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I believe that unions work best when union members work together. 
Connection is the foundation of solidarity.

When I decided to run to become a full-time officer of our union in 2011, I did it 
because I saw an opportunity. After years as an activist—working as part of my 
local, my component, on bargaining committees, and eventually as a member 
of the provincial executive—I felt a disconnect between “the members” and 
“the union” and I saw an opportunity to fix that. I saw an opportunity to build 
our solidarity by building a stronger connection between BCGEU members and 
our union.

My goal as treasurer, and later as president, was simple: to make sure 
members saw their union as a relevant force in their worksites and 
communities and that every member of the BCGEU felt truly connected to 
their union.

Before the COVID pandemic changed our lives in the spring of 2020, we 
were more connected than ever—united in solidarity with the broader labour 
movement, strengthened by the diversity in our own membership, and making 
real progress improving the lives of our members and all working people in 
British Columbia. 

The strength of our connection to each other and to our union is the key 
to everything we achieve— from every win we achieve to organizing new 
members to overcoming the challenges of the pandemic to taking advantage 
of every opportunity to expand the power and influence of working people. 
And maintaining that connection will be the key what we can achieve as we 
move forward together.

So, as we look ahead to 2023 I’m also looking back to 2011 and recommitting 
to my goal of building stronger connections: between all of you and the union 
we share, as well as between our union and our partners in the labour and 
social justice movements that share our values. I hope you will join me—we 
work best when we work together.

I wish you and your loved ones a safe and peaceful holiday season and I look 
forward to coming together in 2023.

LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT

2023:  
A Year to 
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CARD CHECK 
IS BACK IN B.C.

In June, the BC NDP passed a law respecting workers’ choice to organize unions.

The process is simple. Workers can now unionize when 55 per cent or more of the 
workplace signs a card. A vote is no longer needed unless just 45 per cent to 55 per 
cent of the workers sign a card, then a secret ballot must be held.

This new single-step process – commonly known as ‘card check’ – limits opportunities for 
employers to interfere or intimidate workers seeking to organize – a big win for working 
people in B.C.

Card check used to be the norm across Canada until the 1980s when provincial governments 
began rolling it back by requiring elections, even when a strong majority had already signed 
cards. It’s no coincidence the number of new union certifications per year has declined.

Now, the tide has turned and BCGEU organizers are seeing a difference in workers’ 
confidence as they meet, strategize, and organize their workplaces under the rights and 
protections of the card check system.

Check out page 13 for more info on why growing our union makes us all stronger.
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CO M P O N E N T  1 2

ADMINISTRATIVE  
SERVICES CONFERENCE

When hundreds of members submit applications to 
attend a conference, it’s clear that there’s a great 
need to come together. 

That’s what happened in early October when more than 100 BCGEU 
members who work in administrative services around the province met 
at Harrison Hot Springs for two days of learning and networking. Making 
Things Happen: Professionals at Work was supposed to be held in the fall of 
2020, but COVID-19 brought a lengthy postponement.

Administrative professionals are everywhere in our workplaces. Attendees 
came from BCGEU Components 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10, 12, and 17, and a variety of 
sectors, including government administration, justice, education, community 
social services, community health and more. 

For many attendees, this was the first union event they’ve ever attended. The 
excitement in the conference room was considerable on opening night, as 
BCGEU president Stephanie Smith warmly welcomed them.

“It’s important to bring people together to talk about the differences and 
similarities we all have,” said Charmaine Fines of Local 802, one of the 
conference organizers. “The conference also provides training to help them in 
the workplace and give them ideas they can share with co-workers.”

Fines said the three most pressing issues for administrative professionals 
remain heavy workloads, low wages compared to the private sector, and a lack 
of respect from employers.

Administrative work has long been considered women’s work — but that’s 
changing and was reflected in the attendee composition. Wei-Jen (Hubert) 
Pan, an addictions and mental health admin support worker with Fraser 
Health (Local 804), was one of many men who attended.

“I hope to take away information on how to deal with difficulty at work. 
There's conflict I don't know how to deal with,” Pan said. 

Anita Friesen, a finance administrative coordinator at UBC Okanagan in Local 
707, saw the conference as a chance to meet other administrative profession-
als outside her workplace.

“That has a lot of value to me,” she said. “I'm always looking for just new ways of 
doing things. New experiences or knowledge that I can apply to what I'm doing.”  

Making Things Happen: Professionals at Work offered a variety of workshops 
dealing with bullying and harassment, workplace issues, resilience in times of 
uncertainty and stress, and self and collective care.

