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struggles, including Native communities 
fighting “just to be able to manage and 
work their own resources.”

As the term “just transition” makes 
its way into policy and legislation, and 
fossil fuel companies race to include it 
in their PR, I hope the articles in this 
issue remind you that a just transition 
can mean transformation, and winning 
a better future for workers, communities, 
and the planet.

being harmed by companies’ dirty prac-
tices. So if the labour movement is willing 
to fight for the idea’s integrity, we may be 
able to keep fossil fuel companies from 
polluting its meaning.

While writing this letter, I took 
Joshua K. McEvoy’s recommendation 
in his reading list on page 40, and have 
been reading the paper “Trade Unions 
and Just Transition: The Search for a 
Transformative Politics” by Sean Sweeney 
and John Treat. In it, the authors argue 
that there are two distinct meanings of 
“just transition.” The first is more com-
mon, and narrower: protecting workers 
during the shift to a low-carbon economy. 
The second is less common, and more 
ambitious: a call to transform society and 
the economy to address the root causes of 
climate change. 

That second, transformative mean-
ing is what Briarpatch focussed on back 
in 2019: we argued that a just transition 
included returning land to Indigenous 
jurisdiction, and justice for migrants 
and workers in the Global South. In this, 
Briarpatch’s annual Labour Issue, I see 
many threads that connect back to our 
2019 Just Transition Issue.

On page 26, Jennie Long and Caleb 
Cohen write about tree planting in Teck’s 
B.C. coal mines, where Teck promises 
to leave “ecosystems and biodiversity 
[...] better off at the end of mining than 
when we found them.” But Long and 
Cohen describe the futility of planting 
seedlings in lifeless, black blast rock; and 
the hypocrisy, greenwashing, and low 
standards that characterize Teck’s mine 
reclamation.

On page 22, Hannah Kaya and 
Hannen Sabean write about farm work-
ers organizing for better conditions, as 
their already-hazardous jobs become 
increasingly dangerous because of cli-
mate breakdown.

On page 12, Mike Gouldhawke writes 
about the history of Indigenous labour 

2

L E T T E R  F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

B ack in 2019, Briarpatch published 
a special Just Transition Issue. The 
editorial collective and I wanted to 

explore how to transform our world in 
order to mitigate climate change. At that 
time, we wondered whether we’d chosen 
the right concept. Was anyone talking 
seriously about a just transition? Did that 
phrase resonate with ordinary people, or 
just with a small sect of unionists and 
environmentalists?

Today, it seems like the phrase “just 
transition” is everywhere. It’s in South 
Africa’s new Just Transition Framework; 
in the language used by Bernie Sanders 
and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez when they 
push for a Green New Deal; and in the 
EU’s new Just Transition Mechanism, 
which the European Commission 
expects “to mobilise around €65-75 bil-
lion to reshape the economy of fossil fuel 
producing regions of the EU” by 2027. 
Then just last year, Canada’s Minister of 
Natural Resources called on stakeholders 
to share feedback on proposed just transi-
tion legislation. 

As climate disasters intensify, we 
can be sure that fossil fuel companies 
will attempt to co-opt the language of a 
just transition and position themselves 
as “stakeholders.” Analysis by DeSmog 
from 2021 reveals that two-thirds of 
online posts from six major fossil fuel 
companies presented companies as 
“green” and “environmentally friendly.” 
Meanwhile an average of 80 per cent of 
their operations were still in oil and gas 
and, in one company’s case, coal. “It’s the 
very epitome of greenwashing,” Harvard 
research associate Geoffrey Supran told 
DeSmog. “Act dirty, talk green.”

But I hope that the term “just transi-
tion” will prove difficult to co-opt. The 
idea was developed in the 1990s by Tony 
Mazzocchi, the visionary leader of the 
Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers 
Union, who understood that workers, 
communities, and the planet were all 

Keeping justice in a just transition

Online-only articles: 

Future on Fire: Defending a ravaged 
planet
BY SARA BIRRELL ON SEP 28, 2022
In his upcoming book Future on Fire, 
David Camfield dispels false solutions to 
the climate crisis and argues that building 
collective mass movements that threaten 
capitalism’s power is our only hope 
against fossil fuel companies.
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Faye HeavyShield, rock paper river, 2005, paper, digital photography, wax. Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts. 
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I eat a heart and drink some tea: The Work of Faye HeavyShield

I eat a heart and drink some tea: The Work of Faye HeavyShield will present work that spans thirty 
years of her practice. The exhibition situates HeavyShield as a major contributor to contemporary 
Indigenous art through her creation of a new aesthetic vocabulary. While bearing a resemblance 
to conceptual installation, her work is rooted in the deep art history of the Canadian prairies and 
in personal/communal experience. 

28 OCTOBER 2022 – 19 FEBRUARY 2023  
 

ORGANIZED BY THE MACKENZIE ART GALLERYCURATED BY FELICIA GAY

MARK YOUR CALENDAR
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“We inhabit a land; the land inhabits us”
An interview with the judges of Briarpatch’s 12th annual Writing In The Margins 
contest: Rana Nazzal Hamadeh, Jessica Johns, and Randy Lundy.

N ow in its 12th year, Briarpatch’s 
annual Writing in the Margins 
contest spotlights new poetry, 

creative non-fiction, and photography 
that bring to life issues of social and envi-
ronmental justice.

This year, we have an exciting lineup of 
judges: Rana Nazzal Hamadeh will judge 
photography; Jessica Johns will judge 
creative non-fiction, and Randy Lundy 
will judge poetry. 

You can find details on how to sub-
mit at briarpatchmagazine.com/witm. 

Winners are published in Briarpatch 
Magazine and receive $500 each in 
prizes; runners-up are published on bri-
arpatchmagazine.com and receive $150 
each.

Sophie Jin caught up with the judges 
about the role of art in social movements, 
their latest projects, and the art to which 
they keep returning.

What do you think is the role of art 
in building communities and fuelling 
social movements? When was a time 

you felt like your creative work has 
been part of a movement?

RANA: I think that one of art’s most sig-
nificant contributions to changemaking 
is to help us see and think in new ways. 
Creativity can revive the imagination in a 
world intent on convincing us that there 
are no viable alternatives to our current 
reality of boundless colonial and capitalist 
greed. These violent systems attack the 
imagination, and without the ability to 
dream of a safer and more just world, how 

BY SOPHIE JIN 
PHOTOS COURTESY OF JUDGES
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can we pursue one?
Art can also bring feeling into our 

activism, and it is feeling that really drives 
our social movements. Art can help us 
grieve or laugh. It can make our social 
movements exciting and enticing, cathar-
tic and healing.

In my activism, I often find myself 
trying to break issues down into simple 
terms that can be easily understood and 
acted on. It can be really painful to take 
an intimate story of loss and struggle and 
condense it into a soundbite, a hashtag, 
or a petition – but sometimes that is what 
mobilizing calls for. As an artist, I feel like 
I get to move at my own pace. I can focus 
on whatever I think is most valuable and 
I can choose my audience. I can look at 
complex issues and share as much or as 
little as I like. To be an artist-activist is to 
make room for both these drives, which 
are not exclusive of one another and, in 
fact, inform each other.

JESSICA: I think art plays a specific and 
significant role in future-making for 
communities. It’s a way for us to dream 
the realities we want to see. I think it’s also 
a way we can feel seen, which is important 
fuel for social movement. When we are 
seen, we know that we have communities 
we are accountable to. 

I think about Michelle Sound’s NDN 
Aunties drum series, in which Sound 
fashioned drums out of the clothes our 
aunties wear: jean jackets, leather fringe, 
and cheetah print. I’m absolutely obsessed 
with it. I’ve never seen my aunties, these 
important caretakers throughout my 
life, represented so wholly in all their 
complexities of love, accountability, loud 
laughing, smoking, and mistakes. They’re 
everything, and why wouldn’t we do all we 
can to protect them? It’s also a connecting 
feeling to know other Indigenous people 
see that work and see their aunties too, 
and maybe see themselves. 

I don’t know if my creative work has 
been a part of a movement. I write a 
lot about kinship, love, and queerness, 
which is in conversation with Black and 
Indigenous queer writers doing the same 

thing. I would say that Bad Cree is lean-
ing into horror/speculative fiction too, 
and seeing more Black and Indigenous 
writers in that space is a movement of its 
own, as it has historically been dominated 
by white, cisgender men. So perhaps I’m 
making my way over to being a part of that 
movement now.

RANDY: In a world in which the issues 
we face are much larger than any one 
of us can affect in any significant way, 
collective, social acts and alignments are 
of obvious importance. No individual 
action on my part is going to affect climate 
change in a significant way. We all have to 
do our parts, but without broader social 
alignment and action, we have no hope.

Groucho Marx said, “I don’t want to 
belong to any club that would accept me 
as one of its members.” Social movements 
need to be self-critical if we intend to 
remake the world. Art and writing create 
space for reflection and self-awareness, 
providing essential guidance for our 
individual and collective motives and our 
movements. 

I can’t say that my work has been part 
of a movement except in that it is a small 
part of a larger conversation Indigenous 
writers are having with each other and 
with the broader society. In this coun-
try, Indigenous writing has been surg-
ing since the 1973 publication of Maria 
Campbell’s Halfbreed. The output and its 
prominence grew steadily throughout the 
1980s and ’90s and has exploded in this 
millennium. It is gratifying to be part of 
that conversation.

Rana, you recently wrote an article for 
C Mag on the ethics of sharing images 
of violence. You write, “What is the 
difference, then, between images that 
distance and dehumanize, and images 
that provoke the value of life?” How 
do you navigate this tension in your 
own work?

RANA: I think that a lot of the important 
work of capturing images happens behind 
the scenes. If your relationship to the 

Meet the 
judges
RANA NAZZAL HAMADEH is a 
Palestinian-Canadian artist. Her 
photography, film, and installation 
works look at issues related to time, 
space, land, memory, and movement, 
offering interventions rooted in a 
decolonial framework. Her practice 
is informed by the knowledge emerg-
ing from grassroots movements for 
justice, both in occupied Palestine 
and across Turtle Island. 

JESSICA JOHNS is a nehiyaw aunty 
with English-Irish ancestry and a 
member of Sucker Creek First Nation 
in Treaty 8 territory in northern 
Alberta. Her short story “Bad Cree” 
won the 2020 Writers’ Trust Journey 
Prize and her novel of the same name 
will be released in January 2023.

RANDY LUNDY is a member of the 
Barren Lands (Cree) First Nation in 
Brochet, Manitoba. He is the author 
of four award-winning full-length 
books of poetry, most recently Field 
Notes for the Self (2020), Blackbird 
Song (2018), and the chapbook In the 
Dark Times (2022). He teaches in the 
English department at the University 
of Toronto, Scarborough and is the 
editor of the Oskana Poetry & Poetics 
series at University of Regina Press.
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people or spaces you’re photographing is 
extractive or exploitative, that often comes 
across in the image. I think about who and 
what I’m representing in my art and how 
my work can also serve them – be it par-
ticular communities or non-human life. 
For example, I like to give away images or 
raw footage to the people or movements 
depicted, so they can be used to liven up 
campaigns. I think images can be made 
richer by their life outside of galleries.

When I’m working on a project, I try to 
maintain strong decolonial ethics at every 
stage. This informs what stories I want to 
tell, where and how I conduct research, 
how I frame a photograph, what I include 
or exclude, how I edit images, and how I 
present the work. 

In Turtle Island and in Palestine, the 
camera was introduced in tandem with 
the process of colonization, and images 
claimed to capture Indigenous land and 
life in their entirety. Knowing these his-
tories can help us produce images that 
are oppositional and challenging, images 
that are funny, ironic, surreal, evocative, 
and more.

Jessica, what role do dreams play in 
your stories?

JESSICA: Dreams feel like a core element 
to all my writing right now. For nehi-
yawak, listening to our dreams is really 
important. Dreams and dreaming are 
a way to world-make, to communicate, 
to share knowledge. I like to write about 
dreams because I want to validate to the 

world, and to myself, how precious and 
important dreams are.

Something I’ve been thinking a lot 
about recently is rest, a partner to dream-
ing. Rest is not something my Indigenous 
kin get a lot of since we’re always working 
or mourning or advocating or supporting 
or etc. or etc. I think a lot of my writing 
to date has been about interrupted rest: 
dreams that scare, that keep characters 
awake, that violate rest. In thinking about 
the futures I want to build in my writ-
ing, I think I want to write more about 
characters who can rest, who have dreams 
that don’t wake them. I think that would 
be a nice life.

Randy, your most recent collection, 
Field Notes for the Self, explores the 
relationship between yourself and 
the prairie landscape, on occasion 
embedding the reader and unspecified 
community members in this web of 
relations. Can you share some of these 
reflections on relationality with us? 

RANDY: Well, “landscape” is kind of an 
odd word. Common, but odd nonethe-
less. It suggests some kind of stage across 
which we move or a theatre in which we 
appear. Of course, that’s not the case; 
that’s not how it works. But perhaps it is 
instructive in how language and our use 
of it – maybe its use of us – shapes our 
thinking, or attempts to shape it while 
we’re not paying attention.

We inhabit a land; the land inhabits us. 
I mean this literally as well as figuratively, 

metaphorically, poetically. As we know, 
there is a constant exchange between our 
bodies and the body of the land: the air 
we breathe, the water we drink, the food 
we eat, etc. Everything we sense – see, 
smell, touch, taste, and hear. The land is 
well aware of and sensing our presence as 
well, as are all the creatures we live with. 
The etymology of “inhabit” includes both 
“to dwell” but also “to have,” so we both 
dwell in and have a place, while the place 
dwells in us and has us, too.

I am saying nothing new. Indigenous 
peoples, especially those who speak their 
Indigenous languages (which I do not), 
already know all of this. In Cree, there 
is clearer language for such ways of 
thinking – wahkotowin (relationality) 
and kahkiyaw niwakomakanak (all my 
relations), for example. My understand-
ing is limited and my Cree more so, so if 
I’ve got it wrong, someone will be rolling 
their eyes.

What are you working on right now? 
How is it going?

RANA: Over the past several years, I’ve 
been compiling photos from protests, 
vigils, and funerals in Palestinian streets 
for a work called The Same Place and Time. 
The hundreds of images focus on hands 
and signs. This started as a way to protect 
the identity of the protesters, but then I 
became interested in the cyclical nature 
of the messages on the signs. The work is 
still in progress: I’m experimenting with 
interventions (for example, erasing or 
obscuring parts of the photographs and 
experimenting with collage) and will see 
where that takes me. 

I also just finished production on a 
short film that reflects on the “kidnapping” 
of Palestinian bodies after their death. 
Since 2014, dozens of Palestinian bodies 
have been withheld by the Israeli regime, 
all of them individuals killed by Israeli 
forces. In other cases, Israel implements 
post-mortem prison sentences, holding 
the bodies of political prisoners who die in 
detention. Today, the remains of hundreds 
of Palestinians are kept by Israel in closed 

“I think about who and what I’m 
representing in my art and how my work 
can also serve them – be it particular 
communities or non-human life.”
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military zones, many from a period of anti-
colonial resistance in the 1960s and 1970s. 
My work, which I just finished filming in 
Nabi Saleh with a small crew, is a silent 
reflection on how it feels to be unable to 
locate, bury, or mourn a loved one.

RANDY: I recently published a chapbook, 
In the Dark Times, which is the core of a 
new full-length book of poems, so when I 
have a spare moment or two, I am picking 
away at that. Last year I moved to Ontario 
for work and am now teaching again 
after a time away from it, so the work is 
going much more slowly than I would 
like. Moving, new job, new land – all of 
it means less space for the writing. It will 
get done, but it is a struggle right now.
My last two books, Blackbird Song and 
Field Notes for the Self, were very much 
inward looking, and I think the new col-
lection turns its gaze outward a bit more. 
So, amid all that, all the outward changed 
rather significantly. Bit of an interruption.

JESSICA: I have been writing a short 
story collection! They’re all horror, sci-fi, 
speculative fiction, magical realism and 
all really queer. I’ve been working on Bad 
Cree for the past two years, so it feels nice 
to be able to switch gears and write short 
stories again. 

To be honest, I felt really burnt out 
after writing a novel, so the writing has 
been going slow. It’s been pretty sporadic 
and unstructured, which I think is okay. 
I’ve also been making a lot more visual 
art, and I think the shift was a much-
needed brain break from the Bad Cree 
project. I am also trying to prioritize joy 
over work, something I haven’t done in 
the past few years. I want to make time 
for my friends, girlfriend, family, and 
for ceremony, gardening, reading, eating 
good food. Maybe even rest!

Rapid-fire round
What’s the first piece of art you can remember making? 
RANA: In 2000, a drawing of the slain child Muhammad al-Durrah for a kids’ 
art contest in Ottawa.
RANDY: Perhaps not the first but a memorable one is a poem I wrote for Remembrance 
Day in Grade 4. It should have won the school contest but didn’t. The contest was won 
by one of those girls who always won at school. Motivation from failure.
JESSICA: I wrote and drew a picture book about a dinosaur when I was, like, 
nine. It was pretty good.

What piece of writing or art do you find yourself returning to year after 
year? 
RANA: Édouard Glissant’s writing on opacity, the right to be unknown, and its 
poetics.
RANDY: Buddhist suttas and poetry by Patrick Lane and Charles Wright.
JESSICA: Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s This Accident of Being Lost.

What’s the best thing you’ve read or piece of art you’ve seen recently?
RANA: Maureen Gruben’s multimedia installations, like Stitching My Landscape, 
or Sandra Brewster’s photo-based “blurs.”
RANDY: Beso the Donkey, a book of poems by American poet Richard Jarrette, 
which, as the title indicates, is all about a donkey, Beso.
JESSICA: I’ve already mentioned Michelle Sound (all of her art is amazing), but 
I’m also reading A Psalm of Storms and Silence by Roseanne A. Brown and I can’t 
put it down.

