Back to School Random Thoughts: 
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Is It Time for One Big Union in Ontario Education? 

Doug Little
When one scans their eyes across teacher and education unions in Canada, single unions for teachers at least, is the norm. BCTF, ATF, STF, MTS, .... and so on but then one hits Ontario and is met with an alphabet soup designed from the outset to weaken teachers’ unions and cast then into endless internecine warfare. 
Most teachers’ unions were formed in the early 1920’s.  In the 1940’s, teachers’ unions alongside the entire labour movement, were growing and strengthening at a very rapid rate.  To top it off, the relationship between the CCF (forerunner of the NDP) and the teachers’ unions was becoming very tight. The CCF topped the opinion polls in 1943 and formed the official opposition in 1945 in Ontario. In 1942 a Tory leader who needed a seat in parliament, Arthur Meighen ran in a by-election in South York (similar to York South-Weston today) and lost to CCF-OSSTF English teacher Joe Noseworthy. 
http://torontoist.com/2011/04/historicst_york_south_or_bust/ 
Tory Premier George Drew, petrified at these developments, met with teachers to see what could be ‘worked out’ so that he could mitigate their strong anti-Tory views. Statutory membership was the demand by the unions. Every teacher that taught for a publically funded school in Ontario would be required to join the union and pay dues as a condition of employment. 
George Drew, verging on anti-socialist paranoia by this time, had already drawn up his famous 11 Point Program of social reform including Medicare and even dental care to ward off the socialist CCF hordes. Statutory membership was granted in 1944 with a twist. Teachers would be forced to join OSSTF (public HS), OECTA (catholic English), AEFO (French), FWTAO (elementary women) and OPSMTF (elementary men) plus the umbrella OTF. Drew knew exactly what he was doing. 
Most know the story, FWTAO and OPSMTF (later OPSTF) eventually merged but only after a bitter court case. Some of the unions have official positions favouring merger but seldom if ever does anyone even discuss merger as sometimes bitter rivalries and histories have long overtaken the priority. 
Some OECTA members say, “We cannot merge with them we work for catholic boards so we need a catholic union.” Nonsense. GM, Ford and Chrysler are three different companies but all are represented by Unifor (formerly CAW). There is zero need for a catholic union in a catholic board. Some employees of catholic boards are already OSSTF members. 
Some in OSSTF say, “We cannot merge with ETFO, they are bigger than we are.” Nonsense. The two panels are in one union all across Canada and in most of the world and the differences soon become meaningless. The OECTA structure shows that unions can merge without merging bargaining units so priorities can be retained. 
Some in AEFO say “we cannot merge with them we are Francophones and they are Anglophones.” The structure of OSSTF/FEESO shows that bilingualism can be accomplished bilingual staff can be hired, and language based sections can be retained. 
The only beneficiaries of these petty, provincial arguments are management and government that cast us into a Tower of Babel union structure where we remain today. 
Oh, too much history and culture and bonding and tradition has taken place – total nonsense. Look at Unifor. Did CPE and CAW not have long histories and traditions? This is the era of casting off these millstones of tradition and setting a newer, stronger, more unified sense of solidarity for all teachers and education workers. 
What about education workers, not all affiliates accept them? The new merged union will accept all those already in and set its own policy regarding its organizational structure although not accepting all education workers would be pure folly. The American Teachers’ Federation (ATF) just merged with the Nurses Union. 
“But as statutory unions we cannot just merge, we need the government’s permission through legislation”, OMG. Well, they allowed the FWTAO-OPSTF merger setting a precedent. Why would they deny a cost free, request from the unions? Would they foolishly take the opportunity to put another stick in our eye? 
Why might some influential members hesitate? Local members could be guaranteed that locals remain- the way OECTA has locals based on panels. Provincial presidents or executive members might hesitate because they don’t see themselves in the new picture? No problem. Agree now that discussions will begin for a formal merger in 2020. Give everyone that feels threatened, years to work things through. Provincial staff might feel threatened? No problem – agree at the outset that all staff would be red circled and any ‘rationalization’ would be done on the basis of new hires. We know from watching provincial board amalgamations that wages and benefits gravitate towards the best wage and benefit levels. 
What possible name could a new merged union have? Not OTF, I would recommend The Ontario Education Union (OEU) 
We are all well aware of the very high cost paid over the last two years due to a failure to unify. How many times need we take this trip to the dentist before we wise up to the need to unify? Solidarity Forever Sisters and Brothers. 
