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| NTRODUCTION

was an expectation or at least a strong hope that the lot in life of

I n previous generations of Alberta working men and women there

working people and their families was going to continue improving

in the future.

In the last half of the twenti-

public enterprise and services and

eth century, it seemed that these regulated economic and social life

hopes were finally being realized.
Social welfare, Unemployment
Insurance, social housing, urban
sewer and water systems, Medi-
care, public education and many
other public and social benefits
combined to radically improve the
lives of working people in

Alberta.

A dramatic rise in the union-
ization rate in the post-war era
nation-wide had produced tan-
gible workplace benefits and
increases in real wages for union
members and spin-off wage
increases for non-union workers.

During the past decades,
however, things have changed.
Recessions in the mid 1980’s
and early 1990’s, combined with
huge cuts in public and social
spending, sent unemployment
figures up, wages down and
public benefits plummeting.

The dismantling of the
welfare state with its mix of

accelerated under pressure from
free trade agreements and
corporate and right-wing political
influence.

This booklet examines what
effects this has had on the lives
of working people in Alberta. In a
sense, it represents a snapshot of
daily life for workers that is then
compared to a similar snapshot
taken 25 years ago in 1975.
This provides the perspective of
an historic view that compares
the lives and working conditions
faced by two different genera-
tions of Alberta workers and their
families.

From this comparison, itis
possible to look at long-term
trends, which will provide some
idea of what struggles the future
holds. Future challenges for
working people can be assessed
and suggestions for courses of
action debated.
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. Lirear Work

t work. The first part of this booklet looks at various aspects of
ork. Factors such as work-time, employment, safety on the job,
wages and basic rights at work are compared between 1975 and toda
(or as near to today as statistical sources allow).
The basic question is: are Albertans lives at work better or worse?

Q Ibertans spend the best hours of the day, most days of the week

A. WHAT’ SHAPPENING TO good jobs. Jobs in public adminis-

) tration (government sector),
THE JOB ) while not as well-paid, have been

_ i considered secure and compara-
The single most important tively well paid
factor in a worker’s life is Jobs in the wholesale and
the'”(_)”bblf yglu have _a gohod job, retail trade sector, the financial
you will be able to enjoy the sector and the service sector, on

limitless pOSSIbIlgIeS ofkourd _ the other hand, have traditionally
consumer-based, market-driven  poq, jess well paid and less

economy. secure.
A good job pays a decent Unfortunately for young

wage sufﬂment 0 aII_o W home Albertans today, the job market
owqershlp, the pqssmlllty of . looks quite different than it did a
raising a family without hgrdshlp, generation ago in 1975. The
a_md adegree of €CONOMIC SECU- gonyjice sector now accounts for
fity. . 42.2% of all jobs in Alberta.
GOOd Jobs are pe rmanent, Although important sources of
full-time a_nd well-paid. Where are good jobs like the manufacturing
the QOOd jobs? Generally, they and construction sectors have
areinthe gooqls producing . expanded at the same pace as
sectors. Jobs in manufacturing, - e \orkforce, important “good
transportation, utilities, construc- job” sectors like transportation,

tlfon, and primary p_rlodu dCt'On I communications and utilities, and
( oreitry, mllrlllnga_ql an” nl;atura public administration have not
gas) have all traditionally been kept pace.
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Alberta: Labour Force by Industry 1975 and 2001

1975 Employed % of Total 2001 (March) % of Total
Sector (000's) Employment Employed Employment
(000’s)
Agriculture 111 14.1 60.1 3.7
Primary Industries 28 3.6 102.1 6.3
Manufacturing 71 9.0 144.6 8.9
Construction 64 8.1 135 8.4
Transportation, 69 8.8 110.4 6.8
Communication,
Utilities
Trade 147 18.7 236.5 14.6
Finance, Insurance, 36 4.6 84.8 5.2
Real Estate
Services 206 26.1 681.5 42.2
Public 57 7.2 60.8 3.8
Administration
Total Employed 788 1,615.80

Source: Labour Force Annual Averages 1975

1983, Statistics Canada 71-529 and Labour

Force Information, Statistics Canada 71-001 March 2001

In fact, the government
sector is only employing about
5000 more people than it did in
1975 — although the employered

producing sectors is the preva-
lence of part-time employment.
Part-time work obviously pro-
duces smaller weekly paycheques

workforce has more than doubled and a reduced standard of living.