What do you listen to when you’re writing or making art? 
RANA: Right now the playlist has Raphael Saadiq, D’Angelo, Jorja Smith, and 
Hope Tala.
RANDY: Preferably silence. If it’s music, then classical (Bach or Chopin) or 
traditional, old-school country (Hank Williams or Waylon Jennings).
JESSICA: Nothing! I can’t listen to music when I read or write; it doesn’t work 
for my brain.

What do you think is overrated in writing or art?
RANA: Beauty.
RANDY: Cleverness, irony.
JESSICA: Plot, LOL (seriously, give me interesting characters just going about 
their lives any day).

How do you know when you’re done?
RANA: When a deadline forces me to stop.
RANDY: I am never done. You do the best you can. Then it’s time to move along.
JESSICA: I’ll let you know when I know.

What’s your number one tip for people submitting to the contest?
RANA: Have faith in your own work.
RANDY: For the writers: read, read, read.
JESSICA: Be genuine in your voice and we’ll see you!

SOPHIE JIN is a writer, 

researcher, and master’s stu-

dent. Their work on penal 

abolition, disability justice, 

and labour has appeared in 

Briarpatch, THIS, and the Monitor, among others.
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How Quebec workers won – 
and kept – anti-scab laws

BY LIAM DEVITT
ART BY TRICIA ROBINSON

J acques Sauvé was the first to go 
down.

“It all happened so quickly and so 
violently that you can’t believe that such 
things could happen to you,” he would 
later tell the Montréal-matin newspaper. 

On July 22, 1977, hired security armed 
with shotguns opened fire on striking work-
ers at Montreal’s Robin Hood flour mill, 
injuring eight workers, including Sauvé. 
It was the climax of a contentious strike, 
where the company used scab workers and 
private security to undermine the strikers. 
The public’s reaction to the violence and the 
outrage of the labour movement pressured 
the Parti Québécois (PQ) government to 
ban the use of scab labour in Quebec.

Today, Quebec and British Columbia 
are the only two jurisdictions in Canada 
that have anti-scab legislation. In the 
recent deal between the Liberals and the 
NDP, the NDP agreed to support the 
Liberals on confidence and budget mat-
ters – on the condition that the federal 
government would introduce anti-scab 
legislation. But the tale of these millers 
reminds us that the electoral avenue alone 
won’t secure gains for workers. The left 
and trade unions must fight to ensure this 
necessary protection is extended federally 
and isn’t cast aside by the Liberals.

LABOUR AT A TURNING POINT
Compared to English Canada, Quebec’s 
labour movement has high union density 

and militancy. The Quiet Revolution of 
the 1960s emboldened Quebec’s workers 
and labour unions with a sort of social-
democratic nationalism. As former pre-
mier Jean Lesage’s election slogan put it, 
the goal was to be “maîtres chez nous” – 
masters in our own house. In 1974, union 
membership in Quebec reached 41 per 
cent, ahead of the rest of Canada at 36 
per cent. 

This emboldened labour movement 
flexed its muscles during the 1971 La 
Presse strike and the 1972 Front commun 
general strike of public sector workers. 
Both strikes saw mass participation of 
workers and extensive use of riot police 
to suppress them.

In the Front commun strike, 210,000 
workers across Quebec walked off the 
job for a 10-day general strike. After the 
strike was declared illegal by the govern-
ment, the leaders of the three major union 
centres were imprisoned for encouraging 
their members to defy the government’s 
decree and keep picket lines up. The com-
bined might of workers from different 
unions forced governments and employ-
ers to concede to most of the demands of 
the Front commun.

In the 1970s, the Quebec labour 
movement was strong, but it was also at 
a turning point. How long could unions 
keep up this fight against governments 
and employers who were ready to use 
every tool at their disposal to stop them?

THE STRIKE BEGINS
On February 2, 1977, 500 mill workers 
at four Montreal mills – Robin Hood, 
Phoenix, Ogilvie, and Maple Leaf – went 
on strike. The millers were members of 
the radical Confédération des syndicats 
nationaux (CSN), and their key issues 
were pay cuts and potential layoffs. Both 
were brought on in part by the Pierre 
Trudeau government’s wage and price 
controls. These controls intended to 
combat increasing inflation by limiting 
how much goods and services could cost, 
but also how much firms could pay their 
workers. The idea was that by controlling 
prices and wages, a situation where sky-
rocketing wages and prices drive up infla-
tion could be avoided. Economists call 
this a “wage price spiral.” Nevertheless, 
it provided cover for companies to cut 
wages. 

The federal Anti-Inflation Board ruled 
that the wage increases in the previous 
collective agreement between the CSN 
and the mills were invalid and instead 
demanded a 40 cent per hour wage roll-
back. The mills were all too happy to accept 
the ruling, but the CSN decided to fight 
back against government interference in 
an already settled collective agreement.

They would be fighting not just the 
employers, but also the federal govern-
ment. In a 1980 interview, CSN organ-
izer Pierre Mercille noted that the fight 
was especially difficult “because we 

If anti-scab legislation is to be extended across Canada, the NDP’s best efforts and the 
Liberals’ reluctant co-operation might not be enough. The history of the Quebec labour 
movement can show us how to fight for anti-scab legislation.
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were taking on the government.” With 
the Trudeau government eager to prove 
the effectiveness of the unpopular wage 
controls and the public’s fears of a bread 
shortage, the following eight-month 
strike would not be easy.

Nevertheless, the millers flexed their 
muscles. Eighty per cent of Quebec’s 
flour milling capacity was disrupted by 
this strike. 

Some Montreal grocery stores saw 
runs on bread in the early days of the 
strike: “I saw one guy walk out of here 
with 15 loaves of frozen bread,” Michel 
Durivage, assistant manager of a grocery 
store in the West Island, told the Montreal 

Gazette. 
By July, the Phoenix, Ogilvie, and 

Maple Leaf mills reached a compromise 
with the CSN. Workers would take the 
40 cent per hour pay rollback. However, 
rather than the savings being simply 
absorbed by the company, the funds 
would be invested in workers’ pensions 
or otherwise put in escrow until their 
retirement. But Robin Hood refused to 
compromise, keeping their mill open with 
the use of scab labour and firing the strik-
ing workers from their jobs. 

BRINGING IN THE SCABS 
Scabs – or, as they are euphemistically 
referred to, “replacement workers” – do 
the jobs of those on strike. They keep 
profit rolling in and undermine the 
strikers’ efforts, making them one of the 
most powerful tools in a union-buster’s 
kit. This is why the picket line exists: to 
dissuade and often physically block scabs 
from going to work. 

Companies often employ private secu-
rity both to escort scab workers into the 
workplace and to intimidate and harass 
striking workers. Robin Hood hired the 
Bureau des détectives industriels, a secu-
rity firm run by a former wrestler named 
Paul Leduc. His men are described as 
wearing a uniform of Bermuda shorts, 
T-shirts, riot gear, and truncheons. 

“Well, they [private security and 
scabs] came through in [a] box car, three 
or four box cars and an engine,” says Ted 
Moreman, a worker at the neighbour-
ing Stelco plant, recounting the arrival 
of Leduc’s men to historian Steven High. 
“There was one [boxcar] that was at least 
20 different police on, on top of the 
engine with guns and machine guns and 
every[thing] … It was like the Old West: 
hanging off the cars with guns to get into 
the plant.”

Paul Cataldi, a replacement worker 
himself, recounted the picket line violence 
to High: “I mean, one guy [a scab] came 
in and he got beat up. So, [the managers] 
said we’re gonna get the security guys in 
to pick you up and drive you home. These 
are, you know, wrestlers, and these guys 

were wearing, like, leather gloves with 
the fingers missing, you know. And they 
weren’t just regular leather gloves, they 
were padded with lead.” 

To attempt to force Robin Hood to take 
the same compromise the other mills had 
made and to hire back the strikers, the 
CSN leadership planned for a demonstra-
tion outside of the mill at noon on July 22, 
1977. This would be the strike’s breaking 
point.

“ROBIN-HOOD WILL PAY FOR 
THE BLOODSHED” 
“There was no one in our gang who 
thought that the rifles were really loaded,” 
mill worker Sarto Emard told Maclean’s. 

Two hundred workers and supporters 
arrived at the mill for the demonstration. 
The company had insisted that work 
continue, so they called in their private 
security to clear a path for trucks full of 
scabs. Police were on the scene but hung 
back, ostensibly to avoid provoking fur-
ther confrontation.

Striking workers climbed the mill’s 
fence and threw rocks onto parked cars. 
To deter the strikers from approaching the 
mill, the security fired their shotguns at 
the pavement in front of the strikers. The 
pellets ricocheted and hit eight strikers, 
including Emard. He and the others were 
rushed to hospital.

“I’ll never forget that fat white guy 
in shorts,” worker Roger Paquette told 
Montréal-matin. “I will always see him 
pointing his rifle at us. I heard several 
shots, maybe 15 or 20, while I was picking 
up my comrade off the pavement. At no 
time did I think of running away. I simply 
wanted to help a friend because he would 
have done the same if I had been in his 
place.”

Cataldi described hearing the violence 
from inside the mill: “They didn’t use the 
plastic bullets, no warning shots. They just 
took the guns, and these guys are hillbil-
lies, well, shouldn’t say hillbillies, but you 
know, they’re wrestlers. I was inside, you 
know, measuring flower [sic] on the little 
scale and hear shooting outside and said, 
‘that’s it, I’m not working anymore.’” 
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The labour movement’s reaction to the 
violence was immediate.

A Fédération des travailleurs et travail-
leuses du Québec (FTQ) bulletin titled 
“Robin-Hood will pay for the bloodshed” 
denounced the private security as “Paul 
Leduc’s gang of killers.” 

The violence pushed the balance of 
power toward the union. Robin Hood 
had crossed a line and was forced to save 
face by settling, eventually reaching a 
new collective agreement on September 
19. Even so, 55 of the 92 strikers were 
not rehired, 114 other jobs were cut, and 
some operations were transferred away 
from the Little Burgundy mill. The mill 
remains in operation today.

THE LEGISLATION ITSELF
The labour movement was unequivo-

cal: the bloodshed demanded legislative 
change. As Robert Guimond put it in Vie 
ouvrière, a publication of the Christian 
labour movement, “The acts of violence 
of July 22, committed by private security 
on Robin Hood’s payroll, clearly demon-
strates the insufficiencies of the current 
Labour Code. The employment of scabs 
and private security continues to limit 
the right to strike and will considerably 
reduce its exercise.” 

While Robin Hood might have been 
the straw that broke the camel’s back, it 
was preceded by picket line violence at 
Longueuil’s United Aircraft from 1974–75 
and the rioting of the Murray Hill taxi 
dispute of 1968–69. 

During its rise in the 1970s, the PQ 
was a social-democratic party, and their 
leader René Lévesque’s status as a pro-
gressive firebrand propelled them to 
office in 1976. The PQ, with connections 
to the trade union movement, supported 
anti-scab legislation during the millers’ 
strike, with party members endorsing it 
at their May 1977 convention. The public 
outrage over the violence at Robin Hood 
gave the government the political capital 
to enact it. 

In the words of a PQ staffer quoted in 
Maclean’s, “My goodness, that’s going to 
make people receptive to the law.” 

PQ labour minister Pierre-Marc 
Johnson said to the Assemblée nationale, 
“Where there are ‘scabs,’ there is violence.” 

The resulting legislation, Bill 45, not 
only included an anti-scab provision but 
also mandated the use of a secret ballot for 
union elections; guaranteed that striking 
workers can keep their jobs after striking; 
and introduced a dues check-off, which 
allowed unions to collect dues from all 
workers covered by a collective agree-
ment. At the time, this was one of the 
largest and most worker-friendly labour 
law reforms in North America.

WHY WE NEED ANTI-SCAB 
LEGISLATION NOW
The enactment of anti-scab legislation in 
Quebec might seem like the product of a 
perfect storm. Workers were organized 
and fought like hell. A social-democratic 
government was in power. The public 
was sick of violent labour struggles. The 
company’s use of force backfired. 

But there are striking similarities 
today. Inflation is approaching double 
digits, making life more expensive for the 
working class, just as it was in 1977. The 
Bank of Canada governor recently urged 
businesses not to raise wages, couching 
his reasoning in a wage-price spiral argu-
ment eerily similar to the justification 
for the elder Trudeau’s wage and price 
controls. 

The use of scabs to break strikes per-
sists to this day. In Edmonton, Cessco 
boilermakers were locked out for two 
years, during which time a van of scabs 
attempted to drive through the picket line. 
Without scabs, such violence would have 
never occurred and a collective agreement 
would likely have been reached much 
sooner. During the lockout, the Kenney 
government’s anti-protest legislation, Bill 
32, made it illegal for picketers to block 
anyone from crossing a picket line. 

We can’t rely on the electoral arena 
alone to secure gains for workers. In English 
Canada, only in B.C. and Ontario did NDP 
governments pass anti-scab legislation, and 
only in B.C. does it remain on the books. 
In Ontario, the legislation was repealed 

during Mike Harris’ neoliberal reforms. 
Today, some provincial NDP governments 
are hesitant to support anti-scab legisla-
tion despite being the party of labour. Even 
when scabs were used in the high-profile 
2020 strike at Regina’s Co-op Refinery 
Complex, the Saskatchewan NDP waffled 
on supporting an anti-scab bill, with their 
then-Labour critic David Forbes warning 
against “unintended consequences.” 

It’s worth noting that a federal anti-
scab law would only protect federal 
employees and private sector workers in 
the few federally regulated industries like 
banking and railways. However, a fed-
eral law could pressure more provinces 
to adopt similar legislation, which would 
cover all other workers.

In Quebec, the reason the policy 
stays on the books is not because of the 
benevolence of successive right-wing and 
centrist governments, but because labour 
unions are organized and fight to extend 
and maintain it. 

Over the past decade, the CSN has 
advocated for the Quebec Labour Code’s 
definition of an employer’s “establish-
ment” to be broadened, so scabs who work 
remotely are banned as well. In 2021, the 
Tribunal administratif du travail ruled 
that a company’s use of remote scabs vio-
lated the Labour Code during a strike at a 
Joliette cement plant. While the decision 
is being appealed, Québec solidaire MNA 
Alexandre Leduc introduced a private 
members’ bill to the Assemblée nationale 
in May to codify the ruling in legislation 
before the appeal. 

If anti-scab legislation is to be extended 
across Canada, the NDP’s best efforts and 
the Liberals’ reluctant co-operation might 
not be enough. This necessary law won’t 
be instituted or maintained unless trade 
unions and the left as a whole are pre-
pared to fight for it.

LIAM DEVITT is a freelance 
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in Tiohtià:ke (Montréal). 

They write on labour, queer 

issues, and pop culture, and 
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PIERRE POILIEVRE
CAN’T BE TRUSTED
He talks a lot about the working class. But his words don’t match his record. 
He’s a career politician who has always been on the side of wealthy corporations. 

Dismantling child care 
Attacking pensions and employment insurance
Voting for trade deals that destroyed manufacturing jobs 

Attacking workers’ rights
Cutting child care
Inaction on climate change 
Soaring rent and home prices
Slashing health care

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Here is Pierre’s record on helping workers:

ON UNTIL
JAN 10

Ekow Nimako, The Sunrise Dancer (circa 1358),  
7.5” x 31” x 41”, LEGO® bricks, 2022.



12

Indigenous labour 
struggles
From leading one of British Columbia’s earliest strikes to fighting against low 
wages and racist bosses, some pivotal moments in Indigenous labour history.

BY MIKE GOULDHAWKE
ART BY GORD HILL
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I ndigenous people have always been active in labour struggles, 
both as part of the wider labour movement and as members 
of their own communities. 

Prior to invasion, Native labour had already been inte-
grated into the land itself through the management of fires, 
water, and food resources. This work added use-value and poten-
tial productivity to the land and natural resources – Indigenous 
people built irrigation systems and planted crops that nourished 
the soil, and they set fires to help clear brush and renew growth. 
Colonizers would later exploit this work for the benefit of their 
own businesses and governments.

Once Native people took up wage work for non-Native 
employers, their work was significant in building the infrastruc-
ture of Canada and the U.S. – and they fought against exploitation 
and racism on the job. This article presents a partial chronology of 
some important moments in Indigenous labour history.

STRIKES, ORGANIZING, AND WORKERS’ 
STRUGGLE 
In an interview about the urban Métis community Rooster 
Town, which existed within the greater Winnipeg area in the 
first half of the 20th century, Warren Mills, who grew up nearby, 
explains that several area businesses “ran on Métis labour.” 

In 1893, thousands of Native fishery and cannery work-
ers in the greater Vancouver area took part in one of British 
Columbia’s first major strikes, in a wage and price-per-fish 
dispute aggravated by discriminatory distribution of licences. 
This was followed by a series of strikes by Indigenous fishery 
workers to the north, on the Skeena and Nass Rivers, in 1896, 
1897, and 1904. 

Native longshore workers in Vancouver (Sḵwx̱wú7mesh, 
səlilwətaɬ, and xʷməθkʷəy̓əm territories) in 1906 organized 
their own local branch of the Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW) and then a branch of the International Longshoremen’s 
Association in 1913.

Money earned through longshore work helped pay for a trip 
in 1906 by three Salish chiefs and an interpreter – Chief Joe 
qiyəplenəxʷ/Capilano, Chief Charley Isipaymilt, Chief Basil 
David, and Simon Pierre – to England to present a land rights 
petition directly to the King. The petition was rejected, but it 
showed that labour and land rights struggles are not necessarily 
separate.

This history of Indigenous labour in Vancouver was also 
depicted by Secwepemc artist Tania Willard in her chapter of the 
2016 comic book anthology, Drawn to Change: Graphic Histories 
of Working-Class Struggle. 