Attendees enjoyed the collaborative learning, the opportunity to meet and 
connect, and make new friends across the union. They said the conference 
gave them inspiration, a true sense of belonging and the desire to become 
more active in the BCGEU.

NEW NAME FOR C12
Our union’s component that covers administrative staff employed 
by the B.C. public service has a new name — Component 12 
Administrative Professionals. The change was proposed by the 
component’s membership earlier this year, agreed upon during 
bargaining with the Public Service Agency, and is now officially in 
place. The change reflects the vital work administrative profes-
sionals perform every day for British Columbians and recognizes 
that without admin, who are the foundation of any workplace, 
nothing would get done. The component had previously been 
named “Administrative Services”.
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CELEBRATING  
CULTURE AND  
CEREMONY IN  
HAIDA GWAII

I N D I G E N O U S  WO R K E R S  A DV I SO RY  CO M M I T T E E

At our union’s 2021 convention, 
delegates again made equity 
a priority for our union. 
Delegates voted to establish 
advisory committees for equity 
groups to advise our Provincial 
Executive on issues of concern 
and to break down barriers to 
participation in our union.

In the following months, Indigenous BCGEU 
members came together to establish our first 
Indigenous Workers Advisory Committee. With 
representation from across the province, the 
committee works to deepen relationships with 
Indigenous nations and make recommenda-
tions to continue our path of reconciliation.

In August, the committee gathered on the tra-
ditional territory of the Haida Peoples to con-
tinue their work.  While there, they were invited 
to witness the raising of a monumental totem 
pole in front of the Tlúu Xa̱adaa Naay Longhouse 
in Old Masset, Haida Gwaii and participate in a 
traditional potlatch, hosted by master carver 
Kihlyahda (truth teller) Christian White, his 
family and the Yahgu’Laanaas clan.  

“Practicing our culture helps define and 
create community,” said Shelley Gladstone, a 
member of the Indigenous Advisory Commit-
tee, and a shop steward at the Haida Child 
and Family Services.  “By learning about our 
Haida traditions, the committee is strength-
ening our ability to learn from and work with 
Indigenous communities.”

We recently caught up with Christian White, a 
renowned Haida artist, for a Q & A, to learn 
more about what the ceremony meant for him 
and his community.

Q: Tell us more about the totem pole and 
how it came to be.

A: I built the longhouse in 2004 and always 
wanted a totem pole for it.  The tree is an 
800-year-old red cedar, that stands 16 meters 
high and 1.5 meters wide. That is six stories high. 
We got started in February 2020 and intended to 
include others but then we had to keep our circle 
small, so that meant that it was just my broth-
ers, nephews and sons. It kept the family close 
together. The figures include a grizzly bear, frog, 
shark, sea lion, killer whale, raven, and at the top 
are the three figures known as the watchmen. I 
am encouraging us to strive for our goals.  

A lot of my work is sent to galleries in Van-
couver, Seattle and Europe. They leave the 
community and people don’t see them. By 
doing monumental totem poles, we are leaving 
something for us to see and experience for our 
own people.

Q: Why are potlatches important for the 
community?

A: It was a huge endeavour and of course, it 
was my wife Candace, who really ran the show.

We had days of performances, and we welcomed 
over 1,200 people from all over to celebrate.

This potlatch is to honour the children, the liv-
ing Haida, to give them Haida names and make 
them proud of our culture.  We named over 80 
of our own people. It is really something to be 
given a Haida name. It means you belong in 
your community now and you have a place. 

I believe we’re doing what we’re meant to be 
doing. Carving totem poles, having them raised, 
celebrating, reviving our culture, carrying on 
our traditions and enhancing them in this cer-
emonial way.

Q: Why was this event so significant?

A: This was the first gathering since the pan-
demic, so all of our people were ready for an 
event like this. Everyone came in their regalia 
and are proud of their culture and heritage. The 
Northwest culture is thriving, and many other 
communities are hosting their own totem pole 
raisings. 

“We wish to congratulate the Yahgu’Laanaas 
clan, Christian White’s family and the carvers 
for this important achievement,” said Paul 
Finch, BCGEU treasurer and Provincial Execu-
tive liaison to the committee. “We were over-
whelmed by the hospitality and generosity of 
the entire community.”
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A Penticton man’s life was 
saved earlier this summer, 
thanks to two quick responding 
BCGEU members at the 
Penticton courthouse and 
other Good Samaritans who 
bravely came to his rescue. 

