cards, arguing that the cards were in English and so the workers couldn’t possibly have understood 

what they were signing. (The workers had also signed Spanish versions of the cards.) And in order to inflate the 

number entitled to vote, SELI added a dozen names, mostly of Italian managers, to the list of bargaining unit 

employees. 

The vote was held on June 22: fifty-nine ballots were cast, ten of which the union’s scrutineer, Joe Barrett, 

challenged on the grounds that they were cast by managers, not bargaining unit members. Because of this 

challenge, the vote had to be counted at the LRB where the validity of each challenged ballot would be decided by 

a Board panel. This process, involving legal arguments, challenges, and counter challenges, could often take weeks 

or even months, in the meantime leaving the crew in limbo as to their status.

The day after the vote, Mr. Antonini held another crew meeting at which he threatened to fire fifteen of the 

twenty-eight Costa Rican tunnellers, saying he could easily replace them with workers from other SELI projects. 

He also claimed that if the union won the vote, it would replace all the TFWs with its own unemployed Canadian 

members. Threats to fire workers and outright lies about the union, though certainly intimidating and illegal, are 

not an unusual feature of an organizing drive. But they are effective: they created a climate of fear and uncertainty 

among the Canada Line tunnellers which prompted the union to drop its challenge of the ten managers’ ballots 

and proceed on June 30 with the count. The result was thirty-seven votes for the union, twenty against, and two 

ballots spoiled because they were marked “si”—65 per cent in the union’s favour despite the ten dicey ballots. It 

was the first time in Canadian history that a unit comprised almost entirely of Temporary Foreign Workers had been 

organized.

NEGOTIATING A COLLECTIVE AGREEMENT
Once SNC-Lavalin and SELI learned they had lost the vote, they began implementing step two of the union-buster’s 

manual: if you should lose the certification vote, ensure it is impossible for the union to negotiate a satisfactory first 

collective agreement. In order to do this, you should use a carrot and stick approach: continue to intimidate the 

workers but also take steps to undermine their trust in the union.
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SELI displayed the stick within three days of the vote’s result being announced. On July 3 it told five workers, three 

of whom had been active in the organizing drive, that it had received transfer requests for them and was sending 

them to Brazil. Fortunately, the three union activists refused to leave because it soon became clear that they 

were not needed in Brazil—the machinery required for SELI’s Brazilian project was still on the dock in Germany. 

Furthermore, even when the machinery did leave Germany, it would take four months to transport it to the project 

site. Since there was no legitimate need for the five workers in Brazil, Local 1611 argued that the transfer requests 

were fraudulent and, as Richard Gilbert puts it, that:

“management at SELI S.p.A. and SELI Canada Inc., in Rome, Brazil and Canada were probably working 

together to undermine support for a bargaining unit of less than 60 employees in Vancouver.”

SELI produced the carrot within six days of the vote’s result being announced, raising the TFW tunnellers’ wage 

rate to $14.00 an hour, an increase of $10.53 an hour above their previous rate. This wage increase was a blatant 

violation of Section 45 of the Labour Code which prohibits the employer from unilaterally altering the terms and 

conditions of employment after a certification vote, but it was effective. Living and working conditions were also 

somewhat improved and management even held a company barbecue for the workers. As Joe Barrett remarks, this 

did weaken the tunnellers’ solidarity.

SELI had just carried out a textbook example of using the carrot 

and the stick approach to union-busting. The wage increase raised 

questions in some workers’ minds about the need for a union to 

negotiate on their behalf. The threat to, in effect, deport union 

activists to Brazil helped create doubts about the ability of the 

union to protect its members. In addition, SELI was refusing to meet with Local 1611 to negotiate a collective 

agreement, which gave the impression that the union had no power to compel the employer to bargain or consider 

the workers’ demands.

The union did raise all these matters at the LRB, charging the Joint Venture with numerous Unfair Labour Practices 

(ULPs), including discrimination, intimidation, and refusing to bargain. It had filed a ULP over the attempted 

deportation to Brazil. It had filed a ULP over the wage increase. These were all clearly pressing matters which 

required an expeditious hearing and swift resolution by the Board, especially as this was a project which would 

be completed in eighteen months and its workers all sent home. However, the LRB refused to consider any of the 

union’s ULPs urgent, not even the Section 45 complaint which had clearly had an immediate and harmful effect 

on the union’s bargaining power. (The LRB’s decision, when it finally came in 2008, rejected all the union’s ULPs.) 

The failure of the LRB to act severely tested the Canada Line membership’s faith in the union’s ability to carry out it 

promises and further weakened its bargaining position. 

For there was the one exception to the LRB’s failure to act on the union’s ULPs: on July 31 it ordered the employer 

to begin negotiations “within ten days of the date of this decision.” But since the LRB was refusing to act on any 

of Local 1611’s other ULP complaints, there was no reason for SELI to negotiate in good faith. Nor did it. It refused 

to discuss or even consider any of the union’s proposals: instead it used the climate of fear and intimidation it had 

already created to convince its workforce that they must accept whatever the company offered. At times daily 

crew meetings were being held where threats were made to replace the crew or shut down the project if the 

company’s offer was rejected. In late September, employing a section of the Labour Code which requires a vote on 

an employer’s “final offer,” the LRB allowed SELI to force a vote on an offer whose wages ($14.47 an hour for Latin 

Americans, $18.00 to $28.00 per hour for Canadians doing “specialized work”) and conditions were well below those 

in effect on similar– even non-union - projects elsewhere in the province. The TFW tunnellers’ voted to accept, 

but Local 1611 refused to do so. It argued at the LRB that the vote was invalid because of employer coercion and 

intimidation while the agreement itself was illegal because paying a different, lower wage to the Latin American 

The wage increase raised questions in  
some workers’ minds about the need for  

a union to negotiate on their behalf.
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workers violated Section 13 of the BC Human Rights Code which prohibits discrimination in employment based on 

race or place of origin. Five months later, on February 23, 2007, the LRB ignored Local 1611’s arguments and ruled 

that the “final offer” had been accepted and a collective agreement was in force.

The numerous legal issues, complaints, and hearings triggered by the Canada Line organizing drive are too 

complex and involved to be discussed at length here. The above is a simplified account of the campaign, focusing 

on the main events which occurred during the organizing drive and subsequent negotiations and on the union’s 

principle charges against the employer. There were many more examples of employer intimidation and other such 

illegal activities and there were many more examples of the Labour Relations Board ignoring blatant violations of 

the Labour Code. One example not mentioned above but worth noting was the LRB’s decision to ignore testimony 

from two retired RCMP officers that SELI had committed fraud by forging the contracts of employment it submitted 

to the Board during the hearing on its violation of Section 45 of the Labour Code, the section prohibiting it from 

raising wages for four months after the certification. These contracts of employment were signed by the Latin 

American workers before coming to Canada, and the retired RCMP officers testified that the second page of these 

documents, which contained the employees’ wage rates, had been removed and a new second page fraudulently 

substituted. The original page of these documents contracted to pay the tunnellers US$12,000 a year, the forged 

page amended the rate to US$20,000 per year. This was done so that SELI could argue that it had not violated 

Section 45 of the Code by increasing wages immediately after the certification vote, it had merely discovered and 

then corrected a clerical error which had caused it to underpay its tunnellers. 

DUELLING TRIBUNALS ONE – THE LRB AND THE SUPREME COURT OF BRITISH 
COLUMBIA 
As noted above, the LRB eventually dismissed all of the union’s ULPs, finding that there was no discrimination 

against the Latin American workers in the collective agreement, no violation of Section 45 of the Code, and no 

intimidation or coercion of the project’s workers. In his April 2008 ruling dismissing the Section 45 and intimidation 

ULPs, LRB Vice-Chair Philip Topalian stated that:

“The proposal to transfer certain employees to Brazil … was, as I have found, motivated by valid business 

considerations rather than by any improper motivation for purposes of the Code. The other matters 

complained of by the union arose on a piecemeal basis during the course of these proceedings and, I 

find that in context, they do not amount to a course of conduct aimed at frustrating the union’s efforts to 

organize the employees and negotiate a collective agreement on their behalf.”

Unfortunately for Mr. Topalian, when the matter was heard by the BC Supreme Court in May 2009, Mr Justice Paul 

Walker disagreed with the LRB Vice-Chair and quashed his ruling on the grounds that he had “found actual bias” in 

the panel’s decision and “an apprehension of bias” in remarks made by Mr. Topalian. Justice Walker was particularly 

unimpressed by Mr. Topalian’s handling of the allegation that employer committed fraud to conceal its violation of 

Section 45, stating that:

“I also find an apprehension of bias in relation to the Vice Chair’s remarks concerning the union’s fraud 

allegations. It is vital for labour relations in this province that the Board’s processes be viewed as impartial 

and procedurally fair.”

According to Richard Gilbert, Mr. Justice Walker concluded Mr Topalian’s “mind was closed to the union’s complaint 

that unfair labour practices had, in fact, occurred.” Unfortunately, Mr. Justice Walker’s 2009 ruling was by then  

moot. Although it gave the union the theoretical opportunity to begin to pursue its ULP charges all over again,  

the Canada Line tunnel had been substantially completed in March 2008 and the tunnel workers themselves  

were long gone.
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DUELLING TRIBUNALS TWO – THE LRB AND BC HUMAN RIGHTS TRIBUNAL
Wisely, Local 1611 had not relied entirely on the LRB or the BC Supreme Court to obtain justice for the Canada Line 

workers. It had also pursued an Employment Standards Branch (ESB) complaint on the grounds that SELI was not 

paying the minimum wage and a BC Human Rights Tribunal complaint on the grounds of discrimination based 

on race and place of origin. As mentioned earlier, the ESB did conduct an investigation which concluded that the 

tunnellers had a valid complaint. However, as soon as SELI raised the tunnellers wages to $14.00 an hour, the ESB 

considered its work done and the case closed. Although under the law the tunnel workers were owed back wages, 

overtime, and statutory holiday pay, the ESB made no serious effort to ensure that they were paid the full amount 

of back wages owing.

It was at the hands of the Human Rights Tribunal that the Canada Line workers were eventually to find at least 

partial justice. Even before Mr. Topalian had made the ruling later quashed in BC Supreme Court, the BC Human 

Rights Tribunal had already delivered its verdict on the LRB’s grasp of the facts and the law as it related to the 

Canada Line case. On November 17, 2007 it ordered the Joint Venture to “cease and desist from intimidating, 

coercing and retaliating against TFWs on the Canada Line project”. The Tribunal had also ruled on November 9, 

2007 that “the employer should not have further contact with the 

employees in the complainant group except as is necessary in the 

ordinary course of the project.” Unfortunately, by the time these 

rulings were made, the project was less than five months from 

completion.

However, if the Human Rights Tribunal did not have time to finish 

its hearings into the case before the project ended, it did have 

the authority to pursue the case even in the absence of the complainants and, if warranted, enforce penalties for 

violations of the Human Rights Code. On December 3, 2008 it found that Local 1611 had:

“established a prima facie case that the Respondents (SELI Canada, SNCP SELI Joint Venture and SNC-

Lavalin Constructors) discriminated against the members of the complainant group in treating them 

differently from, and adversely as compared to members of the European comparator group, in respect of 

salaries, accommodation, meals and expenses.”

Given the facts before it, the Tribunal’s ruling was only to be expected. SELI was paying its European employees a 

base salary of between $56,000 and $62,000 a year, while Costa Ricans were paid around $23,000 (after the illegal 

wage increase) with other Latin Americans receiving up to a maximum of $31,000 a year. Most Europeans, whether 

or not employed as managers, were housed in False Creek apartments, Latin Americans in a low quality motel. 

Europeans received substantially larger meal allowances than Latin Americans and a $300 monthly allowance for 

expenses: the Latin American TFWs received no monthly expense allowance. Unlike the LRB, the Human Rights 

Tribunal found no mitigating circumstances to excuse the employer’s behaviour. It did not accept the employer’s 

argument that its wage practices were industry standard elsewhere in the world. As a result, the Tribunal awarded 

thirty-six workers $2.5 million, almost $70,000 each, in monetary losses and damages for the injury to their dignity.

It was at the hands of the Human Rights 
Tribunal that the Canada Line workers  

were eventually to find at least  
partial justice. 
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THE LARGEST HUMAN  
RIGHTS SETTLEMENT IN  
CANADIAN HISTORY
In the end, the Canada Line TFWs did 

have the satisfaction of knowing that 

because of their courage and solidarity 

their employer had been forced to pay 

compensation for its mistreatment of 

them. SELI and SNC-Lavalin appealed 

the Tribunal’s award and fought it 

through the courts for six years, but 

finally in 2013, they offered to settle for 

half the award, $1.25 million or roughly 

$35,000 per worker, an offer which the 

thirty-six workers voted to accept. It was 

the largest Human Rights settlement 

in Canadian history and as Mark Olsen, 

Local 1611’s then Business Manager,  

said at the press conference announcing 

the settlement:

“It sends a message right 

across Canada that companies 

cannot bring their international 

compensation practices to BC, 

if in doing so it is discrimination 

based on place and origin. If 

workers are properly brought 

here from another country, it is 

irrelevant what they make on 

another similar job somewhere 

else in the world. They have 

to be paid appropriately in 

BC, especially when they are 

compared to other workers on 

the same job.”

Cheque distribution ceremony, in Costa Rica, with  
Charles Gordon, Joe Barrett, Felipe Zuniga -SELI worker, and Bruce Ferguson.

Charles Gordon, lawyer left, Bruce Ferguson former President,  
Mario Rojas (Secretary Costa Rican Labour Federation), David Noguera - SELI worker.

Three of the SELI workers celebrating.
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THE END OF THE POST-WAR SETTLEMENT WITH LABOUR
At the start of this history, we referred to the post-Second World War settlement with labour, the recognition by 

governments and employers, however reluctant in some quarters, that labour had a rightful place in the social, 

legal, and economic framework of society. The SNC Lavalin-SELI Joint Venture’s response to its Canada Line 

tunnellers certifying with Local 1611 clearly showed that it did not believe that this post-war settlement was still 

in force. The Joint Venture assumed that, because it was employing Temporary Foreign Workers, it had a licence 

to ignore labour laws, employment standards, and the human rights code. It was a pardonable assumption given 

that, with the exception of the BC Human Rights Tribunal, none of the authorities responsible for enforcing these 

laws and standards, the Labour Relations Board, the Employment Standards Branch, and the Department of Human 

Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), made any serious effort to do so. But what is striking about 

these agencies’ tacit support for the employer is that it was not in any way unusual. Both the Labour Relations 

Board and the Employment Standards Branch carried out their duties much as they would have when dealing with 

any Canadian company employing Canadian workers, which is to say with both eyes firmly shut. They appear to 

have seen no reason to open them just because the victims in this case were foreign workers. The LRB may have 

overstepped the limits when it ignored the employer’s blatant violation of Section 45 of the Labour Code and of 

Section 13 of the Human Rights Act, but this was more a failure to recognise the publicly acceptable boundaries to 

misfeasance than a break with its previous practice.

