Retention bonuses
Paying people to stay at their jobs is the wrong solution to a serious problem.
Dateline: Sunday, November 13, 2005 

by Mike Martin 

I support a worker's right to strike. As anyone could probably guess by now, I am a strong supporter of unions as a positive force in the lives of working people. But I don't always agree with everything a union does. 

I was reminded of that this week because the union representing drivers and mechanics at OC Transpo and the City of Ottawa are heading towards an impasse in negotiations and a possible transit strike. The latest news is that negotiations have broken off and that the union has given notice of job actions that will begin with a series of work-to-rule actions. 

From the union's perspective, there are two issues outstanding. First, there is the fate of a group of mechanics who have been working on the O-Train, the first piece of what people hope will be a full, regional, light rail transit system. The union wants these members fully protected as the project expands (or contracts) according to the will of elected politicians. 

	
	 
	Employers that have trouble retaining staff should look internally to see why people are leaving.


On this issue I support the union completely. That's what we have unions for, to fight for the security of its members' jobs and job security. If they strike on this issue, I understand and support them. 

The other issue in dispute is a demand from the union to have its members receive a retention bonus similar to the one paid to members of the Ottawa Police Association. These police officers recently received an arbitration award that gave them this bonus, which amounts to an additional 3 percent each year in addition to their increased wages and benefits. 

The Ottawa Police Association was able to get the retention bonus because the Toronto Police Association already had the bonus. The Toronto police officers got the retention bonus because the Ontario Provincial Police originally got the bonus — ostensibly to keep them from jumping to the RCMP. RCMP officers don't get the bonus, but they are the best paid police in the country. Follow me so far? 

Using the Ottawa police as the standard, the bus drivers and mechanics claimed their right to a retention bonus as well. If it was good enough for the police — and you have to think the firefighters will be asking for the same thing — then why not for OC Transpo workers as well? 

I have a problem with retention bonuses. It is not that I don't think anybody isn't doing a good job, or that this particular group of workers don't deserve adequate compensation. But retention bonuses are a slippery slope that gets oilier all the time. 

People should be paid fairly for what they do in some form of relative comparison to others in the community. Retention bonuses throw this system of relativity out of whack. They are often introduced by management and willingly accepted as a panacea by unions and their members. But instead of being a cure for the problem they are actually a placebo. 

Employers that have trouble retaining staff should first look internally to see why people are leaving. Secondly they should have succession plans and strong recruitment strategies to replace retiring workers and bring in new blood. Paying the same people more money to stay doesn't deal with any of the real problems, and in fact creates more. 

One problem is the expectation that retention bonuses will last forever. The fact that Toronto Police officers were parading in full uniform (including their guns) to stop the rollback of any existing benefits (like retention pay) should speak for itself. The fact that OC Transpo might deprive thousands of commuters from their only source of transportation because this issue is still outstanding is another example. 

Pay the people what they deserve, but let's get out of the retention pay business. It doesn't really work for anyone. Worse, the bonus system allows management to continue to avoid their real problems in recruiting and retaining good workers who perform a valuable service to the public. 

Speaking as someone concerned about air quality, climate change and our overall environment, I hope that OC Transpo and the union resolve all their outstanding issues without too much pain on anyone's side. Public transportation needs to be encouraged and promoted to protect our depleted environment and make it a better world for all of us to live in. We all sure can do without another reason for car lovers to stay in their SUVs. 

