Healthy Hours Act
Columnist proposes new legislation.
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by Mike Martin 

Overtime is running rampant in Canada. Canadians are now spending, on average, more hours per day/week/year on the job than we have since the Second World War. Most of us have precious little to show for it. 

In fact, at least half of the reported overtime is unpaid, and unrewarded. None of the unreported overtime (which includes the work of managers in the service, retail, and hospitality sectors) is compensated. Nor does it cover the 10 to 20 extra hours that middle managers perform in the public service every single week of the year. 

Real statistics on actual hours worked by Canadians would shock but not surprise many. That's because we are all doing it. 

	
	 
	Can it really be healthy to work from dawn to dark every day?


Prime Minister Paul Martin is a workaholic, as are most of the federal, provincial and municipal elected leaders. Teachers are expected to teach all day and prepare lessons at night, when they aren't grading papers or running an extracurricular activity. Doctors have to turn patients away because they can't work more than 70 hours a week. 

Police, fire, and emergency workers have built-in overtime that adds up to hundreds of hours a year. The police service board in the City of Ottawa has budgeted for an average of three and one half weeks of overtime for every officer on the job. That includes overtime for court duties, regular overtime and special overtime. Last year, dozens of officers doubled their pay, and almost their hours working overtime. 

It's worse for people closer to the poverty line. Think of every clerk who works for Wal-Mart, flips burgers at any fast food restaurant, or hands you your double-double at the Tim Horton's window. They are working double hours if they can get them, and two jobs if they can't. Just to survive. 

So who is doing anything about this situation? 

Not business, because they seem to think that they are getting a good deal, even if they pay an overtime premium to their staff. Overtime is still cheaper for them than hiring new employees. Their costs to hire and train employees are lower and they don't have to pay additions to payroll head taxes or benefits or workers compensation costs. 

Not the unions who can see that in economic hard times the few extra dollars that their members can get from overtime is about the only way that workers can seem to improve their standard of living. As long as the employer divvies up the overtime pot fairly, the unions will lie low. 

Not the government, who even if they wanted to be proactive, wouldn't know which way to turn for fear of offending one side or another. 

Not even the health care professionals nor the healthy living folks seem to want to take this one on. Can it really be healthy to work from dawn to dark every day? Doesn't anybody see what is happening here? Or maybe nobody really cares. 
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	Employers and unions would be obliged to develop plans to phase out all non-essential overtime.


Well, Workplaces at Straight Goods is not afraid to speak out. We have a few solid suggestions and recommendations to make, that we believe will benefit workers, employers, and all of Canadian society. 

We propose a new piece of legislation entitled the Healthy Hours Act. Under this legislation – which would be federal but provinces would be encouraged to join – the following provisions would come into effect: 

  Only essential, emergency or unforeseen overtime would be permitted under this legislation. Employers and unions would be obliged to develop plans to phase out all non-essential overtime. Once that had been determined employers would identify the number of new employees that they would require and would be eligible for re-imbursement of all training costs for these new employees. 

  There would be a 20 percent income tax levy on all essential, emergency or unforeseen overtime hours worked. These monies would be put into a separate account called the Healthy Hours Fund that would be used to pay for the provisions of this fund. 

  Hours of work for all employees would be capped at 40 hours per week. In addition, subsidies would be available for companies who wished to offer reduced hours of work. These subsidies could be used to hire and train additional employees. 

  Hours of work for managers would be capped at 50 hours per week. Any employer who requests managers to work longer hours could be fined up to $10,000. 

  The minimum wage would immediately be raised to $12.00 an hour and would increase every year by the cost of living. These provisions would be reviewed and increased if necessary every three years. Subsidies from the Healthy Hour Fund would be available to provinces and territories to assist businesses to meet this amount. 

We anticipate – despite the moans and groans of the Fraser Institute that this proposal would actually be revenue neutral – but a clause would be built into the legislation that requires the federal government to cover any deficit into the Healthy Hours Fund through contributions from the EI surplus. 

As a matter of fact we believe that the best way to spend a billion of the EI surplus would be to provide seed funding for this legislation. 

It's time that we not only turned down the speed on the treadmill. It's time to take a break and enjoy this great country that we are all working so hard, and for so long, to build. 

Your comments and suggestions, as long as they don't take you too much time, are welcome. 