Yet if any government agency should be singled out for special opprobrium, that agency would be the federal 

Department of Human Resources and Skills Development Canada, the agency responsible for administering the 

Temporary Foreign Worker Program. The TFW Program required the Joint Venture to pay the industry’s prevailing 

wage, which was considerably more than $14.47 an hour, never mind $3.47 an hour. Yet there is no record of 

HRSDC at any time making an attempt to investigate and ensure that the Joint Venture was abiding by the terms of 

its agreement with the Department respecting its employment of foreign workers.

Given that the viscerally anti-union BC Liberal Party was in power in the province, it was not surprising that 

provincial agencies stood by while foreign workers were being mercilessly exploited. But the inaction of the federal 

government was the final proof, if more were needed, that across Canada the post-war settlement with labour was 

becoming a dead letter.

Ignaeio Sanchez, one of the last SELI workers still in Vancouver, with Mark Olsen, Business Manager.



Seymour Capilano Twin Tunnels, in North Vancouver.
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CHAPTER 22 –Twin Tunnels, Twin Raids 
(With a Bridge In-Between)


THE TWIN TUNNELS project may be unique in the history of labour relations. Because the project changed 

contractors in midstream, LiUNA Local 1611 was forced to raid (or “liberate” as many LiUNA organizers prefer to 

call it) workers certified to the same pseudo-union, CLAC, twice on the same project. On both occasions, the raid 

was successful because the project’s workers were dealing with the same problems: an inferior CLAC collective 

agreement and, even more importantly, CLAC’s failure to provide adequate service and representation.

THE PROJECT AND ITS HISTORY – AN OVERVIEW
The Seymour Capilano Twin Tunnels supply water to the Seymour Capilano water filtration plant in North 

Vancouver through twin tunnels running from the Capilano Reservoir, each of which is 3.8 metres in diameter and 

7.1 kilometres long. It took six years to excavate the tunnels, one year to install the lining, and two years for them 

to become fully operational. The excavation and installation work was completed in 2012 and the tunnels became 

fully operational in May, 2015.

The contract for the Twin Tunnels was originally awarded in 2004 to Bilfinger Berger, at the time a major 

international contractor headquartered in Germany and certified to the pseudo-union CLAC in BC. In 2005, a Poly-

Party consisting of LiUNA Local 1611, Operating Engineers Local 115, and IBEW Local 215 successfully liberated the 

forty workers then on the project, winning the vote on August 19 of that year. However, in January 2008, Bilfinger 

Berger suspended operations on the project, stating according to a report in TunnelTalk.com that: 

“tunnelling in the current conditions could not be performed safely using an open-type TBM [Tunnel 

Boring Machine] as specified by Metro Vancouver and that the steel ribs, rockbolts and welded wire 

mesh support elements, as specified in the contract, were ‘not sufficient, safe or viable in the changed 

conditions.’ Termination of Bilfinger Berger’s contract stems from the contractor’s concern for workers 

safety following injuries sustained by several workers due to unstable rock in the unlined tunnels. 

WorkSafeBC, the occupational health and safety executive of British Colombia, ordered the water district 

to conduct an investigation and submit recommendations for ensuring safe continuation of the works.”

Bilfinger Berger accused Metro Vancouver of refusing to pay for the WCB-recommended changes, but observers 

noted that Bilfinger Berger’s winning bid of $99.7 million for the project was suspiciously low, being $86 million less 

than the next lowest bid (from Frontier-Kemper) which Metro Vancouver had received for the project. Whatever the 

facts, at the time of writing, the matter was before the courts with both parties suing each other for damages.
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In April 2009, after the two TBMs had sat idle for over a year, Metro Vancouver awarded the remaining work to 

Frontier-Kemper, a major U.S.-based tunnelling contractor also certified to CLAC in BC. The tunnels were by now 

half completed, but Frontier-Kemper’s winning bid for the project was $181 million, only $6 million less than its 

original 2004 losing bid for the whole project. On October 14 of 2009, the LiUNA/OE/IBEW Poly-Party again won a 

vote decertifying CLAC for the project’s workforce, this time winning a majority of the votes of 130 workers.

THE LIBERATION OF BILFINGER BERGER
A major focus of Local 1611’s organizing strategy is to keep an eye out for opportunities to liberate workers from 

CLAC contractors. When Bilfinger Berger, an out-of-province company which had signed with CLAC to pre-empt 

a building trades union certification, was awarded the Twin Tunnels, it made them an obvious target. The Twin 

Tunnels was Bilfinger Berger’s only project in BC and tunnelling was a major part of Local 1611’s jurisdiction. 

It would be difficult for the company to hire Canadian workers without hiring some Local 1611 members. The 

likelihood that at least a few of these members would be prepared to act as what the union calls SALTS, members 

working on a project who help organize it, was high. Like many another employer at the time, Bilfinger Berger 

therefore turned to the Temporary Foreign Worker Program in an attempt to ensure it had a captive workforce more 

easily intimidated and less likely to be susceptible to Local 1611’s arguments in a raid.

A few years later, in an article in the June 24, 2008 Journal of Commerce, North Vancouver Councillor Bob Fearnley 

was quoted describing the living conditions of the Filipino Temporary Foreign Workers (TFW) brought over by 

JadCan, Bilfinger Berger’s labour broker, when the TFWs first arrived in North Vancouver to work:

“We saw the conditions they were in, we found eight guys in one apartment, with one bathroom. There 

were four people in a bigger bedroom, two in a smaller bedroom and two in the living room. Cold food 

was delivered once a day.”

Local 1611 crew after the T.B.M. breakthrough at the tunnels in the Seymour Watershed 2010.
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The Northshore News reported that $817.14, about half of the employee’s wages, was being deducted by JadCan 

for the provision of accommodations, meals, travel to and from the work site, plus a management fee. Ignoring this 

blatant mistreatment of a portion of the workers on a project for which it was the general contractor’s certified 

bargaining agent, while not unusual for CLAC, did nothing to strengthen its position during the Poly-Party’s 

ensuing organizing drive.

Bilfinger Berger’s suspicions about the risks of using Canadian workers were well founded. Local 1611’s Organizing 

Department did have SALTS on the project almost from the day it started. Danny Klein, who had also worked as a 

SALT on the Canada Line, worked on the Twin Tunnel project as it was getting underway, excavating the first shaft 

digging straight down to the level where the tunnel boring would start: 

“I worked there about six weeks. That was when we started to get the guys to sign up union. We had a 

few problems inside because we had a CLAC shop steward that was watching us quite a bit and reporting 

to CLAC. There were so many people coming and going on that job, it was incredible. They were really 

tough to work for, Bilfinger was, and getting proper safety PPE (personal protective equipment) was tough 

at the beginning as well. But that actually helped us on organizing, because we said that once we get in 

there, we’ll make sure that the safety is number one.

“While I was working there, I was doing the shaft, myself and Charlie Holt and a couple of others were 

the first to start working on the shaft. As they were cutting the benches, while we were shotcreting and 

putting the mesh around the shaft, they were starting to cut the bench too much, they were only giving 

us about a three foot stand for the guy that’s handling a nozzle to shotcrete the shaft. So if there was any 

kickback, or any blowout, or any plug-up, you really had to hang on because you didn’t have much room 

to move back if it pushed you back some, which it usually does in a blowout.

“Well they cut back so much that one day the thing plugged up and then in about ten seconds let go and 

the gentleman that was doing the shotcreting, holding the nozzle, lost his balance and hit me in the face 

with the shotcrete. I saw him lose his balance and I saw what was happening and I just started to turn and 

luckily I did see him, because instead of hitting me straight on the face, he hit me on the side of the face. 

Of course my face swelled up like a balloon and I went to the hospital. They had to take all the concrete 

out of my face and because it was the face, they couldn’t really medicate you or do anything. So they had 

to scrub my face to get all the pellets out for about six and a half hours. I got a little break about every 

half or hour or so, so I could relax my face, but that was the most painful thing I’ve ever been through.

“They offered to buy me new glasses, probably so I wouldn’t sue their ass, which I probably should have 

done. Because we kept telling them, ‘Don’t cut the benches so close’. [The operator] started to dig the 

shaft too quick with the pressure of the bosses telling him to dig and that’s when the accident happened. 

That was when I quit. I got fed up with how they were running the show.”

Apart from safety, the major issues were wages and poor representation: Bro. Klein says that if you had a problem—

and there were lots of problems—there was no point in talking to the CLAC steward about it because he couldn’t 

(or wouldn’t) do anything. Even after Bro. Klein quit and was hired by Local 1611 (along with Bro. Mat McGreish) 

as an Organizer, there still Local 1611 members working as SALTS on the project. There was always someone ready 

and able to point out just how much better conditions were on legitimate union jobs.

CLAC and Bilfinger Berger tried every legal manoeuvre they could think of to defeat the Twin Tunnels raid. 

According to Local 1611’s Legal Counsel, Kevin Blakely, writing in the union’s 2005 Newsletter, “The legal battles 

raged for about six months as CLAC and the Employer vigorously resisted the raid. The Employer even filed two stay 

applications with the Labour Relations Board and tried to file an injunction in Court.” 
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THE GOLDEN EARS BRIDGE
There was more than just the Twin Tunnels project at stake for CLAC and Bilfinger Berger, which perhaps helps to 

explain why they fought so vigorously to defeat the raid at the LRB. Bilfinger Berger was on the shortlist to build 

the $800 million Golden Ears Bridge connecting Langley and Maple Ridge in the Fraser Valley and in December 

2005 TransLink, the owner, announced that Bilfinger Berger had been awarded the project. By the time of the 

announcement, Bilfinger Berger was certified to the Poly-Party’s members and the construction of the Golden Ears, 

the longest bridge of its type in North America, would be done by union members. The project lasted three years 

and as Local 1611 Service Representative Dean Homewood reported in the December 2008 Newsletter, it provided  

a lot of work for LiUNA’s members:

“From a peak of approximately 300 members on the project we now have 150. This doesn’t take into 

consideration all of the hours our members have worked through our Union Contractors, who  

sub-contracted to Bilfinger Berger.”

BAULEX
Not all the sub-contractors on the Golden Ears Bridge were union. One non-union subcontractor brought in 

by Bilfinger Berger was Baulex Projects, a labour broker based in Eastern Europe which, with Bilfinger Berger’s 

assistance, managed to convince the federal government to allow it to bring in TFWs, mostly from Serbia and 

Croatia, to perform the work required by its subcontract. On February 15, 2008 Local 1611 won a certification vote 

of the seventy workers at Baulex, the second time it had won a TFW certification vote, and began negotiating 

a collective agreement. Over six months later, after what Bro. Homewood describes as a very difficult set of 

negotiations, an agreement was finally reached and ratified by the crew. But on September 23, the day before 

the agreement was to take effect, the now over eighty-man crew walked off the job because their wages were 

two weeks in arrears. At the same time, Bilfinger Berger kicked Baulex off the project after it learned that Revenue 

Canada had seized Baulex’s bank accounts. It turned out that Baulex had neglected to forward to the federal 

government any of the payroll taxes (Income Tax, CPP, EI) it had deducted from its employees. Bro. Homewood 

described the situation in the Newsletter:

“These members have a work permit … that only allows them to work for Baulex Projects … The Union 

is also trying to get the 10% holdback money that Bilfinger Berger is holding [from Baulex]. Currently all 

Golden Ears Bridge during construction.
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money slated to go Baulex is supposed to go to Revenue Canada but the union has now been awarded 

over $300,000 from an arbitrator, and we are seeking those [holdback] funds for the members.

“This company just reinforced the reason that Canada needs to improve our immigrant guidelines and 

insure that only legitimate contractors are able to bring in foreign workers if needed. It is time to stop all 

the Labour Brokers who only want to make money off the workers and don’t really care what happens to 

the workers.”

The union had asked Bilfinger Berger to take over as their employer, but even if Bilfinger Berger had wanted to 

do so, the process would have been difficult and time consuming. Meanwhile, the federal government, which was 

responsible through its TFW program for the workers’ presence in Canada, provided no help, leaving them stranded 

and broke in a foreign country.

In a 2011 interview, Bro. Homewood (by then Local 1611’s Training Director) recalled arranging to get eighty-five of 

the workers bused into Port Coquitlam so they could collect a $500 cheque from the (provincial) Social Assistance 

program: a couple of weeks later, with no money as yet released from the arbitrator’s award, he managed to get 

them another assistance cheque. In addition to owing them back wages, Baulex had (illegally, according to the TFW 

Program rules) charged them for their airfare to Canada. On average they were each owed between $5,000 and 

$6,000, but the union was only able to recover between $1,200 and $1,500. By May 2009, the union had managed 

to find work for around twelve of them, but there were still fifty in Canada actively looking for work. Since no 

employer could legally hire them without obtaining a permit from TFW program and unemployment was rising, 

their prospects were grim.

THE LIBERATION OF FRONTIER-KEMPER
When Bilfinger Berger walked away from the Twin Tunnels project, the Filipino TFWs on its workforce were left in 

the same position as that of the Baulex workers on the Golden Ears Bridge. Bro. Homewood was quoted in the June 

24, 2008 edition of the Journal of Commerce:

“Everybody who worked on the job is looking for work and we are trying to get all the guys out to other 

jobs. For the guys with the temporary work permits there is an extra stumbling block. The government 

and Service Canada say how easy it is to bring workers in the country, but for these people, it has not 

been quick.”

Mark Olsen, Local 1611’s Business Manager told the Journal that: “Failing the return of Bilfinger Berger 

we are working hard with the GVRD (Metro Vancouver) councillors to encourage whatever contractor is 

Baulex workers being bused to collect their Social Assistance cheque.
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successful to apply the collective 

agreement and make sure the same 

workers finish the job.”

The Local’s campaign had an ally in North 

Vancouver Councillor Bob Fearnley who 

was reported as saying that the project’s 

TFWs were being forced to live off their 

savings or the charity of the Filipino 

community. He promised that the GVRD 

would insist on the new contractor hiring 

the Filipino TFWs. Councillor Fearnley 

made that promise some five months 

after Bilfinger Berger had shut down the 

project. It would be another nine months 

before a new contractor was hired. 

Although CLAC’s Frontier-Kemper took over the Twin Tunnels in April 2009, LiUNA and its Poly-Party partners could 

not officially begin organizing there until September, when the raiding period “open season” began. The main issues 

were the same as when Bilfinger-Berger was there: safety and a substandard agreement poorly enforced because 

CLAC provided no representation for its members when they had grievances or concerns. 

But at one hundred and thirty, the Twin Tunnels 2009 workforce was over three times as big as in 2005. 

