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Making sense of the crisis
T

he current global economic crisis has shattered the
certainties and illusions peddled by capitalism’s
ideologues. But capitalism will not collapse of its accord.
Instead, it will try to resolve its crisis at our expense.
Much damage has been inflicted on workers – millions
of whom have lost their jobs and benefits – and on poor
and marginalized communities. The impacts are racialized
and gendered, with widespread crackdowns on migrant
workers and many of the worst impacts hitting the global
South.
Not surprisingly, the capitalist state has spent trillions
of dollars bailing out banks, financial institutions and
corporations, and much less on providing for human needs.
More hard times loom as today’s deficit spending will
be replaced with new waves of cutbacks targeting social
programs.
The situation in the Canadian state is far from ideal. The
labour movement is in retreat, the radical left is very small
and marginal and there are only small pockets of resistance
led by radicalized social movements.
The lack of a broad mass-based fightback or vibrant leftwing alternatives makes it possible for capitalists to impose
their solutions to the economic crisis. There is also the
danger of the spread of racist and
far-right forces.
This difficult situation
challenges us to help create a
stronger resistance and a new
anti-capitalist left. This issue
addresses the nature of
the economic crisis and
future prospects. David

McNally suggests no
recovery is in store for
those battered by the
recession.

A strong fightback has
yet to emerge. However,

Alan Sheldon points to
examples of workers’ resistance.

Internationally, there are large-scale
examples of resistance as well as small
fightbacks. Mass resistance from below is
the only way to win victories in this period.
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Those official leaders of the labour movement and social
democracy who have not capitulated to neoliberalism
remain committed to modest reforms within the limits of
capitalism. CAW economist Jim Stanford’s Economics for
Everyone advocates this approach. For this reason, we are
reprinting a review of his book by Bill Burgess. We are
in favour of reforms that benefit people, but prospects for a
just and ecologically-sustainable future under capitalism are
an illusion.
The crisis is not just economic. The growing planetary
ecological crisis highlights the importance of the
ecosocialist ideas included in the Belem Ecosocialist
Declaration.

Todd Gordon shows how the crisis is intensifying the
oppression of indigenous people.

What’s the alternative?

Alan Sears argues for building a non-sectarian
radical left. In Toronto, some positive steps are being taken

to build such an anti-capitalist network. What would a new
left look like and how do we get there? We include a series
of short contributions from various perspectives.
We cannot predict when or where resistance will break
out. But the left needs to actively help to build resistance
and broaden it out, linking struggles in solidarity.
Resistance, though necessary, is not in itself sufficient.
We also need to engage in a process of dialogue
and discussion on the left in order to develop
an internationalist politics that aims for an
alternative to the dead end of capitalism
and imperialism. Such politics will need
to bring together the past acquisitions of
the workers’ movement with the new
insights of movements
such as feminism,
anti-racism, queer
liberation and ecology.
In the long
run, only a much
strengthened nonsectarian anti-capitalist left
can allow us to shape our own
destiny rather than be passive victims
of capitalism’s economic and ecological
crises. H
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Workers, Profits and the “Great Recession”

Is the global economy recovering?
by David McNally

G

David McNally is the author of
Another World is Possible:
Globalization and AntiCapitalism and a regular
contributor to New Socialist.
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the US of 16 percent, slightly higher than it was in 1930.
As the recession took hold, house building, once an engine of growth, dropped to its lowest point in 50 years, and
the American economy shrank for four consecutive quarters
– the first time it has done so since 1947. In the midst of
all this came a wave of bank collapses, including the meltdown in whole or in part of all five investment banks on Wall
Street.
Defying pundits who predicted the crisis would be unique
to the United States, things turned as bad or worse in many
other parts of the world. Banks collapsed in Britain, Iceland,
Germany and Ireland. Industrial production in the Eurozone (that part of Europe that uses the euro as its currency)
plummeted by more than 21 per cent. Russia and many Baltic states saw even bigger collapses, while industrial output
fell more than 12 per cent
in Britain and by 15 per
cent in Japan. Dynamic
East Asian economies like
South Korea and Singapore
saw even sharper contractions. World stock markets
lost half their value.
Meltdown Averted

W

thebiggive.org.uk/forgranted

lobal capitalism is staggering out of its worst
recession in 70 years. Bank collapses have largely been
halted, business sales have inched upward, profits have started to rebound.
All this has prompted a slew of giddy headlines declaring
an impending global recovery. In tandem, world stock markets have been on a tear, recovering about half the value they
lost in the first phases of the recession.
While it is easy to understand the great sigh of relief that
has run through corporate boardrooms, the recent burst of
celebration is just a little too manic. After all, as we shall
see below, the economic landscape remains littered with
landmines. Capitalists may soon discover, therefore, that it
is one thing for the economy to stop plummeting into the
abyss and quite another for it to go sailing into a boom. In
fact, given the severity of the
Great Recession we have
been going through over
the past two years, sooner or
later the freefall had to stop.
But whether a sustained
recovery is in the cards is a
very different matter.
Since the onset of the
recession, the world economy has been contracting at
roughly the same pace it did
during the opening stages of
the Great Depression of the
1930s. About 10 million US
workers have been thrown
out of work in a crescendo of
businesses closures, production cuts and layoffs. Nearly
nine million more have been
forced into part-time work.
All of this has produced a
real unemployment rate in

ith fears of a return to the 1930s
coursing through corporate
circles and inducing panic
on world markets, the Financial Times even launched
a series on the future of capitalism, as if this was now in
question. But an absolutely
unprecedented injection of
funds by world governments
and central banks – something close to $20 trillion in
bank bailouts and stimulus
spending – and huge cuts to
interest rates seem to have
brought a halt to the freefall.
It now looks like we have hit
the low point of the reces-

US unemployment
is higher now
than in 1930.

But they might want to keep the
bubbly on ice. For, while the freefall
has been stopped, there are enormous
obstacles in the way of a sustained
and robust global economic recovery.
Huge numbers of banks and corporations remain in very rough shape,
as do hundreds of millions of working class consumers who will not be
going on a spending spree any time
soon. Consequently, the odds are
high that we will be moving into
years of sluggish and faltering growth, sustained high levels
of unemployment and recurring economic turbulence.
None of this is to deny that economic statistics have improved. But it is to remind ourselves of three things. First,
when the bottom drops out, the pace of contraction must
eventually slow down – otherwise the entire economy would
vanish in a matter of years. Secondly, with massive government stimulus bailing out banks and corporations like GM
and Chrysler, and with huge reductions in central bank
lending rates making borrowing much easier, it was virtually
a given that the economic engine would not utterly wind
down. But thirdly, for poor and working class people, it is
unlikely to feel like the economy has recovered for quite
some time.
Obstacles to Growth

A

fter all, a sustained and robust recovery requires a major rise in corporate profits, a big burst in
capital investment (major spending on new factories, offices,
machines and equipment), and new waves of hiring – all leading to large increases in demand for goods and services. And
on all these counts, there are strong grounds for scepticism.
Let’s begin with the motor of the system, corporate profits. After all, “healthy” and growing profits provide the funds
out of which capitalists invest. Yet, so far, the bounce-back
in corporate profits has not brought them up to pre-slump
levels. In the US, for instance, profits have risen this year
compared to previous quarters. But they are still about 11
percent below where they were prior to the Great Recession.
Meanwhile, in Canada total profits are down about 35 per
cent from the 2008 peak. And in both Canada and the US,

i.ehow.com/images/GlobalPhoto

sion, and this has given rise to a burst
of capitalist euphoria.

corporate bankruptcies continue to rise. So far this year, the
number of business collapses is up 45 per cent in the US, and
forecasters are calling for a 35 per cent jump next year. And
US banks too remain fragile. According to the government
agency that oversees them, 416 American banks are on the
problem list – an increase of more than 20 per cent from just
three months before. So, while some larger, globally-oriented
banks are turning profits, many more remain saddled with
losses and bad loans.
How about the state of the American consumer, whose
spending drove economic growth in recent years? Here too
things look bleak.
To begin with, 26 million US workers are out of a job
at the moment, and millions more are working short hours
and at reduced wages. According to The Economist magazine,
one in every six US workers has taken a wage cut since the
recession began. So depressed are wages that 40 percent of
those receiving food stamps in the US are actually working
for a wage. Meanwhile, the average work week has shrunk to
33 hours – the lowest number ever recorded. And reduced
wages and work hours can only mean reduced spending, especially at a time when people are borrowing less in an effort
to reduce their debt burdens (on mortgages, credit cards and
student loans).
In short, US consumers are not going to be a source of
rising demand for goods and services that could sustain a
recovery. And the same applies pretty much the world over.
Indeed, as one business analyst noted recently about the
global economy, “there remains scant evidence of demand
beyond what is being driven by government spending and
rock-bottom interest rates.”1
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China to the Rescue?

120 million more metric tons of steel than it could sell. To
put that into perspective, the world’s second largest national
onfronted with this evidence, some commentasteel industry – Japan’s – turned out about 112 million metric
tors invoke China as the new engine of global growth.
tons at its peak. So, while government spending in China
But the case here remains even more unconvincing.
may boost economic activity, it also exacerbates global probIt is true that China’s growth rate remains strong, dralems of over-accumulation2 that have been dragging down
matically so by comparison with most of the world’s national
economies. But much of this has to do with the massive
prices and profits.
stimulus program launched by
In fact, Chinese steel prices
the Chinese government in the
have
again started to fall reWhile hundreds of billions in
face of the global slump. In fact,
cently, something that can only
government spending has kept
in relative terms, China’s stimbe bad news for steel producers
ulus program is twice as large
the world over. In mid-Sepchunks of the Chinese economy
as that launched by the US
tember, The Wall Street Journal
ticking over, it is doubtful that it can
government under Bush and
reported that global prices for
Obama. But while hundreds of
hot rolled steel – which goes
carry the world with it.
billions in government spendinto cars, appliances and building has kept chunks of the Chiing structures – had recently
nese economy ticking over, it is doubtful that it can carry the
dropped by eight percent.3 All this suggests continuing
world with it.
downward pressure on prices and profits, which has been exTo begin with, much government spending has simply
acerbated by China’s stimulus program.
offset a huge collapse in foreign direct investment in China.
What then about Chinese consumers? Could they drive
As of July of this year, cash-strapped global corporations
global demand to new heights? Here again the facts suggest
were investing fully 35 per cent less in China than they had
this is mere wishful thinking.
the year before. Government stimulus has thus not contribConsider this: spending by US consumers accounts for 17
uted any net gain; it has simply substituted for a huge drop
percent of world domestic product, while Chinese consumer
in foreign investment. At the same time, China’s exports respending amounts to a mere three percent. So, for every one
main 20 percent lower than they were a year ago, yet another
percent drop in US consumer demand, Chinese consumer
indication that global markets are far from having recovered.
spending would have to jump more than 5.5 percent. With
Worse, much of the government spending has gone to
US workers now trying to save about five percent of what
state owned firms in sectors, such as steel, that were already
they earn – in order to get out of debt and put something
plagued by massive problems of overcapacity. As of 2005, for
away for a rainy day – Chinese consumption would have
instance, China’s steel industry had the capacity to produce
to rise by more than 27 percent. And there is no way that
can or will happen, especially in an
economy that has grown largely by
constraining workers’ wages.
In fact, the real danger is that
economic conditions in China
may have created new bubbles
whose bursting will drive consumer
spending down, not up. According
to some analysts, of all the spending in China that has come from
looser credit and lower interests
rates about one third has gone into
speculative investment in real estate, stocks and raw commodities.

uwkc.files.wordpress.com
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Chinese consumers
driving world recovery?
Wishful thinking.

6

NEW SOCIALIST

2009-2

fremantleports.com.au/Shipping

Bulk shipping prices are down: a sign of slumping world trade.

The result has been a doubling of stock prices over the past
year, alongside a 70 percent surge in the value of home prices.
These are obvious signs of stock and real estate bubbles. And
the only question is whether they will deflate with a pop, or a
slower leak. Either way, millions of Chinese will be less well
off when it happens. The prospect that they will drive world
spending is clearly fanciful.
Slumping World Trade

O

ne of the clearest indicators that the world
economy is still far shy of a robust expansion is the depressed state of world trade. When a genuine recovery sets
in, global trade typically zooms ahead, as companies start
boosting orders for raw materials, business equipment, steel
and more, and as consumers start buying more things – electronics, clothes, cars, shoes, and the like – that are made elsewhere. The shipment of goods then rises sharply. Yet, so far,
nothing of the sort is happening.
Consider the Baltic Dry Index (BDI), which tracks prices
for bulk shipping, particularly for raw materials like grain,
coal and iron ore. After recovering for months from unprecedented lows, bulk shipping prices plummeted by 44 percent
between June and September of this year, indicating that demand for tankers is considerably lower than it was only a few
months ago.
The same thing is happening with North American railway shipments, which are down nearly 20 percent compared
to a year ago and show no signs of recovering at the moment.
In short, fewer goods are being transported throughout the
US, Canada and Mexico, another indicator that, while the
worst may be over, real recovery has yet to arrive.

Thus, using one indicator after another – be it profit rates,
Chinese growth, steel prices, real incomes, or world trade –
the case for a sustained economic expansion (as opposed to
an end to freefall) remains unconvincing.
Unemployment, Poverty, Cutbacks

W

orse, even central bankers agree that major economies
will continue to shed jobs for at least another year or
so. Already, 10 million jobs have been lost in the US. And
while the official rate of US unemployment is bad enough –
nearly 10 percent – it pales by comparison with the real rate
we get if we count the unemployed the way it was done in
the 1930s – by including people who have given up looking
for work, or are in job training, and so on. Then, we get an
American jobless rate of 16.3 percent, slightly above where
it was in 1930. And, as a reminder of how racialized poverty
is in the US, recent data shows that four out of every ten
African-Americans will have experienced unemployment
during this Great Recession.
The combination of job loss, falling incomes (thanks to
wage cuts, union concessions, and reduced work hours) and
increasing homelessness means that poverty is rising. The
number of US workers receiving unemployment insurance
and food stamps continues to mount, and the number of homeowners facing foreclosure is at record levels. According to
Deutsche Bank, two million more US families will lose their
homes over the next year. Not only will this inflict terrible
personal hardship; it will also prolong the slump in the housing market and act as a dead weight on consumer spending.
This is the context in which school boards and counties
across the US are struggling to cope with huge increases in
NEW SOCIALIST
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the number of homeless children in their schools. According
to reliable estimates, there were 679,000 homeless students
in the US in 2006-07 – a number that passed one million last
year and continues to rise at an alarming rate.4
So, while the business press celebrates “recovery” and
stock markets rise, the Great Recession continues for poor
and working class people. And now we need to brace for an
intensified war on the poor, as governments, perceiving an
end to the crisis, start to cut back spending in order to get
their deficits in order. And that – fights over huge cuts to
social programs – will mark the next phase of the turbulent
period we entered with the onset of the Great Recession.
Recent developments in California offer a taste of what is to
come – and it is not appetizing.
Reeling from the recession, and big drops in state revenues, California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger has introduced multi-billion dollar cuts to social services. Fully
$1 billion will be cut from programs for the poor, including
health insurance for 900,000 poor children, and funds for
rural migrant clinics, temporary assistance to needy families,
and programs that deal with maternal and child health and
domestic violence. In addition, deep cuts are being made to
education budgets at all levels, and wages and hours of work
are being rolled back for state employees.
Many states across the US face similar attacks on social
programs, as do other countries. Already, both major parties in Britain are outdoing themselves in pledges to slash

California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger’s budget cuts
are a sign of things to come.

government spending. And Canada will not be far behind as
governments at all levels prepare to “exit” stimulus programs
and slash public expenditures. Canada’s federal government
has rung up a $50 billion dollar deficit this year, and provinces and municipalities are in the same boat. And they have
all indicated that deep cuts to social programs will soon be
the norm here too.
All of this means that, as far as jobs, wages and social
services are concerned, the Great Recession will not end
any time soon for working people. And this reality raises
the crucial question of the capacity of unions, anti-poverty
organizations, immigrant and refugee rights organizations,
women’s and student groups to mount effective opposition
and resistance to the attacks that are coming, as poor and
oppressed people are made to pay for bailouts of banks and
corporations. As Alan Sears explains in the following article,
confronting these attacks – by mobilizing in defence of jobs,
social services, migrant rights, and workers’ living standards
and by popularizing alternatives to capitalism – will be vital to any and all prospects for rebuilding social movements,
unions and the Left. In the wake of the Great Recession and
its fallout, in other words, the challenge is to build a Great
Resistance. H
Notes

1 Kevin Carmichael, “Rebound is at hand, factories signal,” Globe and
Mail, September 2, 2009.
2 Over-accumulation refers to a situation where capitalist investment
has created too many factories and machines, too much capacity
to produce relative to the size of the market. This puts downward
pressure on both prices and profits.
3 “Steel prices begin to decline again, suggest production boosted too
soon,” Wall Street Journal, September 14, 2009.
4 Erik Eckholm, “More Homeless Pupils, More Strained Schools,”
New York Times, September 6, 2009.