—increasing by 837,000 work-
ers.

It's clear that, for young
Albertans today, the job market
is much worse than it was 25
years ago. There is a greater
proportion of low-paying and
insecure jobs — and the trend
shows no signs of abating.

The Rise of Insecure
Employment

One of the most serious
problems with jobs in the service-

But there is another, over-
looked effect of a large part-time
workforce. Workers who are
employed part-time have far less
job security. Instead of having to
train a replacement worker,
employers can simply increase
other part-timers hours when a
worker leaves. This undermines a
workers ability to negotiate
better pay and working condi-
tions. Quite simply, part-time
workers are more expendable
than full-time workers.
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Alberta: Part-time workers as Percentage of All Employees
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1975 2000  Source: Statistics Canada 71-529, 71-001

There are 295,000 part-time there are good reasons to expect
workers in Alberta today — that wages should also be rising.
200,000 more than there was a The question is are we really
generation ago. Nearlyonein  gaining any ground? Are wages
five workers is a part-time em- any higher today than in 1975?

ployee. In 1975 only 12% of At a casual glance, the
Albertans worked part-time. expectation that wages are
Over half of all part-time improving over time seems

workers are women over the age justified. However, the effects of
of twenty-four. Over a third of inflation on wages have to be

part-timers (105,800 out of accounted for. The cost-of-living
294,600), are youth under the is, after all, substantially higher
age of twenty-five. today than it was in 1975.
Once the 1975 weekly
B. AReWrcEsGETTING earnings are corrected to current
(2000) dollars, a far different
BermeRr? picture emerges.

Workers in Alberta, in most

thabooming economy industries are making less in real

and low unemployment,
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Alberta: Average Weekly Earnings by Industry
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Source: Statistics Canada 72-002

1975 2000

Price Index

2000=100

Year CPI-Alberta
1971 26
1975 35.7
1980 54.7
1985 76.5
1990 93.1
1992 100
1995 105
1999 113.4
2000 117.4

Source: Cansim Database

*Note: The CPI for 1971-1975 was calculated by averaging the CPI
for Edmonton and Calgary
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Alberta: Average Weekly Earnings by Industry

(Constant 2000 $)
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weekly earnings than they were  including overtime has declined
twenty-five years ago. from $681.97 in 1975 to
In the broadest overview, the $642.81 in 2000 in real (2000)
average Albertaweeklywage,  dollars. This represents a’5.7%
drop in real weekly wages.

U nion vs Non-Union W ages
Canada, March 2001

Union Non-Union

Average weekly wages $719.94 $587.91
Average Hourly wages 19.77 15.92
Part-time average weekly 339.45 178.67
wages

Part-time average weekly 19.1 16.1
hours

Part-time average hourly 17.77 11.1
wages

Source: Labour Force Information StatsCan 71-001, March 17, 2001
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C. RicHts at Work

THE RGHT 10 ORGANIZE

Qwe of the most important
ights workers have is the
right to join a union and bargain
collectively.

The right to unionize is
important for many reasons.

First and foremost, union
membership and union coverage
(includes those who are covered
by a collective agreement but
who do not belong to their
union) provides a substantial
financial benefit.

Nationally, average weekly
wages for unionized workers are
18.3% higher than for non-union
workers. Average hourly wages
showed an even greater gap with
union workers enjoying 19.5%
higher average wages.

But the wage difference is
most striking for part-time
workers. Unionized part-time
workers not only earned 37.5%
more than their non-union coun-
terparts, they also averaged
three more hours per week. This
gave them 47.4% higher average
weekly wages.

Unionized workers also enjoy
superior pensions and benefits

Union Membership in Alberta

(per cent of total employed)
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24.0% 1
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Source: Statistics Canada 71-001, Cansim Database
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and safer workplaces. [s&&w
More Than Ever; Gil McGowan;
Alberta Federation of Labour;
1999].