Furthermore, in a ploy to make raiding more difficult, the crew were organized into six different shifts working 

twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. This required the three Poly-Party unions closely to co-ordinate their 

efforts to ensure that they had organizers onsite twenty-fours a day, seven days a week. Furthermore, a little 

over half the workforce was estimated to be Filipino, with perhaps half of them being TFWs brought in from the 

Philippines by Frontier-Kemper. This added to the difficulty of the campaign by creating language barrier problems, 

which were in part resolved by employing the services of a Filipino translator.

Water pipe to be installed in tunnels.
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However, the major factor in overcoming the language barrier was the presence of Mable Elmore, a newly elected 

NDP MLA (Member of the provincial Legislative Assembly) of Filipino descent, whom Local 1611 had asked for 

help. She joined the campaign, coming out to the project to talk directly to the Filipino workers, even appearing 

at midnight, a shift to which many of the Filipinos were assigned. As one of Local 1611’s Organizers later succinctly 

put it, “This helped immensely.”

Another major outside intervention which helped turn the tide against CLAC was that of Mano Frey, then a LiUNA 

Vice-President and the Northwest Regional Manager. On October 5, one of the Frontier-Kemper Superintendents, 

Richard Boutelle, attended a crew meeting, telling the workers that Frontier-Kemper liked CLAC and wanted CLAC 

to stay. Aware of the fact that LiUNA had a relationship with Frontier-Kemper in the U.S., Local 1611 wrote to Bro. 

Frey outlining the situation at the Twin Tunnels and requesting his help. Bro. Frey in turn approached Frontier-

Kemper’s President and CEO David Rogstad, asking that he instruct his people in Canada to remain neutral in 

the campaign. This they did, not even opposing the union’s application at the Labour Relations Board. Bro. Frey’s 

intervention, as Bro. Olsen later remarked,

 “allowed the crew to make up their own minds. And once again it proves, if workers can freely express 

their view, we will win in a vote against CLAC every time.” 

The campaign itself was gruelling. The staff of Local 1611’s Organizing Department practically lived on site 

throughout the six week campaign. The Local’s Lower Mainland Service Representatives would join the Organizers 

at the end of their regular work day. Further help was provided by the Western Canada Sub-Region while LiUNA’s 

Calgary Local 1111 assigned one of their staff, Peter Montgomery, full-time. Meanwhile, a similar effort was being 

mounted by LiUNA’s Poly-Party partners, the IBEW and the Operating Engineers.

At the beginning of the campaign, CLAC’s counterarguments to the Poly-Party, at least as made in the leaflets they 

were handing out to the Twin Tunnels crew, were surprisingly unsophisticated. They used arguments such as “We 

don’t take our orders from American based International unions and we don’t send your dues to the United States.” 

They touted their low dues and their training program, but offered nothing in the way of specific examples of how 

CLAC agreements provided better wages, benefits, or services than the Poly-Party unions.

Near the end of the drive, CLAC pulled out all the stops, presenting the workers with a new Frontier-Kemper 

collective agreement for ratification. This new agreement had been negotiated well before the expiry of CLAC’s 

existing Frontier-Kemper agreement, but if approved by the workers, it would remain in force for three years 

whether or not the Poly-Party won the vote. The new agreement offered a three per cent wage increase, which was 
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about standard at that time, and 

various improvements to other 

substandard features of the 

existing agreement. In short, it 

was a far better agreement than 

CLAC usually negotiated.

CLAC’s campaign strategists 

must have thought this 

agreement a masterstroke. 

They doubtless reasoned that 

Frontier-Kemper’s workers, 

unsure of the outcome of the 

representation vote, would be 

reluctant to reject an agreement 

which was a considerable 

improvement over the old 

agreement and would remain 

in force no matter who won 

the vote. At the same time, if CLAC could win the ratification vote, it would give them momentum going into the 

representation vote, greatly improving their chances of victory. Following much the same line of reasoning, the 

Poly-Party campaigned for rejection of the new agreement, arguing that they would be able to negotiate an even 

better deal once they were representing Frontier-Kemper’s workers. But CLAC’s strategy was effective: it succeeded 

in persuading some 70 per cent of the crew to ratify the new agreement. CLAC assumed that the ratification vote 

was a vote of confidence in CLAC itself and issued a new leaflet entitled “What Are They Offering?”, answering that 

question with the following attack on the Poly-Party unions:

“That’s a good question, your current contract, which was recently voted in with a 70% margin, is binding on any 

union. This is a good thing because the Dues rates these other unions charge can be up to 5%! Their benefit plans 

are inferior and their pension plan needs help.”

On October 14, 2009 the representation vote took place and after their success with the ratification vote, the 

result must have come as a deep disappointment to CLAC. Frontier-Kemper’s workforce had decided that since 

the current contract was in CLAC’s own words “binding on any union”, they might as well join unions that would 

enforce its provisions and actually represent them on the job. There had been one hundred and thirty-four eligible 

voters, one hundred and twenty of whom had voted. There was one spoiled ballot, sixty-five votes for the Poly-

Party and fifty-four for CLAC. The Poly-Party had won 54.6 per cent of the valid votes cast. As Bro. Alvernaz wrote in 

his report to Bro. John Seaton, LiUNA’s Northwest Regional Director of Organizing:

“We now will have added seventy new members to our craft who work as miners, labourers, carpenters, 

scalers/riggers, concrete specialists (mason work), etc. The IBEW will have ten electricians, and the O.E.’s 

will have thirty-seven mechanics, welders, TBM/operators.

“This is history in the making for we have defeated CLAC twice on the same project, once with Bilfinger 

Berger and now with Frontier Kemper.”

POSTSCRIPT

The letters on the following pages were sent by Local 1611 following its victory at Frontier-Kemper to inform the 

rest of the Labourers’ Union of the victory’s significance and how it had been achieved.

TBM cutter.
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CHAPTER 23 – Local 1611's Organizing Department 


ORGANIZING IS THE life blood of the labour movement, and this is especially true of the Building Trades. 

Construction is a volatile industry: among smaller contractors, new companies are constantly being started while 

older companies are sold or go out of business. Much the same is true of large contractors: new ones enter the 

province and existing contractors merge or leave the province. If legitimate unions are unable to organize these 

new contractors, then the non-union and the pseudo-union sectors grow, reducing the bargaining power of 

legitimate unions and putting downward pressure on their ability to improve or even maintain existing wages and 

benefits at the bargaining table. 

The BC Liberal Party’s purpose in rewriting the Labour Code within weeks of its election victory in 2001 was clear. 

So long as the Liberals were in power, every conceivable obstacle was to be placed in the way of organizing 

through “bottom-up” campaigns, that is certification drives which involve persuading a majority of an employer’s 

workers to sign union cards followed by winning a certification vote. Not only had the regulations been made far 

more employer-friendly, the opportunities for the employer to delay and disrupt organizing drives by tying them 

up in Labour Relations Board hearings had been greatly expanded. The intent was that the new Labour Code 

should have the effect of rendering this traditional and most effective form of organizing illegal in all but name. 

Meanwhile, decertification, especially of small employers, was made easier. With the definition of an Unfair Labour 

Practice (ULP) greatly narrowed, even if the employer were found guilty of numerous ULPs, the punishments for 

committing them were negligible and did not serve as a deterrent. It had become even easier than in Bill Milner’s 

time (see Chapter 19, “Bill 19”) for employers to browbeat their workforce into decertifying. This was particularly 

true of newly certified bargaining units with a small workforce. A certification vote won with 70 per cent of ten 

employees means that if only two union supporters leave, the odds now favour the employer in a decertification 

vote—especially if the employer takes care to replace the workers who left with people whose views on unions 

more closely resemble his own. In industries such as recycling, for example, which have a high employee turn-over, 

it is possible to certify a company one year and lose it the next, since the BC Liberal Party’s Labour Code permits, on 

application of 45 per cent of the employees, a decertification vote to occur at a newly certified employer a mere ten 

months after the date of the original certification vote. This was Local 1611’s experience at Dugy’s Depots, a bottle 

recycling company in Nanaimo with eighteen workers in three locations – six workers to a site. Manuel Alvernaz, 

Local 1611’s Director of Organizing, and Organizer Mat McGreish organized the company in February 2007, winning 

a substantial majority of the eighteen workers. A year to the day later, in a vote of sixteen employees, it was 

decertified. In reporting the decertification in his next regular internal staff Update, Business Manager Mark Olsen 

noted that this was “not surprising as [they are] all new employees, influenced by the Employer.”
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Another BC Liberal Party gift to newly certified employers was the end of mandatory first contract arbitration. 

Without mandatory first contract arbitration, there is no incentive for the employer to bargain in good faith. 

Technically an Unfair Labour Practice, it is a hard charge to prove, and while the union argues its case before an 

unsympathetic Labour Relations Board, the employer can continue stalling at the bargaining table until enough 

time has elapsed for a decertification vote. 

NEW APPROACHES TO ORGANIZING 
Given the new conditions under which organizing was taking place, LiUNA Local 1611 had to respond with a new, 

more disciplined, and more focused approach to organizing. As observed in Chapter 17, much of the work of 

organizing new contractors had previously been the responsibility of the Service Representatives, who undertook 

it as and when they could fit it in with their other duties. Although from time to time local unions had assigned 

staff to work as Organizers, unlike the Training Plan or the Labourers Membership Services, there had been no 

Organizing Department to co-ordinate all LiUNA organizing activities in the province and ensure that the resources 

available for organizing were being deployed effectively. In future, not only would organizers require training and 

experience, they would have to be 

able to work closely with the union’s 

Legal Counsel to help ensure that the 

evidence presented at the lengthy LRB 

hearings which now accompany every 

organizing drive was as strong and 

well documented as possible.

Because the BC Liberal Party’s Labour 

Code had made traditional bottom-up 

organizing immensely more difficult, 

other approaches to organizing had to 

be developed. Chief among these was 

an increased emphasis on “top-down” 

organizing, that is signing Voluntary 

Recognition (VR) agreements with employers. These are legally binding agreements to recognize the union signed 

by the employer which can only be nullified by holding an LRB-supervised decertification vote. VRs had been used 

to good effect by pseudo-unions, who indeed have on occasion admitted that as many as 40 per cent of their 

bargaining units are VRs. However, despite the pseudo-unions’ success with VRs, there remained a good many 

employers for whom a VR with a legitimate union was the better choice. Especially for contractors new to the 

province, the benefits of being guaranteed access to a reliable, highly skilled, and experienced workforce with none 

of the expense and trouble of setting up their own HR department made sense. 

There was also a renewed emphasis on Project Labour Agreements (PLAs), collective agreements signed with 

general contractors not certified to the Building Trades in British Columbia who have successfully bid on a (usually 

major) project and, as with VR employers, need an experienced, highly skilled workforce in order to complete it. 

PLAs are negotiated only for the life of the project in question, but as such major projects (worth hundreds of 

millions if not billions of dollars) can last for several years, they are an effective method of ensuring work for union 

members in the current labour relations climate.

Lastly, after several years of watching a number of its larger contractors walk away from their Building Trades 

certifications and become certified on the basis of legal technicalities to pseudo-unions, LiUNA Local 1611 decided 

that it was time to develop a strategy for identifying and then taking advantage of opportunities to return the 

favour by raiding the pseudo-unions.
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AN UNOFFICIAL ORGANIZING DEPARTMENT
The first step towards implementing these new approaches to organizing was made when Local 1611’s then 

Business Manager, Carl Strand, hired Manuel Alvernaz, the Chief Shop Steward at the Conforce (now Armtec) 

precast plant, to work for the Local as its Chief Organizer. When Mark Olsen succeeded Bro. Strand as Local 1611’s 

Business Manager in July 2002, the full nature and range of the Chief Organizer’s responsibilities as they would 

eventually be formalized was becoming clear.

• The Chief Organizer is responsible for developing the Local’s bottom-up organizing capacity and taking 

advantage of any promising bottom-up opportunities.

• The Chief Organizer is responsible for identifying VR opportunities and then negotiating, subject to the 

Business Manager’s final approval, collective agreements with VR employers. (It should be noted that 

when a VR is signed with an employer who is already operating in BC but will not be operating under 

one of LiUNA’s construction industry Standard Agreements—for example, a Health Sector employer—

the union ensures that this first collective agreement and all subsequent agreements are ratified by the 

employer’s workers.)

• The Chief Organizer is responsible for identifying suitable opportunities and then organizing 

campaigns to raid pseudo-unions. This includes conducting long-term research and monitoring of their 

activities, acquiring copies of their collective agreements to determine the “open season” for raiding, 

and placing SALTS on their jobsites once a decision to raid had been taken.

• The Chief Organizer is responsible for defeating both employer-sponsored decertification attempts and 

raids by pseudo-unions or others on Local 1611’s employers.

From the first, Bro. Alvernaz had a good deal of success. According to the reports in Bro. Olsen’s staff Updates, 

working with SALTS (union members working for the target employer who assist an organizing campaign), other 

Local 1611 staff members, and Bob Huston, an International Organizer assigned to Western Canada, over twenty 

new contractors were signed to agreements between the end of 2003 and February, 2005. The year 2005 was also 

notable for the successful raid on a pseudo-union (CLAC) at Bilfinger Berger’s Twin Tunnels project, a joint campaign 

with the Operating Engineers and the IBEW (see Chapter 22). In 2006, another major success was achieved with 

the organizing of the Canada Line’s tunnel workers: it was the first campaign in Canada to succeed in organizing 

Temporary Foreign Workers (see Chapter 21). Meanwhile, in that same year, two other major and a number of 

smaller campaigns were also undertaken. Although not all were successful, Local 1611’s organizing campaigns were 

certainly producing significant results.

INTERNATIONAL UNION ORGANIZING POLICY
At this point, it should be mentioned that Local 1611’s Organizing Department is not an isolated phenomenon 

peculiar to British Columbia. During the 2006 International Convention, at General President Terry O’Sullivan’s 

urging, delegates had voted to approve a resolution requiring that 25 cents an hour of every Local’s membership 

dues should be set aside for organizing. Each Region of the International Union has its Regional Organizing 

Committee which upon request provides Locals with assistance in their organizing campaigns. Local 1611 belongs 

to the Northwest Regional Organizing Committee (NROC) and also to the Labourers’ Organizing Fund of Western 

Canada (LOFWC), a committee of Western Canada’s five Local Union Business Managers and the Western Canada 

Sub-Regional Manager which meets quarterly to approve funding for organizing activities and discuss the 

organizing opportunities in the region. Both NROC and LOFWC provide funding and other support to the Local 

1611’s Organizing Department and have supplied direct assistance to a number of major campaigns. In return, 

Local 1611’s Chief Organizer sends regular reports on the Local’s organizing activities to NROC’s Chief Organizer as 

well as reports on Local 1611’s organizing activities and plans to LOFWC meetings.
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LOCAL 1611 ACQUIRES AN OFFICIAL ORGANIZING DEPARTMENT 
Even before the Organizing Department officially came into existence, Bro. Alvernaz had begun developing annual 

organizing plans. These plans were intended to ensure that Local 1611’s organizing activities conformed to and 

advanced the Local’s strategic goals of defending the union’s existing market share and recapturing market share 

in selected sectors of its jurisdiction. Once the Organizing Department became officially established, these plans 

became more formal and detailed. Bro. Alvernaz submitted the annual plans to Local 1611’s Business Manager, 

Mark Olsen, so that between them they could ensure that the funding and other resources necessary to implement 

the plan were available. The plan included identifying target contractors on which the Local would concentrate its 

efforts during the year as well as setting other specific Organizing Department goals. 

