
It has been a busy fall for Manitoba’s labour 
movement
Sisters, brothers and friends, Manitoba’s 
labour movement is facing another four 
years of the Pallister government, but we 
are doing so united and stronger than 
ever. .

As we have done for the previous 3.5 
years, Manitoba’s unions will continue to 
be a strong voice on behalf of working 
families against the Pallister government’s 
cuts and privatization moves.

PALLISTER’S AGENDA
The fall legislative session has seen a 
number of re-introduced bills that had 
died because of Pallister’s snap election 
call this summer. Among them are the bill 
that would ban project labour agreements 
in Manitoba, which have been shown time 
and again to deliver superior value for 
money while ensuring fair wages and safe 
working conditions for Manitoba workers. 

Also re-introduced were the bills to 
eliminate the Chief Prevention Officer and 

to privatize the provision of conciliation 
and mediation services.  The Pallister 
government has also introduced a 
bill to tinker around the edges of it’s 
unconstitutional wage-freeze legislation, 
which have been fighting in court this fall. 

TEAMSTERS STRIKE                                              
In November, Teamsters Canada Rail 
Conference (TCRC), exercised its legal 
right to strike against Canadian National 
Railway (CN). The union was fighting 
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City of Winnipeg studying living wage 
policy
No one should work full-time and still have trouble making ends 
meet because they earn wages that are below the poverty line. 
The MFL has long advocated for a provincial minimum wage of 
$15/hr.

Now, led by advocates like CUPE 500 and the Canadian Centre 
for Policy Alternatives - Manitoba, the the City of Winnipeg is 
considering adopting a living wage policy for its workforce. 

In September, I was proud to present to the City’s EPC about 
the need for a living wage policy to ensure all City of Winnipeg 

workers earn at least $15/hr. Currently, only 87 per cent of City of 
Winnipeg workers earn at least that much. 

We will continue to keep you posted as this policy is debated at 
City Hall. Winnipeg has the opportunity to became a national 
leader by committing to a living wage for all employees. 

for badly needed health and safety 
improvements. Despite calls from 
Conservative politicians to legislate them 
back to work, the Teamsters were able 
to reach a tentative agreement with CN. 
There was a strong show of solidarity from 
Manitoba’s labour movement during the 
eight day strike. 

WINNIPEG’S PROPOSED BUDGET 
CUTS 
The City of Winnipeg’s new four year 
budget process has proposed a number 
of cuts to programs and services. Some 
of the recommendations include closures 
to pools, arenas, libraries, and reductions 
to recreation and leisure programs that 
Winnipeg families enjoy and rely on.

In November, I was proud to present to 
the City’s Executive Policy Committee 
about how the proposed cuts to public 
services were wrong, and would only 
serve to harm those who need city 
services most. 

Unfortunately, the City refuses to have 
a real conversation about the need 
for more revenue to fund the services 
Winnipeggers want from their city. I’d 
like to thank municipal unions like CUPE 
500, ATU 1505, and WAPSO for the hard 
work they have been doing to organize 
opposition to these proposed cuts. 

CUPE 204 VOTES TO AFFILIATE 
In November, the membership of CUPE 
204 has voted to affiliate to the Manitoba 
Federation of Labour.

 As health care workers, CUPE 204 
members have been on the front lines 
pushing back against the Pallister 
government’s attacks on our health care 
system. We are stronger as a united labour 
movement in standing up to cuts and 
moves to privatize services.

VIOLENCE AT LIQUOR MARTS       
Finally, we have seen increasing levels of 
violence towards Liquor Mart workers, 
including one serious assault in Winnipeg 

that sent a worker to hospital. All workers 
deserve to be safe on the job, and we will 
continue to support the MGEU as they 
push for solutions from both Manitoba 
Liquor and Lotteries and the Pallister 
government to make these stores safe for 
workers. 

In Solidarity,

Kevin Rebeck
PRESIDENT OF THE MANITOBA  
FEDERATION OF LABOUR

PESIDENT REBECK SPEAKS AT CUPE RALLY AGAINST THE PROPOSED PRIVATIZATION OF CITY GOLF COURSES IN BRANDON

decade of a right-wing government to build 
stronger labour laws and advocate for more 
supports for working families in that province. I 
spoke about the differences we have experienced 
here in Manitoba between NDP and Conservative 
governments. The labour movement didn’t get 
everything we asked for under the NDP, but 
we were at the table and we knew that the 
matters raised by workers would be treated 
with respect. The same cannot be said for the 
Pallister government. 