Aside from the monetary
advantages, union membership
also protects workers from
unfair, arbitrary and discrimina-
tory treatment on the job.
Unions uphold workers’ dignity —
a benefit that is beyond price.

Given all the benefits of
union membership, it would be
reasonable to assume that the
unionization rate in Alberta has
gone up over time.

Rather than going up over
time, union membership has
actually declined in Alberta.
Workers entering the labour
market in Alberta today have a
smaller chance of working in a
union job than people did in
1975.

The reasons for this decline
are complex, and include the
transformation of employment to

the traditionally harder to orga-
nize service sector.

However, the main cause is
the restrictive provisions of the
Alberta Labour Code. In 1975 a
simple majority of workers at a
jobsite could simply sign cards
and they would be certified.

Today, workers must show
40% support after which there is
a mandatory vote. During the
period between application and
vote employers have a window of
opportunity to campaign against
the union. With no effective
penalties against unfair employer
tactics in certification drives, and
no “mandatory first agreement
arbitration” clause (Alberta is one
of only three provinces without
this provision), itis small wonder
that union membership has
declined.

The fact remains the Alberta
labour laws in 1975 protected
workers’ rights to join a union
better than our current legisla-
tion.
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Alberta Minimum Wage

(constant 2000%$)
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EMPLOYMENT SANDARDS:
THE BASIC RIGHTS
OFWORKERS

Iberta’s basic floor of rights

or workers is contained in
the Employment Standards Code
and its accompanying Regula-
tions.

Alberta’s basic provisions for
overtime, vacations, general
holidays and standard worktime
follow the general national
pattern.

However, since the system is

complaint driven, a worker has to

expose themselves to employer
reactions, which can include

2000

Source: Alberta Human Resources and Employment, Cansim Database

dismissal in order to serve their
rights.

In areal sense, Alberta
workers’ basic rights are so badly
protected that they could be
considered loose codes of em-
ployer conduct rather than
inherent rights.

Perhaps the most important
employment standard regulation,
especially for young workers, is
the minimum wage.

Minimum wage levels set the
wage for entry level, low skill
jobs —and influence the rest of
the labour market accordingly.

Alberta’s minimum wage in
1975 was $2.50 per hour —
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which represents about $8.20
per hour in today’s money. That
is over 50% higher than today’s
minimum wage.

How SaFe isWoRrk?
THE RIGHT TO A SAFEAND
HEALTHY WORK ENVIRONMENT

There are two major compo-
nents to occupational health and
safety. The first deals with pre-
vention — the maintenance of
safe workplaces. The second, the
workers’ compensation system,
supports workers who have
become injured or sick on the
job.

Occupational health and
safety is one of the few areas of
worklife that has actually im-
proved since 1975. In 1975
there were not general occupa-
tional health and safety regula-
tions in place, and it showed.

Alberta Workplace
Accidents

Since the enactment of
general regulations in 1976 there
was a substantial improvementin
workplace safety. That year a new
Division of Occupational Health
and Safety was created with a
budget of $2.79 million. Two
years later, it became a separate
department —which, by 1985,
had over 250 staff and a $12
million budget. Full programs of
inspection, research, education
and support services were pro-
vided.

Since 1986, however, the
Department has ceased to exist —
and is now a small component of
Human Resources and Employ-
ment.

The Workers’ Compensation
system in Alberta provides no
fault insurance against workplace

Alberta W orkplace Accidents

Fatality Rate
(per 100,000
employees)

Claims

% of all
Employees

Lost Time
Claims

% of all
Employees

1975

15.1

87,642

11.1%

124,013

9.5%

2000

9.1

33,500

4.3%

36,900

2.8%

Source: Alberta Workers Compensation Board
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injury and disease. There is no In summary, the current
guantifiable way to compare generation enjoys a measurably
operations between 1975 and  safer workplace — thanks largely
2000. However, a recent outcry to areal government investment
by injured workers has convinced in the area between 1976 and
the government to run two 1986.

investigations into the operations

of the Board.
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I TreCw SocETY

tside of the workplace, many things effect owgrall quality
f life. This section examines our health care and education
systems, the social safety net and community security. Again,
by comparing 1975 with today, we can get some idea of how our

ocjety is actually chapging.
i& ISI%TECTION F%OM?‘E)% %ss
families. Without income, working

Frov UNEMPLOYMVENT people risk losing their homes and

| NSURANCETO EMPLOYMENT worldly goods. But they also

INSURANCE suffer psychological trauma and
stress that leads to increased
incident of family breakup and

();\u/e of the biggest fears of suicide.

