Politics trumps friendship and fairness

Rohert Smol

Ontario teachers would do well to look at what is happening to their counterparts in B.C. Given what we have heard in Ontario from the McGuinty Liberals around salary and grid freezes, reductions of sick days and changes to pension plans I think we can definitely say the friendship with Ontario teachers is over. What has happened in B.C., and could potentially happen in Ontario, is a sober reminder to all of us of that politics trumps all and we always need to be steadfast in our determination to protect the rights and working conditions of our members. 

Inevitably politicians of all  political stripes to adhere to the belief that economic and social progress is predicated on high quality public education.    

The problem is when politicians  believe that the same high quality public education system is not necessarily dependant on how well we treat the teachers that make it all happen.  

For much of the last decade there has been a concerted effort by the Liberal Government in British Columbia to destroy collective bargaining and break the teacher unions in the province. Displaying more right-wing tendencies than their Liberal banner would suggest, the B.C. Liberals seem to think that their teachers will continue to deliver the same high quality education while being stripped of their autonomy,  job security, collective bargaining rights, benefits and working conditions.  

“It’s a stunning contradiction,” said British Columbia teacher federation  President Susan Lambert in a March 18 news release. “George Abbott (Minister of Education) is off in Shanghai praising our public education system with the goal of luring more fee-paying foreign students to study here. Meanwhile, he’s actively undermining the quality of education with the legislation he brought in last Thursday. On top of that, he’s spending millions of tax dollars on a major ad campaign attacking the very teachers who are the heart and soul of public education.”
And when it comes to breaking the teacher unions, just how far is the B.C. Liberal Government prepared to go? Far enough that they will dare defy the rulings of  their own provincial Supreme Court as well as the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.   
In April 2011 the British Columbia Supreme Court found that the regressive class size, class composition, staffing ratios and work year provisions of Bills 27 and 28 (passed by the Liberal government in 2002) were unconstitutional and therefore invalid and illegal since they violated the teachers right to freedom of association under Section 2d) of the Charter.  

But then, in what could only be described as an overt act of contempt for Canada’s constitution and the Supreme Court, the B.C. Liberals enacted new legislation (Bill 22 The Education Improvement Act), which, according to Jim Iker First Vice-President of the British Columbia Teachers Federation, simply restated “word for word” the unconstitutional provisions of the earlier legislation in a far more regressive bill.  

“So instead of restoring all of our stripped provisions on class size, class composition and staffing ratios they continue them in Bill 22 and they make it illegal for us to negotiate any of our working conditions, which are our students learning conditions, so we still can’t negotiate class size, class composition and our specialist learning ratio,”  Ilker said.  

Also gone with Bill 22 are limits to the number of special needs students that can be assigned to a class. 

Furthermore, now that the B.C. Liberals have legislated the teachers back to work, Bill 22 also subjects further teacher negotiation to a so-called “net-zero mandate” and further restores traditional management rights when it comes to the hiring and termination of teachers.  

“Net-zero mandate basically means there is no salary increases and if you want to have any kind of improvements within the collective agreement then you have to gut your own collective agreement to find those improvements,”  says Iker. “This also means that the employer cannot negotiate any kind of giving away of any more management rights.”

Bill 22 also means that teachers in BC schools will have to make concessions in the area of seniority hiring, layoff, recall evaluation and dismissal processes previously gained in collective agreements.  

“They want to strip our seniority rights out of our post and fill, layoff and recall language,”  says Iker. “And what they want to do is make it where the principal decides on who is suitable to be hired or fired or laid off or kept.”  
Why might a Liberal government do this? The answer is simple. It’s politics. The bottom line is getting re-elected. And if that means that promises may need to be broken or friendships forgotten, then so-be-it.
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