At around noon on June 14th, court clerk 

Tjasa Kosir – a Component 12 (Administrative 

Professionals) member – was on her lunch 

break walking along Penticton Creek when 

she spotted the man screaming for help and 

clearly in distress while caught in the raging 

waters of the creek. 

“I could see a man was fully dressed, fighting 

the creek and holding on to a tree branch,” 

said Kosir. “The creek was very high that day, 

and the man was possibly only moments from 

being swept away by the fast-flowing waters 

towards Okanagan Lake. Some bystanders 

were trying to help him to get out, but they 

were too far away to reach him. I first thought 

of calling 9-1-1, but I instead decided to run to 

the courthouse which was just a few 100 me-

ters away.” 

Kosir said in those few minutes, her only focus 

was to run as fast as she could to reach the 

courthouse. When she arrived and rang the 

sheriffs bell, Sergeant Colin Pickell of the B.C. 

Sheriff Service – a Component 1 Corrections & 

Sheriffs member – answered. Kosir informed 

him a person was drowning in the creek. 

“We both bolted out of the courthouse and ran 

back to the scene together,” said Kosir.

Pickell was immediately in radio contact with 

another co-worker to phone 9-1-1 to ensure 

paramedics were activated. By the time the 

two returned to the scene, the man had al-

ready been dragged out of the water and was 

lying on the grass beside the creek. Pickell, 

also a five-year member of the Okanagan Falls 

Volunteer Fire Department, began tending to 

the victim using his first responder training, 

which included a rapid body survey to identify 

hidden or obvious injuries in the victim. 

“I was just following the steps I needed to follow 

to make sure help was coming and do what I had 

to do to make sure he was okay,” said Pickell. 

“I assessed whether the man had injuries and 

whether he was able to breathe, and I reassured 

him paramedics were on the way.”

For Pickell, the most memorable part of the 

rescue was the group effort involved, and that 

people worked together as a team to help. 

“The guy couldn’t swim, and he was getting 

very cold,” said Pickell. “There was a group of 

people who were able to pull him out of the 

creek just in the nick of time. If he had gone 

into the lake, I don’t know how we could have 

gotten to him.” 

Both Pickell and Kosir found the whole rescue 

effort to be very inspiring. 

“It was just incredible to see how quickly 

people can mobilize and come to someone’s 

assistance in their time of need,” said Pickell. 

“It felt so encouraging to see strangers come 

together and everyone do what they needed 

to do to help him – that was a really positive 

experience.”

M E M B E R  STO RY

SHERIFF, COURT CLERK ASSIST  
WITH CREEK RESCUE
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COMMUNITY SOCIAL SERVICES
Collective bargaining continues between the nine-union 
Community Social Services Bargaining Association 
(CSSBA) and the provincial Community Social Services 
Employers’ Association (CSSEA). Our priorities include 
a fair and equitable compensation package, mean-
ingful recognition of rights for Indigenous workers, 
and a comprehensive benefits package to address 
health needs, including mental health supports. In 
early November, talks were suspended after the latest 
proposal put forward by the employers’ association 
failed to these priorities. More bargaining dates will be 
scheduled at a later date. 

COMMUNITY HEALTH (CBA)
After returning to the bargaining table in late October, 
negotiations for a new collective agreement covering 
21,000 community health workers under the Community 
Health Bargaining Association (CBA) have now been 
paused and will resume in January. 

POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION
In September, the support services bargaining 
committee reached their first-ever common tentative 
agreement, and a month later, the instructors bargaining 
committee reached a tentative common agreement as 
well. Local table bargaining is now taking place at each 
of the sites where BCGEU members work. Both com-
mittees’ priorities include addressing the rising cost 
of living. Instructors are also focused on addressing 
employer support for online instruction and harassment 
language. Support services are seeking a common wage 
grid, revised job evaluation plan, and flexible work-from-
home options.

HEALTH FACILITIES (FBA)
Member unions of the Facilities Bargaining Association 
(FBA) ratified a new three-year collective agreement with 
B.C.’s health employers on Oct. 13, voting 64 per cent in 
favour. The package includes general wage increases, 
new and improved premiums and allowances, and 
additional resources to address the impact of historic 
wage cuts on pay equity.