. orking people is sudden That's why unemployment
job loss. Unemploymentcanbe . .
insurance that provides tempo-

an economic disaster for working . :
rary financial support to the

Canada: Total Unemployed by EI Status
1998

60.00% — Olneligible for EI

DOPotentially eligible for EI

50.00% DOReceived EI

ONot enough hours

40.00% §
DOExhausted benefits

DOclaim refused for unknown reasons
30.00% —
DOEligible - but did not claim

Owill receive in future
20.00% —

10.00% —

1

Source: Statistics Canada. Report on the Minimum Results of the El Coverage Survey 1998
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unemployed is so critical to
workers.

However, there has been a
marked deterioration in the
protection provided by Canada’s
national system of support for
the unemployed in the past
generation.

at a minimum of 20% of maxi-
mum insurable earnings in the
past year to qualify. Benefits
were 66.67% of insurable earn-
ings.

Today, the benefitis only
55% of average insurable earn-
ings over the past 20 weeks —

In 1975, the average number including periods of unemploy-

of claimants in Alberta was

ment within that time. People

Alberta N et C ontributions

to UIEI

($1998 millions)

1975
481
267
114

1998
1,815
705
1110

Total Premiums Paid
Total Benefits Collected
Net Loss to Alberta

Total Benefits as % of Total
Premiums

55.5%

38.8%

Source: Provincial Economic Accounts, StatsCan 13-213PIB

35,000 — virtually identical to
the average number of unem-
ployed Albertans that year.
National figures support this
notion of universal coverage. In
1975 over 92% of unemployed
Canadians drew unemployment
insurance benefits.

By 1998, only 28% of
unemployed Canadians were
actually receiving El benefits. The
reasons for this are many. In
1975 a claimant only had to
have paid 8 weeks of premiums

who quit their job voluntarily or
are fired for just cause are
ineligible for benefits —and
benefit duration has been short-
ened.

The increasing difficulty in
qualifying for El and the reduced
benefits have created a huge loss
to the Alberta economy. In 1998
Alberta’s net contributions to El
was over a billion dollars —and
benefits collected represented
only 38.8% of premiums paid.

The dismantling of unemploy-
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ment insurance is aticking time  argument that social assistance
bomb for Alberta workers. Right  recipients should receive enough
now, with unemploymentatless support to maintain them at least
than 5%, it is not so noticeable. atthe poverty line.

But, when the next cyclical round With unemployment rates in

of high unemployment hits, 1975 significantly lower (4.1%)
unemployed workers are going to than in 1999 (5.7%), you would
be in serious trouble. expect a smaller proportion of
the population to be on social
B. TestngTHE SociaL assistance in 1975. However,
Sy NeT less than half as much of the

population were receiving assis-

. _ tance in 1999 than were assisted
ith the disintegration of the ;, 1975

El system, for many
Alberta workers the last resort is
social assistance. Unemployed
workers who do not qualify for El

Furthermore, the level of
basic assistance has dropped —
with current benefits for food,

_ clothing, household and personal
orwho have exhausted their o045 and transportation 17.8%

benefits, single parents with lower than in 1975 in constant
dependent children, and other 1 99g) dollars.

Albertans who cannot work for a
variety of reasons depend upon
the provincial government to
support them.