Indigenous labour played a significant role in the con-
struction of bridges, railways, and skyscrapers. In 1907, 33 
Kanien’kehá:ka ironworkers from Kahnawà:ke died in the col-
lapse of the Quebec Bridge near Quebec City. The women of 

the community subsequently insisted that work groups spread 
out between construction projects to prevent so much loss of 
life from a single accident in the future. This policy was initially 
followed, as a construction boom in both Canada and the United 
States also multiplied the amount of potential work sites. 

In the 1940s, the Department of Indian Affairs placed some 
Indian residential school students as domestic workers in the 
homes of government officials in the Ottawa area and at the 
Ottawa General Hospital. This was followed by a similar pro-
gram in Calgary in the 1960s. 

These examples highlight one difference between Native and 
non-Native labour during this time period: Native workers – 
their lives and their labour – were subject to far greater control 
by the state and individual settlers. This point is detailed by 
Lenape historian Mary Jane Logan McCallum in her 2014 book, 
Indigenous Women, Work, and History. 

Stó:lō/Métis writer and organizer Lee Maracle, in the 1990 
second edition of her book Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel, explains 
that Indian residential schools had children tending “orchards 
and farms for the priesthood instead of preparing them for the 
academic world like other children in this country.” Aside from 
residential schools, as Maracle further detailed, Indigenous 
people also had to work on farms and ranches in order for their 
families to survive, along with having to do unpaid domestic 
labour and organizing work. 

In 1957 and 1969, two Kanien’kehá:ka ironworkers from 
Akwesasne, Francis Johnson (Standing Arrow) and Richard 
Oakes, led high-profile land reclamations at Schoharie Creek 
in upstate New York and at Alcatraz Island in the San Francisco 
Bay Area, respectively. 

In 1975, members of the American Indian Movement (AIM) 
took part in the occupation of the Fairchild Semiconductor 
plant in Diné (Navajo) territory in Shiprock, New Mexico. 
They were protesting against ill treatment by managers and 
workers – largely women – being paid below minimum wage. 
Unfortunately, the company’s response was to shut down the 
plant and move it overseas, leaving behind hard feelings toward 
AIM.

Also in 1975, Indigenous nurses gathered at a conference in 
Montreal and organized themselves as the Registered Nurses, 
Indian and Inuit Association of Canada, now the Canadian 
Indigenous Nurses Association (CINA), to promote better 
health for Indigenous people and to better position and repre-
sent Indigenous people in health care work. One of the organi-
zation’s initially stated objectives was “To generally encourage 
and facilitate Indian control of Indian health involvement and 
decision-making in Indian health care.” Longtime nehiyaw 
organizer and writer Jean Cuthand Goodwill was one of the 
founders of the association.

Native workers at the Muckamuck Restaurant in Vancouver 



in 1978 organized themselves as part of the Service, Office and 
Retail Workers’ Union of Canada (SORWUC) and went on 
strike against low wages, illegal fines, and racist comments 
from management. Management used various tactics against 
the union, including strike breakers, until finally closing the 
restaurant and moving their assets back to the United States. 

Later, in 1983, the Labour Relations Board of British 
Columbia ruled that management owed the union $10,000 in 
compensation, but the union was never able to actually recover 
the money because the employer had fled the country. Despite 
this, some Indigenous strikers still spoke of their action and their 
engagement with the union movement as a positive experience 
in terms of learning and self-empowerment. 

In 2014, Native court workers with the British Columbia 
Government and Service Employees’ Union (BCGEU) went on 
strike for wage parity and won. Prior to the strike, Native court 
workers in the province had been paid $10,000 less a year than 
their non-Native counterparts.

NATIVE LABOUR TODAY
Both currently and historically, some local branches of major 
unions have had a primarily Native membership. Unions such 
as the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) and 
the Hospital Employees’ Union (HEU) also have Indigenous-
specific committees for and by their membership. 

Recently, Local 1006A of the UFCW and Local 1857 of the 
International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers 
(IAMAW) won arbitration cases that force employers to recog-
nize the new National Day for Truth and Reconciliation (held 
on the same day as Orange Shirt Day) as a statutory holiday for 
their members under existing collective agreements. 

Aside from these cases, the National Day for Truth and 
Reconciliation so far has only been officially recognized as a 
holiday for federal employees of the colonial government, while 
most other workers, including Indigenous workers, have been 
forced to continue to provide services to the government officials 
who now have extra shopping time. 

In June, the Public Service Alliance of Canada (PSAC), 
which has some 230,000 members, relaunched their public 
campaign for clean drinking water for First Nations communi-
ties, in collaboration with communities such as Grassy Narrows 
and Samson Cree Nation, accompanied by supporting testimony 
from Indigenous PSAC members on the campaign’s website. 

However, PSAC as a union also includes prison guards, 
border guards, and RCMP civilian employees, despite pris-
ons, borders, and police being among the most oppressive and 
colonial of institutions faced by Indigenous peoples and despite 
increasing criticism of the inclusion of prison guards and police 
in unions.

Aside from the wider union movement, Native communities 
have also had to continue to fight just to be able to manage and 
work their own resources. Sipekne’katik First Nation members 
on the East Coast, for example, in 2020 faced racist attacks from 
white fishers simply for engaging in a self-directed treaty lobster 
fishery program.

In contrast, during the recent struggle for Land Back Lane 
at Six Nations of the Grand River, non-Native members of 
several unions, the Hamilton and District Labour Council, and 
the Ontario Federation of Labour showed up to support the 
Haudenosaunee struggle to stop unsanctioned development 
on their land.

This support may have been influenced by pre-existing con-
nections or a sense of labour solidarity, given that Haudenosaunee 
and specifically Kanien’kehá:ka citizens have been renowned 
for more than a century as ironworkers and as members of 
ironworker unions, as depicted in Abenaki filmmaker Alanis 
Obomsawin’s 1997 documentary film Spudwrench – Kahnawake 
Man.

Today, the struggle continues “to push our unions in a new 
direction: closer to the grassroots struggles from which we have 
been distant for so long,” as otipêmsiw organizer Molly Swain 
and organizer Amber Gross put it in their analysis of the Quebec 
student strikes in 2012 and 2015 and the wider labour move-
ment’s relation to them.

One of these grassroots struggles is the Indigenous move-
ment to reclaim land and resources, while opposing the capital-
ist system of exploitation for private gain.

As Kanien’kehá:ka writer and artist Karoniaktajeh (Louis 
Hall) wrote in his 1974 Ganienkeh Manifesto, “Instead of the 
people competing with each other, they shall help and co-operate 
with each other.”
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“With our own hands”
BY SIMRAN KAUR DHUNNA AND PARMBIR GILL

Reflections from workers fighting wage theft in Brampton

“D o whatever you want, run wherever you want 
to, you aren’t getting your wages.” 

The Brampton-based trucking company 
owner who said these words to his former truck 

driver would later regret them. 
Rather than run, the driver and several other recently immi-

grated workers from Panjab, India got organized. They executed 
a series of direct actions to confront the owner, expose his actions 
to the Brampton community, and force him to pay over $5,000 
in stolen wages. They did all this under the weight of a $250,000 
defamation lawsuit filed by the owner’s Bay Street lawyers. 
Despite the risks, the workers held strong: they secured the 
wages, defeated the lawsuit, and set the tone for the struggles 
yet to come.

These workers in Brampton were the first members of a 
new organization called Naujawan [Youth] Support Network 
(NSN). They created NSN in June 2021 to stop their exploitation 

at the hands of employers as well as landlords, immigration 
consultants, and the government. They discovered early on 
that the forces exploiting them were too diverse, entrenched, 
and powerful to challenge alone or through established legal 
or political channels. So they turned to one another, drawing 
on the rich tradition of sovereignty and resistance from their 
homeland, and chose to walk the path of struggle.

NSN’s guiding philosophy comes from the Guru Granth 
Sahib, the sacred text and eternal Guru of the Sikh religion 
to which most NSN members belong: “ਆਪਣ ਹੱਥੀ ਆਪਣਾ, ਆਪੇ ਹੀ ਕਾਜ 
ਸੁਆਰੀਐ,” meaning “with our own hands, let us resolve our own 
affairs.” With their own hands, NSN members have taken action 
against dozens of employers and won back over $250,000 in 
stolen wages in their first year of organizing. As they embark on 
year two, seven members reflect on what led them to the struggle, 
their lessons and inspirations, and their hopes for the future. 
Their reflections have been translated from Panjabi into English.

Workers march on Rutherford Road South in Brampton in July 2022 during a protest against Baba Dhaba and Sukh Auto Works, two companies 
that stole thousands of dollars in wages from their workers. Photo by NAMBARDAR.
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Simranjeet joined NSN after having 
$6,331.81 in wages stolen while working 
as a dispatcher for a trucking company in 
Brampton. The campaign to recover her 
wages is slated to begin soon. 

Joining the struggle: Everyone knows 
that we are all forced out of necessity to 
leave our families, whether it’s due to 
unemployment or not seeing a future for 
ourselves back home. When we migrate to 
Canada, we work with integrity and break 
our bodies in the process. But when our 
earnings are withheld, you can’t really 
explain to someone how much that hurts. 
We break down from all angles – men-
tally, emotionally, physically. I think my 
conscience was still alive; that’s why I felt it 
appropriate to come forward for my rights. 

Lessons: From this struggle, I have 
learned about what my rights are, like 
how it is actually legal to be paid in 
cash and how employers cannot legally 
threaten your immigration [status] when 
you demand your wages. It is also true 
that we have to fight for our rights our-
selves; we cannot fight by resting on the 
shoulders of another person. 

Challenges: My cousin and I were suf-
fering greatly when our wages were sto-
len – we didn’t even have the money to 
pay for rent or groceries. We didn’t want 
to stress out our families back home by 
telling them what we faced, because they 
believed that no one could exploit oth-
ers like this in Canada. From all this, we 
have learned that wherever we work, if 
employers exploit us we should tell them 
that we know our rights very well. 

Futures: I believe that in the coming 
period everyone will know NSN’s name, 
and people in other regions will organize 

with us. Wherever someone experiences 
exploitation, NSN will stand with them. 

Qualities to cultivate: It’s important that 
we have ਅਣਖ (self-respect) because it allows 
us to challenge the wrongs we face. We 
should also have honest hearts because we 
fight on the basis of truth. We should have 
patience because sometimes we may need to 
fight for a prolonged period of time. There 
may be many barriers but we have to stay on 
the battlefield and face them. Victory always 
belongs to right and truth in the end. 

Sources of strength: I was born and 
raised in Panjab, where from the begin-
ning we have learned to fight for our 
rights through struggle and to defend 
others’ rights. After our Gurus, I found 
a lot of motivation from our [Sikh] 
nation’s leaders and their struggle to 
fight for everyone’s rights – namely 
Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. I 
always remember one of his remarks: 
“I don’t fear for a physical death, but 
when my conscience dies, that is a real 
death.” 

Simranjeet 
Kaur

Simranjeet Kaur speaks to a crowd about her experience of wage theft during a protest in July 
2022. Photo by NAMBARDAR.
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Satinder worked at a restaurant called Chat Hut in 2020. The 
employer paid Satinder less than the minimum wage, did not pay 
her overtime, did not give her proper breaks, and broke its promise 
to support her application for permanent residence. On December 
4, 2021, Satinder led a powerful protest in front of the Brampton 
restaurant. The pressure created by the campaign led the employer 
to agree to pay Satinder $16,495 in stolen wages. 

Joining the struggle: Everyone knows that wage theft is bound 
to happen here. Whenever we talk to our friends, someone says 
“my employer didn’t pay me” or “he kept my wages.” One day I 

was randomly checking my social media and came across NSN’s 
videos. I liked the videos and thought to myself, “How can people 
take time out of their busy schedules to stand with someone else, 
especially in Canada where everyone is hustling?” My heart found 
a lot of comfort seeing this, so I contacted NSN. I initially thought 
that perhaps nothing will come of it and that I’ll join the group as 
a volunteer. At least what happened to me shouldn’t happen to 
someone else. But when we spoke about my case and started the 
campaign, I learned how I could fight back. When we fought back 
together, we won. 

Lessons: If you are ready to fight, then people will stand with you 
and support you. If you are truthful and fighting for the truth, 
others stand with you and the result is positive. Unity and strength 
matter a lot; without them, it’s difficult to fight back. 

Challenges: There are lots of challenges, because during my 
campaign everyone told me not to fight. People told me they’ll 
deport me or that this is a waste of time. My response to them was 
that whether or not I get my wages, I will fight so that others who 
work at Chat Hut now or will work there in the future will learn of 
how the owners exploit us. In terms of other campaigns, there are 
challenges like defamation lawsuits, police [who] threaten us at 
protests, etc. But there’s no need to fear these challenges, because 
they will intimidate us only as much as we let them. 

Futures: I envision a future where everyone knows about their 
rights, anyone who is exploited is capable of fighting for them-
selves, and we have so many members in our movement that 
if there is a call to action everyone is ready to show up without 
question. If everyone unites and fights now, then in the coming 
period employers will think 100 times over before deciding to 
steal their workers’ wages.

Qualities to cultivate: You should have faith in yourself. It 
shouldn’t be that if someone says something to shake you up, 
that you fall back and leave the struggle. Because if you don’t 
fight for your own rights and raise your voice now, then they will 
continue subjugating and exploiting us. It’s also very important 
to have patience, to have a proper way of making decisions, to 
not rush into things. Take everyone’s thoughts and advice into 
consideration, because everyone has different experiences to 
draw from. 

Sources of strength: My role model is my mom. I have witnessed 
her endure so much in her life and tolerate every single thing 
through thick and thin. She never ran away from anything and has 
confronted every circumstance she experienced. When I told her 
about my case, she motivated me to fight even though she knew 
that deportation was a possibility. She gave me courage by saying 
that we will face whatever comes and that I should fight because 
I am saying the truth. 

Satinder 
Kaur Grewal

Satinder Kaur Grewal holds up a placard during a protest against her 
former employer, Chat Hut. Photo by Simran Kaur Dhunna.
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Gurmukhjeet is one of four truck drivers 
who campaigned against Cargo County 
to demand tens of thousands of dollars 
in wages. They protested in front of the 
employers’ home in Brampton on October 
2, 2021, and are now defending against a 
$17 million defamation lawsuit. 

Joining the struggle: I first got moti-
vated to take action after I saw the pro-
test in front of Buta Singh’s home. This 
happened while I was playing volleyball 
in the park. Employers hadn’t been criti-
cized in this way before in Brampton or 
Canada. People used to say, “well, now 
they’ve stolen their wages, nothing you can 
do now” or “file a claim in labour court.” 
These methods don’t do much; they don’t 
make an employer feel [compelled to pay]. 
What I liked in our work is that the peo-
ple who exploit us are exposed to society. 
Their real faces should be revealed. This 
was what first motivated me – that if we 
expose them, more of us will be saved from 
being exploited and employers will tread 
carefully. Otherwise there will be no one to 
stop them, as they’re not afraid of the law. 

Challenges: The biggest challenge in this 
struggle was the defamation lawsuits. 
Otherwise, the difficulties were there for 
us from the beginning, since we didn’t 
get paid our wages. A worker loses hope, 
thinking the most they can do is file a 
labour claim and keep waiting. But we 
expose [these employers].

Futures: I want a future where there isn’t 
even a need for such an organization like 
NSN, a future where we transform soci-
ety so much that there wouldn’t even be 
a need to say the words “you have stolen 
wages, and you need to pay them.” Rights 
should be accessible by default, which 
sounds impossible and difficult today. 
We dream of our organization getting 

larger, because wage thieves won’t stop 
and in a capitalist society people pay more 
attention to making money. There are also 
some people who move more toward 
business. If they open a restaurant or a 
trucking company, those people who were 
once victims [of exploitation] themselves 
make victims of others once they become 
business owners. This is the game of 
profit. I want our organization to be so 
big that we have the power and reach to 
directly shape lawmaking and enforce-
ment. [...] We cannot work at the scope 
of state institutions [like the Ministry of 
Labour] right now. […] I want for us to one 
day change the laws. 

Qualities to cultivate: First of all, one 
should develop leadership qualities – at 
the very least, being a leader for them-
selves. If they can’t vocalize their position 
or have to speak through someone else, 
then they will not be capable of being in 
the struggle. One should raise their voice 
if they face exploitation. They should do 
so directly in front of the person doing 

the exploiting. Second, one should build 
solidarity with others. If you fight indi-
vidually for yourself alone, it’s fine […] 
but to stand up for one another, to hold 
another’s pain in their heart – this is very 
important. And to be open-minded and 
have faith in numbers and in teamwork. 
Only then can we make this movement 
bigger and bring the working class and 
broader society into it. 

Sources of strength: First, our strug-
gle started because the farmers’ pro-
tests entered our hearts [one year ago]. 
Second, our religion, Sikhi, mandates 
us to fight for our rights. For me, my 
greatest role model is Sant Jarnail Singh 
[Bhindranwale], who said we should 
never ever let our rights go and that one 
who violates another’s rights is as much a 
sinner as one who does not fight for their 
rights. These thoughts are at the forefront 
of my mind. From the beginning, I have 
thought that even if someone has had five 
rupees stolen from them, we are fighting 
for that five too, no matter the cost.

Gurmukhjeet 
Singh

Former employees of Cargo County hold a banner and speak to the crowd during a protest 
outside a company owners’ home. Photo by Simran Kaur Dhunna.
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In May 2022, Alpha College suddenly 
unenrolled hundreds of international stu-
dents, leaving them in crisis. The students 
responded by independently organizing 
and doing an eight-day encampment in 
and around the college in Scarborough, 
with NSN’s support. They were successful 
in securing enrolment. Jaspreet was among 
them and is now an NSN member. 