This fall, the physicians who work for the 
province’s Lifeflight air ambulances threatened 
to quit over the Pallister government’s plans to 
privatize air ambulance services, citing patient 
safety concerns. 

Expectant mothers and families in Flin Flon 
were dealt a blow recently when the Pallister 
government decided to shut down child birth 
services at Flin Flon hospital.  

And if cutting services to help mothers give 
birth wasn’t shameful enough, we have also 
learned that seniors at Deer Lodge Centre in 
Winnipeg are seeing their recreation therapy 
services cut in half. 

I’m not sure how much lower you can get than 
cutting health services for women who need to 
give birth and health services for seniors, but 
unfortunately I’m sure the Pallister government 
will find a way. 

It will take a strong labour movement here in 
Manitoba to continue to stand up to the Pallister 
government. 

We are stronger united, and a number of locals 
have affiliated to the MFL in recent months. 
Since Convention, Ironworkers Local 728, 
MGEU Local 431, PSAC Components 50081, 
50771, and 50773, as well as Teamsters 
Canada Rail Conference have all affiliated to our 
federation. Welcome to the MFL family. 

In solidarity,

Kevin Rebeck 
President, Manitoba Federation of Labour
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[1] President Rebeck joins CUPW 
members on strike in Winnipeg [2] 
President Rebeck speaks with workers at 
the Manitoba Building Trades rally against 
Bill 28. [3] President Rebeck prior to 
presenting at the federal government’s 
Standing Committee on Finance. [4] 
President Rebeck delivers the opening 
address at the 2018 Health & Safety 
Conference. [5] President Rebeck speaks 
about the centennial celebrations of the 
Winnipeg General Strike at the UFCW 
Local 832 Policy Conference. 
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Manitoba to provide 
employment leave 
to victims of sexual 
violence

Led by advocacy from the labour 
movement, Manitoba was the first 
province in Canada to introduce 
paid leave for survivors of domestic 
violence in 2016. Many other provinces 
and jurisdictions in North America 
have followed Manitoba’s lead in this 
groundbreaking legislation since.

Now, the Pallister government has 
introduced a bill in the Manitoba 
Legislature that would extend these 
employment leave provisions - 
including five paid days - to those 
experiencing sexual violence, stalking, 
and those whose children are 
experiencing interpersonal violence. 

This fall, the Pallister government 
requested input from the Labour 
Management Review Committee on 
these proposed measures, and I’m 
proud to say that there was unanimous 
support to extend these leave 

provisions from both business and 
labour.

More work needs to be done to 
eliminate gender-based violence here 
in Manitoba, but measures like this are 
important steps in providing survivors 
with the opportunity to ge the help 
they need without fear of losing their 
jobs. 

To learn more about how you or 
your members can access type of 
employment leave, visit mfl.ca.

Women’s Memorial Lunch
On December 6th, the MFL Women’s 
Committee held their annual Memorial 
Lunch in honour of the National Day of 
Remembrance and Action on Violence 
Against Women.

The theme of this year’s lunch was ‘Build 
Consent Culture, Stop Violence Against 
Women’ and featured a keynote speech by 
Nicole Chammartin, Executive Director of 
Klinic Community Health. 

In her speech, Chammartin highlighted 
the role that all feminist allies can play in 
building a culture of consent to reduce 
violence against women, especially sexual 
violence. The speech was well received, 
and led to a lot of discussion. 

Just before this year’s Memorial Lunch, 
the MFL Women’s Committee received 
the unfortunate news that the Manitoba 
Office for the Status of Women has 
stopped the long-standing practice of 
gathering (and sharing) information about 
women who have died tragically in acts 
of violence in our province each year, and 
will instead only report the total number 
of women killed.

Women victims of violence should never 
be relegated to being just statistics. These 
women are mothers, sisters, aunts, 

cousins, friends, partners, caregivers, 
leaders, workers, volunteers, community 
members and many, many other things. 