PUBLIC SERVICE
BCGEU members in the B.C. public service bargaining unit 
voted 53 per cent in favour of the tentative agreement 
reached with the employer – the provincial government’s 
Public Service Agency (PSA) – on Sept. 6. The three-year 
agreement contains wage increases along with improve-
ments in the following areas: occupational health and 
safety, improvements to mental health in the workplace, 
employment security, equity and worker's rights and 
leave.w

HEALTH SCIENCE  
PROFESSIONALS
The Health Science Professionals Bargaining Associ-
ation reached a tentative agreement with the Health 
Employers Association of BC in early November. At press 
time, members are preparing to vote on the tentative 
agreement which the bargaining committee unanimously 
recommended. Highlights include general wage in-
creases, overhauling of an outdated job classification 
system, provisions to address the recruitment and 
retention crisis, scheduling and leave provisions to im-
prove work-life balance, and addressing the experience 
of Indigenous workers, patients, and clients to work 
toward reconciliation and culturally safe health care.



Brenda Lavallee, Indigenous social work  
Local 303
You might recognize her from the TV commercials we ran in the summer of 
2022 as part of our public sector bargaining campaign. Lavallee has worked 
for decades supporting people to navigate systemic issues of inequality 
and injustice. For two decades, she was an outreach worker on Vancouver’s 
Downtown Eastside neighbourhood. Now, as a family preservation counsel-
or, Lavallee helps to support Indigenous families and provide culturally-in-
formed services to meet their needs. She sees her work a part of a broader 
shift away from more colonial forms of social work.

“Since Turtle Island has been colonized, Indigenous people have been fighting 
for their rights,” she said. “But it’s great that these actions actually inform 
other people that we are working from a decolonizing perspective.”

Lavallee is an occupational health and safety (OHS) rep, an important role 
at a worksite where many of her coworkers are often out in the community 
working alone. 

“OHS really protects the worker,” she said. “The union ensures a voice for the 
worker, because the worker’s voice can often be covered in bureaucracy.” 

›

›

›Shannon Dudley, BC Liquor Stores clerk 
Local 501
Shannon Dudley is a clerk at the B.C. liquor store on Pender Island and 
has been a BCGEU member for 23 years. 

“A nice thing about the small islands is that we have a really regular 
clientele,” she said, noting that her role also carries responsibility. “We 
are a responsible beverage alcohol seller, so we need to make sure 
we're monitoring people for over serving.”

Dudley’s interest and involvement in the union goes back to when 
the Gordon Campbell government was threatening to privatize liquor 
stores. Dudley joined the BCGEU’s fight back campaign to defend pub-
lic services and jobs. Today, she has several union roles as well – she’s 
a steward, OHS rep, as well as chairperson of her local and second vice 
chairperson on her component executive.

She enjoys meeting fellow members at their worksites and working 
with them on issues and concerns as they come up. 

“I really enjoy engaging with members, and the broader good work 
that our union does,” Dudley said. “I'm very proud of that.”

Kevin Searle, road foreman  
Local 1001
Kevin Searle has been a BCGEU member for nine years and works with the 
crew that maintains South Island highways, including the notorious Malahat 
section north of Victoria.

“One of my driving forces to become a union activist is for the health and 
safety,” Searle said. “Because we do operate in dangerous scenarios, work-
ing on the side of the highway.” 

As the chairperson of Local 1001, Searle is focused on supporting younger 
members who are coming into the job because he’ll likely be retiring before 
their current collective agreement expires in 2027.

“It seems like a late age to become a union activist, but here I am,” he said. 
“I just want to be able to say that I did my part to keep everybody healthy 
and everybody's safe.”

M E M B E R  P R O F I L ES
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John Claxton, front desk worker 
Local 1703
Many of our members have committed to their 

professions because they wanted to help peo-

ple, but last April, John Claxton ended up being 

more of a hero than he had ever imagined.

Claxton worked for the last two years at the 

front desk at the Winters Hotel, a single room 

occupancy (SRO) building run by Atira Proper-

ty Management (APMI). 

“My job is about helping folks out,” he ex-

plained. “I do lots of things like answer the 

phone, take deliveries, deal with visitors, and 

sometime just lend an ear. I know what they’re 

going through, I know how it can be.” 

What makes Claxton exceptional is his will-

ingness to really be present for people, like 

regularly bringing in extra lunch from home to 

share with tenants who need it.

One day in early April, the front desk was 

alerted to a fire, so Claxton sprinted up the 

stairs. After discovering the fire, he went in 

on his knees under the smoke to blast a fire 

extinguisher at the base of the flames. One 

extinguisher wasn’t enough, so he ran to an-

other extinguisher – empty. He found another 

extinguisher – empty. Soon he realized all the 

extinguishers and fire alarms hadn’t been re-

stored after a fire the week before.

Claxton went from floor to floor calling out 

“fire!” and rushing tenants out of the building. 

At one point, a tenant was desperate to find his 

dog, and was blocking the way out for others. 