Joining the struggle: Struggle lives in 
the blood of Panjabis. Wherever there 
is injustice, our people don’t hesitate to 
raise their voice. But life in Canada is busy 
for us and it’s very difficult to gather large 
numbers for protests in the way we can in 
India. People cannot take out time to stand 
with others, so we have to raise our voice 
for ourselves. That’s what we did. At first, 
a few students began to individually visit 
Alpha College to demand answers. No one 
heard us. Then we learned that there were 
many other students with the same prob-
lem, so in two days we created a WhatsApp 

group of Alpha College students. Then 
we protested in front of the college, after 
which many students got re-enrolled. 
But most were still left with no answers. 
When the college refused to listen to us, 
we became exasperated and decided to 
permanently sit outside Alpha College for 
an encampment. Many organizations and 
individuals joined us to support and offer 
their thoughts on what to do next. There, 
NSN members also joined us and shared 
their insights on how to wage struggle and 
the options available to us.

Lessons and challenges: The college 
used all sorts of tactics to break up our 
protest. They tried to intimidate us with 
threats and used the “divide and rule” 
tactic. We started getting calls from our 
immigration consultants telling us to 
stop protesting because the college will 
destroy our lives in Canada, or they told 
us we should leave the other students and 
return to Panjab, then use their services 
again [to immigrate back to Canada 
through another college]. But we had 
made a decision at that moment that 
if we are standing, then we will stand 
until every last student gets re-enrolled 

no matter what. The biggest problem 
was that many students among us began 
heading back home from the protest. In 
part, this was because the college had 
confirmed their enrolments and picked 
off the students outside the college one 
by one. The students were getting trapped 
in this tactic, and by the end very few 
organizations and fewer students were 
left with us. NSN stayed with us – six to 
seven of their members and other indi-
viduals stood with us daily in support. 

Futures: Everyone should become aware 
about their rights, [learn] to discern 
between right and wrong, and have the 
courage to raise their voice. Even if you 
have to stand alone, you should not 
step back. We should eliminate fears of 
deportation or the idea that our futures 
will not materialize if we take action. We 
should not be silent and we must have the 
strength to stand with others. 

Qualities to cultivate: The most impor-
tant quality for someone who wants to be 
involved in this type of struggle is to be 
stubborn and think “these are our rights, 
and we will only leave after taking them.” 
They will tempt you with compromises, 
try to make you fearful, attempt to silence 
you, and shame and insult you publicly. 
But you must remain steadfast on your 
line and act in accordance with the truth. 
If you stand up, many others will come to 
support you. Some will join you for their 
personal interests, so you will need to be 
discerning too. Your commitment and 
honesty is most important. 

Sources of strength: I was inspired 
by many individuals and organizations, 
such as the farmers’ protests. While liv-
ing in India, I had many opportunities to 
participate in [other] protests and those 
experiences have been useful here. After 
immigrating here, the recent protests by 
NSN have been an inspiration. Their 
method of negotiations [electing a nego-
tiating committee but putting any offers 
received from employers to a full vote] 
was very useful to us. 

Jaspreet
Singh

Jaspreet Singh makes a speech in front of Alpha College during a multi-day encampment protest, 
after the college unenrolled him and hundreds of other students. Photo by Parmbir Gill.
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Sheeraz is owed $9,604 in wages from a trucking company in 
Milton, Ontario. He and his wife, Shazia, have been strung along 
by their employer and the federal labour court for a year. Their 
campaign is forthcoming, and in the meantime they are active in 
NSN, along with their three young children. Sheeraz and Shazia 
wrote their answers to these questions together.

Joining the struggle: We were motivated by watching Satinder 
Kaur Grewal on CTV News [talk about] how she and NSN 
decided to fight for their rights and expose the wage thieves 
instead of doing nothing and waiting for results for years through 
labour court. We also wanted quicker results and decided to 
share our [experiences] and let the people know what we were 
going through.

Lessons and challenges: NSN is a movement of love, support, 
and attention for all kinds of people. We have learned a lot about 
our rights – dos and don’ts while dealing with exploitation. 
Uncooperative police and violence from wage thieves at protests 
have been challenging. But [we have] accepted these challenges 
and dealt with them very well.

Futures: We envision the [spread] of NSN all over the country, 
where each achievement of NSN is mentioned on all national 
news channels and newspapers.

Qualities to cultivate: To be actively involved, you should be 
bold and confident. Expose the wage thieves on social media. 
Engage at least once a month to learn and share experiences 
and viewpoints in meetings and protests, and volunteer [to put 
up posters].

Sources of strength: I, Sheeraz, lost my parents when I was just 
18 years old. My elder sisters took care of me and my siblings. 
In the last three years, I lost my three lovely sisters [to] cancer 
at a very young age. Seeing them fighting for every breath was 
painful. Their achievements and power keep me going.

Attar is a long-haul truck driver who joined NSN after raising his 
voice independently against an employer, who subsequently filed a 
$125,000 defamation lawsuit against him. He brought his expertise 
about the trucking industry and fighting spirit to the movement. 
Around the time Attar joined, a second employer stole $26,521.88 
in wages and entitlements from him. His case is ongoing.

Joining the struggle: Being Sikh-Panjabi, struggle is in our 
blood. For thousands of years, our ancestors have been strug-
gling against injustice. This never ceases to motivate us. Our 
method of struggle isn’t all that new because even in the farmers’ 
protest, we were encouraged to fight for our rights. It was also 
the right time for this struggle. If we had not taken it up, then 
someone else would have because injustice and exploitation is 
only increasing. 

Lessons and challenges: I have learned from this struggle that 
it has become all too common to violate workers’ rights, to enact 
injustice against them at work, to torture them. We have faced 
a range of challenges, from deportation threats to defamation 
lawsuits, all the way to threats of physical violence. We have 
confronted these challenges through love for and trust in each 
other, learning from one another, and studying the law. This is 
how we stay on the right path. 

Futures: We want for all our members to stand up on their 
own two feet and to cultivate revolutionary qualities such as a 
strong will [and] iron determination. We want to give birth to 
these qualities and remove fear from their hearts. We dream 
of a future where no worker’s wages are stolen and no one is 
exploited.

Qualities to cultivate: If someone wants to join this struggle, 
they need to have leadership qualities and a spirit of fighting 
back so that they can firmly stand against injustice.

Sources of strength: Our role models are our ancestors, our 
Gurus. We get our inspiration from Sikh history and recently 
from the farmers’ struggle against the three farm laws. We 
derive our strength from Guru Sahib, from God, our families, 
and people who tell us we are on the path of truth – we get a lot 
of support from them. 

Visit briarpatchmagazine.com for more profiles of NSN members.

Sheeraz and Shazia 
Siddiqui

Attar Sodhi

SIMRAN KAUR DHUNNA is currently studying medicine at Queen’s 

University. She is a member of Naujawan Support Network.

PARMBIR GILL is a criminal defence and labour lawyer based in Toronto. 

He is a member of Naujawan Support Network.

 
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K atherine Spilka has spent a decade working on farms. 
She recently worked on one in Ontario which, 10 weeks 
into her contract, reneged on its commitment to pay her 
$15/hour and instead offered her a $600 stipend for the 

entire season, telling her to “take it or leave it.” 
“To have someone not even think that my labour is worthy of 

minimum wage was crushing,” she says. 
Spilka was shocked to learn that, according to Ontario 

legislation, it was legal for her employers to pay her below mini-
mum wage. “It was totally legal, what they were doing,” she says. 
“It makes me question, why is it legal to pay farm workers under 
minimum wage? Why is it legal to not pay time-and-a-half for 
overtime work?”

Like many in the industry, Spilka was living in housing pro-
vided by her employer at the time. On-site accommodations for 
farm workers often fail to meet safety standards, expose workers 

Building farm worker power
Across Canada, farm workers are facing hotter summers and extreme weather, while being 
denied basic labour protections like a minimum wage. The farm workers organizing within 
the National Farmers Union want to change agriculture’s unsustainable conditions.

BY HANNAH KAYA AND HANNEN SABEAN
ART BY KARA SIEVEWRIGHT
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to workplace-related hazards and uncontracted overtime work, 
and put them in vulnerable positions where their housing is tied 
to their employment status. 

“It felt like a crisis,” she remembers. “Not only am I losing 
my job, I’m losing the place I’m living in.” 

In the fall of 2021, the members of the National Farmers 
Union (NFU) – Canada’s largest progressive farmer association, 
representing thousands of members across the country, from 
conventional grain growers to small-scale organic farmers – 
voted in favour of a motion introduced by farm workers and 
their allies to create a new membership type for farm workers. 
Farm workers like Spilka can now inform the NFU’s priorities 
by introducing motions at annual general meetings, voting on 
the union’s direction, and getting involved in working groups. 

“The farm worker community is very transient,” Spilka says, 
which makes it hard for workers to build lasting community and 
act together to fight for change.

In February 2021 the NFU’s new farm worker members 
formed the Farm Worker Working Group (FWWG), a small 
group from across the country motivated to support one another, 
improve working conditions, and fight for ecological, economic, 
and migrant justice. We – Hannah and Hannen – became 
members of the NFU in January 2021 through the new mem-
bership type and have been involved in the FWWG since its 
creation.

Though new, the FWWG has already gathered a core group 
of active and enthusiastic resident organizers who want living 
wages, improved rural infrastructure, including safe and afford-
able housing and transport, and full citizen and labour rights 
for all agricultural workers. 

WORKER SHORTAGE OR A SHORTAGE OF 
DIGNIFIED CONDITIONS?
In 2021, the Prime Minister’s Office tasked Agriculture and 
Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) to develop the National Agricultural 
Labour Strategy to address the sector’s dire labour shortage. 

The Canadian Agriculture Human Resource Council 
(CAHRC) estimated that in 2017 – the last year for which data 
is available – labour shortages cost the primary agriculture sector 
$2.9 billion in revenue. The labour shortage in agriculture is 
predicted to increase to 123,000 unfilled jobs across the country 
by 2029. As farm workers ourselves, we have experienced the 
impact of the labour shortage on our work. The farms we work 
at are understaffed, and this season’s abnormally heavy rainfall 
made weeds spread like wildfire, caused crops to rot in the field 
before we could get to them, and led to workers burning out 
before the season’s end.

For all their hand-wringing about the labour shortage, gov-
ernment and industry – the AAFC, the provincial and territorial 
governments, the CAHRC, and large agribusiness corpora-
tions – are dragging their feet on addressing what farm workers 
know are the major deterrents to entering the sector. In 2019, 

the Workplace Safety and Insurance Board (WSIB) of Ontario 
reported that the agricultural sector was the most dangerous 
industry in the province, with higher per capita rates of injury 
and illness than any other industry. Fair pay, dignified work-
ing conditions, health and safety protections, safe housing, 
status upon arrival for migrant workers, and the right to union 
representation will make the sector more attractive to potential 
entrants. 

THE HISTORY OF FARM WORKER RIGHTS
Farm workers are one of the only groups of workers in Canada 
that are not protected by basic labour standards. Depending 
on the province, workers are excluded from hard-won worker 
protections such as minimum wage, overtime pay, guaranteed 
rest and eating periods, and vacation time. 

These conditions reflect a long trend of farm worker excep-
tionalism in labour legislation. Farm workers faced exclusion 
from the earliest laws designed to protect workers, and the 
Canadian government has since been slow to integrate agricul-
tural employees into those protections.

In 1914, the Ontario government passed its first workers’ 
compensation acts, which made employers pay assistance to 
workers injured on the job. Farm workers were not included 
in the legislation until 1965. In Alberta, farm workers were 
excluded from both the 1917 Factory Act, an important piece 
of health and safety legislation, and the 1922 Minimum Wage 
Board Act, which mandated that employers pay workers no less 
than a certain amount, varying from industry to industry. At the 
time, farm owners lobbied the government, arguing that small 
family farms could not afford to pay their workers compensation 
or minimum wage. 

Today, workers’ rights are still forsaken under the guise of 
protecting small, vulnerable family farms from the financial 
burden of responding to collective bargaining demands. The 
family farm is frequently portrayed as a “way of life” where 
workers must be “flexible” to respond to unpredictable weather 
and where rigid government labour regulation would be inap-
propriate. Yet farming is an industry increasingly dominated by 
large corporations with highly mechanized production systems, 
employing tens of thousands of non–family member employees 
nationwide. Not to mention that there is little evidence that lim-
iting workers’ rights helps keep small family farms afloat. Legal 
victories won through labour organizing have been precarious, 
and these victories – often the result of decades of work – are 
swiftly dismantled when progressive politicians are replaced 
with conservative ones.

Formed in the early 2000s, the Farmworkers Union of 
Alberta, with support from the United Food and Commercial 
Workers (UFCW), worked to make inroads with the Alberta 
Federation of Labour (AFL) and fought for improved farm 
worker rights. In 2015, allied with the NDP, the group helped 
pass Bill 6, which allowed farm workers in Alberta the right to 
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unionize and provided them with coverage under occupational 
health and safety regulations, among other basic labour rights. 

Bill 6 was later repealed under then-premier Jason Kenney 
in 2019, making unionization illegal in Alberta once again and 
stripping farm workers of basic protections. This decision has 
effectively returned the province’s agricultural workers to the 
1920s. 

In British Columbia, the Canadian Farmworkers Union, 
founded by South Asian immigrants, won farm workers cover-
age under health and safety legislation along with other basic 
labour rights under the NDP government in the 1990s. However, 
10 years later, the provincial Liberal government rolled back a 
number of those hard-won rights, including hourly pay. 

While excluding farm workers from basic protections, provin-
cial governments have also limited the ways that farm workers can 
enact change. In Alberta, it is illegal for farm workers to form a 
union. In provinces like Quebec and Ontario, even when farmer 
workers have been granted the right to freedom of association, 
their right to collective bargaining has been constrained.

In 1994, the Ontario NDP government passed the Agricultural 
Labour Relations Act (ALRA), which, for the first time, allowed 
farm workers to form unions in Ontario. It lasted only 16 months 
before being repealed once the Progressive Conservatives took 
office. The UFCW took the provincial government to court, 
arguing that the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
included within it the right to freedom of association. 

The union mounted a similar case 10 years later in Quebec, 
after Quebec’s labour relations board rejected two unionization 
filings put forward by the Centre d’appui pour les travailleurs 
agricoles migrantes (CATA), on the basis that seasonal workers 
on these farms were not employed year-round and therefore did 
not meet the labour code’s standards. 

UFCW technically won both cases in Quebec and Ontario, 
with the court ruling that the labour codes were unconstitutional 
and requiring both provinces to make amendments. 

In response, the provinces undertook empty revisions that 

managed to meet the court’s rulings without giving farm workers 
any real power. Ontario introduced the Agricultural Employees 
Protection Act, or Bill 187, which allowed farm workers to form 
associations but excluded them from the right to collective bar-
gaining. Similarly, in Quebec, the province’s Liberal government 
passed Bill 8, which allowed farm workers to form “professional 
associations” under particular circumstances but disallowed 
unionization, collective bargaining, and strikes. 

As labour lawyer Heather Jensen writes about B.C. – though 
the sentiment applies nationwide – a small number of farm 
workers have been able to form legal unions but “those collec-
tive bargaining relationships have thus far proved unstable and 
often short-lived.” 

SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE MEANS WORKERS’ 
RIGHTS
“What the law tells us is that it’s illegal to form a union in 
Ontario,” says Chris Ramsaroop, an organizer with Justicia for 
Migrant Workers, which advocates for the rights of migrant 
farm workers in Canada. “As working-class people, we can’t 
trust the law. […] But there are other ways that people can work 
together, in spite of what the law says.”

As the NFU’s FWWG clarifies its strategies and goals, it 
is clear that members recognize the need to organize on all 
fronts. This includes building coalitions between resident and 
migrant workers; making inroads at larger worksites; growing a 
grassroots base of mobilized farm workers who can share both 
grievances and successful tactics to improve working conditions 
now; and using the NFU’s existing resources and expertise in 
policy and research to move farm worker issues forward at dif-
ferent levels of government.

Farm workers have met monthly since February to determine 
the group’s priorities; support each other in moments of hard-
ship; and plan base-building and popular education resources 
like Know Your Rights workshops and zines.

The current membership of the FWWG is majority white, 

“What the law tells us is that it’s illegal to 
form a [farm workers’] union in Ontario. As 

working-class people, we can’t trust the law. 
[…] But there are other ways that people can 
work together, in spite of what the law says.”
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settler, and university educated. All of the active members of 
the working group are resident workers who work on small- to 
medium-scale organic farms. Our ranks do not include workers 
at large worksites or conventional agriculture, like big green-
houses or sites with a mixed employee workforce of both resident 
and migrant workers.

Madeline Marmor, a farm worker for six years, has been a 
member of the NFU since 2019. Alongside a group of advocates 
within the union, Marmor was integral to getting the new farm 
worker membership type approved. “You cannot make a living 
solely from farming if you’re going to keep your kneecaps by 40,” 
she says. Small-scale organic farms replace chemical pesticides 
and fertilizers with human labour. As a farm worker working on 
farms with high labour needs and low profit margins, Marmor 
has often felt the pressure to be fast, efficient, and not take the kind 
of rest she needs to be well. “My body and mental health does not 
fit the pace that […] our economic system sets for us,” she explains. 

Marmor supported the creation of a farm worker member-
ship as a way to improve conditions for all agricultural work-
ers and “amp up the solidarity work” of the NFU. Like many 
members of the FWWG, Marmor is a first-generation farm 
worker whose interests in social, economic, and climate justice 
brought her to the industry. “Many of us have gotten into this 
for political reasons,” she says. “Whether it’s feeding our com-
munities or saving the planet, or being the change you want to 
see in the world.” 