They are people. They are loved. They are 
mourned. We cannot let them ever be 
forgotten. They were failed by society, and 
we must not fail them again by covering-
up their stories.
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Pallister government moves to weaken 
pensions

The labour movement has always fought 
for workers to be able to retire with 
dignity and security after a lifetime of 
hard work. Strong pension plans are 
the backbone of retirement security for 
Manitobans and all Canadians. Coupled 
with national programs like the CPP, OAS, 
and GIS, Canada’s pension system has 
significantly reduced the rates of seniors’ 
poverty across the country.

The Pallister government recently 
introduced a bill in the Legislature 
which will weaken pension security for 
Manitobans, but stops short of the worst 
they were considering when it comes to 
pension changes. 

As a rule, workers are almost always 
financially better off if they leave their 

retirement income locked-in until 
retirement. This is especially true with 
respect to pension benefits. The bill 
introduced by the Pallister government 
makes it easier for workers to unlock 
pension funds, due to financial hardship. 
But it also allows people 65 and over to 
unlock the entirety of their pension funds, 
which opens up the potential for great 
financial risk. 

While there may be specific cases of 
severe financial hardship which may 
warrant some unlocking, the risks 
associated with depleting one’s retirement 
income prematurely and the required 
investment and financial planning 
knowledge required to avoid such losses 
would likely not be available to the 

average person.

The bill also reduces solvency funding 
requirements from 100 per cent down 
to 85 per cent, weakening pension plan 
stability.

We have seen with cases like Sears 
workers, the erosion of solvency over 
time can lead to the complete loss of 
retirement savings for workers.

Fortunately, the Pallister government is 
backing down from the idea of converting 
defined benefit plans into weaker ones, 
called target benefit plans. When the 
idea was originally floated in the Pension 
Commission Report,  many workers raised 
concerns with government, and it is good 
to see that a number of labour’s concerns 
were listened to. 
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Federal Election results could mean gains 
for working families
“The results of this election have provided a historic opportunity 
for Canadians to win.”

This is how NDP Leader Jagmeet Singh summed-up the results 
of the October 21, 2019 federal election, and we couldn’t agree 
more.

In this election, Canadians put a stop to Andrew Scheer’s 
regressive agenda of job-killing cuts, and rejected Conservative 
efforts to stoke fear and division within our communities.

And with the Trudeau Liberals reduced to a minority government, 
and Canada’s New Democrats holding the balance of power, now 
may finally be the time for working people’s priorities to take the 
front seat.

STRONG VOICE IN MINORITY PARLIAMENT
Many of the important pillars of our social and economies fabric 
have been won under minority parliaments: the Canada Pension 
Plan, the 40-hour work week, and Canada’s world renowned 
Medicare system, to name just a few.

But we know that the work of extending universal medicare to all 
Canadians is not finished.

NATIONAL PHARMACARE
One hundred years after the Winnipeg General Strike, it is 
completely unacceptable that 3.6 million Canadians still can’t 
afford to fill prescriptions for the medication they need. Canadians 
still pay some of the highest drug prices in the world, violating the 
values and principles that are at the heart of public Medicare – 
health care should be based on need, not ability to pay.

We need a universal public pharmacare program to provide equal 
access and coverage to all Canadians. It will be far more efficient 
than the thousands of public and private plans that exist today. 
It will save billions of dollars because governments will combine 
their bulk-buying power to negotiate lower drug prices and 
volume discounts with drug companies.

Over 150 national and provincial organizations, including the 
Canadian Labour Congress, the Manitoba Federation of Labour, 
and many union affiliates from all regions across Canada have 
recently released a joint statement calling on the new federal 
government to immediately implement pharmacare. This 
program should be public, universal, comprehensive, accessible 
and portable.

Please visit CLC.ca or healthcoalition.ca to add you name to the 
call for Pharmacare Now.
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HEALTH AND SAFETY CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS WANTED TO SHOW THEIR SUPPORT FOR THE CLIMATE STRIKE IN WINNIPEG

2019 Health and Safety Conference
This year’s MFL Health and Safety Conference was held in 
Thompson in September, with over 80 participants taking part. 
This year’s conference featured workshops on psychological 
health and safety, impairment in the workplace, and de-escalating 
violent situations among others. 

I’d like to thank all those who taught and participated in 
workshops. Because of your dedication, we can continue to make 
workplaces safer and healthier for all Manitobans. 