Claxton took precious moments to convince 

him he had to get out and let other people 

escape. “The firefighters said I saved a lot of 

lives,” said Claxton. “But I don’t feel like it was 

brave – I would help in any situation.”

Despite the actions of Claxton and other col-

leagues, tragically the fire claimed the lives of 

two tenants that day. 

“The fire changed everyone a little bit,” Claxton 

said. “One of the challenges of my job is that if 

you see someone having a hard time, you know 

you can only do so much.”

It has been a few months, but the details are 

still fresh in his mind.

The BCGEU’s Joint Occupational Health and 

Safety Committee has been pushing the em-

ployer, APMI, to improve the fire safety proto-

cols in all their buildings. Representatives have 

also been present at investigation meetings to 

get to the bottom of why fire safety equipment 

was not in place and put forth several recom-

mendations to improve the fire safety program 

at Atira. The joint committee will be working 

hard to ensure these recommendations are 

put in place. 

Belonging to a union has been an essential 

part of the variety of resources Claxton has 

used to heal and get ready to get back to work. 

“I love my job, and I get along really well with 

my coworkers and the tenants,” he said enthu-

siastically. “I actually can’t wait to get back.”

›

›

Sebastian Kallos, wildfire technician  
Local 2003
Sebastian Kallos is another face you might recognize from the public 
sector bargaining commercials. He has been with the BC Wildfire 
Service for 14 years and is currently the chairperson for Local 2003. 
Fighting fires has taken Kallos all over the world, but now he primarily 
trains newer workers.

“I’d say the biggest challenge is lack of experience,” he said. “We 
have rampant turnover. And basically, we have inexperienced people 
working on wildfires, which is kind of problematic, because these are 
emerging emergencies.”

With fire seasons getting longer, the job isn’t getting any easier, and 
Kallos cites compensation as a major reason for higher turnover in 
recent years. For him, being a union member means having more lever-
age to negotiate his working conditions than he would as an individual. 

“It’s really rewarding for me to actually enact change that impacts 
thousands of people,” he said. “So that’s why I decided to get more 
involved.”
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M U N I C I PA L  E L ECT I O N

B.C. residents and voters have experienced 

significant challenges over the past few years: 

the lasting impacts of the pandemic, extreme 

weather events, the rise in cost of living and 

inflation and more. These challenges have 

eroded the quality of life for some workers, 

and they are directly impacted by decisions 

made by elected officials at all levels of gov-

ernment. This year, the importance of union 

solidarity was clear.  We had to ensure priority 

issues for workers were at the forefront in the 

2022 B.C. municipal elections.  

In the summer, municipalities and regional 

districts around the province were gearing 

up to elect mayors, city councillors, and 

school trustees, amongst others, the 

BCGEU‘s Political Action Committee was 

already hard at work. Plans to engage with 

members around municipal elections were 

crafted soon after the 2021 federal election 

had ended. The committee created a plan 

where member activists get the training they 

needed – including learning how to use digital 

tools to easily engage fellow members and 

ensure they had the information needed to 

cast an informed vote in their municipality. 

"Despite a busy and challenging time that 

included public service bargaining and a pan-

demic that is not over yet, member activists 

were prepared to jump into action for the 

municipal elections. Many of us are eager 

to make progress on the issues that matter 

most in our communities," said James Coc-

cola, executive vice-president and chair of 

BCGEU's Political Action Committee.

Florentina Kelly, a community health worker 

and new BCGEU Political Action Committee 

member, has engaged in training and many 

member engagement opportunities over the 

previous provincial, federal and municipal 

elections. She shares her experience in using 

Hustle, our text messaging tool. 

"Hustle is a great way to text members very 

quickly but it's also fun to use and allows 

us to have natural conversations,” she said. 

“I was happy to hear how many of my fellow 

members were relieved to hear from me. I 

was able to remind them about the election 

and make sure they had the information they 

needed to get out and vote."

In addition to the learning and outreach op-

portunities, the BCGEU, in collaboration with 

labour councils across the province, reviewed 

endorsement applications from municipal 

candidates and consolidated a list of endorsed 

candidates for members to view and consider. 

On October 15th, BCGEU members went to the 

polls to cast their ballot for their local deci-

sion-makers. Many went to their polling station 

prepared with information from the Political 

Action Committee and were ready to make an 

informed choice. The committee is committed 

to continuing to support BCGEU members as 

they engage in the democratic process.  

Want to get involved with the Political Action 

Committee? Look out for bulletins from BCGEU 

Votes announcing training sessions and oppor-

tunities to connect with your fellow members. 