Sustainable, ecological agriculture must mean justice for 
the land and justice for those working the land. Unpredictable 
weather means heat exhaustion and injuries for farm workers. 
Record-breaking droughts and flooding mean that work sched-
ules will become less predictable, creating bad faith justification 
for bosses to extend working hours and for lobby groups to push 
against sectoral labour regulations. Any plan to address the 
impact of climate change on agriculture must put workers’ voices 
at its centre. And any plan to address the impact of agriculture on 
climate change needs broad-based, worker-led support rooted 
in class power.

For over 50 years the NFU has pushed policy and public 
opinion against corporate land grabs and market control, geneti-
cally modified seed, and high-input farming. It is a founding 
member of La Via Campesina, a global peasants’ movement 
fighting corporate agrarian reform in favour of democratically 
governed and ecologically sound food systems. As farm workers 
join the ranks of the NFU, it will be exciting to see how this 
informs a worker-centred approach to the transition to ecologi-
cal agriculture. 

Farm workers aren’t waiting for the law to force the farms they 
work on to adopt more just labour practices – they’re doing it 
themselves. Farm worker member Colleen Freake has worked on 
farms since 2010. After many months of talking to her colleagues 
and pressuring their employers, Freake and her co-workers 
recently won health benefits for full-time employees at the farm 

she works on in Nova Scotia. Their employer ultimately agreed 
with Freake and her co-workers that health benefits would 
incentivize skilled employees to return to the farm for multiple 
seasons. “It became about what the advantages are when people 
doing physical work have adequate health care. Those are major 
advantages for employers,” Freake says. 

The FWWG can function as a platform for workers like 
Freake to share their successes and challenges in worker-led 
organizing. 

While the NFU currently lacks the staff capacity, transla-
tion services, and logistical know-how to responsibly support 
migrant farm worker membership, members of the FWWG are 
passionate about working in solidarity with farm workers com-
ing to Canadian agriculture through the agricultural stream of 
the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP), the Seasonal 
Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP), or without official sta-
tus. Marmor thinks the FWWG can function as a rapid response 
team, engaging in direct mutual aid with migrant workers in 
their regions while supporting migrant-led actions against 
individual bosses and the labour regime that exploits them. 

“What do our allies want? That’s what we can offer,” says 
Marmor of the FWWG. “We’re the white voice, we’re the settler 
voice, we’re the voice that can walk into a room when these other 
migrant rights organizations cannot.” 

Farm workers are tough. The work requires that we be adapt-
able and creative in the face of precarious work and gruelling 
conditions. Marmor imagines a world where farm workers are 
able to leverage their survival skills to act in concert to improve 
working conditions. 

“Let’s use the skills that we’ve learned, like how to remain 
aware and in our agency when employers take exploitative meas-
ures to keep their businesses afloat,” she says. “We are skilled 
workers in more than just field work and tractor mechanics. We 
are also labour negotiators, mediators, and problem solvers, all 
within the context of the Canadian farm sector. We can use these 
skills to help someone else.” 

Using these strengths, even without legal protections, farm 
workers can fight against a food system that relies on unfree 
labour and mechanization. And we can build one that is adaptive 
to climate change and creates dignified employment opportuni-
ties for both resident and migrant workers.

HANNAH KAYA is a farm worker and organizer. 

HANNEN SABEAN is a farm worker living in western 

Quebec. He holds an MA in Canadian history from 

Memorial University of Newfoundland. 
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Planting trees in a 
coal mine

BY JENNIE LONG AND CALEB COHEN
ART BY ROBIN RICHARDSON-DUPUIS

Reclaiming mines is touted as an essential part of a just transition. But in Teck’s B.C. coal 
mines, two tree planters were left asking: were they part of reclamation, or greenwashing?
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T he first thing we were told when 
we started working as tree plant-
ers for Teck Coal’s reclamation 

project was that we were forbidden from 
taking pictures in the mine. Looking 
around the site, at the southern edge of 
the Rocky Mountains in the Elk River val-
ley on Ktunaxa territory, we understood 
why. We were in a 203 square-kilometre 
open-pit coal mine, just one of the four 
that Teck Coal operates here. The level of 
disturbance was far beyond any forestry 
cutblock we’d ever seen. Snowy peaks, 
meadows, and subalpine forests – once 
habitat for grizzlies, bighorn sheep, and 
elk – were now a wasteland of blast rock, 
tailings ponds, and smokestacks. Candid 

photos would be damning, but a picture 
could hardly capture the extent of what 
was going on here.

In the spring of 2022, the planting com-
pany for which Caleb and I have worked 
for several seasons was contracted by Teck 
Coal Ltd., a subsidiary of Teck Resources 
Ltd., to implement their newly expanded 
reclamation project. Mine reclamation 
is intensive in terms of time, money, and 
labour, but it has been hailed by organiza-
tions like Nonprofit Quarterly, the World 
Bank, and the World Resources Institute as 
an integral part of a just transition. If we can 
replace jobs mining coal with jobs cleaning 
up coal mines, the theory goes, workers can 
continue to feed their families while the 
world economy greens. Teck promises its 
own reclamation efforts will not only create 
jobs, but will have a “Net Positive Impact,” 
meaning “ecosystems and biodiversity are 
better off at the end of mining than when 
we found them.” We soon learned from our 
project managers that Teck had significantly 
ramped up its planting program, from 
around 500,000 to 3.5 million seedlings 
each spring and that they hired some 80 
additional planters and staff, including us, 
to fulfill this promise. 

As tree planters, we’ve resigned our-
selves to the fact that our work enables 
industrial forestry to continue. Tree 
planting, at least in B.C., is not saving 
the world. We are boots on the ground, 
barely different from the loggers, making 
a buck off of what was once a complex 
forest landscape. The trees we plant are 
destined for harvest; future two-by-fours. 
Or toilet paper. 

And yet, in the clear-cuts there is life: 
fawns and baby rabbits and birds’ nests; 
toads and turtles. We’ve waded through 
greenery up to our armpits, ducked and 
woven through alders, been stung by 
wasps and reduced to sneezing balls of 
allergies from the pollen and fireweed. On 
hot days, shade from the residual trees and 
clear flowing streams (or even stagnant, 
algae-filled mudholes) offer relief. Forestry 
cutblocks are scars on the landscape, to 
be sure, but scars indicate potential heal-
ing. No such life greeted us in the mines; 

the lifeless, black blast rocks of the mine 
indicated death. Everything that had been 
there was completely blown apart.

As we began planting, we sought to 
learn more about the context of the rec-
lamation efforts. After work, during the 
truck ride home or while waiting our turn 
to shower, we began to read and research. 
We learned that in 2021, Teck grossed 
over $3.6 billion before depreciation and 
amortization from just these four mines 
– and we learned who was shouldering 
the cost. Sixty-six million tonnes of CO2 
are emitted just from the coal that comes 
out of the Elk River valley, and the emis-
sions released through the production, 
transport, and use of Teck’s Elk River val-
ley coal are greater than that of the rest of 
B.C. combined. 

Downstream from the coal mines, 
selenium is actively polluting waterways 
and Teck is fighting successfully to avoid 
accountability. Concern about pollu-
tion from the mines stretches back to 
1995, when studies first began to show 
the impacts of selenium on local fish 
populations. Now Indigenous govern-
ments, British Columbians, residents 
of Montana and Idaho, and even U.S. 
President Joe Biden have begun calling 
for an international investigation that 
so far has been stalled by the Canadian 
government. Selenium occurs naturally 
in rocks and is released into the surround-
ing environment in low levels as rocks 
weather – it’s considered safe for human 
consumption at a maximum concentra-
tion of 10 parts per billion. When entire 
mountains are exploded into fist-sized 
pieces and piled up, the selenium in those 
rocks leaches out in much higher concen-
trations. Throughout the Elk River valley, 
selenium levels have been found at 50 or 
70 parts per billion. In the surrounding 
rivers, streams, and Lake Koocanusa – 
where Teck has fought to scrap pollution 
regulations – selenium pollution has led 
to poor health, reproductive failure, and 
population decline in red-winged black-
birds and dozens of invertebrates. And 
thanks to selenium, populations of the 
culturally significant westslope cutthroat 
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trout have dropped by about 90 per cent 
between 2017 and 2019. 

In March 2021, Teck was found guilty 
of knowingly polluting waterways under 
the Fisheries Act. They were forced to 
pay a one-time fine of $60 million to the 
Canadian federal government – equivalent 
to just 1.5 per cent of their gross profits 
for that same year. In exchange, Crown 
prosecutors agreed not to pursue related 
charges from 2013 to 2019. This slap on 
the wrist ignored the fact that, in 2017, 
Teck’s “state of the art” selenium treat-
ment plant at Elkview Operations was 
actually found to be releasing additional 
selenium into the surrounding waterways 
and that, a year later, watchdogs accused 
Teck of deliberately suppressing water con-
tamination data. Large emitters like Teck 
have the corporate might to avoid mean-
ingful and proportionate consequences 
for their actions, blowing up mountains 
while claiming to be world leaders in 
“sustainability.” Meanwhile, the people 
most affected by their operations are lied 
to about the ecological and health impacts.

Yet locally, Teck has strategically made 
itself indispensable. With more than 
4,000 employees in the Elk River valley, 
Teck is by far the region’s largest employer. 
On our days off, we went to aquatic cen-
tres and parks in Elkford, Sparwood, and 
Fernie, all proudly displaying signs list-
ing Teck as a sponsor. Pickups sporting 
buggy whips and amber lights – required 
PPE for all vehicles that enter the mines 
– fill the driveways and parking lots in 
the area. Through reliable and lucrative 
jobs and corporate sponsorships, Teck has 
cemented its position and gained financial 
leverage in both Indigenous and settler 
communities. Evidence that the invest-
ment has paid off is found in the open 
comment section for Teck’s proposed 
Castle Mountain/Fording River extension 
project: roughly half the comments call 
out the damage the mines cause, but the 
other half proudly give the project their 
blessing. After all, Teck feeds their families 
and – until climate disasters catch up with 
them – putting food on the table still comes 
before functioning ecosystems. We know 

that will not always be the case. 
In the mines themselves, as we were 

planting, we listened to dynamite blasts 
echo across the barren landscape. Diesel-
fuelled haul trucks the size of houses rum-
bled back and forth throughout the mine, 
bringing the blasted rock and coal dust to 
freight trains bound for Vancouver. From 
there it is sent via bunker-burning cargo 

ships to Asia and India to fuel furnaces 
that make steel and pump out greenhouse 
gases and pollutants. Teck’s Elk River val-
ley operations are a major player in the 
global steel industry, which in turn drives 
climate change: between 5 and 8 per cent of 
all global emissions come from steelmak-
ing. Teck claims to be “one of the world’s 
lowest-carbon intensity” coal miners, but 
as the planet warms, being the least bad 
should be no source of comfort.

So there we were in the mines, shovels 
in hand, planting spruce and pine, wild 
rose and Saskatoon berry, fescues and 
wheatgrass, tasked with trying to allevi-
ate some of these immense harms. The 
reclamation program mostly involves 
rebuilding the former mountain from the 
pieces of blasted rock that have already 
been stripped of their prehistoric coal 
deposits. Our job was to plant into these 
rocks. We scrambled around the jagged 
piles, tucking root-plugs into the pockets 
of finer gravel and smaller rocks between 
boulders, wishing luck to each little plant. 
Without any soil, water, nutrients, or 
shelter, surely, we thought, most of what 
we were planting would die? 

For a conventional logging cutblock, 
survival rates of what’s planted vary based 
on the region and site – but it’s common 
knowledge among planters that anything 
less than a 90 per cent survival rate is 
considered unacceptable. The survival 
rates on Teck’s reclaimed areas are not 
published and the Teck spokespeople with 
whom we talked were not forthcoming 

about these details. Indigenous commu-
nities and mining watchdogs alike have 
expressed concern about the Teck’s utter 
lack of reclamation transparency. One 
reclamation report from 2010 boasts that, 
under ideal circumstances, survival can 
approach 50 per cent. That same report 
acknowledges how challenging it is for 
seeds and seedlings to survive in waste 
rock. A 2017 reclamation report even 
admits that it will take “decades to centu-
ries to re-establish the complexity of eco-
systems” lost to mining. Further, although 
Teck’s mines are inspected by reclamation 
experts working for the province, these 
publicly available reports contain little 
information about the state or health of 
reclaimed areas, just notes about where 
on the site the inspectors were brought. 
The implication seems to be that, as far as 
the regulators are concerned, evidence of 
reclamation effort is a sufficient stand-in 
for evidence of reclamation success. 

 There is satisfaction that comes from 
planting a good tree in good soil. As the 
cool mineral dirt closes firmly around a 
solid plug, you can feel how this tree will 
take root and thrive for 40 or 60 years 

In the mines, the dirt plugs around 
the roots of the plants crumbled into 

dust in our hands and we saw more 
fossilized plants than living ones.
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before it’s harvested. Yet in the mines, 
the dirt plugs around the roots of the 
plants crumbled into dust in our hands 
and we saw more fossilized plants than 
living ones. On mine blocks planted in 
previous years, dead dusty plugs fell out 
of the holes we opened. Every instinct told 
us that planting in this environment was 
largely futile.

“It seemed unproductive, since the 
plants would most likely not survive,” 
recalls Taylor Veperts, who worked along-
side us as a planter this spring. “It was 
extremely tough to plant them properly 
and the soil quality was horrible. […] 
Overall, it was not what I signed up for.” 

We were planting the ghost of a moun-
tain, putting trees into a rocky graveyard. 
How could Teck be claiming this as a suc-

cess? Could these restoration efforts even 
begin to mitigate the level of destruction 
felt in the mine, let alone compensate for 
the downstream effects to waterways or 
on the global climate? To be sure, that 
is beyond the scope of the reclamation 
requirements in B.C.’s Mines Act and it’s 
beyond the aims of Teck’s reclamation 
compliance reports and five-year plans – 
but is it beyond the repeated promise of a 
“Net Positive Impact”? At least in glossy 
handouts, Teck remains proudly commit-
ted to that goal, stating “our conservation, 
protection and restoration of land and 
biodiversity will exceed the disturbance 
caused by our mining activities.” So why 
did it feel like there was such a contradic-
tion between what Teck was promising 
and what we saw on the ground? 

One clue can be found in the pages 
of the 2017–2021 Five Year Mine and 

Reclamation Plan. Under the operat-
ing assumptions, it is stated that “active 
mining will cease at the end of 2047.” But 
Teck’s proposal to extend the lifespan of its 
Castle Mountain/Fording River coal mine 
in B.C. is currently undergoing a federal 
environmental assessment process that it 
is expected to pass. If the proposal is per-
mitted, this mine would remain open until 
2070, extracting 10 million tonnes of coal 
per year. This would allow Teck to defer 
its reclamation obligations, kicking the 
can further down the road into our shared 
uncertain future. Demonstrating that 
reclamation work is currently underway, 
then, is a key component of Teck’s strategy 
to expand its future operations. By oper-
ating under the assumption that mining 
will cease in 2047, while actively working 

to push operations ahead to 2070, Teck’s 
actions speak louder than their words: the 
reclamation project is greenwashing.

As the season progressed and we felt 
increasingly dismayed about the project, 
morale in camp fell off. Planting camps 
can be beautiful, tight-knit communities, 
full of music and laughter, dance parties, 
and afternoons off at the lake. And even 
under depressing conditions, much of 
that persisted, reflecting the strength and 
resilience of the planters with whom we 
worked. Music helped, as did the chance 
to plant conventional blocks. We held 
a fundraiser for the Ktunaxa Nation’s 
Traditional Knowledge program and 
made memes to capture the range of emo-
tions we felt. Still, the vibe was suffering. 
One fellow planter, Isabella Providenti, 
shared that “it became obvious as the 
season progressed that the persistent 

exposure to environmental degradation, 
disrespect and casual disregard for our 
situation by our employers made our abil-
ity to do our job as labourers difficult. Our 
misplaced grief, inability to have pride in 
our efforts, and their careless treatment 
of our physical body, all for a job we saw 
as futile, perpetuated an environment of 
frustration and disempowerment.”

We watched petty squabbles flare up 
between old friends and colleagues, saw 
people in leadership positions burn out, 
and felt the shared frustration at what we 
had found ourselves taking part in. When 
we asked the Teck employees overseeing 
our reclamation contract about the actual 
environmental impacts of our work and 
the eco-grief we were feeling, we were 
brushed aside and told that we were on 
the “right side of history.” 

When organizations say mine rec-
lamation is part of a just transition, the 
premise is that there will be a transition 
away from coal mining. Teck capitalizes on 
the association, paying lip service to the 
premise before ultimately disregarding 
it. All the glossy documents, all the talk of 
“Net Positive Impact” and sustainability, 
all of the reclamation work is just another 
cost required for business as usual to 
continue. 

Corporate mapping further reveals 
Teck’s hypocrisy. Teck board member 
Tracey McVicar also sits on the board of 
directors for the Fraser Institute, a B.C.-
based conservative think tank known for 
climate change denial. The Fraser Institute 
participates in the Atlas Network, a group 
of libertarian policy lobbyists who have 
fought to limit Indigenous communities’ 
rights to push back against resource extrac-
tion. Other Teck executives have donated 
directly to Republican electoral campaigns 
and some of Teck’s board members also sit 
on the boards of major corporate oil and 
gas players like TC Energy. Teck Resources 
Ltd.’s shareholders include RBC, the pri-
mary funder of the illegal Coastal GasLink 
pipeline that’s being built through unceded 
Wet’suwet’en territory; and the People’s 
Republic of China, a main buyer of Teck’s 
coal exports. Teck’s senior leadership’s 

On mine blocks planted in previous 
years, dead dusty plugs fell out 
of the holes we opened.
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actions highlight the web of lobbying, 
propaganda, and funding that stall mean-
ingful action toward a just transition.