Rise Against

T he Crisis and the Next New Left
by Alan Sears
Financial Tornado

T

he current economic crisis is reshaping the
world of politics. An article in the Financial Times on
March 9, 2009 described the impact: “The world of the past
three decades has gone. Where we end up, after this financial
tornado, is for us to seek to determine.”
The “world of the past three decades” has been dominated
by neo-liberalism, a set of politics focussed on driving capitalist market relations deeper into our lives by eliminating
any alternative, whether that means ending subsidies to make
basic food requirements more affordable in the global South
or slashing social benefits and programs in the global North.
With a few notable exceptions, neo-liberalism has come to
dominate politics around the globe and across the political
spectrum. In the Canadian state, for example, all the major
parties have almost completely bought into neo-liberalism,
including the New Democratic Party, the Bloc Quebecois
and the Parti Quebecois.

Neo-Liberalism has Failed

T

he economic crisis has created a new ideological uncertainty for advocates of neo-liberalism. It makes
no sense to claim that the market
is the solution to all of the world’s
problems at a time when governments are pumping trillions of dollars into the economy to prop up
some of the largest corporations.
As the Financial Times article put
it, “Another ideological god has

failed. The assumptions that ruled policy and politics over
three decades suddenly look as outdated as revolutionary socialism.” We may or may not agree with this assessment of
socialism (more on that below), but it is a pretty devastating
prognosis for neo-liberalism.
That does not mean that things are going to get better.
Actually, what comes next is going to incorporate key aspects
of neo-liberalism and make them worse, unless there is effective mobilization by workers, students, migrants, and others
who are being beaten up by the system. We are already seeing
lots of attempts to give new strength to neo-liberalism in a
hurry, including the slashing of benefits and services combined with attacks on wages and working conditions.
The uncertainty created by the crisis does not mean that
neo-liberal policies will suddenly be thrown in the garbage.
Rather, there is presently a great deal of thrashing around
groping for policies and ideas that will provide some purchase in dealing with the crisis. The Harper government,
for example, was nearly defeated in Parliament in late 2008,
when they tried to bring in a neo-liberal budget with no
deficit last year. Then they poured a whole lot of money into
keeping corporations afloat and stimulating the economy.
Now, they are defending the biggest deficit in Canadian history. But they are also considering how they might present

andrew otto

London [England] resident
Ed Emery told people he was
“fiddling while capitalism
burns.” Emery played in front
of the Royal Exchange and the
Bank of England in London
Wednesday April 1st 2009.

Alan Sears is a member of the Toronto
New Socialists.
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healthhabits

“good” jobs – with some
themselves as deficit-fightdegree of security and deers in the next election.
cent conditions – with
The crisis, in short, has
“bad” jobs, often part-time
somewhat destabilized neoat lower pay without benliberalism. In the absence of
efits or security. Of course,
effective mobilization, govwomen and migrants alernments and corporations
ready had lots of experiwill experiment with new
ence with “bad” jobs – jobs
policies to carry forward
which deteriorated even
the pro-corporate agenda,
further.
largely variations on the
neo-liberal theme. The cenA New Offensive
tral focus will certainly be to
he crisis is being
restore profitability by drivused to mount a whole
ing down the living stannew offensive, going bedards of the working class,
yond neo-liberalism. Corparticularly those in the 24,000 CUPE Toronto municipal workers struck for five weeks in
July
and
August
2009
against
contract
concessions.
porations and government
global South. Overall, the
leaders are claiming they
uncertainty now surroundhave no choice, that the money simply isn’t there. That is in
ing neo-liberalism creates some openings for new challenges
part because neo-liberal tax cuts have left governments drato break its stranglehold on politics in much of the world,
matically underfunded while lining the pockets of corporabut these cracks will be limited without struggle from below.
tions and the rich. At the same time, the crisis has undercut
30 Years of Attack
corporate profitability.
Employers are pleading poverty and going on the offensive
rom the perspective of the vast majority, neoto gut contracts. The auto industry has been the most dramatliberalism was a disaster from the outset, and that was by
ic example to date, where government bailouts depended on
design. The laboratory for neo-liberalism was Chile after the
huge concessions by workers, who were threatened with total
1973 coup that deposed the left-wing Allende government
shutdown. Others, such as Canadian Union of Public Emand crushed the left. Tens of thousands of political activists,
ployees (CUPE) municipal workers in Toronto and Windsor,
union militants and community leaders were killed or imhave been forced out on strike by intransigent management.
prisoned and the crack-down on dissent was vicious. In this
Benefits and services, already in a bare bones state after 30
atmosphere, experiments in a new economic and political
years of neo-liberal erosion, are facing new rounds of devasstrategy for profitability were begun. The neo-liberal model
tating cutbacks. Migrant rights are being viciously attacked,
developed under these conditions of brutal repression fairly
and the far right is on the rise in much of Europe.
quickly reshaped world politics.
This is going to drive very deep if we cannot mobilize to
The core of neo-liberalism was a relentless attack on workstop it. One of the labs for this new round of attacks is Caliers, peasants and the poor. The goal was to strip away any
fornia, where the State government is in a deep budget crisis
policies, programs or ways of life for meeting wants or needs
because of neo-liberal tax cuts. Government employees are
that offered any alternative to the market. Previous mobilibeing forced to take unpaid days off, tuition is being hiked
zations by workers, peasants and the poor had won certain
by over 20 percent and services are being sharply cut. There
limited protections in areas such as union rights, social proare proposals to totally eliminate certain forms of social asgrams, subsidies and land tenure. Neo-liberalism aimed to
sistance along with home support services, domestic violence
strip these away, creating an ever-more precarious situation
programs and rural migrant worker clinics.
in which people were willing to work under any conditions
How far will it go? Pensions are
just to survive.
under attack all over the place. Social
The result of neo-liberalism
The result of neo-liberalism
assistance, already far below poverty
has been a massive increase in the
levels, is facing new cuts. The bureauwealth of the rich and the povhas been a massive increase in
cratic crackdown on people receiverty of the poor. The situation of
the wealth of the rich and the
ing benefits is increasing. More and
employed workers generally got
more people with limited incomes
worse. In workplaces, lean producpoverty of the poor.
are being criminalized for simply
tion methods were used to replace
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trying to eke out an existence. Undocumented workers, who
already faced deep insecurity, vulnerability and harassment,
now confront a whole new scale of raids and deportations.
So Where is the Fightback?

A

t one level, it seems obvious that an economic
crisis should produce radicalization and mobilization.
It would be pretty hard to have any illusions that capitalism
actually works in our favour under current conditions. But
there is nothing in economic downturn that leads automatically to radicalization, and people do not fight back simply
because things get worse.
Actually, an economic crisis can make it very difficult to
fight back. As things get worse, people can lose confidence
in their ability to make a difference. When the most powerful corporations are being brought to their knees, people
may wonder how they could ever change things. Further, the
risks of fighting back seem much higher. Employers threaten
to shut down if their conditions are not met. Deportations
of undocumented workers loom and, as the number of unemployed increases, people desperate for work might be recruited as scabs.
Many have lost any confidence that mobilizing to fight
back could make any difference. The neo-liberal attacks over
30 years and the capitalist restructuring of work and life have
left our movements in bad shape. The infrastructure of dissent, the means through which people develop capacities to

challenge the system through communication, analysis and
collective organization, is dramatically weakened.
The union movement is largely in retreat. Unions like the
Canadian Autoworkers that defined themselves through opposition to concessions have given up many past gains in
the auto sector. Many unions are empty shells, with very
low levels of membership participation. Even where there
are strikes, the political confidence to define issues and enlist
solidarity is very low. The recent CUPE strikes by municipal
workers in Toronto and Windsor saw very little attempt by
the unions to build political support among the broader public and almost no serious solidarity work initiated by radicals
and the Left.
Rebuilding Radicalism

T

here will be no restraint on the part of employers and governments over the next while. They will be
pushing very hard to wipe out many of the historic gains
made by workers and the poor. Retirement with a decent
pension is clearly under attack. Social assistance, already
sustaining people at sub-poverty levels, will be eroded even
further. Unionized workers trying to defend wages and
working conditions will face employers on the attack and
be painted as dinosaurs protecting ancient privileges. The
harassment and deportation of refugees and undocumented
workers will intensify.
The only thing that will stop them is massive mobilization. But this will not happen
automatically as a response to
the brutality of the attacks. A
serious fightback will require
that radicals develop our capacities to analyze, communicate
and act collectively, to generate
a whole new level of mobilization and solidarity.
The CUPE municipal workers’ strikes in Toronto and
Windsor show why this is so
urgent. It is stomach-turning
to see workers out on the picket
line alone with very limited
solidarity, facing unanswered

The 1930s depression
lead to radical
activism, like the On
to Ottawa March. Will
we see new rounds of
mobilization in the
current economic
crisis?
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attacks simply for daring to fight
Systematic Alternative
back. The Left has largely lost its
here is so much to do at
capacity to define issues on a large
an activist level in the face of
scale, through action and through
this onslaught, that it is easy to be
argument.
absorbed by planning and carrying
There are some signs that people
out mobilizations. The hard work
are recognizing these challenges. In
to sustain serious activism in the
Toronto, for example, radicals are
current climate demands amazing
working together in new ways on
commitments, particularly from
modest projects to develop a shared
those playing key organizational
analysis of the crisis and to deepen
roles. The time and space required
our solidarity. Many are recognizing
for political clarification can seem
that the sectarian habits of the left
pretty scarce in these conditions.
are serious obstacles to rebuilding. Already we have seen amazing resistance, like
the
uprising
in
Oaxaca,
Mexico
in
2006.
 How
can
However, our ability to sustain
Sectarianism is based on the convicand deepen mobilizations ultition that one’s own organization has we contribute to spreading these actions and
building active solidarity?
mately depends on political perthe correct analysis, and interchange
spectives that take time to develop
with others is simply to convince
through discussion and debate. Activism and political dethem to accept this perspective. It can be a characteristic of
velopment should not be seen as separate realms competing
formal organizations (such as socialist groups) but also of
for our time, but as crucial and interconnected elements to
informal networks. Sectarianism produces fragmentation,
rebuild mass militancy.
arrogance and close-mindedness, surely fatal as the world
throws new challenges at us. The left has been marginalized
This means that we need to devote time and resources to
in part by its own certainties, generated in another time and
building support for a systematic alternative to capitalism.
remaining fixed as the world changes.
Effective resistance is crucial, but it needs to be combined
This is not to say that there is nothing to be learned from
with work to chart a different future. We need to be able to
150 years of struggle. The casual dismissal of the learning
demonstrate in words and actions that another world is posaccumulated through the historical experience of the left is
sible, providing frameworks that allow people to understand
as much of a problem as sectarianism. The challenge is to
their militancy as part of a broader transformative struggle
develop an anti-capitalism that critically engages with the
that can ultimately overturn capitalism and replace it with
theoretical and practical legacies of marxism and anarchism,
genuine democracy from below.
through open discussion and debate combined with activist
Such a systematic alternative can only be built through
mobilization.
resistance movements, but it will not happen automaticalOne of the greatest challenges we face in rebuilding radily. We need to popularize alternatives that are rarely even
calism is a profound pessimism that wider layers will begin
named in the mainstream. The practical commitment to a
to fight back. At the present moment in Canada, it is only
systematic alternative to capitalism has weakened tremensmall radical currents who are mobilizing to fight, doing
dously over the last 30 years, despite some important counamazing work through organizations like the Ontario Coter-currents, particularly in South America. In the absence of
alition Against Poverty (OCAP), No One is Illegal (NOII)
such an alternative, even the best activists will be resigned to
and the Coalition Against Israeli Apartheid (CAIA). Howthe perpetuation of capitalism, framing their sense of what is
ever, even the committed activism of these radical layers canpossible within the limits of the dominant order.
not turn back the current offensives. Much wider layers of
The rejection of sectarianism must not entail the abanworkers, students, people of colour, women and queers need
donment
of the development and popularization of a systo be drawn into the fight back.
tematic alternative to capitalism. There is no simple model
It is really hard to be optimistic about that wider fightback
of how to proceed, but it is clear that it needs the engageat a time when we are seeing so little evidence of it. This can
ment of a wide range of non-sectarian anti-capitalist acat times lead radicals to turn their backs on wider layers, astivists willing to openly discuss and debate, committed to
suming that these layers are too smug and settled to be allies
learning from one another, both through our agreements and
in the struggle. This leads to a self-limiting radicalism, where
disagreements. The crisis makes that engagement even more
we give up on seriously transforming the world—a project
necessary, confronting us with enormous challenges, while
which necessarily requires much broader mobilization and
creating some ideological openings. H
indeed mass insurgency.