2022 MUNICIPAL ELECTION UPDATE: 
MEMBER ENGAGEMENT 

T
H

AT'S A WRAP      T
H

A
T

' S
 A

 W

R
A P      T H A T ' S

 A
 W

R
A

P

“
Many of us are eager 

to make progress 

on the issues that 

matter most in our 

communities."

James Coccola

To learn more about municipal  
candidates that applied for an  
endorsement and were accepted by  
the BCGEU, visit bcgeu.ca/elections
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A VICTORY FOR  
WORKERS ON  
VANCOUVER’S  
DOWNTOWN EASTSIDE

Early in 2022, it looked like workers at the 
Salvation Army Harbour Light, a group of 
shelters, residential treatment centre, and a 
correctional halfway house on Vancouver’s 
Downtown Eastside, were headed onto pick-
et lines. 

Bargaining for their new collective agree-
ment was stuck on a few issues, including an 
overnight shift premium and a living wage for 
all. Members had already rejected two offers 
from their employer. 

With a strong strike vote and essential ser-
vices negotiations taking place, members 
prepared for a walkout. 

“We were ready to strike,” said Take Mori, 
a shelter worker at Harbour Light. “We had 
made all the preparations.”

Members formed strike committees to pre-
pare for the work of job action. One of these 
groups - the Communications Committee 
- drew workers from all departments and 
provided an opportunity for members to get 
to know one another and learn about each 
other’s concerns.

Thomas Chang, a treatment counselor, was 
one of the members who stepped up.

“Morale was down, and a lot of people didn’t 
feel heard,” said Chang. “I got involved to be 
a voice at the table and help broadcast the 
information that members were looking for.” 

Based on input from their colleagues, the 
committee drafted an open letter to Harbour 
Light executive director Jim Coggles.  

Through tireless outreach, the committee got 
over 80 per cent of their coworkers to sign 
the open letter before they set a meeting to 
present it to Coggles. 

“What we were asking for was fairness 

and consideration for our situation,” said 

Chang. “A lot of people were jumping ship 

because the work is hard, and they didn’t 

feel respected. They were exasperated. Jim 

Coggles needed to know what was going on 

in our workplace.”

Christina Petrina, a long-time steward at Har-

bour Light, read the letter aloud to Coggles in 

his office as part of a delegation of workers 

from every department. 

“We were united for the first time in a long 

time,” said Petrina. “It helped for people to 

see that Jim is a human and capable of listen-

ing to our concerns.”

It had been over 18 months since the original 

bargaining committee had been elected and 

there was an appetite for a new committee. 

When an election was held for the new com-

mittee, Chang, Petrina, and Mori were chosen 

to represent their coworkers in renewed talks. 

The new bargaining committee worked on a 

counter proposal to their employer’s last of-

fer, and when they met at the table in August, 

the tone had shifted dramatically.

“Jim Coggles wasn’t involved in earlier 

negotiations, but we knew he had heard us 

when we saw him at the table and got their 

response,” said Petrina. 

The new offer from the employer contained 

significant wage increases—including over 16 

months of retroactive pay, an overnight shift 

premium, and several more important gains. 

“This is the biggest win I’ve seen,” said Mori. 

“I want to go to work now. More people are 

showing up to work because we feel like we 

won some respect.” 

The members at Harbour Light learned 

firsthand what they can achieve by working 

together. As Petrina put it, “we found a way 

to be heard and people at the workplace feel 

more empowered now.”

SA LVAT I O N  A R M Y  H A R BO U R  L I G H T
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O CCU PAT I O N A L  H E A LT H  A N D  SA F E T Y

REFUSING UNSAFE WORK: YOUR  
RIGHT, NOW STRENGTHENED

Like all workers in British 
Columbia, BCGEU members 
have four basic rights to 
protect their health and safety 
at work. One of those rights is 
to refuse unsafe work.

The right to refuse unsafe work means you 
cannot be disciplined or lose pay for refusing 
work you believe endangers your safety or 
those around you.  

But, even with exercising this right, employers 
in many sectors have often reassigned unsafe 
work without first remedying the workers’ 
concern or without informing other workers 
the work was previously refused. 

For example, when a highways maintenance 
member refused to drive a brine truck be-
cause he felt it was unsafe with a full tank, 
the employer reassigned the task to another 
worker without reducing the tank load to im-
prove safety. A member in community social 
services was threatened with discipline by a 
supervisor if the person did not immediately 
return to working with a client who had just 
physically attacked them. Also, a crew of BC-
GEU wildfire fighters refused a dangerous task 
only to watch it be reassigned to another crew.