 And indeed, as far as profit goes, 
these strategies are working exactly as 
planned. Teck’s recently retired CEO, 
Donald Lindsay, was paid over $9 million 
by the company in 2019. Shareholders 
saw gross quarterly profits quintuple from 
$689 million a year ago to a staggering 
$3.3 billion this year, with steelmaking 
coal accounting for three quarters of that 
profit. That profitability allowed for $662 
million in share buybacks and $800 mil-
lion in debt repayment, all while main-
taining a liquidity of $8.4 billion. In other 
words, despite directly fuelling climate 
change and poisoning waterways, Teck – 
so long as it can keep producing coal – is 
extraordinarily profitable. 

As Teck’s proposal to extend the life-
span of its Castle Mountain/Fording 
River coal mine lingers under review, Teck 
will tout its expanded reclamation pro-
gram in the Elk River valley as evidence 
that it is capable of putting the mountains 
back the way they found them. That claim 
deserves to be challenged. Still, the truth 
is we can’t know what these sites in the 
Elk River valley will look like in 50 or 100 
years. Planting is only one part of Teck’s 
reclamation operations; for example, heli-
seeding operations are also underway. 
What’s more, nature is superbly resilient, 
complex and, increasingly, unpredictable. 
We take heart from a recent example: in 
Toronto’s Port Lands, construction crews 
working on re-naturalizing the mouth of 
the Don River accidentally exposed seeds 
that had been buried underneath sew-
age and landfill for over a century – and 
were astonished when these seeds began 
to sprout. Under even the most unlikely 
circumstances, plants will try to flourish.

Ten years ago, reclamation, sustaina-
bility, social governance, and stewardship 
were not words in resource extraction 
companies’ lexicons. Today, we are in 
the middle of a paradigm shift. Resource 
extraction companies know that they are 
being more closely watched by the public 
and by policymakers – and this means 

they must put up at least the appearance 
of cleaning up their messes. But impos-
sibly lofty promises are not enough; regu-
lators, workers, and the public should 
demand transparency and accountability 
for exactly what these promises look like 
on the ground. Teck’s expanded planting 
program comes as the forestry industry 
faces a long-expected downturn, so there 
is a real opportunity for reclamation work 
to substantially provide for workers. But 
planters ought to be able to consider the 
true motivations of their bosses, and the 
impact of their work. 

In the mine there were small hints 
that, despite all odds, the reclamation 
could have a chance: elk lingered on 
the edges of the mine site and bighorn 
sheep, raggedy and coated with coal dust, 
occasionally scrambled through the rocks. 
We took this as a hopeful sign in a largely 
demoralizing situation. As humans – just 
as much a part of nature as the elk – we 
also have a lot at stake when it comes to 
reclamation. Our experience affirmed 
that we cannot trust major corporations 
to do anything but prioritize profit; that 
though the colonial government can-
not be relied on to regulate and enforce 
environmental protections, it can be 
pushed by overwhelming public effort to 
be a channel for action; that communities 
of workers can find strength when they 
stand together; and that Indigenous-led 
resistance is a key pathway for change 
and Western science can back up tradi-
tional Indigenous knowledge. We cannot 
know what the future holds, but we can 
know what we work toward. Hopefully 
that amounts to more than Teck’s empty 
promises.
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Exiting the revolving door
Sheltered workshops for disabled people allow employers to evade labour standards and pay 
workers below minimum wage, all under the guise of never-ending “training programs.”

BY SOPHIE JIN
ART BY GOU

D onnie MacLean worked at the same non-profit for 
nearly 13 years before mustering the nerve to quit. 
Moments after giving his notice, he overheard his 
bosses whisper, “he knows what’s going on here.” 

In the months prior, some things about his workplace had 
started to bother MacLean: his bosses would charge exorbitant 
amounts for him and his co-workers to participate in company 
bonding activities; the pay was meagre and didn’t increase with 
experience; and all of the workers were disabled, but the managers 
weren’t.

MacLean didn’t know it at the time, but the organization he 

worked for, the Revolving Door, was a sheltered workshop – a 
segregated workplace for people labelled with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities. The workshops operate as “training 
programs” for disabled people to be skilled up to join the main-
stream workforce, but the “training” label also means employers 
can evade employment standards. 

For over a decade in the 1980s and ’90s, MacLean worked 
full-time hours at the Revolving Door, starting his days at 9 
a.m. and ending around 4 or 5 p.m. For every 75 hours of work, 
he’d earn $30. But the Revolving Door also managed the bus 
that transported employees to and from work, a service for 
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which they charged $9, shrinking MacLean’s twice-monthly 
paycheque to $21. 

MacLean left the Revolving Door in the 1990s, but the busi-
ness is still in operation today. They’ve rebranded as Carleton 
Road Industries Association and are one of 30 recognized shel-
tered workshops in Nova Scotia. 

“EVERYONE KNOWS WHAT’S HAPPENING”
MacLean can’t remember exactly how he got into the sheltered 
workshop system – it’s a story educator Michael Baker has 
heard before. Baker teaches disabled high school students in 
Winnipeg, and through his job, he’s witnessed countless stu-
dents be funnelled into sheltered workshops. 

“Everyone knows what’s happening,” Baker says. He explains 
that in elementary school, children perceived as having learn-
ing difficulties are flagged for a psychological assessment and 
streamed into “modified and individualized programming,” as 
it’s called in Manitoba. 

Modified and individualized programming offers adjusted 
workloads, revised curriculums, access to an aide, and other 
accommodations. But it also means the student is in high school 
until the age of 21, and earns a “certificate of completion” instead 
of a high school diploma. 

“They’re completely excluded from college and univer-
sity and much of the workforce that requires a high school 
diploma,” Baker says. In addition, he says that many sheltered 
workshops canvas schools with disabled students, promoting 
their programs as providing work experience as well as a 
community that supports each other and does activities like 
swimming and bowling together. And if a disabled student 
does manage to land a job in the mainstream labour force 
after they graduate, their disability benefits are cut, a policy 
Baker says is punitive and coerces students into sheltered 
work. 

PAST AND PRESENT-DAY SHELTERED WORK
Sheltered workshops date back to the 19th century in Canada. 
During the Industrial Revolution, workers were pushed to 
function like machines and produce at ever increasing speeds to 
maximize productivity and profit. This period not only enriched 
the upper class, but created a new class: disabled people whose 
bodies and minds didn’t adhere to the pace and norms of factory 
work and were deemed unemployable by factory owners. Shut 
out of the mainstream labour market and ineligible for workers’ 
compensation or other benefits, many disabled people were 
streamed into the liminal economy of sheltered work. 

Today, sheltered workshops are called everything from “day 
programs” to “employment centres” to “activity centres.” In these 
workplaces, disabled people build wooden crates for 50 cents an 
hour; pack student exam care packages for a few pennies each; 
assemble windshield wiper tubes for a nickel a piece; and pin 
together Remembrance Day poppies for a penny a poppy. 

Carleton Road calls itself an “adult services centre” that 
provides “community (supported) employment.” Like most 
sheltered workshops, Carleton Road is a non-profit organiza-
tion and government grants make up the bulk of its revenue. 
Last year, it received a total of $717,988 in provincial and federal 
funding. They also reported $862,769 in revenue for the “sale of 
goods and services” which, according to their website, includes 
everything from woodworking to property maintenance to 
postal services. Importantly, Carleton Road has eight salaried 
employees to whom they pay real wages.

“Despite not being called sheltered workshops anymore, 
unpaid and exploitative labour continues to thrive,” disability 
studies scholar Dr. Jihan Abbas explains. She says that policy 
frameworks consider employment for disabled people to be a 
priority, which is why governments fund sheltered workshops 
instead of the supports disabled people need, like accessible 
and affordable housing, truly universal health care, and livable 
disability assistance payments.

What Abbas finds particularly interesting is how the 
companies which run sheltered workshops frame themselves 
as providing “corporate goodwill” because they are creating 
“employment opportunities” for disabled people. She points to 
ARC Industries, a self-described “non-profit business where 
people with a developmental handicap work as productive 
members of the Ottawa area community” that boasts that “pay-
ing your employees to perform these jobs is expensive” and “ARC 
industries offers the cost-effective, reliable alternative.” 

By labelling the labour as “training” and “rehabilitation,” 
Abbas says companies have successfully avoided all oversight 
of their workplaces, making sheltered workshops difficult to 
track. There are no exact figures on the total number of sheltered 
workshops in Canada, but a 2008 study – the most recent study 
available – suggests that they’re in operation in every province 
and territory except Newfoundland. 

In 2017, Kathleen Wynne’s Liberal government introduced 

Transitioning workers to the 
mainstream workforce would 
decrease sheltered workshops’ 
profitability, so despite being 
labelled “training programs,” 
almost half of workers stay 
in sheltered workshops for 
more than five years.
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a bill in Ontario to make it mandatory for employers to pay 
disabled people minimum wage, as an interim measure while 
the government worked toward closing all sheltered workshops 
in the province by 2019. But in 2018, Doug Ford’s Conservative 
government delayed the bill, and it still has no plan to end 
sheltered work. As of December 2017, 35 agencies were still 
operating sheltered workshops in Ontario. 

The Ontario Ministry of Children, Community and Social 
Services told Briarpatch that Ontario no longer runs sheltered 
workshops and has completely moved to inclusive employment. 
But Briarpatch and the Disability Justice Network of Ontario have 
identified numerous sheltered workshops operating in province, 
including the Inclusion Coffeehouse in Hamilton; J.O.E. cafe 
in Guelph; the Owl Cafe in Ottawa; and the Ottawa-Carleton 
Association for Persons with Developmental Disabilities, which 
runs several sheltered workshops and has contracts with private 
companies as well as the federal government. 

According to Baker, it’s rare that someone escapes sheltered 
work. “[It’s] not a goal of the program to graduate,” he says. 
Transitioning workers to the mainstream workforce would decrease 
sheltered workshops’ profitability, so despite being labelled “train-
ing programs,” almost half of workers stay in sheltered workshops 
for more than five years and over a fifth stay for more than 10 years. 

“It’s a catch-22,” Baker argues. He explains that while shel-
tered workshops in large institutions are no longer the norm, the 
“gratuity pay” of the system traps workers in a cycle of poverty, 
leaving many with no choice but to live in institutions like group 
homes or long-term care facilities. 

“That’s why transinstitutionalization is so insidious,” he 
explains. “It happens right there in front of you. It happens in 
the community [...] in plain sight. You don’t even notice it.”

In some cases, sheltered workshops are still housed within 
institutions for disabled people. Silver Spring Farm for one is 
a residence for people labelled with developmental disabilities 
who help keep the institution running by planting, braiding, 
and selling garlic on the farm for no wage. 

SHELTERED WORKSHOPS AND THE LABOUR 
MOVEMENT
Since he left the Revolving Door, MacLean has worked in cus-
tomer service and retail, alongside competing as a paralym-
pic athlete. He also co-founded the Inclusive Opportunities 
Association to share and promote employment opportunities 
that pay fair wages to disabled workers. As opposed to sheltered 
workshops, which typically give disabled people whatever work 
companies can profit from, the association provides training 
so that disabled people can gain the skills they need to get their 
dream jobs. But he says that he still knows hundreds of disabled 
people trapped in the sheltered workshop system.

At the very least, MacLean wants to see sheltered workshops’ 
workers be paid the same wage as non-disabled workers. But 
he, Abbas, and Baker explain that remedying the system isn’t 

as simple as abolishing segregated work or paying people fair 
wages – it’s a larger systemic issue.

“Our collective focus on work, making bodies productive, 
and seeing public policy as in service to private corporations all 
set the stage for this exploitative labour to thrive,” Abbas argues. 
While equal pay would provide significant material benefits to 
sheltered workshop workers, it doesn’t end their exploitation. 

One thing Abbas does want to see is the labour movement 
standing in solidarity with disabled people. “There are some 
real tensions between union movements and disabled people,” 
she says. Unions often represent and fight on behalf of the staff 
of institutions that harm disabled people, like sheltered work-
shops, long-term care facilities, psychiatric hospitals, police 
forces, and prisons, with no concern for how their actions harm 
sheltered workshop workers, patients, and prisoners. In Abbas’ 
words: “The labour movement needs to be more inclusive and 
needs to take on this unpaid and [exploitative] labour in more 
vocal ways and in solidarity with disabled people.”

Thank you to Jaymee-Lynne Dowell, Megan Linton, Sarah Jama, 
and Róisín West for informing this article.
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Class inaction
Survivors are speaking up about the abuse they endured in Canada’s government-
run institutions for disabled people. Class-action lawsuits promise them justice – 
but can they deliver?

At the Huronia Regional Centre – once called the Orillia Asylum for Idiots – over 4,000 residents died in the institution’s first 100 years. Before 1958, 
most graves were marked with nothing more than a number based on the order of a resident’s death – for example, the number 1,742 indicates the 
1,742nd resident who died at Huronia.
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BY MEGAN LINTON
PHOTOS COURTESY OF 
REMEMBER EVERY NAME

I n July 2021, survivors of the Child and 
Parent Resource Institute (CPRI) – 
once known as the Child Psychiatric 

Research Institute – settled a $12 million 
class-action lawsuit out of court. It was 
the seventh and – according to Koskie 
Minsky, the class-action law firm rep-
resenting survivors – “likely last” class 
action between survivors of provincially 
operated residential institutions for peo-
ple with disabilities and the Ontario gov-
ernment. Each of these seven lawsuits has 
unveiled horrific accounts of violence, 
neglect, and abuse of disabled people 
incarcerated in these institutions. 

In Ontario’s institutions, survivors 
recount being locked in metal cages, 
forced to haul gravel without pay, and 
beaten by staff. They wanted justice – 
which, for many, included financial 
reparations, government apologies, and 
for the government to never again run 
institutions for disabled people. 

Class-action lawsuits are one way for 
groups of people to pursue justice after 
shared experiences of harm – and on the 
surface, they seem like a good way for 
survivors of institutional abuse to get the 
restitution they deserve. But in looking 
closely at class-action lawsuits for sur-
vivors of institutions in Canada, justice 
remains elusive.

HEARING THEIR STORIES
The CPRI settlement in July 2021 would 
be different from earlier settlements 
for survivors of provincial disability 
institutions. 

This time, there would be no apology 
from the government. The institution 
would remain in operation. Survivors 
who were “class members” in the class 
action would be put under a stringent 
communication ban, which barred them 
from sharing or archiving their experi-
ences at CPRI. 

That meant there would be just one 
chance to listen to their stories. 

Alone in my apartment, I log in to the 
CPRI settlement agreement hearing. This 
glitchy Zoom call is the only opportunity 
for survivors to publicly share what they 

endured while incarcerated in an institu-
tion that promised to care for them. For a 
few short minutes, the chat function was 
a place of community and solidarity. It 
served as a memorial.

“good morning to all who are here finally 
getting restitution. 8 months of torture 
for me. Much love to alll that were there” 

“I was never the same after that fucking 
place”

“Me either. Fucking monsters”

The reasons disabled people – and 
those labelled as such – are forced to live 
in institutions differ. Some begin living in 
institutions because of a lack of available 
resources to support them surviving in 
their community. For others, the label 
of “intellectual or developmental dis-
ability” is used as justification to expand 
the incarceration of people whom the 
Canadian government deems “degener-
ate”: largely Indigenous, poor, and racial-
ized people. 

“The psychiatrists tried to put me down 
by labelling me ‘schizophrenic’, ‘psycho-
pathic’, and ‘violent,’” recalls Mohawk 
psychiatric survivor Lionel Vermette in 
the 1988 collection Shrink Resistant: The 
Struggle Against Psychiatry in Canada. 
“The guards attacked my Native identity. 
They all failed. I’m not a bad person. I’m 
not violent. I’m an Indian, a good Indian, 
and I am very proud.”

Institutional scholars Kate Rossiter 
and Jen Rinaldi use the term institutional 
violence to describe the widespread abuse, 
sexual sterilization, corporal punishment, 
public humiliation, medical experimenta-
tion, solitary confinement, and torture that 
happens inside places like the CPRI. It 
means that the violence is not an accident, 
but a deliberate and inherent feature of 
government-run institutions.

“I was locked in padded rooms till i 
peed myself starved and more needles 
of ‘calm me down’ fluid i can remember 
and many beatings”
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“I can’t possibly imagine the number 
of ppl who have committed suicide 
because of what happened”

The clerk closes the chat function. 
I light a cigarette from the solitary 

pack I keep at the back of my closet, 
reserved for the news of another Mad 
suicide. How many cigarettes does one 
smoke for the uncountable? 

Over the last decade, I have organized 
and researched alongside survivors of 
institutions for disabled people, and writ-
ten about their legacies in policy, media, 
and social movements. It’s gut-wrenching 
work that involves paying close attention 
to disabled death: the 20,000 people killed 
in institutions like long-term care homes 
during COVID-19, the endless inquiries 
into deaths in group homes, the bodies 
in institutional cemeteries. Much of the 
information about institutions – like the 
number of people who died there, number 
of COVID-19 outbreaks, use of restraints, 
and even the number of people incarcer-
ated inside them – is not publicly available 
and is often shielded from even the most 
savvy Freedom of Information requests by 
thick walls of medico-legal bureaucracy. 

So, class-action lawsuits are pointed 
to as one of few windows into the insti-
tutions that confine disabled people. In 
the U.S., class actions against large-scale 
institutions have exposed the systemic 
violence of institutions, and in some cases 
have led to their closure. Abolitionist 
disability scholar Liat Ben-Moshe refers 
to these cases as “abolition litigation.” 
Rather than trying to reform institutions, 
Ben-Moshe writes, “lawyers did not just 
seek reparation for or change in the con-
ditions of institutions but sought to prove 
that these carceral locales are inherently 
unnecessary and unconstitutional, and 
therefore need to be closed altogether.” 

In Canada, class-action lawsuits 
against institutions for disabled people 
have produced different results. Here, 100 
per cent of these class actions have been 
settled out of court. This means the lawsuit 
never goes to trial – and it’s largely through 

trials that institutional documents are 
released and survivors’ testimonies are 
entered into the public record. 