T

12

NEW SOCIALIST

2009-2

concessions ... concessions ... concessions

The

Crisis

in

Auto

by Bruce Allen

F

or years I have been writing articles
and talking at meetings concerning
developments in the auto industry in
Canada. I have consistently presented
a set of arguments built around a longstanding observation concerning what
is happening in the auto industry. I have
argued that the multinational auto corporations have been using their control
over investment decisions to systematically dismantle and take away all of the
gains made by North American autoworkers since the United Auto Workers
(UAW) was born in the mid-1930s. This
means that these corporations have been
withholding their capital in order to advance their agenda in a way not so unlike
the way we as autoworkers used to either
withhold our labour or threaten to withhold our labour in order to advance our
collective bargaining agenda and make
and build upon gains.
But in recent years the tables have been
turned. The collective bargaining process
in the North American auto industry has
been stood on its head. We as autoworkers no longer go to the bargaining table
in order to win our demands. We go to
the bargaining table in order to address
the corporations’ demands in the hope of
securing new work and remaining employed. Or at least that is what has been
happening.
In 2009 this situation has gone from
bad to worse for autoworkers. As retired Canadian Auto Workers (CAW)
Research Director Sam Gindin recently
observed, “It used to be that corporations
promised jobs for concessions; now they
aggressively demand more concessions
alongside fewer jobs.”
The brutal reality of the situation is that

this is where the trajectory of concessions
bargaining has taken us since it began to
really develop in the industry in Canada
in 1993 and more than a decade before
that in the United States. In Canada that
development immediately followed the
announcement of a massive restructuring
of General Motors North American operations in 1992. This logically coincided
with a concerted drive by auto corporations in Canada to extract contract concessions at the local level. The aim was to
gut local collective agreements and weaken the power of the union on the shop
floor. Significantly and quite logically as
well these developments also coincided
with the North American auto corporations’ relentless drive to implement variants of the Toyota Production System
and other lean work reorganization strat-

egies in their operations.
One set of concessionary collective
agreements at the local level followed
another throughout the 1990s in Canada
and this phenomenon has continued and
deepened in the current period. These
concessionary collective agreements have
crippled the power of the union on the
shop floor of Canadian auto plants and
beat the union into a state of increasing submission not so unlike what has
happened in the US since the beginning of the 1980s. This state of increasing submission has been reflected in the
wholesale abandonment of an adversarial
relationship by local unions toward the
automotive employers. Consequently, the
The shop floor at a GM
assembly plant.

Bruce Allen is the vice president of CAW Local
199.
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union’s agenda, particularly at the local
level, has evolved and become more and
more indistinguishable from management’s agenda.
Locally, managements have responded
by consciously taking advantage of this
weakening of the union’s power on the
shop floor. The ongoing weakening of our
local agreements and workers’ pervasive
fear of job losses have allowed managements to shrewdly and meticulously
integrate shop floor union leaderships
into the process of managing operations
without compromising management’s
agenda. Increasingly rank and file workers have found it harder to tell the difference between the message they hear from
in-plant union leaderships and what they
hear from the boss. As a result of this the
corporations have increasingly prevailed
in the battle for the hearts and minds
of the automotive workforce. They have
increasingly achieved ideological hegemony because the union no longer has an
identifiable agenda of its own given that
securing and retaining work at any price
has increasingly become the sole priority of auto union leadership locally and
Canada wide.
Context
This puts in context the efforts of the
CAW leadership to constantly promote
and encourage handouts of government
monies to the auto corporations in order
to attract new investment in auto plants
in Canada. This likewise puts in context
the conspicuous absence of any open
criticism whatosever of these corporations by the CAW simultaneous with and
reinforcing this advocacy of government
handouts to them. Very significantly a
fundamental truth has been forgotten
along the way. Namely, that when the
agenda of the union becomes essentially
one and the same as the agenda of the
employer the very reason for the union
to exist as an independent entity is effectively called into question.
This brings me to the developments of
approximately the past 24 months. In addressing them I am compelled to focus
on GM in Canada with some reference
to developments in my own local union.
14

NEW SOCIALIST

2009-2

Former CAW president Buzz Hargrove.

I do this knowing that these local developments are typical of what is going on
generally in the industry in Canada.
The brutal truth of the matter is that
the CAW has now engaged in four
sets of concessionary contract bargaining with GM in approximately the last
two years. In doing so this has born out
something former CAW National President Buzz Hargrove said about two years
ago when he remarked to the CAW’s national council that nowadays in the auto
industry we are always negotiating. Significantly, in saying this, Hargrove displayed amnesia on his part by forgetting
that such a practice has been in effect for
many years in the US where the United
Auto Workers has been negotiating what
are called Modern Operating Agreements. Modern Operating Agreements
involve the continuous negotiation of
contract concessions designed to enhance
the competitiveness of local operations
and to ostensibly improve their chances
of survival.

The union’s agenda,
particularly at the local level,
has evolved and become more
and more indistinguishable
from management’s agenda.

That said, the first of these four sets
of concessionary negotiations with GM
were conducted at the local level in Oshawa, Ontario via what was termed a “shelf
agreement” and then in St. Catharines,
Ontario via what was called a “Competitive Operating Agreement.” Both of the
resulting local agreements gutted and rewrote existing local collective agreements
from start to finish giving the corporation almost everything it wanted locally
in exchange for the promise of new work.
In St. Catharines this meant new transmission work that has yet to arrive and
which has been put off until 2012 and
may never arrive give the state of the industry. In Oshawa this yielded work on a
new Camaro.
Next in March 2008 then CAW National President Buzz Hargrove opened
the 2008 contract negotiations half a year
early. He did so based upon a belief that
collective bargaining would be tougher
when the existing contracts with the Detroit 3 expired in the autumn of 2008.
Turning Point
This was a pivotal turning point. We
went from negotiating one set of concessionary local collective agreements to
negotiating major contract concessions
at the corporation wide or master level.
Wages and pensions were frozen. Cost
of Living Allowances (COLA) increases
were “temporarily” suspended. A week’s
vacation per year was given up. Starting
wage rates were lowered from 85 percent
of the established rate for each job classification to 70 percent of the established
rate with the full rate to be paid only after three years of service. All the while
the union leadership proclaimed that it
had successfully resisted a United Auto
Workers (UAW) style two tier wage and
benefit structure involving drastically reduced starting rates of pay and benefit
entitlements for new hires. Most importantly, co-pays for benefits were substantially increased with the amounts of
money to be paid by workers increasing
in each successive year of the collective
agreements thereby setting the stage for
continuous increases in these co-pays.
Then came last year’s global economic

private hospital care was eliminated.
Refunds on education tuition for family
members were reduced. A rebate paid to
employees for new car purchases will end.
The establishment of a VEBA to administer benefits went from being an item for
discussion to a certainty.
Worst of all, contractual language was
negotiated at the corporate wide or Master Level to allow for local arrangements
where outside suppliers will be able to locate on site at and even inside Chrysler
plants just like the experimental plants in
Brazil developed by Ignacio Lopez formerly of Volkswagen in the 1990s. This
supplier park concept will produce outsourcing of our work on a huge scale and
devastate the power of the union on the
shop floor of Detroit three auto plants in
Canada.
Then in a matter of weeks these sweeping contract concessions were suddenly
deemed to be not enough for General
Motors even though GM’s CEO had

previously said that the contract concessions negotiated with the CAW in March
were good enough. The Canadian federal
and Ontario provincial governments adopted the same position.
This brings us to where we are today. Namely we are faced with further
concessions particularly affecting pensions at GM, which have even exceeded
those contract concessions negotiated at
Chrysler. If these additional concessions
are not subsequently matched at Chrysler, then there will no longer be a pattern
collective agreement in the auto industry
in Canada ending a practice of negotiating industry wide collective agreements
that has been absolutely critical to all of
the gains North American autoworkers
have made in the past. If the GM concessions are to be matched, the CAW will
have to go back to the negotiating table
at Chrysler. Ford of Canada meanwhile
is sitting back waiting for the cascade
of contract concessions to end at their

Above: the CAW agreed
to renegotiate its current
labour contract with Ford
in the wake of substantial
concessions to both GM and
Chrysler. Negotiations started
in September and discussions
continue with job security,
pensions and benefits all at risk.
Right: CAW retirees rally at
Queen’s Park this past October.

CAW

meltdown. Following it and the ensuing global capitalist crisis the CAW was
back at it again in March 2009 giving
even more contract concessions. At GM
the union conceded about $7 per hour in
wage and benefit concessions. The contract was extended for another year with
no wage or pension increases, meaning
we actually now had a four year contract.
This effectively marked the end of the
CAW’s long standing, very vocal opposition to long term collective agreements
meaning agreements of more than three
years duration. Our Christmas bonus was
negotiated away. Additional co-pays on
benefits were introduced. The door was
open to a Canadian version of the UAW’s
Voluntary Employee Benefits Association (VEBA) which relieves corporations
of full, direct responsibility for employee
benefits and effectively guarantees the
ongoing erosion of benefits via underfunding of this separate benefit fund.
Coverage for long term care was reduced.
Dental benefits were frozen at 2008 levels through to 2012.
Despite all of these giveaways, they
were still not enough in the view of
Chrysler and the US and Canadian governments. Chrysler wanted $19 per hour
worth of wage and benefit contract concessions citing labour costs at Japanese
transplants in North America. The Canadian and Ontario provincial governments supported Chrysler’s position and
put a gun to the union’s head saying there
would be no government money for the
cash strapped corporations in Canada
otherwise. The CAW quickly gave in to
them.
With the resulting much more concessionary collective agreements at Chrysler
in April newly hired employees will have
to work six years before getting the established full rate of pay. New hires will now
also have $1 per hour deducted from their
wages to go to pay for their pensions if
and when they retire. Their pensions will
be capped at the amounts paid out for 30
years of credited service, meaning you can
work 40 years and will still get the pension of someone who has worked only 30
years. The waiting period for Sickness &
Accident benefits was increased. Semi-
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competitors. Ford of Canada has publicly
made it clear that it fully expects to get
just as much and the CAW leadership at
Ford is preparing to deliver similar concessions and will try to scare its membership into accepting them.
In short Canadian autoworkers are
being assaulted at a breathtaking pace.
What is more, the cascade of contract
concessions will certainly continue because, as I indicated, the establishment
of a VEBA for healthcare benefits means
there will be an erosion of our benefits
on an ongoing basis. This is due to the
certainty of inadequate funding of the
VEBA. When health care costs rise due
to inflation, additional monies to cover
the additional benefit costs will not be
put into the fund, making reductions in
benefits unavoidable.
The downward spiral for Canadian
autoworkers consequently has no end in
sight unless and until the union’s rank
and file finally says no to these corporations; corporations in the case of GM
and Chrysler who will likely emerge from
bankruptcy protection to become very
profitable again.
Workers Pay the Price
In short, autoworkers never created
this crisis. We are in no way responsible
for it, but we are paying the price in the
auto industry with a cascade of contract
concessions on a monumental scale.
What is taking place is a quintessential
example of capital taking advantage of a
crisis for which it bears sole responsibility
in order to deal a historic and crushing
blow to workers who have led the way
for the entire working class. The outcome
of these developments will be a historic
setback for the entire working class in
Canada. This is comparable in its potential consequences to the defeat of the air
traffic controllers in the United States
in 1981 at the hands of Ronald Reagan,
and the defeat of the British coal miners in 1985 by Margret Thatcher. What
we should be seeing is all of organized
labour in Canada and beyond mobilizing
to support Canadian autoworkers in the
face of this enormous onslaught we are
being subjected to.
16
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The relative silence of the leadership of
almost all of the rest of the labour movement in Canada in response to this onslaught is worse than reprehensible. It is
treacherous. Likewise the response from
the leadership of the social democratic
New Democratic Party (NDP) in Canada
has been grotesquely inadequate with the
leader of provincial Ontario NDP being
virtually alone in coming to the defense
of autoworkers, and then doing so only
to a very limited extent with regard to the
issue of protecting autoworker pensions.
Simply stated, we are isolated in the

What is taking place is a
quintessential example of
capital taking advantage of
a crisis for which it bears
sole responsibility in order to
deal a historic and crushing
blow to workers who have
led the way for the entire
working class.
face of this historic onslaught. The situation could hardly be worse. We are in the
process of being crippled, and disaster is
staring us immediately in the face. Essentially all we are getting in response from
our leadership are exercises in damage
control and empty rhetoric about fighting again another day to regain some of
the things we have just lost. Indeed it is
absolutely impossible to take any of their
claims about fighting again another day
seriously given the duration, extent and
acceleration of the retreat which has been
taking place and the auto and labour
leadership’s general unwillingness to mobilize the membership and confront capital in response to its onslaught against us.
To the contrary, as previously indicated, in the auto industry we have a
union leadership very much in the habit
of helping to scare the membership into
accepting one set of concessionary collective agreements after another, all the

while stating that there is no alternative. They do this while knowing full well
and sometimes even acknowledging that
making government economic aid to the
auto industry contingent upon workers
taking contract concessions is a phenomenon unique to Canada and the United
States. They know that even right-wing
governments in countries like Germany
and France would not dare to attach such
conditions to aid for the auto industry.
Workers and their unions in those countries would absolutely not stand for it and
would be too likely to wage fightbacks
that would terrify any government. Indeed Opel workers in Germany are not
facing demands for contract concessions,
and Opel is a subsidiary of GM.
Public Ownership
What is more, the option of public
ownership of the industry is not even being considered, let alone being seriously
advocated as an alternative worth fighting for. This is the case even while tens of
billions of dollars of government monies
are being poured into GM and Chrysler.
In conclusion, we are currently witnessing three related crises. One is the
global economic crisis of capitalism.
A second is the crisis specific to the
auto industry. This second crisis simply
would not exist in North America were
it not for last year’s economic meltdown,
the very costly privatized American
health care system and the disproportionate number of retired workers relative to active workers in the plants – a
phenomenon that exists entirely due to
corporate decisions designed to lower the
age of the workforce and avoid the training costs that would be generated by the
layoff of low seniority workers and the
retraining of those who replaced them on
their jobs.
The third crisis is a worsening crisis of
leadership in the Canadian labour movement. This is clearly demonstrated by
these events unfolding before our eyes,
particularly in the auto industry, and by
the wholly ineffectual response of the
current labour leadership to it. In other
words, the crisis of the labour movement
is a crisis of labour leadership. H

Xenophobia,
racism & the
global crisis
by Yen Chu

T

Refugees and Immigrants as Scapegoats

Here in Canada, Liberal senator Pierrett
Ringuette has called for a Canadian First
Job policy, accusing temporary foreign workers of stealing jobs from Canadians. Canada
has also been tightening its borders to refugee
claimants with Minister of Citizenship and
Immigration Jason Kenney perpetuating the
myth that refugees are cheating the system by
calling for a clampdown on “bogus” refugees.
Kenney has made a number of changes this
past year including imposing visas on Mexico
and the Czech Republic in response to the
Roma people fleeing racial violence in that
country. This past summer, he removed morYen Chu is a member of No One is Illegal-Toronto.