The importance and effectiveness of what had officially until then been simply a team of Organizers working 

under a Chief Organizer was recognized in July 2007 when Local 1611’s Organizing Department was officially 

established with Manuel Alvernaz as Chief Organizer and Danny Klein and Mat McGreish as the department’s two 

full-time Organizers: Bob Huston, the International Organizer, also served an unofficial member of the Department. 

By February of the following year, Bros. Klein and McGreish had moved on to become Local 1611 Business 

Representatives and a new team of Organizers had been hired. But because the Organizing Department was now 

operating with a clear plan and strategy for undertaking its work, new staff were quickly able to learn the tools of 

their new trade and the Department’s effectiveness was not in the least impaired. The proof of this soon came with 

the successful raid on CLAC’s Frontier-Kemper in 2009.

THE ORGANIZING DEPARTMENT’S RECORD
When the Organizing Department began establishing annual targets, its goal was initially to organize twelve new 

companies a year. But when this goal proved too easy to reach, the target was quickly raised to fifteen a year. In 

the eleven year period between the hiring of Bro. Alvernaz in 2001 and the year this history concludes, in 2012, 

the Organizing Department succeeded in organizing 181 new companies, an average of 16.6 a year. A 2010 study 

BC Federation of Labour showed that the cumulative effects of the BC Liberal Party’s Labour Code had succeeded 

in slashing the annual number of successful union certification votes by 80 per cent. Yet in the five years from 

2008-2012, the Organizing Department organized a total of 81 new companies, an average of 16.2 a year. It 

was a remarkable record, as Bro. Olsen commented in the staff Update of March 14, 2012 after the Organizing 

Department had, ten months ahead of schedule, achieved its goal of organizing 75 companies in 5 years: 

“Congratulations to Manuel and everyone else, on the achievement of organizing 75 new Contractors. We doubt 

any other LIUNA Local Union can report such success. (We should blow our own collective horn once in awhile).”

The Organizing Department’s notable record for organizing new companies combined with such major successes 

as the organizing of the Canada Line workers, the successful raid on CLAC at Bilfinger Berger followed by the 

successful raid on CLAC at Frontier-Kemper was acknowledged by LiUNA as a whole at its 2011 International 

Convention in Las Vegas where, in recognition of the Local’s success, Bro. Alvernaz was named LiUNA’s “Organizer  

of the Year”. 

However, the point of organizing new companies is not to rack up impressive statistics for sharing at LiUNA’s 

Regional and International meetings and conferences: the aim is to ensure that there is more work for Local 1611’s 

members, work at union rates for union contractors at the expense of non- and pseudo-union contractors. By 

that standard, the Organizing Department’s record is even more impressive. In July of 2012, at the peak of the 

construction season, some 20 per cent of Local 1611’s members were working for contractors which the Organizing 

Department had signed to union agreements during the previous five years. That figure, more than any other, 

demonstrates the crucial importance of an effective Organizing Department to LiUNA’s continued success in  

British Columbia.
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CHAPTER 24 – The Struggle Continues 


PART I: THE CRAFT
Part I of this history described how LiUNA has helped to improve the lives of its members in British Columbia. In 

construction and related sectors, wages since 1950 have increased at a rate double the increase in the cost of living. 

Benefits in most sectors, once non-existent, now include employer-paid medical, dental, extended health, as much 

as 12 per cent vacation pay, and pension contributions.

In 1937, Labourers were treated—and paid—as though they were ignorant, unskilled, and easily replaceable. LiUNA 

provided the leadership, the training program, and the expertise which resulted in the Labourer’s craft  

being recognized in 2014 as a Red Seal certified trade. LiUNA Local 1611’s Training Society is the only recognized 

union provider of Construction Craft Worker (Labourer) apprenticeship training in British Columbia. Furthermore, 

the first two women to receive their Journeyperson Construction Craft Worker (CCW) tickets in BC were both  

LiUNA members.

The Labourers’ International Union of North America’s Local 1611 itself, under its new Business Manager Manuel 

Alvernaz, remains a strong and growing organization. It is the most diversified private sector union in the province, 

with members in the Health Sector, Parking, Security, Shipyards, and Cemeteries as well as Construction. Since 

1950 LiUNA’s Cemetery Section workers have enjoyed improvements in wages and benefits comparable to those 

in the construction sector. And in those service sector industries where government legislation and constraints 

prevent genuinely free collective bargaining, LiUNA has been able to ensure its members enjoy substantially better 

conditions than non-union workers or those working under pseudo-union collective agreements. 

Local 1611’s Organizing Department continues to bring in new signatory contractors at a rate of some fifteen or 

more a year. The Labourers’ Medical & Benefit Plans and the Labourers’ Pension Plan are flourishing and Labourers’ 

Membership Services continues to do a remarkable job of representing members with WCB and other government 

agency appeals as well as winning the vast majority of its Jurisdictional Assignment Plan cases. 

After several years of preparation and planning, Local 1611 was able to purchase a suitable property and erect  

a new office building complex which, after two years under construction, opened in 2013. The new building 

allowed the local to house all its Plans and Departments under one roof. The area where Training Plan classes 

are held can, with very little reconfiguring, be turned into a meeting hall large enough to hold the union’s Lower 

Mainland membership meetings. As then Business Manager Mark Olsen put it, the building provides “truly one 

stop shopping for the membership. Along with our eight branch offices, it provides the Union with full provincial 

coverage.”
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PART II: SAFETY AND HEALTH
In 1952, the Tunnelmen’s section reported that on one project alone, sixteen members had been killed in less than 

a year. Today, the construction industry remains one of the province’s most dangerous, but because of LiUNA and 

the labour movement’s fight for workplace safety, the construction industry’s death and serious injury rate is a 

fraction of what it once was. And for Labourers and other Building Trades Union members, because their unions 

police safety on the job, the serious injury and fatality rate is 30 per cent lower than for pseudo-union and non-

union construction workers.

PART III: THE ASSAULT ON LABOUR
At first glance it may seem that significant social policy and legal changes must have accompanied these 

improvements in the lives of LiUNA’s members, but Part III of this history has had a less optimistic story to tell. 

When the first LiUNA Local in British Columbia was chartered in 1937, employers were not legally obliged to 

recognize or to bargain with trade unions. Workers had no legal rights in the workplace and no legal protection 

from arbitrary acts by their employer: there was no Employment Standards Act and no Human Rights Code. By 2012, 

largely because of the labour movement’s commitment to the fight for social justice, most of these conditions were, 

at least in principle, remedied. Workers had a right to join a union and bargain collectively. Non–union workers 

were legally entitled to certain basic employment conditions such as a minimum wage, overtime pay, and paid 

vacations. They were also by law protected from arbitrary discrimination on the grounds of “race, colour, ancestry, 

place of origin, political belief, religion, marital status, family status, physical or mental disability, sex, sexual 

orientation or age.”

Yet the protections which existed on paper in 2012 were in practice far weaker than the same protections which 

had existed in 2000. The most glaring example is perhaps that in 2000, it was illegal to employ children under the 

age of fifteen except under very restrictive conditions. In 2012, children as young as twelve could be employed 

in any industry in the province (except mining and businesses serving alcohol) at any hour of the day except 

during school hours. It may be hard to imagine a twelve-year-old finding steel toed boots that fit, but there is no 

longer any legal obstacle to contractors hiring twelve-year-old children to work the night shift at any job in the 

construction industry which does not require a driver’s licence. The BC Liberal government’s justification for this 

change in the child labour laws was not its benefit to children, but rather its benefit to the provincial economy, to 

making British Columbia more “economically competitive.”

To understand how British Columbia could in 2004 have 

enacted the most backward child labour laws in North 

America, it was necessary to look at the political history 

of the province since the Second World War and how that 

history has affected the labour movement and LiUNA’s 

members in BC. Working people emerged from the war 

determined not to return to the working conditions and 

the petty employer tyrannies of the Depression. They also 

emerged armed with laws protecting their rights to organize and bargain. Unions began to bargain sectorally, 

going on legal strike when necessary to achieve industry-wide standard agreements, and then enforcing these new 

agreements at the individual employer level with short, sharp but illegal wildcat strikes. By no means all employers 

were on board with these changes in the workplace, but in the new world of industry-wide unions, card-check, and 

mandatory conciliation boards, the old tactics of shotguns and baseball bats were no longer effective: anti-union 

employers would need to develop more sophisticated union-busting tools.

…it was necessary to look at the political history 
of the province since the Second World War 
and how that history has affected the labour 

movement and LiUNA’s members in BC. 
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By 2012, the first blunt union-busting instruments developed under the first Premier Bennett, the ex parte 

injunction and legislation prohibiting strikes “against the public interest”, had given way to a whole armoury of 

subtler weapons, although injunctions and laws prohibiting strikes remain in reserve for use in emergencies. 

Governments and employers had learned that rather than repeal workers’ rights, it is more effective to pass 

legislation which acknowledges their existence but ensures that they are of no effect in practice. Thus we have 

the mandatory certification vote even when 100 per cent of the employees have signed union cards coupled with 

the right of employers to threaten and intimidate their employees during the ten business days before that vote 

takes place. We have an Employment Standards Act which allows employers to obtain the “voluntary” consent of 

their employees to ignoring its provisions. Should an employee wish to file a complaint with the understaffed 

Employment Standards Branch, their case will—eventually—be handled by an ESB “mediation officer” before  

any actual investigation takes place, ensuring the process drags on long past most workers’ patience to pursue it.

Most dangerous of all, we have a Labour Relations Board that a BC Supreme Court Justice has found to have 

displayed anti-union bias and a Provincial Government whose hatred for health sector unions caused it, according 

to the Supreme Court of Canada, knowingly to act unconstitutionally, yet in neither case did the Courts order an 

effective remedy. In short, when they feel it serves their union-busting purposes, governments and employers  

in British Columbia may safely ignore even a veneer of legality, secure in the knowledge that if months or years 

later they lose in the courts, the damage will by then be irreversible and the consequences to government or 

employer negligible.

As Part III of this history shows, LiUNA and the other building trades unions have fiercely resisted the province’s 

government-led employer assault on unions. Pennyfarthing, TNL, the Canada Line, the Twin Tunnels raids, all are 

evidence of a determination not to yield. Nevertheless, government and employer manipulation of and disregard 

for the law in British Columbia have been responsible for a serious decline in the strength of the province’s 

labour movement, particularly of its Building Trades Unions. The truth of this statement can readily be shown by 

comparing the situation here with that in Ontario. Ontario does not have labour legislation permitting companies 

to double breast, to void their Building Trades certifications by legal trickery, and openly to intimidate and threaten 

workers during organizing campaigns. BC’s construction union density, the percentage of construction workers 

who are union members, was historically the highest in Canada. It is now around 25 per cent while in Ontario union 

density is 40 per cent. In BC LiUNA membership is at six thousand: in Ontario it is at sixty thousand. And in Ontario, 

companies such as PCL and SNC-Lavalin are certified to LiUNA, not CLAC.

AN INJURY TO ONE IS AN INJURY TO ALL

There is no question that the combination of anti-union legislation 

weakening workers’ rights, pseudo-unions such as CLAC signing 

substandard collective agreements, and employers who have become 

more sophisticated and effective in their anti-union tactics threatens 

the gains achieved by LiUNA’s members since 1937. On the other 

hand, none of these gains came easily: all were achieved through 

struggle, through the willingness of LiUNA’s members to fight for them. Governments hostile to labour have been 

in power for all but thirteen years of LiUNA’s history in BC: that did not prevent the gains being won.

But there should be no doubt about the goal of the anti-union forces operating in British Columbia. Their aim 

is not simply to undermine LiUNA’s gains. Groups such as the ICBA, CLAC’s Progressive Contractors Association, 

and the BC Liberal Party neither condemned nor lifted a finger to prevent the conditions under which Temporary 

Foreign Workers were employed on the Canada Line by SNC-Lavalin/SELI or on the Golden Ears Bridge by Baulex. 

Their silence is no accident: not only are many of their members themselves employers of TFWs, they employ TFWs 

because they have so far been unable to achieve their goal of imposing similar conditions on Canadian workers. 

…none of these gains came easily:  
all were achieved through 

struggle…
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It is a matter of pride for LiUNA members that their union has helped lead the way in challenging anti-union 

employers and governments, in twice organizing supposedly unorganizable Temporary Foreign Workers, in tackling 

pseudo-unions head-on at every opportunity. As the old union slogan “An injury to one is an injury to all” implies, 

fighting for one’s fellow workers, union and non-union, it isn’t just the right thing to do, it’s a matter of the survival 

of us all.
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CHAPTER 25 – The Future 


by Manuel Alvernaz  and Mark Olsen

AS OUR LiUNA General President Terry O’Sullivan so often says, “As an organization we should be extremely 

thankful to those who came before us, and appreciate our great achievements. We are the Labourers be loud  

and proud.”

These great words ring true.

As we contemplated the final chapter of the history book, two different approaches quickly became evident. Do 

we provide a look forward, through our lens, with our ideas of what needs to be done? Or, do we provide a look 

forward by posing critical questions that future union members and leadership will need to answer?

We chose the latter approach, as much of the future direction and success of the union will be in the good hands of 

others. While we can raise the questions, it will be up to the next generation and beyond, to pursue the answers.

One thing is certain, that the future of Local 1611 is bright. Along with strong and effective leadership and with the 

support of the membership, all is possible.

Here is a non-exhaustive list of the questions going forward;

1. How do we expand and deepen, the engagement with our membership, to ensure an active and 

effective union?

2. How do we identify the ongoing and changing wants and needs of the membership, and how do we 

remain nimble and relevant in providing even more value to our members in the future?

3. How do we ensure that our critical funds such as medical, pension, training, membership services, 

Retiree Council, LUC Foundation and future plans, provide the benefits and services members and 

their families deserve?

4. How do we expand and deepen relationships with our signatory contractors and employers to 

balance their desire for competiveness with the terms and conditions of employments which our 

members so deserve?

5. How do we embrace inevitable technology change and prepare and assist the membership to take 

advantage of it?