Social welfare is an absolute
necessity in a market driven

Basic shelter provisions are
supposed to be based upon local
rental costs — and that was true
in 1975. However, the maximum
shelter allowance in 1999 for a
_ single parent with a child under
economy. Itisthe only perma- ¢y \vas $428 per month. Ac-

nent barrier between the unem- 4 ing to the Edmonton Social
ployed and homelessness, starva-pjanning Council, available low-
tion and death. As the income of ¢ housing in Edmonton now

Iast_ resort, itis |mpe_rat|ve that exceeds $500 per month. This
social welfare benefits are ad- means that single parents on

equate to meet the basic needs oo (tare must use up some of
recipients. The National Council their already inadequate food

on Welfare makes a convincing  ¢|qthing and household allowance
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Alberta Social W elfare

(1975 and 1999)

1975 1999
Persons Assisted 92,268 71,900
% of total population 5.2% 2.4%
Maximum basic monthly $390.71 $321.00

allowance: single parent-
one child under six ($1999)
unemployment rate

Source: Alberta Human Resources and Employment, Alberta Regulations 92/75. National Council
on Welfare, Welfare Incomes 1999

members.

In Alberta, only 25.6% of
the workforce has a registered
pension plan —the lowest in
Canada. At 22.5%, Alberta also
has the lowest unionization rate

in order to have a place to live.
Itis clear that unemployed
Albertans are in much worse
shape now than they were a
generation ago. The programs
are inadequate and the coverage

in Canada. Newfoundland, which

'slow. has the highest unionization rate,
C. S ) also has the highest level of
. SUFFERNG IN SLENCE . pension coverage.
THE PLGHT OF For the three quarters of
ALBERTA SENORS Alberta workers who have no
pension plan, there is only the
e of the consequences of Canada Pension Plan to fall back

on upon regirement.

In 1999, Old Age Security
payments averaged about $411
per month. If that is the sole source
of income, pensioners also receive
the full amount of the Guaranteed
Income Supplement—whichin
1998 was $491 month.

In 1999, 103,800 of all

Alberta’s low unionization
rate is a lack of pension coverage
for Alberta seniors.

There is a direct correlation
between unionization rate and
pension coverage because,
outside of management person-
nel, virtually the only workers
who get pensions are union

Losing Ground 17



Alberta retirees receiveda GIS  workers in Alberta (all of those
supplement — 37% of all pension- without pension plans) this
ers. For elderly Albertans in need, means they have nothing to look
the provincial government pro-  forward to upon retirement
vides an additional maximum except poverty.
benefit of $2,350 per year.

The consequences for many

Alberta seniorsisincome below  D. How SaFE ARE OUR
the poverty line. For retirees in
Edmonton, governmentincome Comvunmes

fell $3,395 below the poverty
line in 1998. Another of the very real

The last twenty-five years oncerns working people
saw, first a dramatic improve- have is the safety of their com-
ment in the poverty levels among munities. With the sensational
seniors. However, beginning in “entertainment” style of current
1996, it became clear thatno ~ NEWS reporting, itis easy to see

future improvements were being  WhY o many Albertans are
considered at either the federal cOncerned with crime and neigh-
borhood security.

or provincial levels.
For many current older

Alberta Crime Rates

However, Albertais actually a

1975 1999

Violent Crimes Rate (per Rate (per

100,000) 100,000)
murder 42 2.4 55 1.9
attempted murder 47 2.7 31 1.1
manslaughter 14 0.8 6 0.2
assault 11,447 647.4 24,339 820.9
sexual assault 1,031 48.3 2,715 91.6
robbery 1450 82 2,542 85.7
Property Crimes
breaking and 21,897 1,238.50 29,287 987.8
entering
motor vehicle theft 8,414 475.9 14,847 500.1
frauds 11,590 655.5 13,223 446
All Offenses 238,876 13,511.20 277,995 9,375.90

Source: Statistics Canada 85-205
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safer place to live today than it
was in 1975. Murder rates are
down. Manslaughter rates are

down. The breaking and entering

rate is twenty per cent lower
today than it was in 1975.
Thefts are down and frauds are
down.

Robbery is up very slightly,
as is motor vehicle theft. On one
bleak note, the sexual assault
rate is up 90% and the assault
rate, generally, is up 27%.

The overall crime rate,
however, is 30% lower today
than it was in 1975.