Allan Lissner

he global economic crisis is resulting
in xenophobia, increasing racism and
tougher immigration policies against migrants worldwide. In Britain, there is a growing call for British jobs for British workers,
the fascist British National Party is gaining
momentum in the polls, winning two seats in
the European Parliament this past year, and
the Labour Party says it will get tough on immigration by implementing a points system
and limiting the number of immigrants into
the country. In France this past September,
police razed an immigrant camp and arrested
over two hundred migrants, mostly refugees
from war-torn Afghanistan. In Italy and
Spain, the government is offering to pay for
plane tickets for migrants to leave. In Russia,
the Moscow Human Rights Bureau is seeing
further increases of racial violence -last December alone, teenage skinheads killed 20 migrants. In the US, the number of deportations
is on the rise, with 361,000 deportations in
2008 compared to 319,000 in 2007.
Hundreds marched through the streets of Toronto for May Day 2009 to
demand justice for migrant workers. The march was organized by No One
is Illegal.

atoriums on deportations to Rwanda,
Liberia and Burundi, claiming these
countries are now safe, despite the
fact that Canada advises against nonessential travel to Liberia and Burundi
and advises caution when travelling to
Rwanda.
At the same time, he has also removed exemptions from the Safe
Third Country agreement for refugees
from Haiti, Afghanistan, Iraq, Democratic Republic of Congo and Zimbabwe. The Safe Third Country Agree-

ment prevents refugees from claiming
refugee status in Canada if they land
on US soil first.
As refugees from the global South
are accused of cheating the system,
Minister Kenney remained silent
when a white South Afrikaner made
a successful refugee claim. Despite the
fact that whites still hold the majority of wealth in South Africa, Minister Kenney makes no accusations of a
bogus claim here. Instead, he says the
decision rests with the Immigration
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and Refugee Board. Everyone has a right
to freedom of movement, but this example illustrates the racism in whom the
Canadian government accuses of cheating the system.
While changes to Canada’s immigration policy are happening during a time
of economic crisis and high employment,
the government has not pinned these
changes on the economic crisis. However, it is in their best interest to further
entrench their ideology that there are
deserving and desirable migrants versus
those who are burden on the nation state.
Those who are accused of being bogus
refugees are seen as economic migrants
who do not need protection from a supposedly benevolent state. Yet even those
who are seen as genuine refugees are
portrayed by government and media as
being an overburden to the welfare state.
By encouraging the perceptions that
economic migrants are cheating the system and that refugees are a drain on the
system, the government has convenient
scapegoats. When times are tough, the
government can simply make changes to
immigration policy and therefore be seen
as taking action to protect the interests of
its citizens.
The workplace raids that took place
this past spring, where 200 migrants
were arrested at their work, detained and
deported, is another tactic to scapegoat
and criminalize migrants. These raids
encourage the idea that “illegal” migrants
are stealing jobs from citizens. However,
raids, detentions, deportations, exclusionary immigration policies – along with
neo-liberalism prior to the economic
crisis - have long created a crisis for migrants. The economic crisis just adds to
their difficulties as many migrants face
unemployment and even tougher immigration policies.
Large numbers of people are forced
to migrate as the effects of neo-liberalism produce increasing global inequality, poverty and unemployment. These
neo-liberal policies are imposed by the
same capitalist system that has produced
the current economic crisis. But for the
people of the global South this crisis has
been going on for decades: structural
18
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Mobile Capital,
Policed Migrant Labour

Minister of Citizenship and
Immigration, Jason Kenney, scapegoats
refugees

adjustment programs in the Philippines
have forced many people, mostly women,
to migrate overseas, often as foreign domestic workers sending remittances back
to their families; the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) has
forced Mexico to remove subsidies on its
agriculture products, but allowed Canada
and the US to keep its subsidies and sell
their products for much less. This has left
many farmers and workers in the agriculture industry unemployed, forcing them
to migrate in search of work. Some end
up in Canada’s Seasonal Agriculture program as farm workers.

For women, their
precarious status
leaves them
vulnerable to
exploitation, sexual
harassment and
violence.

Even if migrants are not displaced, everyone should have the right to freedom
of movement. Instead, while capital can
move freely, the mobility of migrants is
restricted through exclusionary immigration policies. Canada’s point system favours economic migrants who have higher incomes, advanced education and can
speak English or French. Those who do
not fit into these criteria end up without
status or come in through the temporary
foreign workers program.
Over the years, the government has
been expanding their temporary foreign
workers program. The number of temporary foreign workers now surpasses
the number of permanent residents,
with 247,202 people who were new permanent residents compared to 252,196
temporary foreign workers in Canada in
2008. Keeping their status temporary
ensures that they are paid lower wages
and are kept from demanding any rights.
Temporary foreign workers face double
the exploitation through the precariousness of their employment and their immigration status.
For women, their precarious status
leaves them vulnerable to exploitation,
sexual harassment and violence. Women
now account for over half of the world’s
migrants and make up 59 percent of the
migrants in Canada’s temporary foreign
workers program. Canada’s Immigration
policies, such as the Live-In Caregiver
program and the sponsorship program,
leave women vulnerable to violence. If
they leave an abusive employer or abusive
partner, they risk losing their status and
face detention and deportation.
No Status, No Rights

As the recession deepens with growing
unemployment, temporary foreign workers who are laid off will be required to
leave or end up without status. Non-status people and temporary foreign workers
are unable to collect Employment Insurance or apply for social assistance. LiveIn Caregivers who become unemployed
risk losing their opportunity to gain status as they must work continuously for

two years before they can qualify to apply
for permanent residency.
Non-status and temporary migrants
who remain employed will likely face
further downward pressure on their
wages and working conditions. The recession will also have an impact on the
remittances that migrants send home to
their families. While remittances to the
Philippines are stable for now, remittances to Mexico have seen a significant
drop. According to Mexico’s central bank,
remittances in April 2009 were $1.7 billion compared to $2.1 billion in the same
period last year.
For people without status, the situation
is still worse, as they are unable to access
basic social provisions such as shelters,
food banks and health care without the
risk of deportation. With neo-liberalism,
social services have been deteriorating
over the past few decades with large cuts
to social assistance, housing, education
and health care. However, any fight for
better social provisions must include a
demand for a Don’t Ask Don’t Tell policy
where immigration status is not asked
for and information about status is not
shared with immigration authorities.
By demanding that everyone be able to
access social services regardless of immigration status, social movements can
challenge the idea that
people without status
– or anyone using the
service – is a “drain on
the system.” Rather it
places the blame on
the government and a

By encouraging the
perceptions that
economic migrants
are cheating the
system and that
refugees are a drain
on the system,
the government
has convenient
scapegoats.
system that pushes poor people further
into poverty while subsidizing the rich
through tax cuts and bailouts.
Working Class Solidarity

Ongoing campaigns, such as No One
is Illegal-Toronto’s Don’t Ask Don’t Tell
–Access Without Fear Campaign and
their demand for Status for All, are now
more important than ever for working
class solidarity. We must fight against
all attempts to foster divisions. In building social movements, we need to make

it clear that it is capitalism and the state
that are responsible for unemployment
and poverty, not just in Canada but globally.
Nationalism, xenophobia and racism
let the powers that be off the hook. Historically in times of economic crisis, the
labour movement has taken a nationalistic and protectionist stance as a strategy to protect the jobs of their members,
but over the years there has been growing
solidarity with migrant workers and trade
unionists.
The Alberta Federation of Labour has
been working to defend the rights of temporary migrant workers. They have called
for temporary migrant workers who are
here to become permanent residents and
have demanded the end to the temporary
foreign workers program. The United
Food and Commercial Workers Union of
Canada issued a statement back in February that denounced the scapegoating
of migrants by Liberal senator Pierrett
Ringuette and declared that shutting the
door on immigration was not the solution.
These are steps in the right direction,
but more work needs to be done to get
the labour movement and the working
class to support the idea of “no one is illegal” and status for all. H

Allan Lissner

From a No One
Is Illegal protest
handout: We
refuse to be silent
spectators as
our communities
are robbed and
attacked. We refuse
to be criminalized
and made invisible.
Today we
will be seen.
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book review

Improve capitalism or replace it?
Economics for Everyone:
A Short Guide to the Economics
of Capitalism
by Jim Stanford
Fernwood Publishing and
Canadian Centre for Policy
Alternatives, 2008. 360 pages

Review by Bill Burgess

E

conomics for Everyone is attracting a
lot of attention in the labour movement in Canada for its popular exposé
of many flaws in mainstream economic
theory.
But what many people are looking for
is a sound basis for understanding the
rapidly developing economic crisis and
what to do about it. Here the book fails.
It betrays too much faith in capitalism.
Antidote to Neo-Classical
Economic Theory

Jim Stanford is the staff economist
for the Canadian Auto Workers union
(CAW), and he explains economic concepts in clear, accessible language. The
main points are summarized in a statement of “A Dozen Things to Remember
About Economics,” available, along with
further resources and study guides, at
www.economicsforeveryone.ca.
What makes this book different from
most economic texts is Stanford’s emphasis that, contrary to the claims by
mainstream (neo-classical) economists,
their theory and policy are very political,
and very pro-employer. They assume that
markets are natural when they are really socially constructed. Wages, working
conditions and social programs are not
determined by objective economic “laws,”
they are the result of class or trade union
struggle.
One function of mainstream economics is to justify the profits that capitalists
Bill Burgess is a contributing editor of Socialist
Voice (www.socialistvoice.ca).
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reap from economic activity. Neo-classical economists claim that profit rates are
determined by what capital contributes
to output. However, as Stanford explains,
the neo-classical model of capital actually
assumes the profit rates they claim it explains. The advocates of this model were
forced decades ago to admit this circularity in their reasoning, but they lack any
solution to this flaw in their supposedly
objective explanation for profits.
One form of capital is fixed capital, like
the paper machine as long as a football
field that I used to work on. Each shift,
tons and tons of paper rolled off my end
of the machine. It was very hard to resist
the notion that it was the machine that
made the paper, that the machine was
productive. Stanford explains that such
fixed capital is instead a kind of tool that
makes labour more productive.
The book’s discussion of labour costs
takes up an important issue that is omitted by mainstream economists, namely
the intensity of work. Neo-classical eco-

nomic theory only considers the market
price of labour time and skill. But labour
intensity is regulated differently, by compulsion within the workplace. Because
they consider only market relations,
mainstream economists ignore the role of
class relations of production.
“Free” trade is a favourite policy of
neo-classical economists, who advocate it
on the basis of the theory of “comparative advantage.” The theory claims that
it always pays countries to specialize and
trade, even if one country can produce all
tradable goods at a lower cost than the
other countries. Stanford shows why the
theory does not apply. He describes how
it was by not following the neo-classical
prescriptions that East Asian economies
managed to develop in recent decades.
The book includes a chapter on household and other non-market labour.
Mainstream economists simply exclude
the decisive contribution made by those
who keep us all alive and able to go back
to work each day.
In short, this book provides an accessible introduction to some of the concepts and terminology needed to discuss
economic issues. It is particularly valuable
for its popularization of flaws in neoclassical economic theory like those noted above. By the end of the book, I think
readers will identify with economist Joan
Robinson’s statement that, “The purpose
of studying economics is…to avoid being
deceived by economists.”
Too Much Faith in Capitalism

The problem with Economics for Everyone is its inadequate assessment of capitalism. Stanford targets “bad” capitalism
rather than capitalism itself.
On issues like the global ecological crisis and the failure of development in poor
countries, Stanford suggests that capitalism is to blame, especially its neo-liberal
(i.e. post-1970s) variant. Yet, these issues
are marginal to his analysis of the econo-

mies in advanced capitalist countries. He
never addresses their imperialist nature,
notably the reality of imperialist war.
Stanford nods to the ideal of an economy organized to meet human need rather
than private profit. However, this is not
projected as a vital necessity for today. In
his chapter titled “Improving Capitalism,” he instead writes that, “Fighting to
make our respective countries more like
the Nordic version of capitalism … is a
challenge that rightfully deserves our first
attention.” (“Nordic” here refers to the
Scandinavian countries of Europe.)
In the final chapter titled “Replacing Capitalism?” Stanford notes “the
scandalous failure of capitalism to meet
basic needs for so many.” But he then
concludes, “On the other hand, there is
an absence of compelling real world evidence that any other system … would reliably do better.”
Stanford explicitly accepts the framework of capitalism in his detailed policy
agenda. He proposes no measures to replace and displace the capitalist market.
One example is that nationalization is
limited to “natural monopolies” and industries producing what are narrowly defined as “public goods.” He is emphatic
that “private business investment spending remains at the core of the economic
strategy.”
What Causes Economic Crises?

Written just before the financial collapse in 2008, Economics for Everyone
notes that some economists suggest that
“the ingredients may be in place for the
commencement of a new period of sustained and relatively stable capitalist
growth.” Stanford concludes that, “the
jury is still out on whether this modern,
tough-love incarnation of capitalism has
really established the conditions for a
longer-run winning streak.”
Well, that verdict has now been rendered, and it shows how utopian it was to
believe that some kinder, gentler “Nordic”
version of capitalism is on offer.
The book correctly notes that, “Those
of us hoping for something better from
the economy cannot wait around for capitalism to self-destruct.” Also correctly, it

says, “The only factor that poses a genuine challenge to the current order is the
willingness of human beings to reject the
injustice and irrationality of this economy, and stand up to demand something
better. Capitalism will not fall – rather, it
must be pushed.”
But how and why would this happen?
Stanford is very clear: “I do not see convincing evidence of an inherent, systematic vulnerability of capitalism.” In other

One telling illustration of
Stanford’s perspective is that
while he agrees there is an
“inherent instability of a
decentralized, profit-driven
economy,” his explanations for
particular economic crises
are shallow.
words, he disagrees that this system is
characterized by a deep-seated tendency towards producing more goods than
people under capitalist relations of production can afford to buy. Socialists have
concluded that the capitalists’ only “solution” is social and ecological barbarism.
One telling illustration of Stanford’s
perspective is that while he agrees there
is an “inherent instability of a decentralized, profit-driven economy,” his explanations for particular economic crises are
shallow. They are blamed on “negative
events or shocks” external to workings of
capitalism proper.
For example, the book describes the
global downturn in the early 1980s as
being caused by U.S. monetary policy.
Even the Great Depression of the 1930s
is attributed to stock market speculation
rather than expressing something deeper
in the nature of capitalism. At a January
30, 2009, public meeting in Vancouver,
Economics for Everyone is illustrated with
cartoons by political cartoonist Tony Biddle
and is also backed by a set of web-based
instructional materials, all available for free
online at economicsforeveryone.ca/.

Stanford similarly blamed the current crisis on financial speculation, and blamed
this speculation on neo-liberalism. It is as
if they float above capitalism itself.
Since he disagrees that capitalist economic crises are systemic, Stanford also
underestimates what it takes for deep
crises to be resolved. He claims that it
“was massive military spending … that
solve[d] the Great Depression.” In fact,
this “solution” additionally required the
fascist destruction of powerful working
class movements in countries like Germany, and the widespread destruction of
existing capital by horrific world war.
Socialism for the Rich?

Stanford’s “vision” for “improving capitalism” is a “high-investment, sustainable
economy.” But we are in a deep economic crisis, and as Keynes put it, trying to
get capitalists to invest during a crisis is
like pushing on a string. Reducing interest rates has failed, so governments
are dumping in public money, hoping
to maintain the cycle of borrowing and
spending, investment and profit. The policy is “socialism for the rich.”
Stanford’s proposals are not very different. At the January 30 public meeting
in Vancouver, his prescription was also
more government spending, plus financial regulation.
Of course, we need to fight for programs to meet immediate human needs,
like unemployment insurance, and to
direct government spending to the most
socially productive ends, like housing and
public transit. However, borrowing and
spending by capitalist governments will
not solve the deep-seated problems that
have brought the world economy to the
brink of collapse. Yes, we should “stand
up to demand something better.” But
there is no way around the need to challenge capitalism as a system, not just bad,
neo-liberal capitalism.
The question is how to mobilize people
against the ravages of this capitalist economic crisis and find our way towards
21st Century Socialism. On these points,
the perspective in Economics for Everyone
is part of the problem rather than part of
the solution. H
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Review

From economic crisis to ecological crisis
The Global Fight for Climate
Justice: Anticapitalist Responses
to Global Warming and
Environmental Destruction.
Edited by Ian Angus.
London: Resistance Books.

