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Dear Editor:
 
As president of the Newfoundland and Labrador Federation of Labour (NLFL), I write to respond to articles carried in recent issues of your newspaper concerning efforts by university teaching, research and graduate assistants to exercise their democratic right to a form a union and the resistance by university management.
 
According to a February 12th article in The Muse quoting Claude Horlick, Memorial’s associate director of staff relations, the university is willing to negotiate with the teaching assistants, but not so willing to recognize their right to a union, to freedom of association, and to free collective bargaining.
 
Mr. Horlick has considerable labour relations experience. He knows this latest salvo from the university - that it is willing to sit down and negotiate with teaching assistants without a union - is merely another attempt by the university to undermine their efforts to organize and express their democratic choice to bargain collectively - the choice to bargain as a union. An association that is not recognized as a bargaining agent by the Labour Relations Board lacks the power and the clout of a union and is at the whim of the employer, as, no doubt, Mr. Horlick knows. This is not workplace democracy.
 
The Federation of Labour supports the leadership of the Teaching Assistants Union of Memorial University of Newfoundland and Labrador (TAUMUN) in their efforts to bring fairness, equality and respect to their workplace and we agree with them for criticizing the province’s labour laws – a hangover from the days when Clyde Wells was premier; when a union’s ability to organize was attacked; when public sector wages were rolled back and when pay equity took a crushing blow.
 
The current labour laws consist of multiple barriers to unionization including the rule that 70% of those determined to be in a potential bargaining unit must participate in the certification vote or the non-voters end up counting against the union. The result was that during the last organizing drive an overwhelming 82.5% of those who voted elected to have a union represent them, but those who did not vote were counted against the union.

Imagine if such a rule existed in general elections?
 
The laws are regressive and hamper the right of workers in this province to free choice. They should and must be changed, eliminating the considerable barriers to unionization that currently exist.
 
The Federation of Labour will be leading a campaign and building a case over the coming year to modernize the province's labour laws so they support the government’s goal of improved living standards for the citizens of our province.
 
In the meantime, if the university truly respected the teaching assistants they’d recognize their clearly stated choice to join a union. 

Sincerely,

Lana Payne

President Newfoundland and Labrador Federation of Labour
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