6. How do we expand our influence with both politicians and the media, as the politicians set the rules 

while the media report the affects?
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7. How do we successfully merge other unions into our union, to further grow our organization?

8. How do we ensure we understand the changing needs and wants of non-union workers; continue to 

diversify and grow our union; and expand organizing efforts, without losing focus in our key historical 

sectors?

9. How do we protect and enhance our craft jurisdiction in construction and road building while 

maintaining our principles?

10. How do we become and remain “social license” purveyors for projects, and as such expand our efforts 

with aboriginal groups, local communities and other supportive organizations?

11. How do we expand our training efforts, to ensure our members are employable and that our 

signatory contractors and employers succeed?

12. How do we expand our influence and relationships outside of North America to reach international 

employers and proponents?

13. How do we deal with continued globalization, to ensure the members and the union are not victims, 

but the benefactors?

14. How do we ensure that Local 1611 remains both a best practice employer and be a great place to 

work, for the staff and representatives who make the organization run?

In closing, there is a saying, “that those who forget the past are condemned to repeat it.” In the union’s case, it is 

also important to look at it the opposite way, “that those who forget the past will err in not repeating it.”

To the members and future leaders of the union, remember the past for the right reasons, but embrace the future, 

to make Local 1611 an even greater union. This is your task and we know you are up to the challenge.

We are the Labourers, be loud and proud!

Manuel Alvernaz Mark Olsen 

Business Manager, LiUNA Local 1611 LiUNA Western Canadian Sub-Regional Manager
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APPENDICES – Appendix I
BC Local Unions and Their Jurisdictions


ALTOGETHER THE INTERNATIONAL Union has issued ten Local Union Charters in British Columbia, the 

first being to Local 602 in 1937, the last to Local 1611 in 1997. (A Charter officially authorizes a group of members 

to conduct business as a Local Union affiliated to the International.) 

Historically, there were four major locals with geographic jurisdiction: Local 602 (British Columbia) chartered on 

September 14, 1937; Local 1070 (New Westminster) chartered on March 1, 1946; Local 1093 (Vancouver Island) 

chartered on March 21, 1946; and Local 168 (Tunnel & Rock Workers) chartered on August 5, 1952. All four of these 

locals were officially merged to form Local 1611 on May 6, 1997.

There were also two locals chartered with a trade-specific jurisdiction, Local 1204 (Victoria Dock & Shipyard 

Workers), chartered on March 9, 1953 and merged with Local 1611 on February 23, 2010, and Local 105 (Security 

Workers), chartered December 20, 1967 and merged with Local 602 on January 8, 1986.

The three smaller geographic locals were: Local 1288 (Mission City) chartered on June 1, 1951 and merged with 

Local 602 on August 24, 1955; Local 114 (Trail) chartered on July 19, 1951 and merged with Local 168 on August 

24, 1955; and Local 384 (Kitimat) chartered on March 17, 1955 and merged with Local 168 on November 5, 1958.  

(A handwritten sheet of paper entitled “Certifications” in a file in Local 1611’s office labelled Local 1288 Mission 

lists the following: Intrusion Prepakt Ltd – May 9, 1955; Marwell Construction Co – August 16, 1954; Tidewater 

Contracting Co – July 12, 1954. These names are followed by a heading entitled “Agreements” with “Tidewater 

Contracting Co, 2nd of August 1954” written below it.)

The four major locals’ jurisdictions were as follows:

Local 602 – excluding Local 1070’s jurisdiction and tunnelling and open face rock work, all work on the mainland of 

British Columbia from the 49th parallel (U.S. border) north to the 53rd parallel (i.e. excluding Kitimat, Prince Rupert, 

Prince George) and from the Pacific Ocean in the west to a line running from Grand Forks to Sicamous to Red Pass 

Junction. From 1956 onwards, Local 602’s jurisdiction also included all pipeline work throughout BC.

Local 168 – Craft: all tunnelling and open face rock work except on pipeline throughout the province; Geographic: 

all work except on pipeline from Local 602’s eastern boundary to the Alberta border (the Kootenays) and from Local 

602’s northern boundary to the Yukon border. Local 168’s southern boundary ran through the middle of Quesnel.
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Local 1070 –all work except pipeline and tunnelling and open face rock work from Willingdon Ave in Burnaby east 

to 176th Street in Surrey and from the U.S. border (White Rock to 176th Street) north to an irregular line along 

Hastings St in Burnaby, then just north of Simon Fraser University, across the Port Moody waterfront, and along the 

northern border of Port Coquitlam,.

Local 1093 – all work on Vancouver Island except pipeline and tunnelling and open face rock work.
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APPENDICES – Appendix II
The BC Labourers’ Newsletter


THE CONSTRUCTION WORKER’S LIFE

“Unlike management who, until recently, have never known what the words ‘terminated’ or ‘laid-off’ meant (and who 

have had to seek help through counselling seminars in order to deal with the stress and problems related to losing one’s 

job), the construction worker has had to face being out of work all his life. And when we do acquire a job it is seasonal, 

long hours, shift work, seven days a week and it takes us away from our families.” from Ron Menhinick’s Local 168 

Executive Board Member Report, The BC Labourers’ Newsletter, April 1993.

In 1973 LiUNA’s four BC locals decided to publish a joint newsletter. For all practical purposes The BC Labourers’ 

Newsletter is the first written record we have of each local’s activities in BC. The first edition of the Newsletter we still 

have on file was published in March 1974, and although the newsletter was intended to be published quarterly, the 

press of events frequently interrupted publication. Delays in negotiations might cause an issue to be postponed. 

On other occasions a political crisis affecting labour or one local being embroiled in elections might prevent the 

publishing of an issue. Finances were also frequently a concern. Altogether, between March 1974 and December 

1996, after which the newsletter was issued by the newly formed Local 1611, there are thirty-four issues of the pre-

1997 Newsletter extant—enough to give a good overview of the sort of issues that were most important both to 

members and to union staff.

Each issue of the Newsletter contained Local Union reports, usually one by the Business Manager and often one or 

more by Business Representatives, as well as job site photos in black and white, plus medical, pension, and training 

plan news. Often there was also an editorial, perhaps an editorial cartoon, bargaining updates, meeting notices, and 

notices to members on a variety of other subjects.

On the 16-page March 1974 issue’s Cover Page (Page 1) was a full page photo labelled “Constructive look at 

Kootenay Canal power house” with a headline at the bottom “UNITY … the key to 1974 negotiations.” Page 2 

had an editorial explaining that the eleven unions in negotiations with CLRA (the Construction Labour Relations 

Association) were trying a new unified bargaining process and stressed the importance of unity among building 

trades unions in that year’s upcoming negotiations. There was also an article on the appointment of Arnold Smith, 

a former Carpenters’ Union Business Agent, to the Labour Relations Board by the NDP government (in power from 

1973-1975).

Page 3 covered WCB and safety issues, including a report that the WCB was moving on the issue of safe storage of 

precast panels after an accident which killed two members in November, 1973. Another article was entitled “Why 

Wear Hard Hats?”, the hard hat at the time being still something of an innovation.
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Pages 4 and 5 covered Local 602 news, with reports by Business Manager Jack Webster and Business Representative 

Dale Thompson. There was also notice of a special Executive Board meeting to vote on a resolution to the 

membership from the International Union that would have authorized the International to enter into national, 

regional, and provincial pipeline agreements on the Local’s behalf. The article leaves the impression that the 

Executive Board was not happy with the proposal and would not put the resolution to a membership vote until 

it was satisfied that the membership’s interests would be protected. [In fact, the Executive Board was never so 

satisfied and the resolution was never approved.]

Page 6 contains a full page editorial with cartoon by Local 602’s Charlie Shane, then a member of the Newsletter’s 

Editorial Board, dissecting a report on UIC (the Unemployment Insurance Commission, now Employment Insurance 

Canada). The editorial detailed how an interim report had been used by employers and the media to attack the 

unemployed for being workshy. Bro. Shane pointed out that the full report published eight months later exonerated 

the unemployed and instead attacked overzealous “Benefit Control Officers” for cutting workers off UI without 

proper cause. If the aim of (un)employment insurance is to provide relief to the unemployed, UIC at the time was 

far more effective than the current EI program, but efforts to discredit it were already underway.

Pages 7 and 8: Page 7 contains an article with photos by Local 602 Organizer Jim Forsythe on the building of Unity 

House to raise money for the Variety Club Telethon. The half-way house for what we would now call special needs 

children was largely completed over three weekends by four hundred building trades workers with materials 

and other assistance from some one hundred and fifty companies. Members from Locals 602 and 1070 had 

contributed over seven hundred hours of their labour. Page 8 announces that the BC Federation of Labour had 

declared California Grapes “hot” and asks members to boycott them. It also contains three worksite photos and an 

explanation of the information on the union’s Dental Plan card.

Page 9 has a report from New Westminster Local 1070’s Business Manager Larry Pleasants, including a photo of 

future 1070 Business Manager Carl Strand working on a project for Highfield Builders. This is followed on Page 10 

by Local 168’s Business Manager Bill Milner’s report.

The remaining 6 pages included reports by Bro. Paul Jensen on Extended Health Plan improvements, Benefit Plan 

updates, and a visit he made to explain plan benefits to Local 168 members working on the Otter Falls Aishihik 

Constructors dam site in the Yukon plus a Training Report by Bro. A.J. Reamer. Bro. Jensen also wrote a report 

analyzing the medical plan’s costs for the membership’s information. Interspersed with these reports are “sidebars” 

announcing changes in the BC and Yukon Building Trades Council’s officers, local union meeting notices, a 

“Shortage Notice” explaining how to deal with a notice that doesn’t properly credit your hours for the Hour Bank,  

a “Dues supplements and T4s mailed” notice, and a list of recently deceased members expressing their local 

executive board’s condolences.

BUSINESS MANAGER REPORTS

To get a sense of the major issues the four Locals were dealing with, it is worth looking more closely at the March 

1974 Business Manager reports. This issue has no Local 1093 report because of the retirement of Business Manager 

John Gallow; the first report from the new Business Manager, Bro. Don Strank, being in the July 1974 issue.

LOCAL 602

Bro. Jack Webster reported that work throughout the Lower Mainland “remains exceptionally good. Our pre-cast and 

pre-stress plants are busy (200 men) ... [even] Powell River seems to be keeping our local residents working.” While 

work in the Okanagan was slow because of snow, there were over ninety Union labourers working pipeline around 

Fort Nelson. Bro. Webster called non-union pipeline rates and conditions in the area a disgrace, mentioning that the 

Quesnel Business Rep had just returned from a trip there. His comments on that trip are worth quoting in full.
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“Some of the workers were actually afraid of talking to our Union Rep for fear of losing their jobs. Imagine 

being afraid of the boss finding out that a Union Rep was holding discussions, and being afraid of losing a 

job paying such little money. Can anyone imagine what it would be like without unions? This reminds me 

of the dirty-thirties when a man with a union card was automatically fired and ran off the jobs, and I mean 

ran off.”

Bro. Webster also mentioned jurisdictional problems and problems with absenteeism. He reminded members that 

this could affect their ability to work in future, since “our agreement allows a Contractor to get his own men if 

our Local cannot supply.” He noted that Bro. J. Forsythe had been reappointed to the Vancouver Area Organizing 

Committee and Bro. Shane to the Senior[s’] Committee.

Bro. Webster was a juror on the Coroner’s Court inquiring into the death of a young painter’s apprentice. The son of 

a 602 member, this man had been killed in a freak accident, but Bro. Webster said he might well have lived had he 

been wearing his safety belt. Bro. Webster goes on to mention that the WCB had fined five contractors for improper 

ditch shoring and shut down a number of jobs for the same reason. While calling this a step in the right direction, 

he reminded members it was their duty to refuse unsafe work. 

LOCAL 1070

Bro. Larry Pleasants’ report was much shorter than Bro. Webster’s. He noted that the work situation was generally 

excellent in the New Westminster area, with the temporary exception of sewer projects. Indeed, the work situation 

was looking so good that Bro. Pleasants asked members to contact the office if they knew of any “good potential 

members with either general construction or sewer experience.”

The bulk of Bro. Pleasants’ report was concerned with jurisdictional problems 1070 and the other LiUNA locals were 

having with the Plumbers over sewer projects. Talks with the Plumbers having had no effect, the Local had “notified 

the General Contractors to assign the work to us by letter.” The contractors’ response being positive, the Local now 

needed members to report any problems as well as planned sewer projects to ensure the Local had time to enforce 

the agreement. Other than jurisdictional issues, Bro. Pleasants noted that five hundred to six hundred people 

attended the Local’s Christmas Party and thanked “Santa” (Bro. Archie Stutt) for a job well done. He also noted that 

the February local meeting attendance was “below expectations” and reminded “all members of the importance of 

attending meetings and providing input to your Local Union”.

LOCAL 168

Bro. Bill Milner’s main report concentrates on issues other than employment. Roughly one quarter of his nearly full 

page report is spent on talks the Building Trades held with the NDP government on the intent and administration 

of the new Labour Code. Although reported elsewhere in the Newsletter, he stresses the importance of reading 

the Administrator’s report on changes to the Health and Welfare Plan. Next he deals with talks between Local 

168 and BC Hydro on various dam projects being considered—“If all of this work commences, then Local 168 is 

heading for many years of above average employment.” He then points out that approximately one third of the 

Local’s membership is not covered by the CLRA Agreement but that their contracts are also expiring over the 

next six months. These agreements included the BC Roadbuilders, Granduc Mines, Texada Mines, the Shaft and 

Development Workers and the Diamond Drillers.

The 168 employment report was printed as a separate article on Page 11 of the Newsletter. The gist of the report 

was that things were pretty quiet at the moment because of weather, but the forecast for the summer looked 

very good. It was noted that “from Prince George to Prince Rupert the Local has had a most exceptional year 

with Terrace, Kitimat and Prince Rupert experiencing a minor boom.” The Local was expecting to reopen the 

Prince George office once the Carpenters completed their new building and noted that differences with Argus 
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Construction had been resolved, with the disputed payments to the Health and Welfare Plan having now been 

made.

LOCAL 1093 (JULY 1974)

Bro. Don Strank’s July 1974 report informs readers of his appointment as the new Secretary-Treasurer/Business 

Manager and hopes that his five years apprenticeship to the newly retired Bro. Gallow will be beneficial to the 

Local. He mentions that if there are problems “and the membership are of the opinion I have not handled them in 

a proper manner, I would appreciate being told at the time, rather than hearing it later from some other source.” He 

also announces the appointment of to the position of Assistant Business Agent of Brother Phil Madeley, the Local’s 

Vice-President and a member of twelve years’ standing and concludes by saying “Thanks for your support in the 

past and, hopefully, in the future.”