Review by Deborah Simmons

T

his book is a compendium of 46 essays, talks and declarations on climate change, social justice and capitalism. In the aftermath of global economic
meltdown and the lead-up to the United
Nations Climate Change Conference in
Copenhagen this December, the book is
a well-timed toolbox for activists.
Edited by Ian Angus, editor of the online journal Climate and Capitalism and
associate editor of Socialist Voice, the book
aims to address two questions: “Why is
capitalism destroying the conditions that
make life on earth possible?” and “How
can we stop the destruction before it’s too
late?”
The book provides a snapshot of current left perspectives from around the
globe. Fidel Castro is prominently featured as the first author in the collection.
Both Cuba and the Bolivia of indigenous
President Evo Morales (another featured
author) are positioned as nation-states
leading the way in proposing policy measures to combat climate change.
The majority of the texts are reprints
of previously published work, with two
important pieces by Hugo Blanco and
Daniel Tanuro translated specifically for
the book. An emerging consensus on climate change, capitalism and social justice
issues among global South activists and
leaders is reflected in declarations from a

Deborah Simmons is a member of the New
Socialist editorial committee and lives in the
Northwest Territories, where climate change
is already impacting indigenous subsistence
harvesters.
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variety of international forums, including
the Durban Group (2004), the Nyéléni
Forum on Food Sovereignty (2007), la
Vía Campesina (2008), and the Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas (ALBA,
2009).
Also included are a number of indigenous statements addressing international forums at Cochabamba (2007), Bali
(2007), and Anchorage Alaska (2009).
Oxfam International is the sole representative of non-governmental organisations
with a summary of its briefing paper Climate Wrongs and Human Rights. Articles
and chapters are also selected from a
range of socialist authors, including Joel
Kovel, Michael Löwy, Hugo Blanco, and
Ian Angus himself.
Emergent Consensus

Divided into eight sections, the book
starts out by identifying the nature of the
“climate emergency” and its impacts on
food security for the poor. Three sections
dismantle myths that technical and economic solutions to climate change can be
found within the capitalist system. The
section “Voices from the Global South”

makes it clear that capitalist solutions
only reinforce indigenous oppression and
the inequalities and injustices of empire.
The final two sections consider strategic
questions related to building a “climate
emergency movement,” and the case for
ecosocialism.
Because they were prepared for other
contexts, the articles often repeat the
same points – with minor variations –
within and across the eight sections of
the book. The sense of repetition is reinforced by the brevity of many of the texts.
The book is deliberately non-sectarian,
modelling the united anti-capitalist approach advocated by writers from the
climate emergency movement. However,
what is sacrificed is the spirit of comradely debate that can lead to greater clarity
of ideas. This is important as these ideas
will impact decisions about movement
building. Originally prepared for popular
political journals or as public statements,
the articles are often lacking in the depth
and background information that a book
format can provide.
The benefit is that an emergent broadbased consensus among activists on climate change issues is highlighted. The
risk is that the repetition across the texts,
papering over political differences, will
crystallize as a kind of abstract ecosocialist dogma detached from reality. In particular, the inclusion of texts from Fidel
Castro and high-ranking Cuban official
Juan Esteban Lazo Hernandez as well as
Bolivian President Evo Morales, without any indication of the debates on the
Left about social and political conditions
in these two countries, would appear
to contradict the case for a “grassroots
movement” advocated elsewhere in the
book.
This being said, several of the texts do
stand out, in part because they are given
more space for development of ideas. Ian
Angus’s “Challenge to the Myth of the
‘Tragedy of the Commons’” takes on the

argument advanced by Garret Hardin
that given the chance, people will naturally attempt to deplete the environment
to their own benefit – and only private
ownership leads to sustainable resource
use. The debate about this is critical as a
litmus test for the socialist idea that the
origins of human society is in cooperative
(and thus ecological) behaviour for collective well-being.
Hugo Blanco’s piece is remarkable in
providing glimpses of the lived experiences of indigenous social movements
in Latin America and their ongoing impacts and complexities – from the peasant movement that he led in the Peruvian
Andes in the early 1960s, to the more recent Zapatista movement and contemporary indigenous mobilizations in Bolivia
and Peru. Blanco points to some of the
debates within these social movements,
including questions about the limitations
of electoral politics and about the nature
of the state, foregrounded by the Bolivian social movements and the rise of Evo
Morales.
21st Century Ecosocialism

mcjwest. indybay.org

For a distilled expression of an ecosocialist perspective, the “Belem Ecosocialist Declaration” (reprinted in this issue)
is required reading. But the final chapter
of the book, Daniel Tanuro’s “Climate

Crisis: 21st Century Socialists Must Be
Ecosocialists” provides an extended development of ecosocialist ideas in a series
of 40 points that reflect the structure of
the book as a whole and cover much of
the same ground in a more coherent way.
Tanuro starts by providing a plain language explanation of the current scientific
knowledge on climate change causes and
risks. He targets the economic policies of
both capitalist and former Stalinist countries for their role in the kinds of development that cause climate change. The
example of hurricane Katrina is used to
show the relationship between social injustice and environmental disaster. Tanuro argues that only reduction of emissions at the source can achieve the targets
identified by scientists as being necessary
to prevent disaster by 2050. At the same
time, he points out that measures need
to be taken now to address the disproportionate impacts of climate change on
countries dominated by imperialism.
Like other authors, Tanuro argues that
so-called “Green capitalist” solutions –
including carbon capture, agrifuels, nuclear power, and privatisation and sale of
carbon as a market solution – are in fact
no solution at all. He indicates the roots
of a radical alternative in Marx’s conception of “social metabolism,” while also
recognizing that Marx’s understanding

Climate Justice Protest, September 21, San Francisco.

is limited by the fact that he was writing
during the very earliest days of industrial
capitalism. The final pages of the article
are a powerful argument for a movement
against climate change, and an ecosocialist current within that movement. Tanuro
points out that there will need to be a
fight within the trade union movement
to change direction toward more radical demands for a sustainable production system. Missing from this account
is the history of labour struggles related
to environmental impacts of industry
that might point the way forward, and an
analysis of the current climate emergency
movements.
Copenhagen 2009

The climate change conference planned
for Copenhagen in December will establish a target for “climate change mitigation” beyond 2012. The Climate Justice
Action (CJA) network, formed a year ago
in Copenhagen, has called for a combined
protest against the World Trade Organisation meeting in Geneva on November
30 to December 2 and the Copenhagen
conference on December 7 to 18.
The planned protest appears to be patterned on the major global justice mobilizations of the turn of the millennium,
starting 10 years ago this November with
the World Trade Organisation protest in
Seattle. The CJA Call to Action is entitled “You Can’t Fix a Broken System,”
and notes that “faced with the profound
crisis of our civilisation, all we get is a
political circus playing to the interests of
corporations.”
According to one blog about the CJA
meeting in June, there was consensus
among the 150 participants that there
should be action taken both from within
the UN meetings and through action
“from below” in the streets. A full assessment of this mobilization will provide a
window into the role and significance of
climate change as a mobilizing issue in
coming years. H
The online journal edited by Ian Angus can
be found at wwwclimateandcapitalism.com.
Details about the Copenhagen protest are at
climate-justice-action.org.
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Tools of the Trade
Resistance to t he crisis around t he world

By Alan Sheldon

W

hile the ruling class is using the
worst economic crisis since the
1930s as a justification for slashing jobs
and benefits, there has been little resistance so far.
But the fighting spirit of the labour
movement isn’t dead. Across the globe
some workers are fighting back against
the attempts to intensify exploitation.
Some workers are defying bureaucratic
unionism and state repression to organize collectively and from below. Workers are seeing gains when they reclaim
the labour movement’s traditional tools
of militant struggle.
North American Fighting Spirit

In late December 2008 in Chicago,
Illinois, workers at Republic Windows
and Doors decided they weren’t going
to stand by while their jobs disappeared.
They were told that Bank of America
(BOA), which had recently received a
huge cash injection from the US government, had refused to extend Republic’s
line of credit. After being informed of the
company’s imminent closure, the workers
took it upon themselves to occupy the
factory. BOA was forced to come to the
table to negotiate. A subsequent purchase
by a company interested in developing
green technology proved that the workers’ struggle was not in vain. The workers
came out with a contract and all wages
and seniority preserved.
In March 2009 in Windsor, Ontario
workers took things into their own hands
and occupied two factories of Chrysler
suppliers Aradco and Aramco to resist
Alan Sheldon is a member of Toronto New
Socialists and a member of the International
Association of Machinists and Aerospace
Workers.
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Supporters rally outside occupied Republic Windows and Doors factory in Chicago.

the closing of the factories. The workers
demanded $1.7 million in compensation
for severance pay, vacation and other benefits owed, of which they won $400,000.
This amount was double what a CAW
officer had said was “the best they could
get.”
Two dozen workers at Ledco Ltd,
another auto parts supplier, occupied
their workplace in January simply to
demand severance pay. Their solidarity
and strength brought the severance issue
to the top of the agenda in the CAW’s
bargaining with GM. The workers were
awarded $1,200 dollars for each year
worked.
In Ajax, Ontario workers at BBI Enterprises, also an auto parts supplier,
decided they weren’t going to stand by
and have their jobs evaporate while the
Detroit Three received bailouts. They
were told production was to wind down
on July 31, 2009. As they showed up for
work one Monday morning in late June,

they were told they had to leave and that
there was going to be no severance pay.
Immediately blockades were set up in the
building as they knew that GM, Chrysler
and Toyota were going to need to come
in to pick up their tools. GM representatives showed up with a court injunction
and police, and asked the workers to let
them inside. But the blockade only came
down when Chrysler and Toyota decided
to pay their share of the severance.
These actions build on earlier ones. For
example, in 2007, workers at the Collins & Aikman auto parts plant in Scarborough occupied their workplace in a
similar demand for compensation. Doors
were quickly barricaded when employees
learned that the company had reneged on
their agreement to pay over $6 million in
severance. With the aid of a stop work
action by fellow C&A workers at a plant
in Guelph, they were guaranteed $1.7
million in compensation from Chrysler
and $1.54 million from Ford.

actions. Time after time, rank and file
workers trying to protect jobs and benFrance has been a hotbed of militant
efits are vilified and coerced by a union
working-class activity. In March 2009,
apparatus and state whose main interests
a general strike of over 300,000 workers
seem to be to protect their own privileged
brought France to a standstill. Workers
positions as well as the interests of priwere protesting the right-wing Sarkozy
vate property. Routine collective bargainpensation, the idea of running the factory
government’s ineffectiveness in dealing does little these days to win gains for
as a workers’ cooperative emerged. Working with the economic crisis. Sarkozy
workers. The gains won from these miliers decided they should take things into
was attempting to push through a set of
tant actions, however limited, highlight
their own hands in a bid to keep the busiwide-ranging attacks on pensions and
the potential strength of people taking
ness going and safeguard jobs. The occupublic sector jobs. A massive militant
direct action collectively.
pations
in
Scotland
and
Ireland
are
examdemonstration snaked its way through
Without struggle, there will be no vicples of how moderate economic demands
the streets of Paris. It was an attempt to
tories.
As the 19th century anti-slavery
can turn into radical political demands.
recreate the success of the 44-day gencampaigner Frederick Douglass put it,
In South Korea, one of the largest
eral strike earlier that month in France’s
“Those who profess to favour freedom and yet
factory occupations in recent history
Caribbean territories of Guadeloupe and
depreciate agitation, are people who want
was met with violent repression from
Martinique, which achieved all of its 170
crops without ploughing the ground; they
the state. Workers of the Korean Metal
demands. France has also been the birthwant rain without thunder and lightning;
Workers’ Union occupied the Ssangyong
place of a radical new tactic called “bossthey want the ocean without the roar of its
Motor
Plant
in
Pyeongtaek
to
protest
the
napping”: workers hold their bosses hosmany waters. The struggle may be a moral
slashing of jobs. Despite being brutalized
tage in a bid to negotiate.
one, or it may be a physical one, or it may be
by an elite tactical police squad and tear
In the United Kingdom there have
both. But it must be a struggle. Power congas dropped from helicopters, the workbeen numerous cases of militant worker
cedes nothing without a demand; it never
ers managed to hold out for 77 days. The
actions challenging private property
has and it never will.”
courage of the rank and file workers was
rights. On the Isle of Wight workers ocMoving forward and building on
unfortunately undermined by the union
cupied a wind turbine factory to protest
militant actions, the fight for wages and
leadership’s role in isolating the occupaits closure in spite of the government’s
benefits needs to align itself with other
tion
and
restricting
opposition
to
partial
rhetoric of green initiatives and an envistruggles today. Union activists need to
strikes as well as limiting protest actions.
ronmental imperative to find renewable
expand their horizons and become part of
sources of energy.
Sign of Things to Come?
developing radical politics and an interAt the Waterford Crystal plant in Irenational anti-capitalist agenda. The more
In order to challenge the attacks on
land, workers were told that the plant
they look to legislation and parliamenworking people everywhere, we must
was closing and no compensation was
tary parties like the Liberals and NDP
draw lessons from these militant worker
being offered. They decided not to just
as their only means of
walk away. Workers occuprotection, the more they
pied the plant to save jobs
will come up on the losing
and secure previouslyend. When push comes
negotiated compensation
to shove, supposedly propackages and managed to
worker political parties
secure $10 million as paylike the NDP end up sidment from the receivering with the interests of
ship company. Should the
private property and law
deal fall through, they say
and order. A democratithey will demand that the
cally organized movement
Irish government nationfrom below within unions
alize the plant.
would add great strength
In Dundee, Scotland
to other struggles for soworkers were demandcial justice and really creing full payments owed
ate an avenue for change
to them when the Prisme
and a radical shift towards
packaging plant closed its
an ecologically sustainable
doors. While their occuand socially just society
pation was initially for the
free from capitalism. H
Victorious
mass
strike
in
Guadeloupe
mobilized
very
widely.
moderate demand of comFighting Back in Europe and Asia

In March 2009, a general strike
of over 300,000 workers
brought France to a standstill.
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L essons L ea r ne d

Assessing the 2009 City of Toronto strike and its aftermath
By Julia Barnett and Carlo Fanelli
When word came that the 39-day strike by CUPE Locals 79 and 416 had come to an
end, the immediate question on most members’ minds was “Did we win?”
The information gap between rank and file members and the union executive was so
large that many strikers were unaware of why exactly they were on strike in the first
place and had become dependent on media reports to find out where both sides
stood during collective bargaining. Much of what picketing workers did receive was
inconsistent, late or completely empty of any substantive information, leaving strikers
frustrated and angry.
While we cannot simplify our analysis to the point of a win or loss, we nonetheless
offer our interpretation of the strike and the lessons learned from this summer when
thousands of municipal workers walked the picket lines in Toronto. As members of
Local 79, we focus on our local. We will not discuss the broad background to the
strike, since this has been written about by others.

T

o summarize briefly: Toronto city
council has taken a neoliberal turn
which includes efforts to reduce social
services and seek concessions from its
unionized and non-unionized workers, a
renewed interest in privatizing city assets,
contracting out, increasing the number
of public-private partnerships and shifting away from commercial property taxes
to regressive consumption-based levies
(see articles by Greg Albo and Herman
Rosenfeld and by Carlo Fanelli in The
Bullet).