E TeacHNG OuR
CHoREN WELL ?

blic education has always
been strongly supported by
the labour movement. Working
people wanted their children to

have the opportunity for a better
life that literacy and education
provides.

Albertans have long been
proud of their public school
system (kindergarten to Grade
12) and their vocational insti-
tutes, community colleges and
universities.

But how have our K-12
school system and advanced
education system faired over
time?

Classroom sizes are a real
problem in Alberta schools. A
straight division of total educa-
tors to total students in 1997/
98 shows a pupil-teacher ratio of
19.31to one. This figure in-
cludes school administrators and
educational support services.
Actually classroom sizes are
much higher. Another Statistics
Canada method of establishing
the figure shows a lower figure
of 17.8 to 1 — but that is still

Alberta Student T eacher

Ratios

K-12

1975

1997/98

Educators K-12

23,093

29,161

Enrollment K-12

421,785

563,170

Pupils/educator K-12

18.26

19.31

Source: Alberta Statistical Review, 1976, Alberta Treasury;
Education in Canada, Statistics Canada 81-229
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the highest in Canada.

In 1975, every school had
access to staff psychologists,
speech therapists, librarians and
other educational resource
people. Now they don't. Twenty-
five years ago, teachers had
blocks of free time for lesson

planning and marking —now they

do that in the evenings and on
the weekends.

At our advanced educational
institutions, the story is the
same: increased class sizes

coupled with shrinking resources.
Real undergraduate fees for a

from approximately $755 per
term to over $2000 per term in
2000 dollars. If you added rent,
food, books and tuition costs for
a full-term (September through
April) enrollment at the Univer-
sity for an undergraduate, it
would cost well over $10,000.

It's getting to the point
where working Albertans will no
longer be able to afford advanced
education for their children —and
no summer job is going to pro-
vide a student with that amount
of savings.

In the past twenty-five years,

student in Arts and Sciences rosethere has been a decline in the
166% between 1975 and 2000, quality of education, and for

University of Alberta: Single term tuition fees

Undergraduate Arts & Sciences

$2,000.00

$1,800.00
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$1,400.00

$1,200.00

$1,000.00
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$400.00
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1975 (20008)
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Source: University of Alberta Registrars Office
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post-secondary schooling, a
decline in accessibility.

F Heam™ Carear
THE CROSSROADS

I n 1975, the Medicare system
in Canada was a well-funded
system, universally appreciated
and without serious flaws.

Since that time, the federal
government has changed its
dollar for dollar funding agree-
ment with the provinces to a set
transfer amount — which has
shrunk in real (constant) dollars
over time.

The federal government also
extended the patent protection
for pharmaceuticals, undermining
Canada’s low-cost generic drugs
industry and contributing to
skyrocketing pharmaceutical
costs.

Cutbacks in health care
funding by the Alberta govern-
ment caused bed and ward

closures in hospitals, increased
waiting lists and overloaded
emergency wards.

Alberta is below the national
average for both general practi-
tioners per 100,000 people and
specialists per 100,000 people.
Alberta has 85 GPs and 76
specialists per 100,000 — the
national average is 94 GPs and
91 specialists.

Alberta has also led the way
with privatizing health care.
Private clinics do surgeries on an
out patient basis that used to be
done in the public system. Early
hospital release policies have
downloaded the cost of care,
including drugs, onto families.

By 1998 Alberta families
were spending more money on
health care than anyone else in
Canada — both in actual dollars
and as a per cent of their after
tax spending.

Although the system is
clearly under immense financial
pressure, the good news is that

Alberta Health Spending 1999

Alberta

Canadian Average

Per capita health spending

$2,380 (3rd lowest in
Canada)

$2,513

Health spending as % of
GDP

7.1% (lowest in Canada)

9.20%

Source: Statistical Report on the Health of Canadians, StatsCan 82-570
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Average Household
Spending on Health Care --

1998
Average per Household % of Family after tax
(current dollars) spending
NWF $913 2.7%
ONT $1,049 2.3%
NB $1,081 3.2%
QUE $1,106 3.2%
PEI $1,129 3.3%
NS $1,129 3.2%
MAN $1,147 3.1%
SASK $1,163 3.2%
CANADA (average) $1,191 2.9%
BC $1,499 3.5%
ALTA $1,693 3.8%