Supreme Steel lets workers down
After more thatn 50 years in operation, Supreme Steel announced 
in August that they would be closing their plant this fall. 
Unfortuntately, the owners of the plant are failing to live up to 
their obligations to their employees. 

Despite a contractual obligation to provide benefits for two 
months in the event of a layoff, Supreme Steel terminated all 
employee benefits effective September 30, when the plant closed.

They also failed to provide any severance to employees, though 
did somehow manage to find the money to provide severance 
packages to management.

This plant was represented for years by United Steelworkers 9074, 
and we stand in solidarity with those workers who have been let 
down by their employer after years of service. 
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Manitoba’s public-sector workers get their 
day in court over wage-freeze law
Manitobans are a friendly people, and 
we tend to want to work together to find 
solutions to problems we face.

As a society, we have developed a number 
of rules and processes to allow us to find 
common ground, and to work together in 
fairness and mutual respect.

Collective bargaining is one of these 
processes. It allows workers and 
employers to come together to achieve 
goals and work toward solutions. The 
process has been shown to help workers 
and employers hammer out fair deals time 
and time again.

The benefits of collective bargaining are 
recognized in Manitoba’s Labour Relations 
Act, which states it is in the interest of 
the Province of Manitoba to encourage 
collective bargaining.

In fact, collective bargaining is so 
important that the Supreme Court of 
Canada has recognized it as a right 
protected under the Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms. This right doesn’t guarantee 
workers any particular outcome from 
collective bargaining, but it does 
guarantee the right to a free and fair 
process.

Collective bargaining works for several 
reasons.

Firstly, it requires workers to come 
together and prioritize things such as 
safer working conditions, fair wages and 
retirement plans and then negotiate their 
narrowed-down list with their employer.

Secondly, collective bargaining requires 
compromise. Just as employers do not 
want to see their operations halted, 
workers do not want to see the services 
they provide affected, or the paycheques 
their families rely on disappear.

Lastly, the process provides stability for 
workers and employers throughout the 
life of the contract. In other words, a deal 
is a deal.

Unfortunately, Premier Brian Pallister’s 
government does not respect the right 
to collective bargaining. It does not share 
the values of treating working people with 
fairness and respect.

One of the early acts of this government 
was to pass a heavy-handed law, called 
the Public Services Sustainability Act 
(PSSA), attacking the right to collective 
bargaining and which has had an 
overwhelmingly negative effect on public-
sector bargaining in the province.

The law unilaterally imposes two years of 
wage freezes for more than 120,000 hard-
working public-sector workers like nurses, 
paramedics, health-care aides, teachers, 
school bus drivers, custodians, group-
home staff, social workers, snowplow 
drivers, construction workers, plumbers, 
electricians and many more.

These workers keep our province moving 
forward by providing health care to those 
who are sick and injured, educating our 
young people, taking care of the water 
and forests that we all enjoy, making sure 
our roadways are safe and doing hundreds 
of other vital jobs that we all rely on every 
day.

In the third and fourth years of a collective 
agreement, the law stipulates wages 
cannot increase by more than 0.75 per 
cent and one per cent, respectively, falling 
far below the cost of living.

As a result of these unfair constraints, 
public-sector bargaining has reached a 
standstill in this province.

Because of the Pallister government’s 
unwillingness to repeal the law and let 
public-sector workers and employers get 
back to the bargaining table, Manitoba’s 
labour movement is taking them to court 
to have the law struck down instead.

Our trial begins Monday, and when a 
decision is reached, it will be significant 
not only for workers in Manitoba, but 
across the country.

Recently, the Pallister government made 
a desperate attempt to stall the legal 
challenge to the law by introducing some 
proposed amendments to the law in the 
legislature (called Bill 2) and testing the 
waters on adjourning the court challenge 
against the law.

The bill was an attempt by the 
government to tinker around the edges of 
their bad, unconstitutional law.

We believe the PSSA fundamentally 
undermines workers’ right to a fair 
collective-bargaining process. It’s unfair 
and it’s unconstitutional.

Manitoba’s public-sector workers are 
eager to have their day in court, but it is a 
shame the Pallister government put us in 
this situation to begin with.

- Kevin Rebeck is the president of the 
Manitoba Federation of Labour

This editorial was originally published in 
the Winnipeg Free Press on November 16, 
2019. 
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