Lakeside Packers just the latest Alberta standoff
Alberta's anti-union history echoes through time and throughout Canada.
Dateline: Sunday, October 30, 2005 

by Mike Martin 

Angry words and breaking glass are once again echoing from the meatpacking industry in Alberta. This time it's Lakeside Packers in Brooks, Alberta, which is the scene of violence between workers and management on the picket line. The workers, members of the United Food and Commercial Worker's are on strike against the subsidiary of Tyson Foods — at the largest slaughterhouse in the country — after conciliation failed. The workers are seeking a first contract at the plant that will provide union recognition, wages and improved working conditions. 

This is not the first time that Alberta meatpackers have faced chaos and strife in their relations with their employees. In 1986, Peter Pocklington, the owner of the Gainers meatpacking plant in Edmonton, decided to not negotiate a new collective agreement with his workers. Instead, Gainers advertised publicly for replacement workers. The result was a strike by the employees, members of the UFCW, that lasted 6 months and became one of the most violent and bitter labour disputes not in only Alberta, but all of Canada. 

	
	 
	The Alberta government responded to the rancorous 1986 Gainers meatpackers strike by imposing cooling-off periods and limiting the right to picket.


The Alberta government of the time stayed on the sidelines, just like Ralph Klein's government today, until finally even they couldn't stand the bad image that was being created all over the world. At the end the Premier of the day, Don Getty, apparently called Peter Pocklington to convince him to accept a mediated settlement. 

You might expect that after such an industrial relations black eye, that the Alberta government would step in to level the playing field. Wrong. Instead they chose to make it harder for workers to strike, imposing enforced cooling-off periods and limiting the right to picket. They also went out of their way to encourage non-union operations to set up shop in Alberta. 

These actions set the stage for Ralph Klein's policies of reduction, retrenchment and roll backs in the public sector. And, of course, the private sector renewed its efforts to declare Alberta a right to work zone. These efforts continue to this day, in attempts to de-unionize the construction sector. 

Alberta's anti-union history has encouraged Lakeside Packers and its boss, Tyson Foods, to try and divide the workers at the Brooks plant. There is an upstart pro-employer group that has already been to the Labour Board to have the union decertified. Union-busting management officials have apparently been brought in to try and break the union quickly. One of their first steps was to get an injunction to limit the number of pickets and to arrange for buses to escort anyone willing to cross the picket line into the bus. The injunction is important, not just for intimidation, but to bring the police into the picture on the side of management. 
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	The right to belong to a union is under attack in Canada, and not just in Alberta.


At Gainers in Edmonton, in 1986, one of the most memorable sights was the constant presence of riot police on the picket line to help Peter Pocklington's replacement workers get across the line. It may be only a question of days before we see that scene replayed in Brooks, Alberta. But one of the interesting outcomes of the Gainers strike was that it further eroded then-Premier Donald Getty's credibility with Alberta voters. By the time the next election rolled around, Getty was gone, replaced by Ralph Klein. 

Because food and meat inspection is regulated by the federal government, the UFCW has made a public and emotional call to the Prime Minister of Canada to intervene in the Lakeside dispute. It is a nice try, but no dice. It's just not going to happen. Even if the Liberals wanted to get involved, which they don't, they wouldn't want to anger Alberta right now. They need the oil and gas revenue to keep flowing into Eastern Canada. 

That means the Labour Board and the Alberta court system will decide the fate of the workers at Lakeside and unfortunately it probably means a stalemated result similar to what happened in 1986. The courts and Labour Board will order the picket lines opened up and the police will help keep them open. Eventually the strike pay and enthusiasm will wane and the workers will move on to other jobs or (worse yet) be starved into submission. There is no right to strike in Alberta but apparently there is a right to starve. 

Other industries and jurisdictions in Canada are not faring any better. Telus workers across the West won every legal battle along the way for almost four years and still ended up settling for what they could get at the end and far less than what they wanted. Major corporations in steel, auto supply, transportation and the forestry sector are eyeing bankruptcy protection as a way to relieve themselves and their shareholders of the yoke of pension liabilities. 

Not content to limit picketing activity, the British Columbia court system has ordered the teachers union not to support any strike activity by its own members. To back it up, the BC government announced a special prosecutor to monitor the situation and immediately charge and jail any union official who in any way does the job that their membership pays them to do. 

Make no mistake about it; the right to belong to a union is under attack in Canada, and not just in Alberta. The workers at Lakeside Packers — both union and company supporters — are just pawns in this great corporate shell game. Under one shell is the company, under another shell is the legal system, and under the third shell is the government. The only winners in this game are the transnational corporations who move the shells around. Everyone else, especially the workers, is almost guaranteed to lose. 

I am not usually one to simply rant and rave without providing a possible solution, but other than the long-awaited political and economic revolution that some crazies are still promoting on the street corners outside of union conventions, I am not really sure what can be done in the short term to help relieve the pressure at Lakeside Packers and restore integrity to labour relations in this country. Reducing the number of lawyers might help, but then we'd have to appoint them as justices of the peace or something. 

So this week I turn the challenge back to the thoughtful and progressive Straight Goods readers for your advice and guidance. What do you think the collective "we" can do in the short term (and the long term for that matter), to turn the battered ship of labour relations around? Even more importantly, how can we help the workers at Lakeside Packers snatch a victory from the certain jaws of defeat? 

Workplaces at Straight Goods awaits your missives and suggestions. Homilies, prayers and even sharp yelps of pain are always welcome. 