The Unions

CUPE Local 79, the largest public
sector union local in the country, represents roughly 18,000 workers including public health nurses and educators,
health inspectors, child care workers,
recreation staff, by-law enforcement officers, court service workers, building
inspectors and social services administrators. Some members were deemed “esJulia Barnett has been a community health
worker for Toronto Public Health and a steward
in Local 79 for the last 16 years.
Carlo Fanelli is a part-time children and youth
recreation program coordinator and is currently
a graduate student at Carleton University.
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sential” and were limited in their strike
capabilities. Approximately 70 percent of
Local 79 members are women and some
50 percent belong to racialized groups.
At least half are employed in part-time,
seasonal and contingent employment,
with inconsistent hours and without the
supplemental health benefits enjoyed by
full-time employees. The 6,000 members
of Local 416 mostly work in road maintenance, water treatment, parks, cleaning,

animal services and waste collection.
As the strike unfolded, many on the
Left praised the locals’ bravery for standing up for workers’ rights and fighting
concessions. Since then, however, much
less has been written on the shortcomings and limitations of both locals’ strategies and tactics, as well as strike leaders’
lack of transparency with members.
After the 2002 strike by City of Toronto workers ended with back-to-work
legislation (see the interview with Julia
Barnett and Claudia White in New Socialist 37, online at newsocialist.org), activist union members raised the need to
be prepared well in advance of a possible
strike in terms of planning, coordination, and mobilization and the need to
develop new strategies. Some members
were openly critical of Local 79’s leadership. Others were more hesitant for
fear of weakening solidarity or out of the
hope that they could change the leadership’s policy from within. However, in
the years since the 2002 strike there were
no sustained efforts to regenerate union
Strikers picket at Old City Hall.

involvement or to democratize the union
and prepare for a future strike.
Stumbling into a Strike

Fast-forward to 2009. Both local leaderships entered into bargaining with the
understanding that the City would be
attacking the controversial Sick Leave
Benefit Program (SLBP), trying to
weaken job security provisions, attack
seniority rights, limit transfers and promotion, impose a freeze on cost-of-living
increases to wages, implement two-tier
wage schemes and increase managerial
control over the work day. Toronto mayor
David Miller argued that “The world has
changed” and the City needed to cut back
on its costs. This, of course, did not stop
Miller and Co. from settling with unionized workers in public transit, police, fire,
parking authority and housing services
just a few months earlier.
In spite of bargaining for six months
without a contract, Local 79’s executive
gave little indication of how far apart
the two sides were or what employer demands for concessions were on the table.
With only hours remaining before both
unions went on strike, the Local 79 executive refused to put together the best
possible strike coordinating team. CUPE
not only failed to engage its members
but, aside from a few ill-advised radio ads,
did not engage other workers in Toronto
with sustained educational campaigns.
No connection was made between communities and public sector jobs and services or why it is important to support
workers defending decent employment

No connection was made
between communities
and public sector jobs
and services or why it
is important to support
workers defending decent
employment conditions
and wages.

conditions and wages.
Unfortunately, Local 79 President Ann
Dembinski was confident that Mayor
Miller would come through for the public sector unions that had backed his
election campaigns and that a fair contract without any concessions would be
reached. Not surprisingly, management
did not budge and both locals found
themselves walking the line.
When Locals 79 and 416 officially
went on strike many workers showed up
to work only to find that they had been
locked out by the employer. Many of the
24,000 striking workers simply did not
know where to go or what to do. Picketing sites were unknown, where and how
to register for picket duties was unspecified except on the web site, too few picket
captains had been trained and there were
few informational materials for members.
On Strike

Local 79 was unprepared in crucial
ways. There was a lack of experienced
organizers leading the strike. The union
did not book activists off as full-time organizers far enough in advance. Financial
and other resources were allocated in ineffective and inequitable ways across the
city. Members with disabilities or health
concerns were not adequately provided
with modified strike duties. Although
Toronto is one of Canada’s most expensive cities, no hardship fund was set up
as the strike went on. Strike pay coordination was initiated only after the strike
had already begun. Meanwhile the Local
79 bargaining committee acted in almost
complete isolation from the membership.
Picketers were essentially left to fend
for themselves, strike offices were disorganized and many members experienced
a lack of solidarity, resentment and marginalization. There were, of course, exceptions. Many experienced activists with
a commitment to the membership and
a strong sense of social justice did great
work. On some lines a real sense of union
solidarity was created and nurtured with
many workers uniting, while the class antagonism between workers and the employer became clear.
During the strike members of many

Picketers were
essentially left to fend
for themselves, strike
offices were disorganized
and many members
experienced a lack of
solidarity, resentment and
marginalization.
other union locals as well as community activists showed their solidarity
with striking city workers in the form of
strike support barbeques, media releases,
public rallies and financial donations.
Unfortunately, though, the weakening,
disorganization and ineffectiveness of the
Canadian Labour Congress, the Ontario
Federation of Labour and the Toronto
and York Region Labour Council became apparent as the strike went on. This
was evident in the lack of concerted mobilization efforts, little to no media time
for pro-strike voices and an inability to
link Toronto strikers’ struggles with other
labour and social justice struggles, especially striking civic workers in Windsor,
Ontario. The Left outside and inside Toronto’s unions was unable to mobilize in
an effective way around the strike.
In contrast, right-wing critics had
a field day blaming so-called “selfish”
unionized workers. They pointed to the
garbage piling up and Mayor Miller’s
hesitation to go for the throats of striking
city workers (even though he encouraged
workers to cross the picket line). It didn’t
take much to see that the campaign to
win over public support was won handsdown by the Right. Conservative organs
such as the National Post, Globe & Mail,
Toronto Sun, CTV and Global TV lined
up against the strike.
The Mayor, Council and the Outcome

The hypocrisy and double-speak of
Mayor Miller, accompanied by the silence
of “progressive” councilors at City Hall,
is worth a brief discussion. The mayor
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a ttempted to pit striking City workers against
those in the most poverty-stricken and destitute living situations
by arguing that “due to
the economic downturn
and rising welfare caseloads the City can’t sustain workers’ wages.” Not
once did the mayor target the structural reasons
why the City was having financial problems,
including two decades
of federal and provincial
governments offloading
services and responsibilities onto municipalities without providing
matching fiscal support.
Other structural problems include council’s redistributive
shifting of taxation from higher-income
earners to lower- and medium-income
earners, Council’s generous tax breaks,
subsidies and under-valued land assessments for multi-million dollar developers, future infrastructure costs swelling
well into the tens of billions, rising poverty, inequality, homelessness, the lack of
affordable housing and unemployment.
Instead, the mayor, Council, business
sectors and right-wing populists used
the gutless excuse of the recession to justify their attacks on City workers. They
blamed the City of Toronto’s workers for
a crisis they played no part in creating.
The unions’ bargaining platform was
simple: equality with the settlements recently reached by other unionized workers at the City of Toronto and no concessions. Economically, the unions managed
to fight off major concession demands to
freeze wages, institute a multiple-tiered
wage system, limit seniority-based promotion and replace the banking of sick
days and cash-payouts under the SLBP
with a short-term disability (STD) plan
now called the Illness and Injury Plan
(IIP).
Under the deal to end the strike, current workers are able to cash-out their
accumulated sick-bank and switch to the
28
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IIP plan or keep their existing SLBP. The
SLBP is not available to new hires.
After going nearly a decade without
wage increases in the 1990s, Locals 79
and 416 were successful in gaining two
percent raises over three years, still below what other City of Toronto unions
received and below City Council’s own
2.4 percent pay increase (not to mention
their retention of their own “merit” bonuses and severance packages). The other
concessions were taken off the table.

The hard-line union
posture that “we do not
make any concessions”
frustrated many who
thought that fighting for
the best possible shortterm disability plan would
have been a better idea
than simply defending the
existing sick leave benefit
plan that allows workers
to bank sick days.

With this settlement, the
Local 79 part-timers still
do not have a sick plan.
When members asked
Local 79 President Ann
Dembinski on numerous occasions what was
wrong with a STD plan –
such as the one that current members of Local
79 who were employed
by the City of York before the amalgamation of
Toronto municipalities
in 1998 still have – she
dismissed and ignored
the question. During the
strike the fabled SLBP
got the bulk of attention
from the media (along
with the piles of trash).
The hard-line union posture that “we do not make any concessions” frustrated many who thought that
fighting for the best possible STD plan
would have been a better idea than simply defending the existing SLBP that allows workers to bank sick days.
The SLBP had long been used by
management as a way to limit wage and
benefit increases. Unfortunately, however, it inadvertently encourages workers
to show up to work sick so that they can
cash-out unused “banked” days at a later
point in time. But any critique of this by
members was interpreted as breaking
Local 79’s age-old rule of blind obedience and devotion to the union executive.
After the strike, both left-wing and
right-wing commentators proclaimed
Locals 416 and 79 victorious. Those on
the Left praised the unions for fighting
off the City’s demands for major concessions. Those on the Right bemoaned the
inability of the City to finish off what remains of Toronto’s unions.
While the economic gains of the strike
may be interpreted as a success for City
workers, the strike was a political failure
when it came to mobilizing sustained
action and education, garnering public
support as well as linking the defense of
unionized jobs with fighting for workers in non-unionized jobs, the under-

employed and the unemployed. If any
argument should have been made during
the City of Toronto strike, it should have
been based on better and greener jobs for
all. Illusions that the strike was a victory
have the unfortunate effect of making
people complacent instead of encouraging them to look critically at what happened and prepare for future struggles.
Where Do We Go From Here?
Strategy and Vision

Using the economic recession as a
justification, battered cities throughout
Canada, the US and elsewhere have already resorted to massive layoffs, cuts in
services, selling off assets and imposing
periods of unpaid time off. It likely won’t
be long until that process is intensified in
Toronto.
During the strike there was no voice
speaking up for the waged and unwaged
working class. This demonstrates the
need for an organized and structured
Left outside City Hall and independent
from it. The shortcomings and limitations of the dispersed, localized and
isolated Left in Toronto points to the
need to break down sectarian barriers
and think creatively about novel ways of
reaching younger people and building a
solid base.
The challenge for union and social justice activists is not to interpret the current attacks against workers or the current short-term fiscal liabilities of cities
as a temporary problem, but as part and
parcel of the day-to-day operations of
capitalism. The exploitation of the current
economic crisis by big business, finance
and governments is a conscious strategy
that aims to make long-term gains for
capital in its control over labour and to
continue to tip the balance of power towards capital.
Ruling classes are currently setting
the agenda for the “re-regulation” of
the economy as well as the reconstitution and reconsolidation of ruling-class
power while the passivity and submissiveness of the working classes reaches
epic proportions. It wasn’t too long ago
that workers were up in arms protesting
the exorbitant bailouts of billion-dollar

companies with public funds, thereby
aggravating balance of payments deficits and restarting the speculative fervor of financial markets. The dynamism
of neoliberalism is demonstrated by the
fact that social democrats – including the
“progressive” coalition at Toronto City
Hall – were absorbed, incorporated and
subordinated to the neoliberal project.
Neoliberalism is not dead and it is certainly not gone.
Unfortunately, decades of bureaucratic
unionism and the decline of the Left have
pacified much of the rank and file membership of the unions. The low level of
support for unionized workers’ struggles
suggests that most workers have become
used to lowered expectations. Union rank
and file members must come to expect
more from their organizations and those
who hold union office. However, this
shouldn’t simply be about higher expectations but new and different expectations – in other words, expectations that
transgress those of the past.
With this in mind, in CUPE 79 we are
in the midst of once again attempting to
build a reform caucus that will attempt
to democratize our local by calling for
and organizing workplace meetings, de-

manding transparency from the official
leadership and engaging in democratic
decision making, relevant campaigns,
and open political debate (including
about the merits of merging with Local
416). We encourage other unionists to do
the same.
Looking ahead, if unions are to reappear as a movement and not simply hang
on as a relic of the past, they need to move
beyond simply the interests of members
in the workplace and really begin thinking about new strategies and tactics to
build a broader working-class movement
across the many divisions among workers including those rooted in racism, sexism, heterosexism and the oppression of
people with disabilities.
In other words, there needs to be a move
away from corporate unionism and towards social movement unionism infused
with a deep critical analysis of capitalism
and neoliberalism. More people need to
understand that as long as our lives are
left to the devices of markets, competition and profits, a society supportive of
solidarity and equality will remain unrealistic. To achieve such a society, we need
democratic social planning to meet collective needs and wants. H
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Forum

How can we help build a new Left?
The global capitalist economic crisis has intensified the ruling-class offensive at the same time as
“free market” ideology has been discredited in many people’s eyes. The global ecological crisis is
getting worse, with government promises to cut greenhouse gas emissions falling far short of what’s
needed.
These crises – and the NDP’s drift even further from any effort to make change, as opposed to
simply wanting to administer capitalism – help create a space for a new left, a left to fill the space
created by “the end of 20th century socialism” (see New Socialist 61). We at New Socialist believe a
new and different left is needed to help workers and oppressed people to fight back in this era and
to work towards radical transformation.
We asked a number of activists across the Canadian state to share some of their thoughts in
answer to the question “what should people do to help build a new Left?” Here’s what they said, in
alphabetical order.

David Camfield

A

new left is made up of many people with radical ideas
and organizations that are significantly different than
those that existed before them (as well as elements in
common). In thinking about helping to build a new left, we
need to learn from history.
Experiences of struggle can teach people the importance
of solidarity, militancy, grassroots democracy and selforganization (rather than relying on politicians, union
officials or middle-class community leaders to deal with
their problems). People can be radicalized on a large scale
when movements grow and struggle. Not all struggles lead
to significant radicalization, but there are good reasons to
believe that the next Left will emerge from struggle.
30
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We saw this the last time a mass radicalization began in
the Canadian state: the global justice movement from 1999
to 2002 whose high point was the Quebec City protests
in 2001 against the Free Trade Area of the Americas. This
movement was starting to give rise to a new left when the
radicalization was cut short by the state-driven right-wing
shift in society after 9/11.
I think that history suggests that the single best way to
help build a new left is to nurture organizing that tries to
involve people in collective action that is democratically
run. Political education that’s informed by the perspective
of fighting for change through collective action and useful
for movement activists is important, but it’s no substitute
for the actual work of organizing.
Today there are very few movement groups dedicated
to mobilizing people in struggle; few people have good
organizing skills. Most unions don’t mobilize people
in struggle most of the time (but, importantly, workers
sometimes do struggle through unions so we mustn’t write
them off ). There are almost no independent groups of
activists within unions (caucuses, networks etc.) working
to mobilize people. Some community and campus-based
groups do exist that do. But there are very few places where
people learn how to be effective organizers.
People who want radical change need to think about
how we can address these weaknesses while we take part
in building resistance against the wave of attacks from
employers and governments that is going to intensify.

David Camfield is a Winnipeg-based editor of New Socialist.

placard and banner making, equipment storage and coordination. We at the Island Solidarity Centre take the
position that one centre should be made available for all the
small community campaigns. One community-held space
will be the “commons” where anyone can begin and sustain
a campaign for justice, peace, women’s rights, human rights
or peace.
Is there a lesson here for every community? Yes, this is
something that every community needs. Our formula is
to find members who’ll donate a small amount ($5-$20)
each month to sustain the centre. This way no one group or
individual can control the centre’s fate. We haven’t opened
our centre yet, but the Windsor Workers’ Action Centre in
Ontario has opened. With such centres in every city there
will be major mobilizations. Things are just heating up.
Art Farquharson is a member of the Island Solidarity Centre
Society (http://www.islandsolidarity.org).