In other words, out-of-court settle-
ments obscure the harms of these institu-
tions, and they often run counter to the 
demands of survivors for accountability, 
transparency, and closure. 

BOUND TO AN AGREEMENT
Class actions are used to remedy a wide 
variety of harms. Two of the largest class 
actions in Canadian history show the 
range of injustices they address: the ongo-
ing lawsuit against Loblaws and other 
bread sellers for their role in price fixing 
bread for Canadian bread purchasers 
between 2001 and 2021, and the $1.9 
billion settlement for survivors of abuse 
at Indian residential schools. 

Class actions work pretty well in get-
ting consumers financial reparations for 
corporate schemes like price fixing, espe-
cially when it would be too difficult and 
expensive for every individual consumer 
who was affected to launch their own law-
suit against the company. But they do not 
guarantee the systemic changes that would 
put an end to the practices that caused 
plaintiffs to sue in the first place. This 
was abundantly clear in the class action 
of survivors of residential schools against 
the Government of Canada. Fifteen years 
after the settlement, survivors and their 
descendants continue to face relentless 
roadblocks in accessing records about 
residential schools from the federal gov-
ernment and the Catholic Church. 

Lawyers from the Class Action Clinic at 
the University of Windsor point to another 
barrier to accessing justice. In, Canada 
class members are automatically included 
in a class action unless they opt out. Class 
members are the people belonging to the 
group affected by the allegations against 
the defendant – for example, anyone who 
bought price-fixed bread from the eight 
big Canadian bread sellers in the last 20 
years. Frequently, the window to opt out 
of being a class member expires before 
the settlement agreement hearing even 
begins. This means that many people don’t 

even realize they are class members, but 
after the class action, they can no longer 
individually sue for damages. As class 
members, survivors of abuse are often 
bound by non-communication rules that 
prohibit them from speaking out about 
their negative experiences. 

There’s also a window of opportunity 
for class members to claim money. In the 
instance of CPRI, class members had nine 
months after the court approved date to 
file a claim. Many survivors of abusive 
institutions are unhoused or precariously 
housed; others have been moved into new 
institutions like prisons, long-term care 
facilities, and group homes. When class 
members are hard to contact, they may find 
themselves bound to an agreement – or 
owed money – they don’t even know about. 

Once class members have been noti-
fied of a settlement, they can make a claim 
and potentially access settlement money. 
In the CPRI settlement, the amount of 
money a class member would receive was 
determined by a complex point system 
that set out to determine the severity of 
the abuses they experienced. To prove 
that they were abused, survivors had to 
provide medical records and a sworn 
affidavit. But for disabled people who do 
not use verbal communication, they were 
often not given the necessary tools – like 
letter boards or tablets – to articulate their 
experiences. 

At the CPRI settlement agreement 
hearing, survivors spoke to the absence 
of records in these cases. 

“Reason i disagree with the settlement 
is that there were a lot of kids there who 
can’t speak for themselves, they can’t tell 
you what happened to them. But i saw 
it firsthand.”

“This settlement means you have to have 
been hospitalized – but there were doc-
tors on staff, so a lot of it was taken care 
of there.” 

“For all the people who can’t speak, it is 
hard. I have found it hard not to cry for 
others, for myself.” 
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THE HURONIA SETTLEMENT
Over a decade before the CPRI settlement, 
a lawsuit against the Huronia Regional 
Centre was filed by survivors Patricia 
Seth and Marie Slark after reuniting at 
Marilyn Dolmage’s kitchen table. Seth 
and Slark were dropped off at Huronia 
when they were six and seven years old, 
respectively, and they remained there 
for almost 15 years. During that time, 
Dolmage had worked as a social worker 
at Huronia and had stayed in touch with 
the two women. 

Huronia was opened in 1876 in Orillia, 
Ontario – first as the Orillia Asylum 
for Idiots, later renamed the Ontario 
Hospital School, then the Huronia 

Regional Centre. It was the first institu-
tion for people labelled with intellectual 
or developmental disabilities built in 
Canada. Within its first 100 years, 4,000 
children and adults died there. 

While institutionalized, Seth and 
Slark endured horrific abuse: they were 
locked in metal cages, sexually and physi-
cally abused by staff, and watched while 
in the washroom. Together, they decided 
to launch a class-action lawsuit in 2007, 
with Dolmage and her husband Jim act-
ing as litigation guardians. Under law, 
disabled people who are labelled “inca-
pable” are not permitted to launch a legal 
action or direct their lawyers, so litigation 
guardians can help give instructions to 
lawyers and support disabled claimants. 

This idea of “capacity” is foundational 
to the legal system and it forms the basis 
for what researcher Sylvia McKelvie dubs 
legal ableism. Legal ableism encompasses 
the ways in which the legal system dis-
criminates against and removes agency 
from people with disabilities. Seth and 
Slark’s experience of the class action was 
marred by systemic and legal ableism – 
even with their own lawyers. 

“When you have an intellectual dis-
ability it feels like most people don’t care 
about [your] opinion, especially if you are 
poor,” Seth tells me. “And most of us live 
in poverty.” 

“We know what it’s like to be intimi-
dated,” Slark adds. “To have authority 

figures over us.”
Class actions begin with a certifica-

tion hearing, where the court approves 
the case as a class action and approves 
the lawyers as the representatives of the 
plaintiffs and defendants. After the cer-
tification hearing in 2010, Seth, Slark, 
and the Dolmages’ relationship with 
their lawyers at Koskie Minsky – the same 
class-action law firm that would go on 
to represent survivors of CPRI – quickly 
deteriorated. 

When I speak to the Dolmages, they 
say that once the certification hearing 
was over, they were aggressively “bul-
lied back and forth” by the lawyers. They 
explain that their lawyers applied intense 
pressure to Seth and Slark to prepare for 

trial, then switched tracks, pressuring 
the two plaintiffs to settle. During that 
time, Koskie Minsky lawyers met with 
government lawyers without the plain-
tiffs present, and they agreed to terms 
for a proposed settlement – terms that 
Seth and Slark opposed, and the lawyers 
refused to change. The lawyers signed 
the final settlement agreement without 
telling Seth, Slark, or the Dolmages, or 
even showing them a copy. 

Though Seth and Slark were seeking 
$1 billion in damages, in 2013 the lawsuit 
settled out of court for just $35 million. 
As is common in class-action lawsuits, 
about half of that – $18.8 million – was 
claimed by survivors; $8.5 million of the 
settlement went to Koskie Minsky’s legal 
fees, $3 million went to the Law Society’s 
class proceedings fund, and $4.7 million 
went to projects that benefit survivors. 
And while Seth, Slark, and the Dolmages 
were frustrated by the process, they did 
win some important things: easier access 
to settlement funds, the right to not return 
unclaimed funds to the government, and 
a memorial for survivors. 

Huronia survivors could access settle-
ment funds through one of two streams. 
The first was a points system, where 
those who experienced the most severe 
physical or sexual abuse could claim up to 
$35,000 – but in order to do so, they were 
required to submit a sworn affidavit and 
medical records. The second stream was 
more accessible: a lump sum payment 
of $2,000, which survivors could receive 
by simply checking a box to confirm they 
attended the institution. 

In class actions, when class mem-
bers don’t fill out forms or cash cheques 
to claim their settlement money, the 
unclaimed funds are typically returned 
to the defendant. In the case of the 
Huronia settlement, $23.4 million was 
allocated for survivors, but only $18.8 
million of that was claimed, leaving $4.6 
million that would have been returned 
to the Government of Ontario. But Seth 
and Slark won the right to not return 
leftover funds in their agreement. 
Instead, they negotiated for what’s called 

“Reason i disagree with the settlement 
is that there were a lot of kids there 
who can’t speak for themselves, 
they can’t tell you what happened 
to them. But i saw it firsthand.”
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a cy-près, where they were able to put 
the unclaimed settlement funds toward 
research and memorials for survivors of 
Huronia. 

Despite the settlement’s shortcom-
ings, the process sparked news cover-
age and brought to light the horrific 
treatment of disabled people confined 
within institutions. “The settlement has 
been incredibly productive in terms of 
relationships, projects, and the open-
ing of public discourse that has allowed 
a discussion of institutionalization to 
flourish,” says Dr. Kate Rossiter, a scholar 
studying institutions who has worked 
alongside survivors to ensure their sto-
ries are remembered. 

These victories set Seth and Slark’s 
case apart from other institutional class 
actions that followed. 

THE REMAINING INSTITUTIONS
Shortly after the Huronia agreement in 
2013, two more class actions were filed 
by survivors of the Rideau Regional 
Centre in Smiths Falls and the Southwest 
Regional Centre in Chatham-Kent. Both 
were settled out of court, each for mil-
lions less than the Huronia settlement. 
But these agreements had many of the 
same stipulations: an option for a smaller, 
easier-to-access lump sum payment, an 
apology from the premier, and a redirec-
tion of unclaimed funds to developmen-
tal disabilities projects. 

In 2015, the next settlement agreement 
was reached on behalf of survivors of 12 
additional institutions across Ontario. 
Settled at $36 million collectively, or $3 
million per institution, this was the low-
est settlement and would not come with 
an apology or project fund. 

Outside of Ontario, similar class-
action lawsuits have been filed by survi-
vors of institutions in B.C., Saskatchewan, 
Manitoba, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, 
Newfoundland, and P.E.I. 

The Dolmages have followed these 
subsequent class-action settlements 
closely, feeling increasingly frustrated 
with the outcomes. “Our hopes were 
that the Huronia settlement would set 

a strong foundation for future cases,” 
Marilyn says. “Instead, every case has 
been more and more watered down.” 

THE INSTITUTION THAT 
REMAINS
In the 2021 CPRI settlement approval, 
the judge highlighted the similarities 
with the Huronia agreement multiple 
times – but the outcomes were very 
different. 

In the $12 million CPRI settlement, 
there was no option for survivors to dis-
close less information to receive a smaller 
lump sum. The CPRI settlement’s point 
system only included four “levels” of vio-
lence: physical assault and three levels of 
sexual assault. Every survivor who wanted 
to receive settlement funds for physical 
assault, or levels 2 or 3 sexual assault 

had to submit affidavits and medical or 
administrative files proving their abuse. 
Unlike in the Huronia settlement, the 
levels did not include various forms of 
physical or emotional abuse – corporal 
punishment, humiliation, and “non-
severe” physical abuse. 

In the end, there was no apology, 
no money for further research, and no 
opportunity for archival projects. The 
institution remains in operation.

In 2012, only a year after CPRI was 
de-listed as a residential mental health 
institution, an autistic child was beaten 
nearly to death by a staff member there. 
He was excluded from the class action. 

This points to the larger issue: that 
class-action lawsuits cannot put a 
stop to the harms of government-run 
institutions.

In August 2019, Remember Every Name unveiled a monument to commemorate the people who died 
at Huronia. Survivors contributed words that were carved onto the monument: “Locked away and 
forgotten,” “Slave labour,” “I have a name, not a number,” “Tear it down,” and “Never give up.”
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“WE’RE NOT DONE FIGHTING 
YET” 
Most class-action lawsuits settle out of 
court. Research by Jasminka Kalajdzic, 
author of Class Actions in Canada: The 
Promise and Reality of Access to Justice, 
reveals that in Ontario, where there have 
been over 500 class-action lawsuits, only 
18 have gone to trial. Kalajdzic argues that 
out-of-court settlements obscure the 
harms of institutionalization experienced 
by both survivors and those who died 
while incarcerated. There are no public 
hearings, and the records of the harms 
tend to remain inaccessible. 

Cindy Scott is one of the many 
Huronia survivors fighting back against 
the insufficient class-action settlement 
agreement and the government that 
failed to keep the promises it laid out in 
its 2013 apology to survivors. 

“The government got away with it. 
They killed people,” Scott says. “The 
government should be ashamed of 
themselves.”

Scott is a member of Remember Every 
Name, a Huronia survivors’ organiza-
tion working to fill in the gaps in knowl-
edge about those who died at Huronia. 
Before 1958, most of the grave markers in 
Huronia’s cemetery bear only a number – 
the order in which people died – and no 
name. Some grave markers from before 
1930 have been removed entirely. Today, 
no one knows for sure how many people 
are buried at Huronia – certainly at least 
1,379, but likely more than 2,000. 

In 2015, Remember Every Name 
found out that a sewage line had 
been built through the cemetery of 
the Huronia Regional Centre decades 
ago, which may have disturbed graves. 
Survivors have also protested the gov-
ernment’s memorial, which was built as 
a condition of the settlement. Survivors 
have noted inaccuracies in the plaques 
designed to memorialize people buried 
in the cemetery. So, Remember Every 
Name used the unclaimed funds from 
the settlement to create their own 
memorial – to this day the only institu-
tional memorial approved by survivors 

in Ontario.
Sarah Jama, co-founder of the 

Disability Justice Network of Ontario, 
says the way class-action settlements have 
played out is part of a bigger culture of 
secrecy around government-run institu-
tions. “Governments of all jurisdictions in 
so-called Canada continue to try to bury 
the deep harms and the violence perpetu-
ated by the state through these publicly 
funded institutions,” she remarks. 

Today, institutions remain an ongo-
ing reality in the lives of disabled people, 
particularly those labelled with intellec-
tual or developmental disabilities. Scott 
points to long-term care institutions as 
one place where disabled Canadians are 
still confined – and where at least 20,000 
people died during the pandemic. 

The underlying goal of institutions 
remains constant: isolate and segregate 
disabled people at the lowest cost pos-
sible. In the words of late disability radi-
cal Marta Russell, “Though transfer to 
nursing homes and similar institutions 
is almost always involuntary, and though 
abuse and violation within such facilities 
is a national scandal, it is a blunt eco-
nomic fact that, from the point of view of 
the capitalist ‘care’ industry, disabled peo-
ple are worth more to the Gross Domestic 
Product when occupying institutional 
‘beds’ than they are in their own homes.” 

Talking with Marilyn Dolmage, Cindy 
Scott, and Sarah Jama, the path forward 
seems clear. 

We need a future free of institutions, 
with supportive and well-resourced 
communities in which disabled people 
can thrive. Though class actions can win 
some restitution for survivors – money, 
apologies, and media coverage – they 
haven’t brought us much closer to this 
just future.

MEGAN LINTON is a disabled writer, researcher, 

PhD student, and creator of Invisible Institutions, 

a documentary podcast and research project 

exploring the past and present of institutions for 

people labelled with intellectual and develop-

mental disabilities in Canada. Find her on Twitter 

at @PinkCaneRedLip.

“Too long have the workers of the world waited 
for some Moses to lead them out of bondage ... I 
would not lead you out if I could; for if you could 
be led out, you could be led back again. I would 
have you make up your minds that there is nothing 
that you cannot do for yourselves.”

—EUGENE DEBS

“We have always lived in slums and holes in 
the wall. We will know how to accommodate 
ourselves for a time. For, you must not forget, we 
can also build. It is we the workers who built these 
palaces and cities here in Spain and in America 
and everywhere. We, the workers, can build 
others to take their place. And better ones! We 
are not in the least afraid of ruins. We are going 
to inherit the earth; there is not the slightest doubt 
about that. The bourgeoisie might blast and ruin 
its own world before it leaves the stage of history. 
We carry a new world here, in our hearts. That 
world is growing this minute.”

— BUENAVENTURA DURRUTI

“Believing as we do that there is nothing on earth 
more sacred than humanity, we deny all allegiance 
to this institution of royalty, and hence we can 
only regard the visit of the King as adding fresh 
fuel to the fire of hatred with which we regard 
the plundering institutions of which he is the 
representative. Let the capitalist and landlord class 
flock to exalt him; he is theirs; in him they see 
embodied the idea of caste and class; they glorify 
him and exalt his importance that they might 
familiarise the public mind with the conception 
of political inequality, knowing well that a people 
mentally poisoned by the adulation of royalty can 
never attain to that spirit of self-reliant democracy 
necessary for the attainment of social freedom. 
The mind accustomed to political kings can easily 
be reconciled to social kings – capitalist kings of 
the workshop, the mill, the railway, the ships and 
the docks. Thus coronation and king’s visits are by 
our astute neversleeping masters made into huge 
Imperialist propagandist campaigns in favour of 
political and social schemes against democracy. 
But if our masters and rulers are sleepless in their 
schemes against us, so we, rebels against their 
rule, must never sleep in our appeal to our fellows 
to maintain as publicly our belief in the dignity 
of our class – in the ultimate sovereignty of those 
who labour.”

— JAMES CONNOLLY, “VISIT OF KING GEORGE V”

“What you mean Her Majesty’s London?
Where you think all her majesty come from?”

—SWET SHOP BOYS, “T5”

 
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F rom resource extraction and transportation to construc-
tion and logistics, how we manage our world must change 
dramatically if we are to avoid further ecological destruc-
tion and the disastrous social impacts it entails. After yet 

another summer of record heat waves and horrific floods, the 
need to transition to a more sustainable, less resource-intensive, 
and non-exploitative economy has never been more appar-
ent. Such a transition is a monumental task that will require 
transformative political and economic change. Whether this 
transition is just, democratic, and reflective of the scale of the 
crises we face is still to be determined.

What is clear is that achieving a “just transition“ will require 
an organized working class capable of acting collectively to chal-
lenge the status quo. A just transition must be for and by workers 

in solidarity with those fighting for Indigenous sovereignty, 
for climate justice in the Global South, and others challenging 
fossil capitalism. Therefore, understanding the labour move-
ment’s role in achieving a just transition is vitally important 
for environmental and labour activists alike, as their struggle is 
fundamentally the same. 

The following is a list of resources to help us envision and 
think strategically about our collective struggle for a just transi-
tion and labour’s role in achieving it.

A reading list on labour’s 
role in a just transition

JOSHUA K. MCEVOY is a PhD candidate in political studies at Queen’s 

University. His research and activism are focused on environmental politics 

and just transition. 