Page 237APPENDICES

APPENDICES – Appendix III
The Wescon Strike


AT FIRST GLANCE, the Wescon Strike does not appear to be one of the major strikes in British Columbia’s 

history. Begun on July 25, 2001, the strike involved some forty of LiUNA Local 1611’s members and their medium-

sized employer, Wescon, a precast concrete producer in the small Okanagan town (population 4,500) of Armstrong. 

Fifteen years later, the strike remains legally in effect, the employer is operating substantially the same business 

under a new name, and the union has been prohibited from picketing his premises. If not a major strike, it is 

certainly a significant strike, a symbol of the extent to which the province’s labour laws have come to protect union-

busting rather than union organizing. It is an example to all employers in the province of how, if you are unable to 

intimidate your employees into decertifying, you may still succeed in operating union-free regardless of the fact 

that your union employees remain legally on strike.

ONE ISSUE – UNION SECURITY

From the beginning, the central issue of the strike was core representation and union security—seniority, bumping, 

retention of seniority, and protection of the Shop Steward from harassment and intimidation. Recognizing the 

importance of these issues, in mid-July the Wescon membership voted 81 per cent in favour of striking if necessary 

to defend them. Then, on July 25, with the employer still aggressively refusing to bargain, the membership 

reluctantly went on strike. As Local 1611’s Business Manager Mark Olsen reported a year later in the June/July 2002 

issue of Local 1611’s Newsletter:

“The Union has been on strike at Western Concrete Products (Wescon) concrete precast plant since July 

2001, about one year ago. The members have continued to do an extraordinary job of manning the picket 

line, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The union and the members were forced to strike, to preserve and 

maintain seniority for the crew and to stop concessions. The union applied for mediation in May in an 

attempt to settle the dispute. The issues are critical and numerous, and the members deserve a fair and 

reasonable contract. Wescon is refusing to participate in mediation.”

EMPLOYER VIOLENCE ON THE PICKET LINE – DRIVING THROUGH PICKETS

Wescon did indeed make it clear within days of the strike’s beginning that it had no interest in mediation. Wescon’s 

owners, the Lockwood family, arranged for a Kamloops trucking company, Robo Transport, to drive through the 

picket line, injuring one of the picketers. The Union’s Legal Counsel, Kevin Blakely, described the event and the 

subsequent inaction by the police and courts in the December, 2003 Newsletter:

“Approximately two weeks [after the strike began] five trucks belonging to Robo Transport Ltd. attempted 

to force their way through the picket line. The scene was chaotic. Trucks blocked the highway and 
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bargaining unit members turned out in a show of 

solidarity.

“When the trucks began moving, with the 

assistance of a police escort, matters took a turn 

for the worse. Vito Bebek, a longtime member of 

Local 1611, was standing in the roadway trying 

to make a cell phone call. A Robo Transport truck 

drove up behind him and knocked him to the 

ground. Fortunately Vito was not seriously injured.

“With the help of Local 1611, Vito tried to press 

charges against Trent Wallbank, the driver of the 

Robo truck. Unfortunately, the police office in 

attendance did not properly see the incident and 

Crown counsel did not recommend charges.

“Both the union and Vito were not prepared to let the matter be ignored. In October 2001 Vito filed an 

application in the Supreme Court of British Columbia claiming battery against Robo Transport Ltd. and 

Trent Wallbank.”

At trial, the Insurance Corporation of BC (ICBC) which by law insures all motor vehicles in the province and was 

therefore representing the defendants) argued that since the injury was only minor, the claim should be dismissed. 

The summary trial judge, Judge Barrow, refused to dismiss, stating:

“It is not necessary that a battery cause any actual harm to the plaintiff, offensive contact is enough, 

however trivial it may seem, for it may trigger retaliatory measures by persons whose dignity and self 

respect are threatened.”

Kevin Blakely in his article supported Judge Barrow’s remarks, noting that ICBC and the Crown, by adopting a see-

no-evil, anti-union approach to employer violence on the picket line, had risked causing much greater conflict. With 

Employer’s intimidation with violence
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their move to dismiss refused, ICBC had no defence and so negotiated a settlement on behalf of the defendants, 

Robo Transport and Trent Wallbank. Bro. Bebek agreed to accept $5,000 and a further $2,500 toward legal costs. He 

kept $1,000 for lost wages and donated the remaining $4,000 to the Vernon Women’s Transition House Society.

EMPLOYER VIOLENCE ON THE PICKET LINE – A DRIVE-BY SHOOTING AND THREATS

A few days after Bro. Bebek was injured, a drive-by shooting took place on the picket line. A car containing several 

passengers drove past the line and a shot was fired at the picketers, bouncing off the wall behind them. Although 

the RCMP were notified, no charges were laid. In another incident, James Lockwood, the owner’s son, drove up to 

the line, stopped, and made a shooting gesture with his fingers at a picketer. The RCMP were again notified with no 

result. The picket shack was repeatedly vandalized, but no action was ever taken by the police.

In brief, Wescon and its agents were both threatening and committing acts of violence on the picket line but, unlike 

the TNL picket line in Port Alberni a mere six years earlier, neither the LRB nor the courts pursued any effective legal 

sanctions against Wescon for its behaviour.

NOWHERE TO PICKET

During the strike’s early years (2001-2006), Wescon filed a number of applications with the LRB to have the picket 

line removed, claiming to have closed the business in September 2001. The Union counterfiled, arguing that the 

business had not in fact closed but was merely operating under another name. The Lockwood family at first used 

the name Trivern Enterprises as their smokescreen, and when the Board ruled that Trivern was a successor employer 

to Wescon, the family changed the business’s name again, this time to Lockwood Brothers Concrete Products. In 

2006, an LRB Review Panel ruled for reasons which remain obscure that unlike Trivern, Lockwood Bros. was a not 

a successor employer and that since the strike was against Wescon, the union could not picket the premises of 

Lockwood Bros. The picket line would have to come down and the picket shack be removed.

THE MEDIA BECOME INVOLVED

The Municipality of Spallumcheen and the local media outlet, the aptly named Armstrong Advertiser, neither of 

which had seen any reason to comment when the employer was committing acts of violence against the picketers, 

now leaped to Lockwood Bros. defence. The Advertiser reported that the Municipality had sent a letter to the 

Department of Highways requesting that they order the picket shack removed and the Mayor of Spallumcheen, one 

Will Hansma, weighed in with his legal expertise to the paper, saying that he “was aware that there is legislation 

spelling out the time limit for picketers to picket ‘and I understand it’s expired for some time.”’ (While there are 

many employers who no doubt devoutly wish for such legislation, it has yet in fact to be promulgated.) Perhaps 

Local 1611’s picket shack.
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because the family had neglected to mention it in their 

press release, a significant gap in the Advertiser’s story 

of the “illegal” picket shack was that it didn’t mention 

that Lockwood Bros. had erected a concrete block 

wall in front of the picket shack, making its removal 

impossible even with a crane.

THE ICBA’S ROLE

One of the more interesting aspects of Wescon’s 

applications to the LRB is that Heenan Blaikie, a leading 

(and expensive) “employer-side” labour relations law 

firm in Vancouver, was acting for them. This suggests 

the possibility that the ICBA, of which Lockwood Bros. 

Concrete is a member, was providing Wescon with 

assistance throughout the strike, if only in the form of legal advice.

The Wescon Strike is one of the longest strikes in the province’s history. The members at Wescon understood 

the issues and were prepared to stand up for their rights as union members. They displayed great courage and 

solidarity on the picket line. But the strike is also an object lesson in how large small employers loom in small 

communities and how readily, aided by the province’s anti-union labour laws and anti-union fringe groups such as 

the ICBA, they can turn this power to their advantage when they decide to start union-busting.

We could not remove the shack because of the concrete barrier.

First Wescon lego block being positioned
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APPENDICES – Appendix IV
The Elk Creek Water Works


THE ELK CREEK Water Works was a small Local 602 bargaining unit of some eleven employees in Chilliwack, 

the far end of the Fraser Valley from Vancouver, certified in 1951. Except of course to the people who worked 

there, it was not an important bargaining unit in that it had few members and was of no strategic importance to 

Local 602, either in 1951 when it was first certified or in 1981 when the District of Chilliwack bought the company 

and Local 602’s certification was taken over by the District’s CUPE (Canadian Union of Public Employees) Local. Its 

interest now lies in the fact that it was a very early Local 602 certification and that for thirty years Local 602 seems 

to have done its best to provide the members there with effective representation regardless of their small size and 

remote location.

There is very little information about the Elk Creek Water Works Company on the internet and of course none at 

all on its bargaining unit. Most of what we know comes from a Local 602 file from the 1950s containing some 

correspondence, a company brochure, and a company submission to an LRB Conciliation Officer in 1952. The only 

other information on the bargaining unit comes from eight brief mentions in the BC Labourers’ Newsletter between 

1974 and 1980.

The Elk Creek Waterworks Company was established in 1905 and by 1951 operated a privately-owned water supply 

system in the Fraser Valley “serving the following areas: City of Chilliwack, Municipality of Chilliwhack, Rosedale, 

Sardis and Adjoining Districts”. In 1912 it is recorded as having the franchise for Chilliwack’s water supply and as 

planning a fifteen mile (twenty-four kilometre) extension as well as numerous improvements. Another but undated 

record, apparently from the same period, mentions that the company was planning to duplicate its mains and 

construct a large reservoir, perhaps the Little Mountain reservoir which appears in an online reminiscence on 

the subject of pre-1945 water quality in the Chilliwack area. Its Board of Directors in 1951 included at least one 

prominent lawyer and citizen from the other end of the Valley, Leon J. Ladner, K.C. (King`s Counsel), whose family 

had founded the village of Ladner on the south arm of the Fraser in 1868. 

The company brochure in the Local 602 file, which is actually a report to the shareholders for fiscal 1950, notes that:

“Maintenance and operation expenses increased by $4,584. While higher labour rates accounted for 

a portion of this, the cost of thawing out frozen mains in February and part of March was chiefly 

responsible. Frost penetration to unprecedented depths throughout the city and municipality necessitated 

your company putting into use all locally available electrical thawing units to cope with the situation and 

the cost was substantial.”

The Elk Creek Water Works were also in the middle of a substantial construction program, “gross expenditures for 

plant and equipment totalled $96,451. This included the installation of 15,628 feet of cast iron pipe and 4,400 feet 
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of 18-inch steel pipe.” For 1951 the Directors had authorised installing a further “27,000 feet of cast iron pipe of 

varying sizes and 3,380 feet of 18 inch steel pipe.”

The President’s report to the company’s shareholders was dated May 21, 1951. Ten days earlier, on May 11, 1951, 

Local 602 became certified for the Elk Creek Water Works. Given the amount of utility work, i.e. pipelaying, the 

company was engaged in, it seems possible that it was organized by LiUNA because some Local 602 members had 

been hired for the project and felt they needed a union to represent them. 

The company submission to the Labour Relations Bureau’s Board of Conciliation in 1952 lists the job categories 

it employs and the rates it is proposing to pay: Labour - $1.13 per hour; Truck Drivers - $1.18 per hour, Assistant 

Foremen - $1.24 per hour. The company argued that these rates were established in April, 1951 and were made on 

the basis of comparability to those paid by the Municipality of Chilliwack: they should therefore be accepted by the 

Board.

Notations, presumably by a Local 602 Business Agent beside the wage rate table, add the job category of 

“Pipelayers - $1.18” and what may be a “7” afterwards, the number “10” in front of “Labour”, “& J operator” after Truck 

Drivers and the number “1” after Assistant Foremen. If the interpretation that these numbers indicate the number of 

workers in each category is accurate and if the workforce was not swollen by the construction programme, this may 

suggest that a workforce of around twenty in 1951 had fallen to eleven by the mid-1970s.

The result of the 1951 negotiations is not on file. There is a letter dated October 29, 1953 under the signature of A. 

Foster, Secretary-Treasurer, outlining a proposed agreement in which Clause 2. Wages reads: Sub Foreman - $1.56; 

Machine Operator - $1.60; Service Truck Operator - $1.45; Pipe Layers - $1.45. It also has a Clause 4 containing 

demands for overtime at time and one-half for the first four hours after eight in a day with double time thereafter. 

For Saturday the demand is time and one-half for the first eight hours with double time thereafter and for Sunday, 

double time for the whole day. Clause 5 seeks two weeks paid holiday. Again, there is no record on file of the result 

of this round of bargaining.

Since there are no documents on file after the mid-1950s, the next we hear of the Elk Creek Water Works bargaining 

unit is in the July 1974 BC Labourers’ Newsletter when Business Manager Al Herd reported that:

“on Wednesday July 10th, our members employed by Elk Creek Water Works went out on strike to 

endeavour to improve their standard of living. Approximately eleven brothers are affected. This is 

apparently the first strike in over 50 years. We wish them every success.”

In the October 1974 issue, Bro. Herd reported:

“Our Brothers employed by Elk Creek Water Works are still on strike and they deserve our fullest support. 

This is the first strike these Brothers have been directly involved with and they have been sticking it out 

for a very basic principle, that of shift differential which to date the company has not seen fit to consider. 

We would suggest that these Brothers will shortly be going into their third month and as strike pay 

doesn’t go very far, be given every encouragement to stick it out and win this strike.”

By December 1974, the strike had been won:

“Since the last Newsletter, we have some good news. We now have reached an Agreement with Elk 

Creek Waterworks after approximately three months on strike. As previously reported, it was a matter 

of principle and the settlement reached was amicable. The only trouble is that we go into negotiations 

almost right away.”
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The Elk Creek Water Works bargaining unit may not have been large, but it is worth noting that its members were 

as prepared as those in roadbuilding or building construction to endure a long strike in order to incorporate into 

their Agreement an issue which they felt to be a matter of principle. 

In the March and June, 1975 Newsletters, Bro. Herd reported briefly that the new round of negotiations was 

underway but so far no result. Presumably, this round was settled quietly because the next mention of the Elk Creek 

Water Works is when Bro. Herd reported on the results of several sets of negotiations in the May 1977 Newsletter, 

among them “Elk Creek Waterworks in Chilliwack … who since 1974 earnings have gone from $4.00 per hour to 

over $8.00 per hour.”

Eight dollars per hour may have been one of the higher rates at the company since in November 1979, the new 

Local 602 Business Manager, Rolly Gordon, reported that:

“The following agreements have been concluded and ratified by Local 602 members:

Elk Creek Waterworks – Chilliwack

Two year agreement:

1st year – 55c increase to a $7.25 base.

2nd year – 60c increase to a $7.80 base.

Plus increase in benefits, plus increased holidays.”