Philippe Lemmi

T
Art Farquharson

W

e suspect that the experience here in Victoria, BC is
similar to that seen elsewhere. Ours is like Ontario
in which the electorate brought to power a harshly probusiness, anti-worker poor-bashing provincial government
which spurred a fierce opposition. That mobilization
brought thousands of people into the streets. The Liberals
are still in firm control of the province even after another
election in 2009. So what is the movement to do?
Clearly new tactics have to be employed in the face of an
ever-resilient ruling class. We in Victoria are reaching out
to bring together as many of those affected by the rulingclass assault as possible. We’re seeking to first build a centre
where these disparate groups and individuals can meet,
network and co-ordinate action for a more just society.
Why a “centre”? There are few places where workers
and other people can gather to share issues. Pubs and other
drinking establishments are now often priced out of reach
for many, and polite conversation is impossible with loud
rock and roll music in the background. Very few union
halls these days have social venues attached. There are few
“commons.” We need these places.
In Victoria our movement was greatly enhanced when
we managed to acquire an organizing space. Every union
and political party knows how important a physical space
can be for meetings, photocopying, computers, phones,

here has never been a large party of the Left in Québec.
The Parti Québécois, on the Right of the political
spectrum, has long known how to win the support of the
masses, buttering them up with hopes of independence. It is
therefore a great challenge building a united and combative
Left. Gauche Socialiste actively participates in this effort.
Québec Solidaire, with 5000 members, is the latest
form of this process. Its platform during the 2008 election
(in which one member was elected to the National
Assembly) oscillated between a level of radicalism and
“reasonable” reforms: constituent assembly, free education,
nationalization of the wind energy sector, investment in
public services, abrogation of anti-labour laws and a living
wage. But QS has done away with neoliberal politics and
its creed of “governance,” and this is where our support
for it lies. Nevertheless, the attraction of bourgeois
parliamentarianism has influenced the way QS operates.
Its work is largely based within the framework of electoral
districts.
Our goal is to build a Left, working within unions and
grassroots organizations, that participates in a unifying
project and seeks to reverse the established order in
society. We are involved in a left-wing media project on
the internet called Presse-toi à gauche and are currently
building a collective within QS. In the face of cuts by the
Charest government, we are mobilizing alongside the union
and grassroots movements.
Gauche Socialiste participates in the Fourth
International, an international network in which some
comrades work inside broad parties while others build
revolutionary or anti-capitalist parties. Beyond local
realities and orientations, there are some common
NEW SOCIALIST

2009-2

31

principles: the will to avoid sectarianism and marginalizing
ourselves from the struggles on the ground. Rather, we want
to build radical forces well entrenched in society to lessen
the attraction of “left-wing” governments with neo-liberal
politics.
Articulating socialism and independence, we stress the
necessity of a rupture with the established order. The longterm perspective must always keep in mind the question
posed by the title of a QS pamphlet: To Get Out of the
Crisis: Going Beyond Capitalism?

Philippe Lemmi is a member of Gauche Socialiste.
Translation by Zac Saltis.

and moribund at a time when it needs to be vibrant.
Labour must detach itself from state-imposed constraints
that distract us from our strengths. Instead of relying on
processes we have little control over – such as arbitration
and labour board complaints – activists must inspire other
members to exercise their latent strength to push back
against the attacks on our rights and dignity.
Well-trained shop stewards are the key to labour’s revival.
Stewards have regular membership contact and share the
same concerns as their co-workers. If given effective tools,
they can become more than grievance processors; they can
shine as work-floor educators and organizers. Stewards
should be the vehicles delivering information that exposes
the economic manipulations used to keep workers fearful
and oppressed. Knowledgeable workers who understand that
alternatives exist will become empowered to demand them.
If stewards identify those members who are involved in
environmental, human rights or community groups and
draw them in as allies, they can make the links between our
common struggles and emphasize our collective power to
make changes in our unions and in society.

Cindy McCallum Miller was National Director of the Prairie Region
of the Canadian Union of Postal Workers from 1996 to 2008 and
is a former Vice-President of the Alberta Federation of Labour and
the Calgary and District Labour Council. She is currently a rank
and file activist working in the Calgary mail processing plant.

Cindy McCallum Miller

O

ur struggle is not limited to obtaining a fair share of
economic wealth; it is for our very survival. A sticky
capitalist web has ensnared us. A new left must mobilize
around alternatives to set us free and must include a
revitalized labour movement that is more than a collection
of dues- paying members. Labour must inspire workers to
fight for a new vision and mobilize around our collective
social interests. Capitalists are the enemy. We don’t say that
often enough and we need to emphasize that fact. They
and their government collaborators continue destroying the
planet while escalating attacks on workers and civil rights.
Unfortunately many labour leaders believe that salvation lies
in a recovery of the current economic system and work within
capitalist parameters instead of vigorously challenging them.
Activists must evaluate how labour’s actions support the
status quo. Leaders who justify disproportionate wage gaps
between themselves and their members embed capitalist
concepts of hierarchy, competition and reward for “merit.”
Reinforcing ruling-class traditions makes labour irrelevant
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Herman Rosenfeld

I

n spite of the discrediting of the ideology of neoliberalism, there is no easy space for us to “fill.” Neoliberalism in its practical form is embedded in the way most
people think and the everyday realities they live. It remains
in workers’ acceptance of markets as the only way to
organize society, in their lack of experience with collective

struggles and solutions and in the fact that most confront
the daily struggle to survive on an individual basis.
The defeat of the Left and the workers’ movement
that dates from the end of the post-war boom (and has
deeper roots in the basic flaws in the way that Marxism was
translated into the political, cultural and economic realities
of developed capitalist society) still haunts us. It contributes
to our difficulty in developing a “21st century socialist”
vision and in finding ways to apply socialist thinking to the
needs of today’s highly segmented working class.
The following constitute a very small part of what needs
to be done:
• Work among the different segments of the working
class, gaining a deeper understanding of how to build class
unity and how to mobilize and inspire workers to fight
back. This involves work in communities, workplaces, in and
around trade unions and other popular organizations as well
as the creation of new forms of struggle such as assemblies.
We have to learn how to generate and consolidate socialists
from within the working class and experiment with
different kinds of demands and strategies.
• Develop socialist approaches to the environmental
crisis and build movements around them.
• Work together as socialists to build towards higher
forms of unity. The era of small group attitudes should end.
Socialist regroupment, bringing together socialists from
different and now mostly historically superseded ideological
currents as well as newer and young socialists, is taking
place around the world. We in Canada have to seriously
engage in this kind of project. It means not only working
together on common projects, but mapping plans to build
new kinds of socialist political organizations. This would
involve, among other things, discussion of key theoretical
and practical issues.
Herman Rosenfeld is a member of the Socialist Project and a
retired National Representative of the Canadian Auto Workers
union. He is currently a writer, teacher and activist in Toronto.

Harsha Walia

F

irstly, it is not clear who we even mean by the “Left” and
what supposedly binds us. Do we share common values or
simply certain identities? Movement activists disagree about
critical issues such as whether most working-class whites
can be won over to an anti-colonial struggle; secularism
and religion; attitudes towards oppressive anti-imperialist
regimes and movements; if or how to engage with electoral
politics; whether we should aim to take state power or smash
the state. Discussion of these issues is only occurring within
pockets of resistance rather than as a broader dialogue.
Similarly, it is not evident that we have shared visions,
especially in the long term. What kind of society are

we reimagining? Is it enough to say that the problem is
capitalism and offer few concrete proposals and alternatives?
For example, the working-class movement has yet to offer
alternatives for restructuring the relations between the
private sphere of labour, overwhelmingly dominated by
women, and the public sphere of wage labour. Nor have we
articulated steps for economic reorganization beyond mass
industrial production and rooted in environmental justice
and indigenous land rights.
For those of us who are focused on day-to-day struggles
within specific sectors, it is critical to take steps to build a
broader politicized consciousness. We want more people
who are empowered and inspired to struggle against the
whole capitalist-colonial-oppressive system in solidarity
with others, not just oppose specific measures.
We need to give serious consideration to our structures.
While few are interested in either democratic centralism or
small affinity groups, what other models can facilitate broadbased movements without creating bureaucracies? Such
structures should embody the values of the diverse society
we are striving for, while providing the potential for mass
movements to engage in disruptive action.
One of the greatest tragedies has been our inability to
prioritize an ethic of care. It is not enough to reject the
political programs of the Right – we must also challenge
ways of organizing society that perpetuate isolation and a
lack of responsibility to one another and the Earth.
I believe that the only way to address these challenges is
active engagement in the struggle for liberation, participating
in the collective organizing to build the movements that we
desire.
Harsha Walia is a South Asian organizer, writer, and facilitator
based in Vancouver, Coast Salish Territories. She is a member of
the Olympics Resistance Network, No One Is Illegal, South Asian
Network for Secularism and Democracy and Boycott Israeli
Apartheid Campaign. She works in the Downtown Eastside.
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AJ Withers

T

he project of rebuilding the Left is something that every
activist needs to contribute to and there are so many
things each of us can do.
We need to grow in numbers and this growth needs
to come from marginalized communities. Many people
on the Left have been surprised that there has not been a
groundswell of resistance in Canada against the system, the
consequences of the economic crisis or the unjust propping
up of the rich by the government.
While we could have collectively done far more to put
forward criticisms and alternatives, our failing in this crisis
has not been one of education but of inspiration. In order
to build a new left, we need to show people not that there
are fundamental problems (people from marginalized
communities are well aware of this) but that we can win
change together. A Left that merely registers its dissent or
that strives to create an opposition is not a Left that most
people will put their time, resources and energy into. Only
by organizing and fighting to win and by demonstrating that

winning is possible will we be able to build a strong, united
resistance.
If an injury to one is an injury to all, so too is every victory
a victory for all. Because of the work of the Ontario Coalition
Against Poverty, $53 million will go into the pockets of people
on social assistance in Toronto this year through the special
diet supplement. Thousands of people have been able to
stay in Canada, resisting deportation, because of groups like
No One Is Illegal and Solidarity Across Borders. Resource
extraction and construction projects have been delayed or
stopped on indigenous land from coast to coast. These are all
crucial victories. We need to celebrate and cherish these wins
but, most importantly, we need to use them to demonstrate
to people that victory is possible. Of all the tools that we
have, hope is the most dangerous. If we are able to use it
properly, we can build a strong Left that can win social and
economic justice for all.
AJ Withers is an activist with the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty
and a radical disability activist (still.my.revolution.tao.ca). H

Resources on the economy and the crisis
Prepared by David Camfield

On Capitalism’s Economic Crisis
Videos and a radio interview about the
economic crisis by frequent New Socialist
contributor David McNally are available
online at newsocialist.org. An interview
with him on the crisis appears in Issue 8 of
the journal Upping the Anti (along with an
interview with Sam Gindin and Leo Panitch).
Readers looking for a more detailed and
in-depth analysis should read David’s article
“From Financial Crisis to World Slump:
Accumulation, Financialisation, and the
Global Slowdown” in the academic journal
Historical Materialism (Volume 17 Issue 2), an
important study of global capitalism since
the early 1980s.
The website of the US socialist group
Solidarity (solidarity-us.org) has an
“Understanding the Economic Crisis”
section with links to a range of articles on
the economic crisis and US politics.
Adam Hanieh’s article “Making the World’s
Poor Pay” (Nov. 2008) is an overview of the
crisis in the Global South. It is available on
several websites and was published in New
Socialist #65.
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Anyone interested in Latin America
should check out Argentinean economist
Claudio Katz’s article “The Impact of the
World Economic Crisis in Latin America”
on the International Viewpoint website
(internationalviewpoint.org).
The document “Women and the Crisis
of Civilization,” also on the International
Viewpoint site, looks at the impact on women
of what the authors call the “systemic
economic, ecological and social crises, which
combine to produce a crisis of civilization.”

On the Ecological Crisis
The website Climate and Capitalism
(climateandcapitalism.com) is an excellent
resource. It carries lots of material related
to climate change and also on famine,
agriculture and other topics.
UK-based researcher Larry Lohmann has
written extensively on political issues related
to climate change, including powerful analysis
of why carbon trading is no solution. Many
texts by Lohmann are available online at
thecornerhouse.org.uk

Joel Kovel’s book The Enemy of Nature:The
End of Capitalism or the End of the World?
shows how capitalism causes ecological crisis
and argues that ecosocialism is necessary
and possible.

Fighting for Change
Another World is Possible: Globalization and
Anti-Capitalism by David McNally is a
must-read (and its opening chapters are a
great introduction to how global capitalism
works).
Alan Sears’s article “The End of 20th
Century Socialism?” illuminates the situation
that people in Canada who want radical
change find ourselves in today. It was
published in New Socialist #61 and is available
online at newsocialist.org.
The website of No One Is Illegal group
(nooneisillegal.org), the Ontario Coalition
Against Poverty (ocap.ca) and the Coalition
Against Israeli Apartheid (caiaweb.org) carry
frequent posts about issues and actions.
Some of these events and articles on a
range of topics can also be found at
newsocialist.org H

The Belem Ecosocialist Declaration

Humanity’s Stark Choice

“The world is suffering from a fever due to
climate change, and the disease is the capitalist
development model.”
Evo Morales, president of Bolivia
September 2007

H

umanity today faces a stark choice:
ecosocialism or barbarism.

We need no more proof of the barbarity
of capitalism, the parasitical system that
exploits humanity and nature alike. Its sole
motor is the imperative toward profit
and thus the need for constant growth. It
wastefully creates unnecessary products,
squandering the environment’s limited
resources and returning to it only toxins
and pollutants. Under capitalism, the only
measure of success is how much more is
sold every day, every week, every year –
involving the creation of vast quantities of
products that are directly harmful to both
humans and nature, commodities that cannot
be produced without spreading disease,
destroying the forests that produce the
oxygen we breathe, demolishing ecosystems,
and treating our water, air and soil like
sewers for the disposal of industrial waste.
Capitalism’s need for growth exists on
every level, from the individual enterprise
to the system as a whole. The insatiable
hunger of corporations is facilitated by
imperialist expansion in search of ever
greater access to natural resources, cheap
labour and new markets. Capitalism has
always been ecologically destructive, but in
our lifetimes these assaults on the earth
have accelerated. Quantitative change is
giving way to qualitative transformation,
bringing the world to a tipping point, to the
edge of disaster. A growing body of scientific
research has identified many ways in which
small temperature increases could trigger
irreversible, runaway effects – such as rapid
melting of the Greenland ice sheet or the
release of methane buried in permafrost
and beneath the ocean – that would make
catastrophic climate change inevitable.

