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SPEAKER’S NOTES
Chris Allnutt – Spokesperson
Facilities Subsector Bargaining Association
Bargaining Day 1 – January 9, 2004 – Burnaby
Good afternoon.
It’s hard to imagine a more difficult environment in which to begin bargaining.
But in the interests of the public we serve, it’s also never been more important that both parties make a concerted effort to overcome these challenges and produce workable solutions to the problems we now face in our health care system.
 
Privatization and restructuring has thrown health care into chaos. Morale among health care workers is at an all time low. Public anxiety about the state of health care is high. And this government’s new era for health care has produced historically low public performance rankings.
 
We need to use our collective bargaining relationship to bring stability to health care and restore public confidence in our ability to deliver quality services in a timely manner.
 
And we need to make health care workers partners – not targets – of health care reform.
 
RESTORING TRUST AND CONFIDENCE

Our first challenge in this round of talks will be to restore confidence and trust in the collective bargaining process itself.
 
That confidence and trust began to break down before the ink was dry on your signatures on the 2001 contract.
 

Within weeks of your side ratifying the current agreement by a vote of over 90 per cent –– you provided the new government with “new era” proposals for undermining collective bargaining and disrupting labour relations in this sector.
 
Within months of its ratification, the contract was shredded in what Canada’s national newspaper called an act of “legislative vandalism” – the passage of Bill 29. It was a tool that health employers wasted no time in using to undermine decades of collective bargaining history.
 
As a result, thousands of your employees –women and men who took you at your word and believed a deal was a deal -- have lost their livelihood. The public has lost their investment in their skills and experience. And the legally negotiated rights of those that remain have been seriously curtailed.
 
And this has all been carried out with a level of vindictiveness that’s both gratuitous and vicious -- from the comments of the health services minister who justified contract shredding by suggesting that our members treat their workplaces as employers of last resort…
 
…to the spokesperson for B.C.’s largest health authority who grossly understated the role of infection control in health care by saying “you basically need a body to clean floors. That’s the reality. There’s not much to it.”
 
It’s clear that there’s a lot of work to be done to rebuild trust and confidence in the collective bargaining relationship between our parties.
 
And I won’t pretend that we can complete this task during this round of bargaining. Not within the legislative restrictions under which we now operate and with the anti-worker, pro-privatization bias of our provincial government.
 
But we must start.
 
PUT PRIVATIZATION ON HOLD

And a good start would be for health employers to put all privatization plans on hold while collective bargaining is in progress.
 
We were deeply disappointed and angered to learn that on Monday the Vancouver Coastal Health Authority will begin issuing lay off notices to nearly 1000 food service workers. And we understand that another thousand housekeeping and food services workers on Vancouver Island may also get their notices as early as mid-January.
 
We’re disappointed that these health employers have rejected our proposals to preserve jobs and generate cost savings. The timing of these announcements is highly provocative.
 
As a sign of your commitment to good faith bargaining, we urge HEABC members to put their privatization plans – including the lay off notices planned for next week – on hold until we conclude a new collective agreement.
 
HEALTH AND SAFETY IS A WIN-WIN

It’s important that as bargaining begins that we focus on issues that provide clear benefits for both parties.
 
And there’s no better example than providing a safe and healthy workplace.
 
Workplace injuries are a blight on health care. They result in pain and misery for our members. And they cost our health care system tens of millions of dollars annually.
 
It was through our collective bargaining relationship that we established the OHSAH – the Occupational Health and Safety Agency for Healthcare.
 
Through OHSAH, unions and employers have been able to develop and promote best practices and guidelines that prevent injuries and reduce costs to the health care system.
 
OHSAH’s innovative union-management governance model has ensured that the programs it has developed are responsive to the requirements in health care, and to the adoption of these programs by local managers and workers.
 
We propose that we place the issue of renewed and adequate funding for OHSAH’s operations at the beginning of our joint bargaining agenda.
 
RECOGNIZE THE DIVERSE NATURE OF HEALTH CARE WORKERS 

In this round of talks we are also urging employers to recognize that as health care grows more complex, so do the roles that our members play within health care workplaces. 
 
This requires abandoning a cookie cutter approach to collective bargaining.
 
And a new agreement must provide employment security to retain the dedicated, experienced and skilled workers in this sector.
 
CONCLUSION

Good collective agreements have been and can continue to be vehicles for progressive change to public health care.
 
But some elements in the health employer community regard collective agreements as a barrier to change. With the assistance of an anti-union, pro-privatization provincial government, these elements have been able to run roughshod over our members and their hard-won rights.
 
This is a shortsighted approach.
 
As we commence a new round of collective bargaining, I urge HEABC to take a longer view of our collective bargaining relationship -- to recognize that this relationship has existed through many different administrations in Victoria and will continue to exist in some form after the current crew has vacated the legislature.
 
In the interests of the patients, residents and clients we serve, we must make every effort now to make sure this future relationship is a constructive one.
 
Thank you.
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