Two years later Elk Creek Water Works was bought out and of course all reports cease. Nevertheless, this small 

bargaining unit was able to mount a three-month strike thanks to the support of its Local Union and afterwards, as 

is often the case once workers have shown the employer that they will not be cowed, they were able to negotiate 

substantial increases to their rates and benefits, doubling them and so more than keeping pace with inflation 

between 1974 and 1977. It may have been a small backwater bargaining unit a long way from the Local Union 

office, but its members appear to have been well satisfied with their Union.
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APPENDICES – Appendix V
The Labourers’ Pension Plan


APPENDIX V: THE LABOURERS’ PENSION PLAN
The four LiUNA Locals in British Columbia were the last of the major Building Trades Unions to establish a pension 

plan. However, by 1975 the lack of a plan was becoming both a problem and an embarrassment. As an October, 

1975 editorial in The BC Labourers’ Newsletter entitled “Family security … You union’s concern” observed, the “lack of 

fringe benefits” in the four LiUNA Locals’ agreements was affecting “not only our relationship with our employers, 

but with other trades as well.” Below this was a table showing both the individual and the total fringe benefits 

negotiated with the Construction Labour Relations Association by the fourteen trades: the Labourers with a total 

of 30 cents an hour were by far and away lowest on the list, with the Carpenters at 56 cents being the next lowest. 

Most of the difference between the Labourers and the Carpenters benefits was as a result of pension plan funding, 

with the Carpenters getting 20 cents an hour for their pension plan while the Labourers, since they had no plan, 

receiving of course nothing. The editorial continued:

“As has been graphically illustrated, we the Labourers are either individually smarter and provide better for 

our retirement years or we are away behind the other trades in assuring that our membership is provided 

with the necessary benefits to enjoy their declining years in dignity and health.

“Surely, we owe to our older members as much as they gave to us. They and they alone are responsible 

for the benefits that we enjoy today. They are the people who fought and suffered so that we enjoy free 

room and board, a health and welfare plan second to none, the highest wages in the Dominion of Canada, 

holiday and vacation pay at twelve per cent and numerous other fringe benefits of which we are justly 

proud. …

“Your executive boards (four locals) have decided to delve into the feasibility of a Pension Plan and will 

be consulting with professional people (actuaries, etc.) in an endeavour to determine whether or not a 

Pension Plan should be put into being ….”

In the December, 1975 Newsletter, Local 1070’s Business Manager Bill Stevenson reported the four locals were still 

awaiting the actuarial study but:

“As soon as we get this information, it will be taken to the Membership. I can assure you that if the figures 

sound reasonable, we will call a Special Meeting or have a referendum vote by the whole Membership on 

this matter.”
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The only issue of the Newsletter we have from 1976, an eight page issue in April, was devoted to explaining the 

results of that actuarial study, a pension plan proposal that, if ratified by the membership, would be submitted to 

the CLRA in that year’s negotiations. Arguing in favour of the plan in his Local 168 Business Manager’s Report, Bill 

Milner noted that:

“In the past it was not possible to get unanimity among the four local unions and … we were unable 

to produce that [pension plan proposal] which you desired. We have, we believe, overcome these 

obstacles—except for what would appear to be politically oriented opposition—and we are submitting 

the proposed plan for your perusal and study. …

“We have gone to some length to explain to you that professional opinions were solicited as it appears 

that in some areas it is being loudly proclaimed that the plan is financially unsound. We propose to 

believe the professionals rather than the individuals who have been and are opposed to pension plans on 

a philosophical or a political basis. …

“Within the next few weeks you will be receiving, in the mail, a ballot and a stamped return envelope. I 

would urge you to ensure that you mark your ballot and drop it in the mail immediately.”

The result of the ballot was that a majority of the membership of LiUNA’s four construction locals voted to include 

the issue of establishing the Labourers’ Pension Plan (LPP) in their 1976 bargaining demands and then struck 

for six weeks to obtain it. But, as Bro. Milner’s report indicates, there was some controversy over the issue and 

the opposition seems to have been quite vocal and persistent, if not very large. Even after the matter had been 

settled at the bargaining table, the LPP’s opponents were sufficiently active to warrant an editorial in the March 

1977 Newsletter attacking them for “electioneering on the streets and to the public at large on a matter that is the 

business of only the members of the four labourer local unions”. There is no mention of this opposition after March 

1977, which presumably means they either ceased their activities or else ceased to be considered a threat to the 

Plan’s implementation.

IMPLEMENTING THE PLAN

The April Newsletter’s explanation of how the projected Plan would operate was based on employer contributions 

of 14 cents an hour and this was the contribution rate achieved by the six week strike. It had been intended that 

the first pension cheques would be issued on January 1, 1977, but because of delays caused by Prime Minister 
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Trudeau’s Anti-Inflation Board (see Chapter 18), they were not issued until near the end of May. By August, 120 

members were receiving their Plan pension cheques. The May Newsletter contained an editorial explaining that:

“The philosophy behind the Plan structure is unique in that the first objective of the Trustees was to 

ensure that the members opting for immediate retirement would be entitled to the maximum benefits. It 

does not take much foresight to realize that, for those retirees, improvements made in the future would 

come much too late. The debt paid to our older members must come immediately or not at all. This 

debt will be paid in a relatively short time and thereafter the Trustees will be devoting their energies to 

guarantee that each and every labourer will be able to live out his retirement years in dignity and security.”

Paul Jensen, the LPP’s Administrator (as well as the Medical and Benefit Plan’s Administrator) also wrote a report 

in the May Newsletter answering members’ questions, including the age at which members could apply for their 

pension: 60. Another question of especial interest to older members with long service was, “Do I get any credit 

for my past service membership with the Local Union?” To which the answer was yes, full credit for past service 

would be made provided the member had 1,200 hours of contributions to the Plan in its first two years: these 

contributions could be made either by the employer or by the member through self-payment.

INVESTING IN BC

The Labourers’ Pension Plan’s early years were uneventful: total annual contributions may have been dependent 

on the provincial work picture, but the LPP’s assets and the number of members receiving pensions  grew 

steadily. According to the annual Financial Statements, at first most of the plan’s assets were in short term, liquid 

investments in order to be sure of having sufficient cash on hand to meet the growing monthly cost of pension 

cheques. By 1980 the LPP was paying a total of $42,572 a month to 184 pensioners and had invested just over  

$2 million of the LPP’s then nearly $7 million worth of assets in mortgages with the bulk of the rest ($4 million) 

in term deposits and debentures. The mortgages were acquired from, administered by, and also guaranteed by 

Vancouver City Savings Credit Union.

However, as an editorial by the publisher, Bruce Busby, from the January 28, 1981 Smithers Interior Daily News 

reprinted in the March, 1981 Newsletter shows, the LPP’s Trustees decided that its growing asset base now justified 

a new investment strategy:

“It is popular these days to blame anything from the cost of having babies to inflation on the transnational 

corporations, the middlemen, the government and, of course, the unions. 

“Here, however, is a neat and nice twist on what unions do. A week ago last Tuesday I met with Harold 

Mulrooney, president and assistant business manager of the Tunnel and Rock Workers, Local 168, and Paul 

Jensen, administrator for the labourers’ medical and pension plans.

“These two were in Smithers, along with Bruce Ferguson from the Labour Council in Terrace, to erect  

a sign on the new forestry building being constructed by Nora Holdings Limited, announcing to all the 

world that through the construction workers’ pension fund they are participating in the financing along 

with the West Coast Credit and Savings Union. …

“Paul Jensen—‘Our pension fund was only started in 1976 and it is just in the last couple of years there 

has been a sufficient amount so the 10 per cent [government-mandated investment limit for pension 

plans] could be used for investments. Under the guidance of the trustees, and through references to us 

from such financial institutions as West Coast, we look for secure investments which will create jobs for  

our members. …
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“’This is a British Columbia fund being used for BC projects—the money does not go, nor will go, outside 

the province.’ …

“Talking to the two union reps, I was impressed with the up-front nature of the whole programme. … 

the construction trades pension fund investment trust is run by trustees from the unions involved. Every 

project in which they might participate is thoroughly reviewed and they use all the expertise available to 

them – the mortgage managers of the credit unions, CMHC [Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation] 

and various accounting and legal people.

“Think of the giant breath of fresh air that would blow through such giant pension funds as exist for the 

BCGEU and the teachers—think what kind of a boost to the economy there would be if they could openly 

manage their investment portfolios.”

Investments in projects such as the Smithers forestry building continued to be featured in Newsletters throughout 

the 1980s and early 1990s. The cover of the December, 1983 issue features a mock-up of what would become the 

H.W. Flesher Housing Co-operative on Kingsway in Vancouver while inside there is a photograph of another LPP-

funded project in Kamloops. The March 1990 issue featured a full page article on the $32 million Academy Gardens 

project in Victoria, a project for which the Vancouver Island Building Trades Council had actively lobbied, that 

created two hundred union jobs, and in which the LPP had invested. Other projects which the LPP funded (at least 

in part) that were featured in the Newsletter in the early 1990s include the Cherry Hill condominium housing project 

in Vancouver, the Wescraft Industrial Park on Vancouver Island, and in 1994, after the untimely death of Bro. Jensen, 

Jensen Park - “Comox’s First Controlled Subdivision” according to the photograph.

CONCERT PROPERTIES

Most of the Labourers Pension Plan’s projects appear to have been joint ventures with other Building Trades Union 

pension plans and were designed to provide work for union members and union contractors while ensuring  

a decent return for their respective plans. Bro. Jensen reported in 1991 that one LPP investment, the Vancouver 

Land Corporation, was expected to involve fifteen to twenty union pension funds and build some three thousand 

houses. This is the first mention in the Newsletter of what was later to become the union pension plan-owned 

Concert Properties (actually founded in 1989). It is now one of the Lower Mainland’s premier developers and since 

1991 has undertaken billions of dollars worth of union-built projects not only in BC but in Alberta and Ontario  

as well. 

THE RESTRUCTURING

Before dealing with the government-ordered restructuring of the Labourers Pension Plan, it is worth noting that 

governments have frequently granted large employers such as Air Canada “contribution holidays” (i.e. they do not 

have to make the contributions required by their collective agreement) when their employee pension plans are 

considered “overfunded” because the book value of their plan’s assets have been greatly inflated by bubbling stock 

markets. When, as they inevitably do, the markets later crash and their employee pension plans suddenly become 

seriously underfunded, governments have with equal frequency granted large employers what might be called 

“deficiency payment holidays”, i.e. governments do not enforce regulations which require that employers, in order 

to restore their employee pension plans to a fully funded state, make contributions substantially greater than the 

amount required by their collective agreements. The LPP and the other Building Trades Pension Plans affected 

by pension plan rule changes introduced by the federal and provincial governments in 1993 and 1994 were not 

granted similar consideration, with serious consequences for our pensioners. 

It is also worth noting that in 1988 the LPP’s rate of return on its investments was 18 per cent, largely because it did 

not invest in the stock market. The LPP report in the December, 1987 Newsletter states that:
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“While the present work picture has resulted in less contributions than normal, due to Federal and 

especially Provincial Government policies, your Pension Plan continues to increase the asset basis while at 

the same time putting Pension funds to work creating jobs for the building trades membership. …

“To those members who have been worries about their Pension Plan during the recent Stock and Bond 

Market crash, and with the trembling still going on, we are pleased to state that your Pension Plan did not, 

and does not, have any Pension funds in those markets. Instead the funds remain invested in Mortgages 

and Land and Building assets.”

In the December 1993 issue of the Newsletter Pension Plan, Gwen Smith, the Plan’s Operations Manager, reported 

that new federal and provincial legislation governing pension plans was about to have a major effect on the 

Labourers Pension Plan:

“The [provincial] legislation requires that several changes to the Plan Rules and the form of Pension 

Plan Investments be made. Many of these changes will cost the Plan a significant amount of money. 

Registration alone will cost the Plan $20,000 per year.

“Amendments to the Federal Regulations governing Pension Plan investments were also made … The 

Provincial Investment Guidelines are virtually the same as the Federal and both require that the Pension 

Plan’s Investment Portfolio must change significantly over the next five years.”

The new pension plan regulations required the LPP to rebalance its portfolio within five years by investing a much 

greater proportion of its assets in financial instruments such as stocks, bonds, and debentures. This required the 

Plan to sell off the bulk of its real estate investments. As the Plan’s Financial Manager Cathy McGuinty reported 

in the December 1995 Newsletter, “The conversion of your real estate portfolio to financial assets must be 

implemented to achieve the highest rate of return on your investments. Also, to comply with current legislation 

this portfolio must be converted by mid-1999.” Compelling the Plan to sell the bulk of its real estate holdings would 

have been costly at the best of times. Unfortunately, the mid-1990s were not the best of times and these forced 

sales coincided with a depressed provincial real estate market. Fifty-six per cent of the Plan’s real estate holding had 

been sold by the end of 1996, but in its effort to comply with the new regulations, the Plan had had no choice but 

to sell properties at a loss. Simultaneously, the construction industry was undergoing one of its periodic slumps 

with the result that employer-paid contributions fell from $10.3 million in 1991 to a low of $7.4 million in 1993, 

a decline of $2.9 million. This unforeseen and perhaps unforeseeable combination of circumstances reduced the 

Plan’s solvency ratio to less than 40 per cent, leaving it with no choice but to cut pensions and pension credits by 

an average of 35 per cent in 1995.

REBUILDING THE PLAN

As late as 1999 and 2000 the Plan was still selling real estate assets into what Sister McGuinty described as a “very 

soft” commercial real estate market and a provincial economy in the doldrums. However, the cut to pensions and 

pension credits had achieved their goal and the Plan was beginning to rebuild. In the December, 2000 Newsletter, 

Sister McGuinty was able to report that the LPP had now achieved a “’good year”’ and in December, 2003 she was 

able to report that at a time when many pension plans were suffering losses as a result of a fall in stock markets, 

the LPP’s assets had actually increased in value. By February, 2006 the Trustees were able to report in a Benefit 

Newsletter that the Plan was now in a position to consider incremental improvements in benefits. In 2007, for the 

first time in a decade, some substantial improvements to benefits were in fact implemented.

The cut to pension benefits was a traumatic experience for the Labourers’ Union in BC, one not made any easier by 

the fact that some of the other Building Trades unions experienced even more severe problems with their pension 

plans. As well as sending letters to every member explaining what had happened and what steps were being taken 
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to deal with the crisis, the union had held membership meetings throughout the province to discuss the Plan’s 

future. If not always easy, the meetings and letters were successful in persuading the membership that the Plan’s 

difficulties could be overcome. Perhaps the best evidence of this is Local 1611’s Retiree Council, which at over 1,000 

members is the largest in LiUNA: a good many of its members are active in the Council’s affairs and still attend their 

local membership meetings. Since the restructuring, the Labourers Pension Plan has remained fully funded through 

more than one economic crisis (including that of 2008) and continues to provide benefits far superior to those 

available from non-union or pseudo-union contractors. According to the Plan’s current Chair, Richard Saunders, 

the Labourers Pension Plan “is now over 100 per cent funded on the two key measurements, going concern and 

solvency, and we believe that its funding status now places it among the top 4 per cent of defined benefit plans in 

North America.”