In these situations, workers exercised their 
right to refuse unsafe work, but their safety 
concerns were not resolved before the tasks 
were reassigned.

As of August 2022, employers can no longer 
do this — thanks to an amendment made by 
WorkSafeBC to Section 3.12 of the Occupation-
al Health and Safety Regulation.

The amended regulation requires employers 
to inform workers in writing if the work being 
assigned to them was previously refused for 
being unsafe by another worker. The amend-
ment also requires employers to inform work-

ers in writing of the following: the reason for 
the previous refusal, why the work is now safe 
to do, and a reminder the worker has the right 
to refuse the work. 

Effectively, the amendment serves to 
encourage employers to remedy the hazard 
before reassigning a subsequent employee 
to continue the unsafe task.

The amendment was officially approved by the 
WorkSafeBC board of directors in March 2022 as 
per recommendation by a commission by B.C.’s 
attorney general to review the actions taken 
by the B.C. government and WorkSafeBC in re-
sponse to fatal incidents at two sawmills in 2012. 

Our union has been an advocate for this 
amendment and participated in WorkSafeBC’s 
public hearing on the matter in December 2021.

“Every worker deserves to be safe, and being 
safe requires information,” said Doug Kinna, 
BCGEU executive vice-president and chair of 
the BCGEU OHS Committee. “By empowering 
workers to make informed decisions, this 
amendment strengthens a worker’s ability to 
exercise their fundamental right of refusal – 
and our union strongly supports that.” 

All workers in B.C. are entitled to information 
and training about their right to refuse unsafe 
work – and how to exercise it – through their 
employer. For help with this, BCGEU members 
should connect with their workplace’s union 
steward or health and safety representative, or 
the BCGEU OHS department (ohs@bcgeu.ca). 

“
Every worker deserves 

to be safe, and 

being safe requires 

information.”

Doug Kinna

For more information about the  
amendment, visit https://ohs.bcgeu.ca
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STRONGER  
TOGETHER
Rising food prices, high gas prices, a housing crisis, 
and the pandemic job market – times are tough, so 
what’s a worker to do? 

Unionize.

Uncertain times make workers more vulnerable, not 
only to market forces, but also to the demands of their 
employer. It’s more important than ever for people to 
have a voice in their working conditions, and to have 
the power to push collectively for the changes they 
want. Unions provide a framework for workers to build 
that power, and to hold employers to account. It’s about 
wages and benefits, yes, but it’s also about solidarity.

The union density rate in Canada has been dropping 
over the past decades, from 37.6 per cent in 1981 
to 29 per cent in 2021. The BCGEU is fighting to 
reverse this trend, workplace by workplace, worker 
by worker.

While it’s common knowledge that unionized work-
places usually have higher wages, more benefits and 
greater job security, it’s less well known that higher 
numbers of unionized workers mean all workers do 
better. Unionized workers drive all industry wages 
up and not being undercut by non-union workplaces 
means unions can do better at the bargaining table.

That’s why our union has made organizing a key 
priority. Bringing new members into the union is in 
the best interest of both new and existing members.

Even if you are already a union member, you probably 
know someone who would be better off joining the 
BCGEU. Want to know more? The first step to joining 
the BCGEU is to get in touch with our union’s Orga-
nizing department. An organizer will be assigned to 
guide potential members along the way as they devel-
op a plan to build a union at their worksite.

NEW  
MEMBERS 
The YMCA of Greater Vancouver –  
Renfrew Station Child Care  
Child care (Vancouver)

UBC Okanagan Residence Life  
Student services (Kelowna)

Kiwassa Neighbourhood Services Association 
Community programming (Vancouver) 

The YMCA of Greater Vancouver –  
Cascade Heights Child Care Centre  
Child care (Burnaby)

River Rock Casino Hotel – Front of House  
Hotel client services (Richmond)

Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre  
Supportive housing (Vancouver)

Pain BC Society 
Support people living with pain (provincial) 

Active Support Against Poverty Housing Society 
Supportive housing (Prince George)

Gateway Casinos - Starlight Casino - VIP Hosts 
VIP customer service (New Westminster)

Vancouver & Lower Mainland Multicultural Family 
Support Services Society (VLMMFSSS)  
Community services (Lower Mainland)
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Any worker can call confidentially at  
604-291-9611 or email organizing@bcgeu.ca  
to talk about how to build a union at  
their worksite.
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In 1999, BCGEU members passed a 
convention resolution calling for our 
union to establish a fund to support 
international solidarity projects 
around the world. The fund was later 
renamed the BCGEU Diane L. Wood 
International Solidarity and Humanity 
Fund in recognition of the dedicated 
work of former secretary-treasurer 
Diane Wood.

