So where the Hell are Teacher Negotiations Going in Ontario?
Doug Little
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The short answer is they are going nowhere fast. There are (for non-Ontario readers), four teacher unions in Ontario. ETFO represents teachers in public elementary schools, OSSTF represents teachers in public high schools (and many support staff), AEFO represents teachers in Francophone boards, both public and catholic, and OECTA represents teachers in all English catholic schools. The first three unions have walked away from the table so far after seeing no useful proposals at the province-wide discussion table (PDT) between unions, boards and the provincial government. OECTA remains at the table but also agrees there have been zero useful proposals to date from the government. AEFO left the table recently as the Francophone boards attempted to ‘double down’ on the teachers. 
Teachers for many many decades have accumulated unused sick days up to 20 per year, to be paid out as a ‘retirement gratuity’ at the end of service and an incentive not to take sick days for less than serious reasons. The province initially attempted to slash this back to 6 non-cumulative days. This was one of many totally unacceptable proposals from the government. All four unions have rejected these proposals. The province has attempted to move to 10 non-cumulative days to lure teachers back to the table but it is a non-starter. 
Much like Mike Harris, the Liberals are attempting to remove $1-2 Billion from the education budget. They hope to not make “Harrisite mistakes” by cutting any programs or services like Full day Kindergarten or increase class size to attempt to keep parents from siding with the teachers but they have seriously misunderstood the effects of a demoralized school climate. 
Teachers for usually the first 10 years of their career are placed on a ‘salary grid’ which looks like a table. Their salary increases as they accumulate seniority and educational improvements. The government proposes not only to freeze all teacher salaries for 2 years but to freeze movement on the grid at the same time. Naturally the teachers find these propositions outrageous. The government may even be able to negotiate a very low % increase in wages, perhaps even zero for 2 years but a grid freeze and their sick leave proposals are beyond the pale. They constitute a declaration of war on the teaching profession and will, as night follows day, lead to serious consequences. 
To top off the outrage, a grid built from many decades of collective bargaining needs to be “totally restructured” according to the government. Leaks from the government side and the MOE involve ‘restructuring through the use of standardized test scores and merit pay’ notwithstanding the total discrediting these have in any serious academic research. When pressed on these matters, the government will not deny it, postponing the discussion to a later stage. The government is courting an eventual total walk away from any form of extra-curricular activities as this totally unprecedented assault on collective bargaining continues. 
The final, over the top reform the government is planning is “reconsideration” of the teacher’s pension. If there is anything sacred to teachers it is the pension. Tinkering with it is “3rd rail politics” as far as they are concerned. 
The Liberal government, at this stage, seems to have totally imbibed the “Bob Rae Social Contract Kool Aid” with a knee knocking totally out of proportion fear of a credit downgrade from S&P or Moody’s. Bob is a Liberal now. They should ask him how that worked out for him. It seems he went from government to 3rd place with that policy. They have thrown all other political and economic calculations overboard to deal with the deficit. The budget of Ontario was in balance in 2007-8. The deficit had zero to do with social spending of any kind. The entire deficit is composed of corporate tax cuts and industry bailouts but the unpaid  VISA bill is being handed to the public sector. There was zero provision for a tax increase (until NDP leader Horwath forced one in). 
All close observers of the Queen’s Park scene have been well aware of the bitter internecine civil war which split the Liberal cabinet and caucus over this direction. The ‘progressive wing’ and I use the term loosely, put up somewhat of a fight as they saw their re-election hopes fade to black. For this open defiance they were labelled “the Commies” by the knuckle-dragging McGuinty Duncan wing, which has the ‘progressives’ back in their cage. They clearly understand that most of them will lose their seats in the next election if an austerity policy continues. 
The ironic thing is that McGuinty and Duncan believe this is the ‘popular’ direction. Sarkozy loses France to the Socialist Party, Greece turns to the far Left parties, the British Tories and Liberals are swept out in local elections, even Angela Murkel loses Germany’s most populous state to the SDP as each election across the democratic world rejects austerity and embraces growth. Quebec students are in open revolt.  In Ontario itself, the governing Liberals have fallen to 3rd place due directly to these austerity measures in the March budget. A recent Environics poll showed the Hudak PCs first at 37% (+2%) since the fall election, the Horwath NDP at 30% (+7) with the largest jump and the McGuinty Liberals falling through the floor to 27% (-11). Meanwhile, Andrea Horwath’s “tax the rich” policies drew a 78% approval rate with only 17% opposed. Could it be any clearer?
McGuinty is leading the provincial Liberals down the well worn Bob Rae suicide path but leaving a trail of bitterness and cynicism in his wake. No matter, by 2015 he will be a partner at a prominent Liberal law firm and Duncan; his wing man will have a similar position with a bank. 
So what will happen at the PDT? Nothing will happen since the province and the federations are miles apart. Our sources tell us that it is more likely that the province will walk away from OECTA than the other way around since OECTA is firmly opposed to accepting any of the government’s reactionary proposals. The boards will begin to seriously bargain with the unions after August 31. If they reach agreements above the provincial ceilings, the province will attempt to legislate rollbacks, the unions will go to court, possibly the Supreme Court citing the BC public servants case lost by the BC government. The federations will also go on strike. If legal strikes are made illegal they will cancel all voluntary activities. 
The teachers are rapidly moving into the NDP orbit and plans are afoot to move them even closer. The Liberals cannot, for the life of them, understand why the unions would leave themselves ‘vulnerable’ to a PC government. If they ask the teachers they will hear, “even Hudak looks better than this.” 