A BRIEF FINANCIAL POSTSCRIPT

This is not the place for a discussion of the vagaries of markets and of actuarial formulae as they affect pension 

plans. However, it is worth observing that there is no such thing as a 100 per cent safe and secure investment, 

whether in the financial or the property markets. It is also worth noting that between 1977 and 1993 the 

investments made by the Trustees of the LPP complied in all respects with government pension plan regulations. 

Nor was the Plan ever at risk of failing to meet its current obligations—its solvency problem lay with its ability 

to meet its future obligations as defined by standard actuarial rules. These rules define solvency as a ratio of the 

extent to which a plan’s assets are sufficient to meet its obligations to all current and future members, i.e. to pay 

pensions to all the plan’s members when they become due. By changing the method of valuing assets from at cost 

to current market value, the government with the stroke of a pen reduced the paper value of the Plan’s assets by 

some 30 per cent or more. By then compelling the Plan to sell the bulk of its real estate investments within five 

years rather than allow it to wait until the real estate market recovered, the government forced the Plan to lock in 

its paper losses and convert them into real and substantive losses. The combined effect on the plan’s solvency ratio 

and on its assets was devastating.
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APPENDICES – Appendix VI
The Labourers’ Medical and Benefit Plan


THE CONSTRUCTION AND Specialized Workers’ Medical and Benefit Plan of BC was formed in 1970 after 

the industry-wide Construction Industry Medical Plan was dissolved. This previous multi-union, multi-employer plan 

had proved unwieldy to administer and unable to meet the needs of the BC Building Trades unions’ memberships. 

The new LiUNA plan remained employer-funded but was jointly administered solely by the four BC construction 

locals, and from the start, according to the Plan’s then Administrator Paul Jensen, was able to provide superior 

service and better benefits than the old industry-wide plan. It was also, as he observed in a Plan update in the July, 

1974 issue of The BC Labourers’ Newsletter, administered by the Trustees “on the principle that basic health care for 

proper health should be totally paid for”. 

EXPANDING COVERAGE

The history of the Medical Plan is as uneventful as one would hope for a trust fund, the regular Plan updates in the 

Newsletter from its Administrators consisting almost entirely of routine reports on the Plan’s finances (including the 

annual audited financial statements), descriptions of changes to its benefits, and explanations of the Plan’s rules 

and procedures. In July, 1974 Bro. Jensen reported that improvements in the Plan since its birth included:

“Extended Health Care: The deductible for the family has been reduced from $50 to $25 per year. Benefits 

have improved in many fields without cost, especially in Out-of-Province or Out-of-Country coverage in 

hospital care. Increased maximum benefit in paramedical limit, or total elimination of limit, has also been 

realized.

“Wage Indemnity: Since the inception of the Plan the benefits have increased from a 1-8-13 at $50 per 

week benefit to a 1-4-30 at $80 per week benefit. [Note: the formula 1-8-13 means the benefit began 

on the first day of a non-occupational accident or on the eighth day of an illness and lasted for thirteen 

weeks at $50 per week. This was improved on March 1, 1974 to 1-4-30, i.e. the benefit still began on the 

first day of an accident but now commenced on the fourth day of an illness and lasted for thirty weeks at 

$80 per week.]

“Life Insurance: This benefit has been improved by your Trustees from a $3,000 Life Insurance benefit at 

July, 1970 to a present benefit of $8,000.

“Dental: Commencement of a dental plan, second to none, for sound dental care without excess financial 

burden to the member.”
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In December, 1974 Bro. Jensen noted that the dental plan, then starting its third year in operation, had so far cost 

over $2 million, a seemingly “astronomical” amount for a plan covering some 6,500 members. But “when you take 

into consideration the benefits provided”, that is good dental care for between “20,000 and 50,000 people per 

month (members, spouses, and children)”.

Although the dental plan may have been the single costliest improvement in the Medical and Benefit Plan’s 

coverage for members and their families, over the years there have been many other significant improvements in 

the Plan’s coverage. These include such items as prescription drugs, eyeglasses and contact lenses, hearing aids, 

medical supplies and equipment, nicotine patches, chiropractic, physiotherapy, and counselling by a registered 

psychologist.

THE HIDDEN COST OF GOVERNMENT MEDICAL PLANS

Because the Plan pays the provincial government’s Medical Services Plan (MSP) premiums on behalf of its active 

members, the only hint of a disturbance in the uneventful course of the Plan’s routine from the Administrators’ 

Newsletter reports has been when MSP premiums have been increased. 

The Medical and Benefit Plan is funded by employer contributions which are based on the hours worked by 

LiUNA members covered by Collective Agreements in BC Since these contributions are fixed for the term of the 

agreement, the Plan’s income has always fluctuated according to the state of the province’s construction industry, 

with revenue being subject to sometimes drastic and usually unpredictable rises and falls.

Unfortunately, when revenue falls for a prolonged period or fixed costs rise more than anticipated, there is little  

the Plan can do to reduce its expenditures except adjust coverage. Its administrative expenses have always  

been low, running at around 8 per cent of expenditures (less than half the fees charged by private-for-profit  

benefit plan providers in Canada). But even when revenue is high, the Plan has no control over how much the 

providers of medical services charge and the main provider of such services is the provincial government’s  

Medical Services Plan.

While increases in the BC Dental Association’s fee schedule can certainly create difficulties for the Plan, MSP 

premium increases charged by the provincial government have historically been the major source of unforeseen 

increases in costs to the Plan. In 1995, according to the Plan’s then Administrator Gwen Smith, paying MSP 

premiums on behalf of members and their families accounted for 40 per cent of the Plan’s total expenditures. 

Increases in MSP premiums (as well as in the cost of the government’s Pharmacare program) can therefore have as 

serious effect on the Plan’s ability to maintain its levels of coverage as the construction industry’s economic health.

In the December 1983 Newsletter, after covering the effects of Bill Bennett’s “restraint” program, which included a  

50 per cent increase in MSP premiums (see Chapter 19), on the Plan’s finances, Bro. Jensen described the 

adjustments to coverage the Plan’s Trustees had made in response. He concluded by observing that “on benefits the 

costs pressure is constantly being passed on to your Plan by the stroke of the government without negotiation or 

consultation or regard to the cost impact on benefit plans who are tied in with collective agreements.”

In 1991, the Social Credit government again raised MSP premiums, this time by 13 per cent, the Pharmacare 

deductible was increased by 15 per cent, and the BC Dental Association raised its fees by 5 per cent, again forcing 

the Plan to adjust coverage. In 1993, under the NDP, MSP premiums rose by a relatively minor $1.00 per person 

but the Pharmacare deductible rose by 25 per cent, from $400 to $500, a direct increase in costs to the Plan of 

up to $100 per member. The deductible rose again in 1994 (to $600) and on this occasion the Plan’s Trustees felt 

compelled to respond by cutting coverage of prescription drugs from 100 per cent to 80 per cent.
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Throughout its history, the Plan’s Administrators and Trustees have attempted to maintain a balance between 

ensuring that existing benefits are adequately funded and that new benefits are added as the need for them is 

identified. Two years after prescription drug coverage was reduced to 80 per cent, the then Administrator Cathy 

McGuinty reported in the January 1996 Newsletter that the Trustees had recently approved covering the cost 

of hearing aids to a maximum of $1,000 in a five year period, the cost of a Licensed Acupuncturist to a yearly 

maximum of $400, and the cost of a Speech Therapist (also to a yearly maximum of $400). 

ADJUSTING TO AUSTERITY

In 2002 the newly elected Liberal government (see Chapter 20) once more increased MSP premiums by 50 per cent. 

In 2009 premiums were again increased, this time by 18 per cent and the Plan’s Administrator, Tara Campbell wrote 

in the June 2010 Benefit Newsletter:

“The [2009] statements show a decrease in assets of the plan due to higher claiming through the year 

and lower revenue from contributions. In the current economic downturn, this is to be expected as there 

are fewer worked hours being reported. The Plan’s surplus is intended to be used during just such a time. 

With a return to higher worked hours as he economy improves, it is expected that the plan surplus will be 

rebuilt. … Rest assured that our plan continues to have industry leading benefits at competitive rates.”

As Sister Campbell noted, the Plan’s surplus enabled it to maintain existing benefits for working members, but 

adjustments did have to be made to the coverage of “self-pay” members, that is retired and unemployed members 

who were making contributions to the Plan directly rather than having contributions made on their behalf by their 

employer. Mark Olsen, Local 1611’s then Business Manager and the Chair of the Plan’s Board, reported that:

“Your Medical Plan Board had a difficult decision to make this year, to ensure that the self-payment 

coverage for members was self-sustaining. … our Plan had no choice but to make changes to the 

coverage and increase the monthly costs. … for those members who self-pay we know that we have a 

competitive plan that provides good coverage. This is clearly evident as most of the eligible self-payers 

have decided to stay on the Plan.”

In 2012, some forty years after its founding, the Construction and Specialized Workers’ Medical and Benefit Plan had 

greatly expanded the range and nature of the benefits it offered. It was financially sound and able to provide an 

attractive benefits package even to its retired and unemployed members. As Bro. Strand remarked in Chapter 17, 

some members who went on to start their own companies “stayed in the union even though they never worked 

except as management. Some of them stayed on because of our medical plan. It was as good a plan as you could 

get.” Given the assault on labour which had taken place during this period (see Section III), this was a remarkable 

achievement. But perhaps the best testament to the Plan’s value is from a letter published in May, 1977 Newsletter:

“Dear Sir,

I have received all the insurance money and benefits claimed in my husband’s death. Oren Marvin Bradshaw … 

I wish to thank you all for sending it so promptly and it has been a great help to me.

I thank you for the Union Policies which make the Benefits possible.

Sincerely,

Mrs. Irma Bradshaw”
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Author’s Afterword & Acknowledgements


(for Randy MacLeod and Percy Smith)

THIS IS AN unabashedly pro-union history, for which I make no apologies. When one reads other accounts 

of the history of British Columbia since the Second World War, the role of unions generally receives short shrift. 

Even those not entirely unsympathetic to them are under the illusion that changes in federal and provincial labour 

legislation during and after the war initially levelled the playing field between labour and management. This illusion 

is the result of ignorance of the conditions under which unions actually operate.

In 1953, Stacey Warner, while organizing pipeline workers for this union, was threatened with a shotgun by a 

company thug hired for that purpose. No one expected the police to take note. In 1981, the Labour Relations Board 

ignored the fact that the employer had offered Dean Homewood a $1,000 bribe to change his vote—right at the 

LRB office—when LiUNA Local 1070 was attempting to certify the bargaining unit where he worked. Ignoring 

naked violence had been replaced by ignoring blatant lawbreaking, and the result was not the same. Stacey Warner 

succeeded in organizing pipeline workers, the certification vote at Dean Homewood’s employer was lost.

The use of the LRB as a means of subverting the law has only grown more obvious since 1981. And it is only one 

of many tools in the modern employer’s anti-union arsenal. Anyone who writes a history of British Columbia which 

turns a blind eye to the extent to which the power of the employer and of the province’s business elite has grown 

at the expense of its working people in the past fifty years is in practice colluding with this assault on workers and 

their primary means of self-defence, the labour movement.

The legal rights of trade unions, including their right even to exist, are now and have always been a political 

question. The position here taken is that, precisely because it is a political question, one can no more remain  

neutral on the issue of trade union rights than one can cast a vote for more than one party in a general election. 

One either supports the unfettered right of workers to belong to a union and to engage in free collective 

bargaining or one does not: there is no middle ground. When one lives under a so-called free market economy,  

one cannot legitimately use the argument of “public interest” to modify trade union rights, since in practice any 

such modification will merely substitute the employer’s interest for that of an ill-defined and generic public’s.  

This does not mean that unions can do no wrong: it simply means that in a society which presumes unions can 

do no right, the only possibility of an effective counterbalance begins with making defiance of this prejudice one’s 

default position.

I should at this point perhaps mention that my knowledge of the construction industry and of LiUNA’s role within it 

has been obtained at second hand, as an employee of Local 1611 engaged in strategic research and analysis for the 
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Local over the past eight years. However, my knowledge of the labour movement in BC and the fifty-year assault 

upon it has been gained first hand. I worked for some ten years in the forest industry, during which time I was an 

IWA Job Steward, a logging Camp Chairman, and a member of the IWA Haney Local 1-367’s Executive Board. In over 

twenty years as a commercial fisherman, I was a member of the United Fishermen & Allied Worker’s Union’s General 

Executive Board, Secretary-Treasurer of its then one-thousand-member Vancouver Fishermen’s Local 1, a full-time 

Organizer for a year, and finally, the Fishermen’s Strike Captain during the UFAWU’s 1989 industry-wide “Free 

Trade” strike. I mention all this because neither the IWA nor the UFAWU still exist as independent unions or even as 

shadows of their former selves.

I should like to thank the many people who have helped with the writing of this book. It would not have been 

possible without the generous gift of their time and their patience (with my ignorance) of those interviewed: 

Manuel Alvernaz, Joe Barrett, Nelson Becker of Kootenay Express Newspaper, Ann Beil, Jim Blair, Marvin Cardinal, 

Roger Caron, Chuck Chatten, Brian Cox, Bill Cowin, Patricia Crawford and the staff at BC Hydro Archives Library, 

Gord Davidson, Ray DeCosse, Shona Dion, Hugh Dye, Les Erickson, Bruce Ferguson, Fred Goddard, Bob Hart,  

Al Herd, Dean Homewood, Lynda Hudson, Danny Klein, Al Madsen, R.L. McDonald, Jim & Sylvia McKims,  

Nav Malhotra, Fern Martel, Shelley Moore, Nelson Morey, Dennis Morgan, Tony Parkinson, Peter Palm, Gary Palmiere, 

Tom Petras, Dave Pringle, Tom Quaite, Richard Saunders, Rick Spencer, Carl Strand, Don “Stretch” Strank,  

William “Bill” Utterson Jr., Murray Vizer, Leroy Vollans, and Paul Zanella. Although not all are directly quoted, every 

one of those interviewed greatly contributed to my knowledge and understanding of LiUNA’s history in BC I should 

also like to thank Merrick Walsh for conducting some of these interviews and Mark Olsen for his help locating many 

of the written sources, sharing his knowledge of the industry, and providing the account of Bro. John Norton’s 

troubles with the WCB.

Lastly, I should like to thank Angela Kenyon for her meticulous copy editing, proof-reading and support for what 

must at times have seemed like an unwieldy mass of material and Patrizia Maestrello of Local 1611’s COPE staff for 

all the work she has done on this book—locating sources, arranging and transcribing interviews, reviewing material, 

collecting photographs, and countless other tasks without which this book would still be a work in progress.

Any mistakes with respect to particular facts are of course my own. 

The author in 1980, working as an IWA landing bucker in Port Douglas, Harrison Lake, BC.
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