Our union contributes 25 cents per member each month to 
support projects and global partners made up of unions, com-
munity groups and non-governmental organizations. The fund 
is managed by our union’s International Solidarity Committee, 
which includes a representative from each BCGEU component. 
In 2022, we donated $192,000.

Social justice and solidarity are key to the work we fund.  Our 
partnerships are based on a vision of society where resources 
are shared equitably and everyone’s rights, freedoms, and 
contributions are valued regardless of who they are and where 
they live. We’re connected by our common struggle as workers 
against exploitation and oppression.

The committee looks to build relationships on the principle of 
solidarity rather than charity. We work with groups who em-
power workers and seek to dismantle systems that perpetuate 
injustice and poverty. 

This work spans the globe and our committee is always seeking 
new partnerships in areas we haven’t connected with. 

Acorn – India

American Friends of Combatants for Peace

Burma Labour Solidarity Organization (BLSO)

East Meets West Children’s Foundation  

Campesino Committee of the Highlands

Canada @ Labour Start

CoDev APSIES

CoDev CODEMUH

CoDev MEC

CoDev NOMADESC

Friends of DARE Network

Free Workers in Iran Now Association (Free Them Now)

Heyva Sor (Kurdish Red Crescent)

Maquila Solidarity Network (MSN)

Radio Labour

SEVA

Stephen Lewis Foundation 
Care for the Caregivers at SWAGAA 
Grandmothers (Uganda)

Stimma

Ujeengo Global Community (Kenya)

Victoria Friend of Cuba (ANCI)

VIDEA

Philippines – Malabon Daycare Centre (Kaisaka)  
Shipyards Building and Ship Repair Organizing    
Youth organizing 
Women workers organizing 
Fisherfolk 

Russian LGBT Network
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 Recipients of the  
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To book a presentation for your local or 
component meeting, please reach out to the 
committee’s co-chairs: executive vice-president 
Kari Michaels (kari.michaels@bcgeu.ca) or 
vice-president of Component 3 Andrea Duncan 
(andrea.duncan@bcgeu.ca) 



15T H E  P R O V I N C I A L  |  F A L L  2 0 2 2  |  B C G E U . C A 15T H E  P R O V I N C I A L  |  F A L L  2 0 2 2  |  B C G E U . C A

COMMUNITY SOCIAL SERVICES  
CONTRACT ACTION TEAM TRAINING 

It's a well-known fact  
that one of the keys  
to success in bargaining  
a new contract is  
members organizing. 

The more workers come together to push 

the employer, the more likely they are to win. 

But engagement is hampered by poor mem-

ber contact information and low turnout — a 

challenge Component 3 Community Social 

Services (CSS) decided to confront head on. 

Over six months before the start of sectoral 

bargaining, the CSS Bargaining Committee 

endorsed a plan to train and activate con-

tract action teams (CATs). With staff from 

a variety of union departments facilitating, 

a record number of workers participated in 

CAT teams all over the province. Our union 

now has a network of worksite activists from 

the largest, most challenging employers in 

the CSS sectoral agreement. The four teams 

were led by the CSS Bargaining Committee 

co-chairs and covered all locals, with a sepa-

rate initiative for Indigenous Services.

The goals were ambitious: collecting accurate 

contact information, liaising between the 

bargaining committee and worksites, recruit-

ing stewards, planning educational events, 

executing collective action in the workplace, 

and driving engagement of all kinds. It all had 

to begin with mapping. That is, finding out 

exactly who works at which sites.

“This training gives you a whole new di-

mension of where to focus your work as a 

steward,” said Sharon Hollingsworth, first 

vice-chair of Local 304. “It helps you go from 

overwhelmed to having an action plan.” 

Another member who participated, Kim 

Rilka, added, “trainings like these provide in-

valuable connections and solidarity between 

agencies, that will continue into the future.”

Component 3 vice-president Andrea Duncan 

hopes to be able to replicate the training in 

the future. 

“There was a huge amount of leadership 

development, recruitment and contact gath-

ering,” she said. “It was a great way keep our 

union vibrant and vital.”

CO M M U N I T Y  SO C I A L  S E RV I C ES

“
This training gives you 

a whole new dimension 

of where to focus your 

work as a steward.”

Sharon Hollingsworth
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Where you shop 
does make

a difference