“TRADE UNIONS AND JUST TRANSITION: THE SEARCH FOR A 
TRANSFORMATIVE POLITICS”
In this paper, Sean Sweeney and John Treat provide a brief history of just transition and 
its origins in the labour movement. They also help to clarify the different and changing 
ways the term is used. Notably, they highlight a distinction between a “worker-focused” 
approach to just transition, which emphasizes the concerns of those employed in carbon-
intensive industries, and a more encompassing “societal shift” aimed at “a broader and 
deeper socio-economic transformation.” Working through this tension and how to resolve 
it is a critical contribution of Sweeney and Treat’s report. 

Ultimately, the authors call for the international trade union movement to collectively 
pursue a “social power” strategy rooted in expanding public ownership and class-based 
union activism. This way, they argue, we can achieve a transformative just transition that 
not only meets the needs of workers today but also takes on the capitalist class pillaging 
our collective tomorrow.

COMPANY TOWN
Company Town follows the story of the rank-and-file members and leadership of Unifor 
Local 222 as they deal with General Motors’ decision to close its assembly plant in Oshawa, 
Ontario, in 2019. The CBC documentary highlights the work of Green Jobs Oshawa, a 
collective of Unifor members and their allies advocating for public ownership of the plant 
and its conversion to producing electric vehicles for public fleets. 

Their approach is precisely what Sweeney and Treat mean by unions pursuing a “social 
power” strategy. Their demands seek to address the material concerns of workers while 
also bringing about a much more profound change in how production is organized and 
the purpose it serves: from corporate control aimed at profits to socialized production 
for social need. Although their aims have yet to be achieved, in part due to hostility from 
Unifor’s leadership at the time, their continued struggle is one we can learn from and 
support as we pursue a just transition.
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THE RED DEAL: INDIGENOUS ACTION TO SAVE OUR EARTH
The Red Deal, by anticolonial group The Red Nation, helps us to envision and work practi-
cally toward a just transition, taking inspiration from Indigenous, ecofeminist, ecosocial-
ist, and anti-imperialist struggles globally. From the Bolivian People’s Agreement, which 
called for a dramatic shift in our relations to the environment, to the Unist’ot’en camp’s 
resistance to the construction of a pipeline on Wet’suwet’en land, the book expertly 
demonstrates the deep, inherent connection between colonialism and capitalism. It 
makes clear that struggles for Indigenous sovereignty, such as the Land Back movement, 
are vital to the fight against the extractivist economy at the heart of the colonial project.

To achieve its aims, The Red Deal calls, in part, for the strengthening of international 
labour ties between workers in the imperial core and the Global South. This solidarity 
is crucial to causes like the opposition to militarization and the ecological destruction 
it entails. Importantly, The Red Nation also highlights the need for an ecologically sus-
tainable economy to “be born from, and center the labor and needs of, caretakers,” from 
educators to water protectors.

CLIMATE CHANGE AS CLASS WAR: BUILDING SOCIALISM ON A 
WARMING PLANET
 Matthew Huber’s Climate Change as Class War has been making waves in environ-
mentalist and socialist circles. The book explores why we have yet to see serious climate 
action and to develop a socialist strategy for doing so in the United States. The core 
argument is that the environmental movement has long been dominated by technocrats 
and professionals instead of by the working class and organized labour. The result is that 
the emphasis has been on science communication and individual action instead of the 
capitalist class interests that are driving climate change. To change this dynamic, Huber 
calls for engagement in strategic industrial sectors, like electricity generation, where 
workers have the capacity to severely disrupt the capitalist political economy. 

“ENVIRONMENTALISTS NEED UNIONS, UNIONS NEED 
ENVIRONMENTALISTS: A REVIEW OF CLIMATE CHANGE AS CLASS 
WAR”
Huber’s book has provoked some pushback, especially from the degrowth movement and 
others skeptical about centring a program for radical change around the Global North’s 
“way of life.” Others sympathetic to Huber’s centring of class dynamics take issue with how the professional managerial class is 
framed in the text. For this reason, I have also included a thoughtful review by Andrew Ahern, published in The Trouble. Ahern, 
who is an ecological activist and member of the Sunrise Movement, embraces Huber’s call to join a union to save the environment 
but also presses the need to situate climate action in the struggle against colonialism and imperialism.

“THE CLIMATE MOVEMENT DOESN’T KNOW HOW TO 
TALK WITH UNION MEMBERS ABOUT GREEN JOBS”
Any reading list on labour and the working class organizing for power in 2022 would be incomplete if it did not include Jane 
McAlevey’s insightful and powerful voice. McAlevey has extensive experience in union organizing and wrote the highly influential 
book No Shortcuts about the need for what she calls “deep-organizing” to revitalize the labour movement and working-class 
politics more broadly. In this engaging interview with Alleen Brown, published in The Intercept, McAlevey weighs in on what the 
environmental movement can learn from labour and how the two movements can better work together. 

Most importantly, McAlevey makes the case that we need to engage with people who don’t already agree with us to gain the 
power in numbers required for a just transition. McAlevey says “in every union campaign, I have a universe of people who have 
no shared political understanding of the world. If we’re doing our job right, the worker is going to go through a very profound 
change. It’s the spade work that has to be done to till the field to grow more people who understand the crisis.” In other words, it is 
through collective struggle as workers that we can realize our shared interest and power to transform society in a more ecologically 
sustainable and just way.

 



You’ve long been involved in the movement against sexual violence 
on university campuses. How does your work advocating for con-
sent culture inform your work as a labour organizer? 
Anti-sexual-violence work, consent work, and labour organiz-
ing (and honestly all impactful organizing) are about supporting 
people who have systematically had their power taken away from 
them find their power again. Organizing for cultures of consent 
teaches me every day about organizing that centres humanity, 
care, and dignity, and that challenges conventional ideas of 
where and with whom expertise is found!

What do you see as the role of independent journalism in covering 
the labour movement? 
High-ranking elected union leaders are often the only voices we 
hear from, but there are SO many rank-and-file workers doing 
impactful localized work, who only find their spotlight in inde-
pendent media. Independent media can also help highlight the 
power of workers in Canada. We have the largest bargaining units 
in North America here! The 1919 Winnipeg General Strike was only 
30,000 workers, and we currently have more than 150,000 federal 
public servants at impasse and strike alert across the country! That 
is an IMMENSE amount of power to make change! We need to 
remind ourselves of that, because our employers won’t.

Why are you a Briarpatch sustainer? 
I’m sure my co-workers, friends, and union siblings have all 
at one point become annoyed with how I relate whatever we’re 
talking about to a Briarpatch article. But no matter the topic, 
there’s always an excellent article to ground and expand our dis-
cussion. I am so grateful for the themes and questions Briarpatch 
raises and the voices and stories it highlights!

WAYS 
you can support 
Briarpatch

Briarpatch is a non-profit, reader-supported 
magazine that thrives thanks to the individual 
contributions of readers like you. Here’s what  
you can do to keep us keepin’ on:

1	 Become a monthly Sustainer 
Sustainers are the backbone of Briarpatch and the reason 
we’re not beholden to governments or corporate adver-
tisers. By authorizing a small automatic donation each 
month, you’ll play a crucial role in supporting our core 
operations so that we can focus our energies on more 
important things – like publishing fiercely independent 
journalism and critical commentary. 

All Sustainers receive an annual newsletter, an auto-
matically renewing subscription, and a permanent 
vacation from renewal notices.

2 	 Share Briarpatch with your friends 
Help us get Briarpatch into the hands of more readers 
by giving gift subscriptions to your nearest and dearest 
(3 for the price of 2!).

3 	 Send a donation 
Even a $5 donation makes a difference to our bottom 
line, and donations of $50, $100, or $500 go that much 
further. Donating is fast and secure online: 
briarpatchmagazine.com/donate

4 	Extend your subscription
Even if it isn’t coming due, renewing now for one, two, 
or three years will help us save the cost – and you the 
nuisance – of reminders later.

5 	 Where there’s a will, there’s a way 
To ensure that Briarpatch continues to thrive well into 
the future, consider making Briarpatch a part of your 
legacy. The proper designation for bequests is: 
Briarpatch, 2138 McIntyre Street, Regina, 
Saskatchewan, S4P 2R7 

Give us a call at 1-866-431-5777  
or email publisher@briarpatchmagazine.com

S U S TA I N E R  P R O F I L E  # 7 7

CONNOR LEA SPENCER

Connor Lea Spencer is an organizer interested in building solidarity 
between anti-violence, anti-capitalist, and justice movements across 
so-called Canada. She works as a national strike officer at a union, 
sits on the board of Students for Consent Culture Canada, and is a 
big ol’ Briarpatch enthusiast living on unceded Algonquin territory. 

 
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By pledging a little money each month, you can add your name to the list of folks who make our work possible. 

The automatic monthly donations of the following Sustainers provide 
Briarpatch with a welcome source of stable, ongoing revenue. 
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SWIFT CURRENT, SK

Linda Smith
REGINA, SK

Phillip Smith
TORONTO, ON 

Victoria Smith
NEW WESTMINSTER, B.C.

Connor Spencer
MULGRAVE ET DERRY, 
QC

Michael Srbljanin
HAMILTON, ON

Douglas St. 
Christian
STRATFORD, ON

Darren Stebeleski
WINNIPEG, MB

Sonia Stanger
REGINA, SK

Jovan Stepnuk
WINNIPEG, MB

Andrew Stevens
REGINA, SK

Gail Stevens
SASKATOON, SK

Michelle Stewart
REGINA, SK 

Shayna Stock
REGINA, SK

Tiffany Strachan
REGINA, SK

Hannah 
Stratford-Kurus
MONTREAL, QC

Donald 
Sutherland
WINNIPEG, MB

Robert Sweeny
MONTREAL, QC

Katrina Szulga
REGINA, SK

Julia Szwarc
OTTAWA, ON

Ronald Theriault
LACHINE, QC

David Thomas
SACKVILLE, N.B.

Michelle 
Thompson
FREIBURG, GERMANY

Ron Thompson
REGINA, SK

Robert Thomson
OTTAWA, ON

Ekhard Tiller
WESTLOCK, AB

Owen Toews
WINNIPEG, MB

Terry Toews & 
Stewart Wells
SWIFT CURRENT, SK

Glenda Tom
TORONTO, ON

Sean & Karolina 
Toomey
OTTAWA, ON

Burton Urquhart
SASKATOON, SK

Corrina VanBalen
EDMONTON, AB

Katie Vikken
EDMONTON, AB

Shirleen & Randy 
Vollet
FORT QU’APPELLE, SK

Felix Vonder Haar
PORTLAND, ME

Heather Walker
CALGARY, AB

Laurel Walton
DUNCAN, B.C.

Rhiannon Ward
REGINA, SK

Fern & Laurence  
Wayman
QUALICUM BEACH, B.C.

Anna Weber
REGINA, SK 

Delmer Weber
SAULT STE MARIE, ON

Lorraine Weidner
REGINA, SK

Alycia Weir
GOLDEN, B.C.

Ann Wheatley
WHEATLEY RIVER, P.E.I. 

Wayne Wheeler
BOWSER, BC

Robert Wild
SALT SPRING ISL., B.C.

James Williamson
WETASKIWIN, AB

James Wood
SASKATOON, SK

Lesley Wood
TORONTO, ON

Julie Yerex
EDMONTON, AB

Barbara Yip
TORONTO, ON

Katherine Young
OTTAWA, ON

Cathy Zink
CALGARY, AB

Valerie Zink
REGINA, SK

ORGANIZA-
TIONS 
adjacent.furniture
CENTRE BURLINGTON, 
N.S.

Chairs and Tables
WHITEHORSE, Y.T.

Federation of 
Metro Tenants’ 
Associations
TORONTO, ON

Global Youth 
Network
TORONTO, ON

Gordon Mitchell 
Farms
CARDROSS, SK

Grain & General  
Services Union 
REGINA, SK

Green Sister 
Gardens
MOOSE JAW, SK

Labourers’ Local 
180 
REGINA, SK

Public Service 
Alliance of 
Canada
OTTAWA, ON

Regina & District 
Labour Council
REGINA, SK

RPIRG
REGINA, SK

RWDSU Local 
544
NORTH BATTLEFORD, SK

Sask Joint Board – 
RWDSU
REGINA, SK

Saskatchewan 
Union of Nurses
REGINA, SK
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again is for progressive individuals and organizations to pool 
their resources to buy mass media outlets. So, what would it cost?

In 2020, Torstar sold for $60 million. Postmedia was valued on 
the stock market between $133 million and $226 million over the last 
year. And Maclean’s? Hard to say. It’s a magazine in decline – falling 
from its peak of 226,000 subscribers in 2016 – but still the political 
magazine with the highest circulation in the country. Would the 
Gaglianos sell it for $5 million? More? Less? Who knows. 

Looking more locally, the Vancouver-based Georgia Straight 
(which, granted, is distributed for free) sold for only $1.25 mil-
lion in 2020. NOW Toronto sold for $2 million. These are (or 
were) the largest circulation alt-weeklies in Canada, with web-
sites getting around 3 million and 1.4 million monthly pageviews 
respectively, plus print readership in at least the hundreds of 
thousands. They were bought up by investors, then driven nearly 
into the ground during the pandemic. 

The point is: this is not an unattainable amount of money for 
the combined powers of unions, progressive foundations, and 
individuals in Canada. A public sector pension fund could eas-
ily acquire a small-to-medium-sized publication, if it wanted 
to – meaning, if its members wanted to and if their financial 
managers listened.

Is it worth it to invest a few million dollars to be able to play 
a major role in setting the mainstream political conversation in 
Canada? I don’t think we can continue to afford not to.

To be clear, the owners of major publications like these don’t 
get to dictate what gets published. The editorial staff need inde-
pendence from the business side. But in a typical arrangement, 
the owner sets the mandate and appoints a board of directors, 
who in turn hire a publisher, and the publisher hires an editor-
in-chief. That person oversees what gets published. In this way, 
you have pretty good assurance that what gets published will 
be in line with the mandate set by the owner and directors. So, 
if, say, your union owned a big magazine, you could rest easy 
knowing it wouldn’t print right-wing nonsense.

After NOW Toronto’s parent company declared bankruptcy 
in February, and the magazine’s staff said they were publishing 
their last print issue in August (but continuing online), a small 
group of indie media workers got to work to fill some of the void. 
This fall, we are launching an unabashedly left print publication 
named The Grind, available free in TTC subway stations and 
online at thegrindmag.ca.

Unions, union members, and people with access to wealth 
need to think big about shifting the media landscape in Canada. 
We can accept it as it is now – with terrible op-eds shaping the 
discourse, anti-worker and landlord-friendly reporting, and 
media empires that treat their employees terribly – or we can 
get to work on building something better.

The case for large-
scale workers’ media in 
Canada
BY DAVID GRAY-DONALD

DAVID GRAY-DONALD is a settler in tkaronto (Toronto), and works as a 

freelance journalist and editor. He was the publisher of Briarpatch from 

2017-2019.

R emember that terrible Maclean’s cover? You might be 
thinking of one of the Islamophobic ones. Or “The resist-
ance” one, featuring conservative premiers who were 

enforcing austerity measures and whining about having to do 
the bare minimum to mitigate climate change. Or maybe it’s the 
“How to Kill the NDP” one, featuring a photo of Naomi Klein 
and Avi Lewis just after they helped publish the Leap Manifesto. 

Now imagine your own Maclean’s. Would those kinds of 
covers – and the stories that come along with them – ever be 
published? Imagine what you, or a skilled group of people on 
the left, could do to fill that space instead, knowing it would 
reach the 118,000 subscribers of the largest political magazine 
in Canada, as well as the millions more who read it online.

The problem is, the left has long been out of the game of 
owning and operating major publications. As a result, Canada’s 
media landscape is dominated by the right and by those with 
business and management’s interests at heart. 

The richest family in Canada, the Thomsons, own the Globe 
and Mail. The National Post, (owned by the Postmedia empire, 
which also owns major papers in almost every city) was started 
as an explicitly conservative paper. The Toronto Star (owned by 
Torstar, which also owns most Ontario city papers ) was a liberal 
paper and Torstar’s new owners are wealthy Conservative donors. 
Maclean’s and many other magazines, from Chatelaine to Toronto 
Life, used to be owned by the Rogers empire and are now owned 
by the wealthy Gagliano family from Vaughan, Ontario, through 
the family business St. Joseph Communications. 

The right has not always dominated mass media. From the 
1880s to the 1940s, the North American left saw an explosion of 
socialist, anarchist, and labour union newspapers. One of these 
– the socialist paper Appeal to Reason, based in the American 
Midwest – at one point reached a circulation of 750,000, six 
times that of Maclean’s today. These papers were instrumental 
to winning demands that improved the lives of working-class 
people: shorter working days, a public education system, and 
ending imprisonment for debt. 

In B.C., unions pooled money for business ventures through 
the Working Enterprises fund, subsidizing The Tyee, a left-
leaning publication, in its earlier years. Founded in 2003, The 
Tyee now has around 700,000 unique visitors per month and 
plays an important role in provincial and federal politics. 

One of the best bets for the left to reach this kind of audience 





Tell your government o�cials and parties that you 
want to leverage Canada Post’s huge potential for 
action on climate change.
Learn more: 
DeliveringCommunityPower.ca

@DeliverComPowerfacebook.com/DeCoPo.CollectivitesDurables

Reimagine
Canada Post
Reimagine
Canada Post



HUNGRY FOR JUSTICE
Food insecurity in Nunavut and northern  
communities has reached a crisis point  
and COVID-19 has made it worse.

TAKE ACTION NOW  
AT ILLUNNATA.CA*

#CDNFOODJUSTICE*Illunata means ‘All of Us’ in Inuktitut, because we all deserve food security.


