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Abstract:

The Christian Labour Association of Canada (CLAC) is a small Canadian union that was founded
in the 1950s by Dutch Calvinist immigrants to Canada. Partially because of this unique
background the union has developed several distinctive policies and approaches toward labour
relations and collective bargaining. These approaches have lead to conflict with other labour
unions. This first academic study of the CLAC lays out the history of the union from its
foundation until the present. It discusses what its distinct practices are through the interviewing
of CLAC staff and the examination of various union documents. The union is then placed in the

context of the wider Canadian labour movement. This is the first academic study of the CLAC.
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workplace. They argue that in other unions, workers are not in control of their destiny. This is
seen through CLC unions’ support of various progressive causes (such as pay equity and
homosexual rights) and the financial support of the NDP in the face of the membership’s marked
conservatism. Although there are some merits to this argument, this begs the question of the
CLAC’s own democratic pedigree. By examining the constitution of the union I attempt to ask to
what degree this union operates in a democratic manner, at least on paper. The conclusion on this
manner is decidedly mixed.

I conclude that the CLAC offers an interesting departure from standard English Canadian
unionism. However, this departure is fraught with dangers and could be very detrimental to the
Canadian working-class as a whole if this form of representation was more wide spread than at

present.
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particular action undertaken by the organisation itself. The only response was to challenge this
decision. The union decided to bring the OLRB to the Ontario Supreme Court.

The case was brought before the Supreme Court of Ontario on 25 March 1963. The
defense of the Board’s position rested on the opinion that unions, as secular institutions, required
a degree of religious neutrality. This was required to ensure that the members of a union were not
forced to endure the situation of a religiously tilted union when the substantive issues at stake on
the job were almost always of a non-religious nature. The CLAC’s counsel, Mr. B. J. McKinnon,
QC, defended the union’s position by declaring that secularism itself was a no less biased view
and religiously un-neutral one than that of the CLAC.* Gerald Vandezande was at the trial and

remembers very vividly the exchange that changed the course of debate on this issue.

As I recall, the argument initially before the court was, is there such a thing as neutrality?
And I distinctly remember Mr. McKinnon making a very broad, eloquent, persuasive
argument that there is no such thing as neutrality and that even the believers in neutrality
are believers, namely in neutrality. And so he did a fabulous job challenging the
opposition lawyer [Mr. Sedgwick, QC] who acted on behalf of the OLRB and as a result
persuaded Mr. McRuer that the question of neutrality was at the heart of this thing and
that an organisation such as CLAC should be recognised in a democratic, pluralistic
society such as ours and that its commitment to Christian social principles in no way
discriminated against other people of other faiths who might or might not be Christian.
And then Mr. Justice McRuer exclaimed “Of course there is no such thing as neutrality!”
And then he tested the lawyer for the OLRB and asked him the question: ‘Do you think
that anyone can be neutral with respect to the Conservative Party of Ontario?’ and this
gentleman for the OLRB was a bagman for the Conservative party, ‘No, my Lord, nobody

4 This arises out of a much longer debate within secular and religious circles over the basis of secularism
versus a religious worldview. Bob Goudzwaard, an economist from the Erasmus University in Rotterdam and an
early supporter of the CLAC, has written in this vein when he has argued that the debates over Socialism, the
welfare state, technology, security, nationalism and the like are every much as ideological as they are idolatrous.
Christians are required to place their hope in God and not in the hollow images made by humankind’s hands
(Goudzwaard, 1981). In a similar way, George Steiner wrote eloquently about the attempt many have made to
replace faith in a supreme deity with other (secular) ways of making sense of the world that may indeed be no less
based on belief than the idols they displaced (see Steiner, 1974).
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Washington, D.C. based union in each of the 14 crafts there is “no room for [the] CLAC”.%
Hank Beekhuis saw this decision as very undemocratic and being contrary to the spirit of freedom
of association laws.®

The action plan as well as the recent history of the union show an organisation that is
optimistically looking towards the future. If the union continues its present pattern of growth this
optimism will be well founded. But in order to do this it must continue to expand in its areas of
strength in the construction, health care and service sectors as well as spread geographically into
new areas of the country.

In conclusion, the CLAC has been able to survive in the Canadian labour scene for almost
forty years as a union with government recognition. It has faced numerous obstacles to its very
survival that needed to be overcome in order to ensure the union’s continued existence. Also
during this time the union managed to break out of its traditional base in the construction industry
and into health care, hospitality, private religious schools and other service sectors areas. In the
union’s view, its success and hope for future growth arise from the union’s belief that it provides
a true alternative to other mainstream unions in the CLC and building trades.

The CLAC?s leadership believes that they have succeeded thus far and will continue to
grow in the coming years. The union’s growth will come through its ability to provide a true
alternative with a different way of doing trade unionism that is to the benefit of its workers. How

do we assess these claims? What are these distinctive traits and how do these provide the union

62 Christian Labour Association of Canada v. Labour Relations Board (NS) Construction Industry Panel,
2002 NSCA 73.

63 Author interview with Hank Beekhuis.
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with tools to better serve its members? Further, how does the union operate in practice? Does
the union offer a truly positive alternative to traditional union strategies or does it fail to provide a

strategy for a future labour movement?

-35-



CHAPTER THREE -- Christian Unionism: Theory and Practice.

