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Preface

When I decided to run for the position of Executive Vice-President of the
Canadian Labour Congress (CLC), in 1992, I knew that, if elected, I was
going to leave a union that had been my life. But, I felt that, after being the
National President of the Canadian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) for
fifteen years and its Chief Negotiator for eighteen, it was time for me to
leave my place to someone else. I sincerely believed that the union needed
a new National President. I didn’t like the idea that, more and more, the
union was linked to my name. I was not the union, and it was important
that the members recognized that there was a vast number of good leaders,
and good activists, at all levels of CUPW’s organization.

I believe when a leader is in office in any organization for too long, the
internal desire for change lessens. This desire for change may not have
seemed obvious in CUPW’s case, due to the fact that the fifteen years I
served as President were very active ones. But, I knew that staying on for a
much longer period would be a mistake. With change, activists who had
some ambitions to move up in the union would see opportunities open: the
departure of a leader has a ripple effect on positions throughout the
organization and leads to healthy debates that bring positive changes to
the organization.

I had already decided I was not going to run again for President at the
1993 CUPW Convention. My decision to run for the CLC position was
influenced by changes that were taking place in the direction of the CLC,
with Brother Bob White, President of the Canadian Auto Workers (CAW),
becoming the new CLC President. I respected him and wanted to be part of
his team, along with Nancy Riche and Dick Martin.

In June 1992, I was elected Executive Vice-President of the CLC and
resigned as CUPW’s National President. I had been a national officer of
CUPW for twenty-one years. And, prior to that, I had been an elected local
officer in Montréal for seven years, the last three as full-time vice-presi-
dent.

 On June 14, 2002, the last day of the twenty-second CLC Convention,
I officially retired from that organization after having been re-elected
Executive Vice-President for a total of ten years. I was just two months
away from my sixty-sixth birthday, and I felt I had a responsibility to leave
CUPW with some history of the struggles we went through during my years
of involvement in the organization. While this book is not a history of
CUPW, it is an overview of its history, as I lived it, while I was involved in
the union.
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 Writing about CUPW is a very challenging task, but one I felt needed
to be done. No author could write about the history of the Canadian
labour movement without talking about the important contributions CUPW
has made to the movement. No writer could ignore what many people have
come to recognize as the most militant of Canadian unions.

CUPW’s achievements for its members, and for Canadian workers in
general (especially employees of the federal government), are an important
part of the history of the labour movement. Unfortunately, much of this
has been ignored by many writers of the history of Canada’s labour move-
ment. This is probably due to the fact that CUPW has been seen by many
writers as too young to have much of a history.

CUPW changed the way the federal government dealt with its own
employees. In fact, CUPW and the Letter Carriers’ Union of Canada (LCUC),
now part of CUPW, were largely responsible for the inclusion of a provision
in the Public Service Staff Relations Act that gave federal employees the
right to strike. This entirely changed the way working conditions and
compensation were negotiated.

CUPW has always chosen the approach of negotiating on the strength
of its membership, with the understanding that it is not only because you
have good arguments and a just cause that you win improvements for your
members at the bargaining table. Only when the employer knows that you
have the membership behind you and that you are willing, if necessary, to
fight can meaningful gains be won. Thus has CUPW negotiated provisions
that were previously nonexistent in the federal public sector, and in many
instances, were nonexistent in the private sector as well. Many of these
provisions have dealt with protections and benefits from new technology,
benefits that were considered ahead of their time. CUPW has stood up for
groups such as part-time workers, shift workers, women workers, workers
with special needs, and others. CUPW has stood up for non-member postal
workers such as cleaners, rural couriers, letter carriers, general labourers
and trade groups, clerical staff, and others. CUPW has defended the public
interest when it came to the closing of rural post offices and urban postal
stations, and when it came to reductions in home delivery. CUPW has
fought against a strictly business-oriented post office and for a post office
for all Canadians. CUPW has adopted policies unique in the Canadian
labour movement and often ahead of their time. CUPW has shown that
“solidarity” is more than a word, making it something that postal workers
are very proud of, which has earned the respect of others in the labour
movement in Canada and even beyond. CUPW has been influential in
changing the policies and orientation of the CLC.

CUPW has gained strong credibility among postal workers ready to
fight for their rights, to obtain justice, to defend their brothers and sisters,
and to move forward. Many CUPW members dedicate their time to fight
for a better life for postal workers, and for workers in general. And CUPW
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has shown that there are times when you have to stand up to injustice, even
when — and perhaps even especially when — an injustice is caused by an
unjust law.

I served as Chief Negotiator of CUPW for eighteen years, beginning
with a fourteen-day illegal strike in 1974 and ending in 1992, when I was
elected Executive Vice-President of the CLC. I was also CUPW’s National
President for fifteen years, from 1977 to 1992. I played an important role in
CUPW, a union that is clearly one of principles and determination. I hope
that this book will make readers better understand how we were able to
have such success, despite the odds. I hope that readers will learn some-
thing of the role played by CUPW, individual postal workers, and myself in
those difficult but satisfying years. I hope readers will also find answers to
many questions, such as:

• How did 23,000 postal workers spread out over 1,000 postal installa-
tions across the country defy the Trudeau government’s back-to-work
legislation in 1978?

• What was it like to spend two months of a three-month sentence in a
dormitory cell with eighteen other inmates at the Ottawa Carleton
Regional Detention Centre in Ottawa in 1980?

• Why did the media accuse the federal government of caving in to
CUPW demands in a two-week illegal strike in 1974?

• What made postal workers, without the approval of their national
union, walk off the job in 1965?

• Why did the general public support a boycott of the postal code in the
1970s?

• How did 23,000 postal workers go on strike for forty-two days to gain
paid maternity leave in their collective agreement?

• Why has CUPW always been so principled and determined?
• How was it that a government that told postal workers in 1975 that

they could stay on strike “until hell freezes over” then introduced
back-to-work legislation on the first day of a 1978 strike?

• Did media coverage of labour disputes in the post office meet with the
expectations of the general public? Did it treat postal workers fairly?

• Why did Prime Minister Trudeau decide overnight to turn the post
office into a Crown Corporation?

• Why did CUPW, most other unions, and the CLC adopt resolutions
supporting Québec’s right to self-determination?

• Why do I hold Bob Rae responsible for the defeat of a New Demo-
cratic Party (NDP) government in Ontario in the 1990s?

• Does the labour movement have the strength we are led to believe it
has?

• Can we do anything about the exploitation of children, women, and
men around the world?
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• Is it the proper role of the labour movement to be involved in politics?
• How did my family cope with my limited presence at home during

these years? How did they manage while I was in jail?

No organization is perfect, and CUPW is no exception. In my years
with the organization, I went through some difficult times. Throughout
these years, we had to make some difficult decisions, and they were not
always unanimous ones. We had our share of differences of opinion among
ourselves. We had tough struggles during conventions. Still, we maintained
our unity as postal workers when it came time to unite for progress.

I hope readers will enjoy learning more about postal workers, CUPW,
and the role I played in it. I am proud to have been a postal worker and to
have had the opportunity to play a major role in CUPW. I feel privileged to
write this book, and I hope it will give readers a better understanding of
the struggles of postal workers and the roles played by the media, govern-
ments, politicians, the labour movement, activists, and the public during
those years.

In CUPW we have always believed we can change things. And we have
done so, both inside and outside our union.

I trust that this book will help readers better understand why we
believe that the fight of workers will never end, which is the reason for our
slogan, “The struggle continues.”