Source: Statistical Report on the Health of Canadians 1999. Statistics

Canada 82-570

general health outcomes are

actually better today. Infant

mortality rates (per 1000 live
births) are down from 14.9in

1975 to 4.8 in 1997. Life

expectancy for both men and

women has continued to rise.
How much of these improve-

ments are due to superior medi-

cal technology and practice,

better nutrition and increased
public awareness is unknown.
However, in terms of government
support for health care, and
generally government’s willing-
ness to put health before budget-
ary concerns, itis clear that
Albertans were better off twenty-
five years ago.
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ConcLrusioN: Ees Tipbe
THE SLOW DECLINE OF WORKERS' RIGHTS
AND PRIVILEGES IN ALBERTA

twenty-five years, real (constant dollar) Gross Domestic
Product grew by 141.3%. The total economic activity (GDP)
generated per person increased by 43.9%, and real corporate
profits increased by 56.2%.

B etween 1975 and 1999, the Alberta economy flourished. In just

But, that phenomenal eco- The social safety net that
nomic growth and increase in supports working people who are
provincial wealth did not trickle ~ unemployed is in tatters. Employ-
down to working people and their ment insurance supports less

families. than 30% of unemployed

As we have seen, real wages Albertans — it used to support
for most Albertans actually over 90%. Social assistance
declined during this period. levels are far lower than twenty-

And, despite the fact that five years ago — and are totally
workplaces are measurably safer inadequate, creating real poverty
today than they were 25 years and hardship for Albertans in
ago, there has beenarecent  need.
decline in government commit- Although our society and our
ment to occupational healthand communities are safer than in
safety —and growing discontent previous generations, the real
with the Workers’ Compensation deterioration of government
Board. support of our education and

Real minimum wagesin health care systems has caused a
Alberta are grossly inadequate  decline in working people’s
and are actually a third lower quality of life and a drain on their

thanin 1975. Restrictive pocketbooks.

changes to the labour laws have This long, slow, measurable
caused a decline in Alberta’s loss of workers’ rights has many
unionization rate. causes. The increasing political
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Alberta Economic Growth 1975 - 2000

Percent increase in Constant 1992$
160.00%

140.00%

120.00%

100.00%

80.00%

60.00%

40.00% -

20.00%

0.00% -

GDP per person Corporate profits before taxes

Source: Alberta Economic Accounts 1999, Alberta Treasury

power of big business most of Iivi_ng has been taking plac_e,

typified by the new international ~ WOrking people and their institu-

free trade agreements has under-ions have been frozen in time.

mined workers’ ability to bargain. Unions organize the same
Corporate concentrationin ~ Way they did in 1975. They

the media has created a culture Interact with their rank-and-file

where workers’ voices andthe ~ Members and with other unions

marginalized and ignored. five years ago. Political action
The undermining of the and relationships with labour’s

authority of democratic institu-  ©fficial political arm, the New
tions and the fragmentation of ~ D&mocratic, remain much as they
labour’s political solidarity have ~ Were in the past.

also contributed to the loss of Meanwhile, the world is
workers’ rights. changing — and not for the

While this measurable decline Petter from a worker's perspec-
in workers’ rights and standard V€ In most cases.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

irst, and foremost, working people have to come to terms with
Fthe facts. If you don’t admit the bridge is burning, you're going

to have to learn to swim.

All of labour’s current strate-
gies, tactics and ideologies must
be re-examined. They aren’t
working.

We need to develop a new
form of communication, of
organizing, of political action and
of education. We need to recon-
struct our movement and regen-
erate labour solidarity.

Most of all, we need to
convince people about just how
much they will benefit from union

membership. We must reverse the
trend of declining union member-
ship by finding ways to

successflly organize workers,
especially young wokrers, in the
growing service sector.

If we fail to realize that
labour is in a state of crisis and
that working people are losing
out in Alberta today — then
twenty-five years from now our
current society will look like a
utopia.

e
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