Bargaining contracts are the bread and butter of trade unionism. For the most part, unions
confront employers over the basic (but nevertheless universal and fundamental) issues of wages
and working conditions such as promotion, vacations, pensions, health and safety, etc. Within this
contested arena, the CLAC claims to offer its members several distinct, if not unique, practices.
The leadership believes that these practices will give the CLAC a competitive advantage over
mainstream unions and provide to its membership added value in its day-to-day interactions with
its employers. Before we examine several of the most distinctive elements in the union’s
approach to collective bargaining and labour relations, it may be useful to examine one case where
the CLAC is seen in action. The Univision marketing case offers an example of the limits and

obstacles that can face unions in the workplace.

The Univision Case

If someone from the labour community knows anything about the CLAC it most likely
stems from the union’s involvement in the Univision Marketing case. This corporation’s
workforce was organised by the CLAC in 1996 and the ensuing struggles between the union,
company and workforce brought it a certain degree of publicity within the labour movement and
the “left wing” press. All of these reports were highly critical of the CLAC’s handling of the case.
It is therefore important, in any discussion about how the union operates, to discuss what

happened there. Although the leftist alternative newspapers showed the union in a very negative
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of the day.”™

Ed Grootenboer commented on the outside workers’ strike by CUPE in Toronto in the
Summer of 2002 which was ongoing at the time of the interview. He complained that the union’s
members did not even know what was in the city’s final offer. Yet they were putting their
livelihood on the picket line.” To avoid strikes the CLAC has had as its policy to always offer
binding arbitration to employers. It is only after this is rejected that the union will resort to the
use of the strike weapon.

The CLAC’s arguments against strikes represents one of the main critiques that the CLAC
has offered against the mainstream labour movement in Canada. Another principle that arises
repeatedly throughout the CLAC’s literature and the interviews is the idea of freedom of
association. Workers should be given the freedom of choice to join or not join a union, or to
switch unions. Raiding should not be a dirty word in labour circles and should encourage better
service of unions toward their members as well as democratic choice. Unions themselves should
respect the beliefs of their members and not use their dues to support partisan political causes. It

is this critique and distinctive we now move on to.

Democracy and Freedom of Association.

The CLAC has always argued that it is an essential mark of liberal democracy and of the

76 Author interview with Hank Beekhuis.

77 Author interview with Ed Grootenboer.
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this stance. The union’s aversion to strikes may also distinguish the CLAC from other unions
although it is questionable how often mainstream unions engage in industrial action. It is
necessary to critically reflect on many of the issues brought up by the CLAC - for example how
the union’s distinctly conservative stances on these and other issues will effect its ability to
confront the many pressing issues effecting the Canadian working class. Do these distinctive
positions change the ability of the CLAC to effectively represent its membership or are they truly

an advantage that will assist the union to grow?
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stable industrial unionised environment are happier than those who are in a more traditional craft-

union hiring hall situation.

¢) A study of the agreements reached by CLAC on behalf of its healthcare workers. This study
would have to take into account the differences between regions, firm size and other pertinent
factors. The CLAC leaders that I interviewed believe that their agreements are competitive with
other unions in the field. Other union’s officials on the other hand beg to differ. Empirical

evidence would be needed to sort out which side was correct on this issue.

d) Finally, there needs to be a study of representation of members. There has been the suggestion
put forward by Paul Forder of the CAW, along with other members of the labour community, that
the CLAC fails to serve its members adequately.” This has become apparent to Forder through
various conversations with disaffected CLAC members. He believes that there is a lack of service
by the union’s officials when issues in the workplace arise. However, my discussions with the
CLAC officials have led me to believe that the CLAC serves its members relatively well in the
cases that I have been made aware of. Also, the CLAC has a greater willingness to service
smaller workplaces and keeps a considerably lower ratio of officials to membership

(approximately one to six hundred).

Ideological Commitments.

91 Author interview with Paul Forder.
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without the input and energies of the large public and private sector unions. They helped provide
many of the funds for telephones, fax machines, transportation and other infrastructure as well as
providing many of the employees that converged for the strikes in Hamilton, London, Toronto
and other cities. The eventual failure of these protests came about also from the unions’ division,
mutual acrimony and lackluster leadership. But the potential was there.”® If the unions had taken
a similar attitude to what the CLAC would hold this would have been a detrimental effect on
upholding social justice for the poor, workers and others that had been effected by the Harris
government’s policies. But such a challenge may in the end result in tumultuous relations and not

always consensus.

It is therefore argued that the CLAC holds an ideology that denies the possibility of
creating a broader challenge to the status quo. Although the CLAC would hope other social
organisations (namely the Citizens for Public Justice) may take up the cause of social reform, it is
difficult to see where these organisations would gain the appropriate means to take their calling

more forcefully into the public sphere.

Equal Pay for Equal work.

One of the primary difficulties one may have with the CLAC is the conservative nature of

their approach to pay equity. The union has published that it supports the notion of “equal pay

%3 1 have explored these issues previously. See, Robert G. Thomas (2001). Mike Harris’ Ontario and the
Bungling of a mass politics: an examination and critique of social protests in Ontario, 1995-1999. St. Catharines,
ON.: Brock University (unpublished manuscript).
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The future of the CLAC remains to be written. I strongly doubt it will be as promising as
its founders imagined. Its originality is strongly circumscribed by the state, present crises and
promise of the broader labour movement. But it will not be as short lived or detrimental to

working-class aspirations as its detractors would lead us to believe.
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