It will be interesting to see the results of the Kitchener-Waterloo by election. Expect a much higher NDP vote to steal the progressive vote from the Liberals and allow the PCs to retain the seat. The results of the fall 2011 election in KW riding were PC 43% Liberal 36% NDP 17%. If we simply apply the Environics results to the KW results we can expect a result of PC 45% Liberal 24% NDP 24%. The Liberals would be in a serious fight with the NDP to save their face in second place. Add to that the efforts of the public sector to assist the NDP and remove these resources from the Liberals and we have a potentially embarrassing 3rd place finish for the Liberals and a complete rejection of their current austerity direction.
As the teachers move into the NDP orbit and away from the Liberals, insiders understand it is not the 140 000 teacher and education worker votes that really matter much at election time. Teachers unions have huge reserve funds which they can and do draw from to fund election campaigns and 3rd party campaigns such as the “Working Families Coalition”. They also have a very politically astute activist core which is marshalled and deployed triage style during elections to maximum effect. None of this will be going to the Liberals in the near future (2013 or 2015) and all of it will be going to the NDP. They can anticipate a “Not this time Liberals” campaign similar to the former “Not this time Ernie” campaign run against Ernie Eves. 
The Liberals have not even begun to lose support. Soon they will be down to Bob Rae territory (18-19%). Time will tell. It could be a permanent crash dive to 3rd place. That will signal the end of the Liberal party as a governing party in Canada outside of perhaps PEI. 
The Ontario Liberals ought to take a look at the sad situation the once mighty BC Liberals have gotten themselves into with general austerity and a particular attack on the teaching profession. 
As BC Goes, Can Ontario be far behind? 
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Teacher-government labour relations continue to deteriorate in BC but the hard line taken by the BC Liberals is leading straight to oblivion for the party. The harder the line the government takes against teachers, the farther it seems to fall in BC opinion polling. The BCNDP is now polling in the mid 40% mark with some support at 50% (Angus Reid). The ‘governing’ Liberals and their austerity package and tough line with teachers are now polling around the 20% mark with a resurgent BC Conservative party at almost the same level. The premier, Christy Clarke is in such a panic that she and the governing Liberals are contemplating a name change and rebranding as “The BC Free Enterprise Party” since the Liberal brand has lost its last fig leaf of credibility. The seat projections based on the Angus Reid polling would be NDP 82, Liberal 1, Conservative 0. 
The polling is one thing but the governing Liberals also lost two critical by-elections recently (Port Moody Coquitlam and Chilliwak-Hope) proving their polling losses will translate electorally within the year. The two seats were Liberal strongholds in the past but the NDP ran away with them and the Liberal barely held second place over the formerly defunct BC Conservative party. 
BC teacher’s wages are 15% behind those in Ontario and Alberta and they are demanding serious catch up. They tried their best to limit the damage to students and therefore continued to teach their all of their classes while refusing to hand out report cards since mid year. The Liberal government responded with Bill 22 making this form of withdrawal of service illegal. The Labour Relations Board has responded by ruling in favour of the government since the law changed, declaring the report card withdrawal “illegal”. The teachers responded to that by voting to remove all extra-curricular activities and possibly hold a province wide strike in defiance of provincial legislation. 
As many labour experts have repeated throughout the ages, “making strikes illegal simply leads to illegal strikes”. 
It may seem counter intuitive to some in the Ontario and BC Liberal (and Conservative) parties who may look at private polling that says a majority sides with the government over the teachers but yet their parties fall in general polling of party support. 
The difference is this. The non-partisan elements of the population, when offered “both the government and the union” as opposed to “the government OR the union”, as a choice to blame in polling, stampedes to that option. Since the teachers do not stand for general elections to lead the union but only elections of their members, it is the governing party that actually suffers when labour relations issues are not successfully and peacefully resolved. The lesson Mike Harris in Ontario did not learn soon enough and led to his demise and Dalton McGuinty SEEMED to understand for eight years but seems to have forgotten recently, is that the general public wants all labour issues that affect them solved PEACEFULLY without any disruption. Although some members of the public blame the teachers, they blame the government for not solving all problems without inconveniencing the public. 
Put in simple terms that anyone can understand, any government that allows labour (or tuition issues in Quebec) or other issues to boil over and inconvenience the public is, in the eyes of the voting public, an incompetent government and it must be replaced by a party that promises peace ASAP. The national motto of Canada is “Peace, Order and Good Government” for a reason. It reflects the Canadian sensibility. 
This is the hard part for both BC and Ontario Liberals to understand. A tough austerity package that targets doctors, teachers, education workers and civil servants is, in effect, the suicide note of the Liberals as a serious political party. 
All the BCTF has to do is sit down with Adrian Dix, Leader of the high flying BCNDP and say, “if we put massive resources behind you in the upcoming election and you win as expected, we assume Bill 22 is toast and BC teachers will be raised to the level of the leading provinces within an agreed-upon number of years.” Dix will agree, the Liberals will be defeated and the only real losers will be the BC Liberals oh ya and the students who suffered needlessly due to Liberal government incompetence. If there is one opposition charge that truly upsets governments it is the charge of ‘incompetence’. They know if the charge sticks, they are finished. It is surprising the epithet is not thrown more often. 

This article is taken from The Little Education Report. – a terrific blog on the politics of education, largely centred in Ontario. We recommend all our readers subscribe. 