Left unchecked, global warming will have
devastating effects on human, animal and
plant life. Crop yields will drop drastically,
leading to famine on a broad scale. Hundreds
of millions of people will be displaced by
droughts in some areas and by rising ocean
levels in others. Chaotic, unpredictable
weather will become the norm. Air, water
and soil will be poisoned. Epidemics of
malaria, cholera and even deadlier diseases
will hit the poorest and most vulnerable
members of every society.
The impact of the ecological crisis is felt
most severely by those whose lives have
already been ravaged by imperialism in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, and indigenous
peoples everywhere are especially
vulnerable. Environmental destruction
and climate change constitute an act of

aggression by the rich against the poor.
Ecological devastation, resulting from the
insatiable need to increase profits, is not
an accidental feature of capitalism: it is
built into the system’s DNA and cannot be
reformed away. Profit-oriented production
only considers a short-term horizon in its
investment decisions, and cannot take into
account the long-term health and stability
of the environment. Infinite economic
expansion is incompatible with finite
and fragile ecosystems, but the capitalist
economic system cannot tolerate limits on
growth; its constant need to expand will
subvert any limits that might be imposed
in the name of “sustainable development.”
Thus the inherently unstable capitalist
system cannot regulate its own activity,
much less overcome the crises caused by
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its chaotic and parasitical growth, because
to do so would require setting limits upon
accumulation – an unacceptable option for
a system predicated upon the rule: Grow or
Die!
If capitalism remains the dominant social
order, the best we can expect is unbearable
climate conditions, an intensification of social
crises and the spread of the most barbaric
forms of class rule, as the imperialist powers
fight among themselves and with the global
south for continued control of the world’s
diminishing resources.

by the ruthless expansion of the system and
the chaotic character of its production.
One example demonstrates the failure: in
the first four years of the 21st Century,
global carbon emissions were nearly three
times as great per annum as those of the
decade of the 1990s, despite the appearance
of the Kyoto Protocols in 1997.
Kyoto employs two devices: the “Cap and
Trade” system of trading pollution credits to
achieve certain reductions in emissions, and
projects in the global south – the so-called
“Clean Development Mechanisms” – to

At worst, human life may not survive.
Capitalist Strategies for Change

T

here is no lack of proposed strategies
for contending with ecological ruin,
including the crisis of global warming
looming as a result of the reckless increase
of atmospheric carbon dioxide. The great
majority of these strategies share one
common feature: they are devised by and
on behalf of the dominant global system,
capitalism.
It is no surprise that the dominant global
system which is responsible for the
ecological crisis also sets the terms of
the debate about this crisis, for capital
commands the means of production of
knowledge, as much as that of atmospheric
carbon dioxide. Accordingly, its politicians,
bureaucrats, economists and professors
send forth an endless stream of proposals,
all variations on the theme that the world’s
ecological damage can be repaired without
disruption of market mechanisms and of the
system of accumulation that commands the
world economy.
But a person cannot serve two masters –
the integrity of the earth and the profitability
of capitalism. One must be abandoned,
and history leaves little question about the
allegiances of the vast majority of policymakers. There is every reason, therefore, to
radically doubt the capacity of established
measures to check the slide to ecological
catastrophe.
And indeed, beyond a cosmetic veneer,
the reforms over the past thirty-five years
have been a monstrous failure. Isolated
improvements do of course occur, but they
are inevitably overwhelmed and swept away
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A person cannot
serve two masters
– the integrity of
the earth and the
profitability of
capitalism.
offset emissions in the highly industrialized
nations. These instruments all rely upon
market mechanisms, which means, first of all,
that atmospheric carbon dioxide becomes
a commodity under the control of the
same interests that created global warming.
Polluters are not compelled to reduce their
carbon emissions, but allowed to use their
power over money to control the carbon
market for their own ends, which include
the devastating exploration for yet more
carbon-based fuels. Nor is there a limit to
the amount of emission credits which can be
issued by compliant governments.
Since verification and evaluation of results
are impossible, the Kyoto regime is not only
incapable of controlling emissions, it also
provides ample opportunities for evasion
and fraud of all kinds. As even the Wall Street
Journal put it in March, 2007, emissions
trading “would make money for some very
large corporations, but don’t believe for a
minute that this charade would do much
about global warming.”
The Bali climate meetings in 2007 opened
the way for even greater abuses in the
period ahead. Bali avoided any mention
of the goals for drastic carbon reduction

put forth by the best climate science (90%
by 2050); it abandoned the peoples of the
global south to the mercy of capital by
giving jurisdiction over the process to the
World Bank; and made offsetting of carbon
pollution even easier.
In order to affirm and sustain our human
future, a revolutionary transformation is
needed, where all particular struggles take
part in a greater struggle against capital itself.
This larger struggle cannot remain merely
negative and anti-capitalist. It must announce
and build a different kind of society, and this
is ecosocialism.
The Ecosocialist Alternative
The ecosocialist movement aims to stop
and to reverse the disastrous process of
global warming in particular and of capitalist
ecocide in general, and to construct a
radical and practical alternative to the
capitalist system. Ecosocialism is grounded
in a transformed economy founded on the
non-monetary values of social justice and
ecological balance. It criticizes both capitalist
“market ecology” and productivist socialism,
which ignored the earth’s equilibrium
and limits. It redefines the path and goal
of socialism within an ecological and
democratic framework.
Ecosocialism involves a revolutionary
social transformation, which will imply the
limitation of growth and the transformation
of needs by a profound shift away from
quantitative and toward qualitative economic
criteria, an emphasis on use-value instead of
exchange-value.
These aims require both democratic
decision-making in the economic sphere,
enabling society to collectively define
its goals of investment and production,
and the collectivization of the means of
production. Only collective decision-making
and ownership of production can offer the
longer-term perspective that is necessary for
the balance and sustainability of our social
and natural systems.
The rejection of productivism and
the shift away from quantitative and
toward qualitative economic criteria
involve rethinking the nature and goals
of production and economic activity in
general. Essential creative, non-productive
and reproductive human activities, such as

householding, child-rearing, care, child and
adult education, and the arts, will be key
values in an ecosocialist economy.
Clean air and water and fertile soil, as well
as universal access to chemical-free food and
renewable, non-polluting energy sources,
are basic human and natural rights defended
by ecosocialism. Far from being “despotic,”
collective policy-making on the local,
regional, national and international levels
amounts to society’s exercise of communal
freedom and responsibility. This freedom of
decision constitutes a liberation from the
alienating economic “laws” of the growthoriented capitalist system.
To avoid global warming and other
dangers threatening human and ecological
survival, entire sectors of industry and
agriculture must be suppressed, reduced, or
restructured and others must be developed,
while providing full employment for all.
Such a radical transformation is impossible
without collective control of the means
of production and democratic planning
of production and exchange. Democratic
decisions on investment and technological
development must replace control by
capitalist enterprises, investors and banks,
in order to serve the long-term horizon of
society’s and nature’s common good.
The most oppressed elements of human
society, the poor and indigenous peoples,
must take full part in the ecosocialist
revolution, in order to revitalize ecologically
sustainable traditions and give voice to those
whom the capitalist system cannot hear.
Because the peoples of the global south and
the poor in general are the first victims of
capitalist destruction, their struggles and
demands will help define the contours of
the ecologically and economically sustainable
society in creation. Similarly, gender equality
is integral to ecosocialism, and women’s
movements have been among the most
active and vocal opponents of capitalist
oppression. Other potential agents of
ecosocialist revolutionary change exist in all
societies.
Such a process cannot begin without a
revolutionary transformation of social
and political structures based on the
active support, by the majority of the
population, of an ecosocialist program. The
struggle of labour – workers, farmers, the

landless and the unemployed – for social
justice is inseparable from the struggle for
environmental justice. Capitalism, socially and
ecologically exploitative and polluting, is the
enemy of nature and of labour alike.
Ecosocialism proposes radical
transformations in:
• the energy system, by replacing carbonbased fuels and biofuels with clean
sources of power under community
control: wind, geothermal, wave, and
above all, solar power.
• the transportation system, by drastically
reducing the use of private trucks
and cars, replacing them with free and
efficient public transportation;

Capitalism, socially
and ecologically
exploitative and
polluting, is the
enemy of nature and
of labour alike.
• present patterns of production,
consumption, and building, which are
based on waste, inbuilt obsolescence,
competition and pollution, by producing
only sustainable and recyclable goods and
developing green architecture;
• food production and distribution, by
defending local food sovereignty as far
as this is possible, eliminating polluting
industrial agribusinesses, creating
sustainable agro-ecosystems and working
actively to renew soil fertility.
To theorize and to work toward realizing
the goal of green socialism does not mean
that we should not also fight for concrete
and urgent reforms right now. Without any
illusions about “clean capitalism,” we must
work to impose on the powers that be –
governments, corporations, international
institutions – some elementary but essential
immediate changes:
• drastic and enforceable reduction in the
emission of greenhouse gases,

• development of clean energy sources,
• provision of an extensive free public
transportation system,
• progressive replacement of trucks by
trains,
• creation of pollution clean-up programs,
• elimination of nuclear energy, and war
spending.
These and similar demands are at the
heart of the agenda of the Global Justice
movement and the World Social Forums,
which have promoted, since Seattle in 1999,
the convergence of social and environmental
movements in a common struggle against
the capitalist system.
Environmental devastation will not be
stopped in conference rooms and treaty
negotiations: only mass action can make
a difference. Urban and rural workers,
peoples of the global south and indigenous
peoples everywhere are at the forefront
of this struggle against environmental and
social injustice, fighting exploitative and
polluting multinationals, poisonous and
disenfranchising agribusinesses, invasive
genetically modified seeds, biofuels that
only aggravate the current food crisis. We
must further these social-environmental
movements and build solidarity between
anticapitalist ecological mobilizations in the
North and the South.
This Ecosocialist Declaration is a call to
action. The entrenched ruling classes are
powerful, yet the capitalist system reveals
itself every day more financially and
ideologically bankrupt, unable to overcome
the economic, ecological, social, food and
other crises it engenders. And the forces of
radical opposition are alive and vital. On all
levels, local, regional and international, we
are fighting to create an alternative system
based in social and ecological justice. H
We, the undersigned, endorse the analysis and
political perspectives outlined in the Belem
Ecosocialist Declaration, and support the
establishment and building of an Ecosocialist
International Network.
Ian Angus, Canada
Danielle Follett, France
Joel Kovel, USA
Michael Löwy, France
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toronto left response to the crisis

Common Front Organizing
by Maggie Teller

T

hree emerging projects in Toronto
demonstrate new ways in which left
activists are working together. The impetus was the general recognition that
– given the current economic crisis that
has been destructive, divisive and demoralizing – people on the radical Left need
new forms of collaboration.

Anti-Capitalist Network

Most recently, in October 2009, 100
social justice and union activists participated in a weekend Workers’ Assembly.
Organized largely by Socialist Project,
with input from other union and community activists, the discussions culminated in a decision to form a new nonsectarian, anti-capitalist network. An
interim committee was set up to organize
a follow-up meeting to continue discussion and propose specific ways to move
forward.
This is an important development that
creates a new political space on the radical left to coordinate activism and deeper
our collective anti-capitalist politics.
While it may potentially develop into
something more formal and permanent
– such as a new anti-capitalist political
organization with a distinct membership – that is a process that shouldn’t be
rushed. There’s a lot of important work
ahead of us of building trust and learning to work together. Pushing for a new
organization now is premature and risks
pushing away those who haven’t settled
on that idea. At the same time, we need
to do the hard work to bring more people
on board, particularly from communities
of colour, who can then be part of the
development of this new political space
rather than later additions to it.
Earlier in the year, two other projects
Maggie Teller is a member of the Toronto New
Socialists.
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While the current economic
crisis has been destructive,
divisive and demoralizing, it has
also led people on the radical
left to recognize the need for
new forms of collaboration.
were launched – the Popular Education
and Action Project (PEAP) and the Allies space.
PEAP

In early 2009, five Toronto groups
– Coalition Against Israeli Apartheid
(CAIA), No One is Illegal (Toronto),
the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty
(OCAP), Socialist Project, and the Toronto New Socialists – formed PEAP to
create space for strengthening our analysis of the crisis through collective selfeducation. PEAP held two dayschools
with about 70 participants in the winter
and spring of 2009. The sessions focused
on the causes of the crisis and ways of
fighting back. The second was modeled
specifically on CAIA’s train-the-trainer
method of popular education.
The overwhelming response to the dayschools was positive. It’s clear that people
want more opportunities to delve further
into the causes of the crisis and ways of
building a non-sectarian, feminist, antiracist, anti-capitalist movement.
Allies Space

Another initiative was the Allies Space,
started in 2008 with a push from OCAP
to create a forum for collective organizing in Toronto. Over the past year, it has
come to overlap with the work of PEAP
in numerous ways. The Allies hold regular meetings, attended by a number of

groups on the radical left. Meetings discuss anti-capitalist initiatives in general,
and ways to coordinate support for specific actions.
During the summer of 2009, the Allies space became the home of a collective
PEAP publishing project. Seven working
groups formed, each focusing on an element of the crisis, with the purpose of
building the analytical capacity of those
involved and producing a pamphlet.
Positive Developments

PEAP, the Allies Space and the asyet-unnamed new left network all reflect
positive developments seen elsewhere in
recent years. These include the broadbased organizing in Latin America, for
example, and the February 2009 founding of the new Anti-capitalist Party in
France.
But the initiatives in Toronto are
defined by their open-ended character.
They indicate a renewed commitment to
working together in common struggle,
but have only begun to address what
forms this struggle should be taking from
here.
It is far from clear how these new
groups will connect with other organizations, individuals and social movements.
How will these groups engage with other
campaigns and actions in Toronto and
beyond? What will be the most effective relationship between these three or
should some or all of them merge? What
framework will best support the balance
between activism and analysis essential to
building socialism from below?
Answers to these questions and others
can only emerge through conversation
and action among people who believe
that another world is possible. The formation of the groups is an encouraging
sign that these conversations and actions
are building strength. H

the Colonial Dynamic
in Canada’s Economic Crisis
By Todd Gordon

T

he Left in Canada has been quick to point out
the shortcomings of the Conservative government’s official response to the recession. Not surprisingly, the response doesn’t mark a departure
from their knee-jerk pro-capital and anti-worker
reflexes.
Critics have rightly stressed the small size of the
stimulus plan; that a significant chunk of the supposed stimulus (50 percent) is actually tax breaks,
and thus not really stimulus; that the Tories failed
to revamp Employment Insurance rules beyond
temporarily extending the length of time a person can receive benefits to a mere 50 weeks, even
though less than 40 percent of the unemployed
actually qualify for benefits and the most a person
can receive is a meagre 55 percent of their wages
(capped at $447/week); and that bailout spending,
such as that in the auto sector, is being used to roll
back working-class living standards and job security that had been built up over a half century of
struggle.
These are indeed serious problems with the way
in which the Conservatives, with the largely uncritical support of the Liberals, are addressing the
economic crisis: putting the needs of capital ahead
of the social needs of Canadians.
But we have to be very careful on the Left about
how we advance our criticism of the government’s
strategy. As the recession deepens into the worst
global downturn since the Great Depression people will quite rightly demand more from their government. Calls will be made for the government to
spend more and create good jobs for people. And
organizations of the Left will play a central role in
articulating those demands and mobilizing people
for the inevitable struggle that will be necessary
for the demands to become actual policy.
However, the government’s response to the recession has a sharply colonial dynamic to it. And if
we aren’t cognizant of this dynamic, we risk reproducing it in our efforts to build an alternative way

Let’s Get Free. All artwork in this article is by our cover artist Angela Sterritt.
See originals in colour at http://www.myspace.com/kalidahk.

of dealing with the crisis. The fight
for a more socially just Canada will
be an anti-colonial struggle in support of indigenous rights.
The Conservative government’s
goal in this recession is clear: exploit
the scale of the crisis and the fear and
uncertainty it’s instilled in people to
intensify an agenda it and business

Todd Gordon is the author of Cops, Crime and Capitalism: The Law-and-Order Agenda in Canada. His
next book, Imperialist Canada, will be published in the fall of 2010. His articles have appeared online in
rabble, ZNet and The Bullet and in print in New Socialist.This article was originally published as an
issue of The Bullet in April 2009.

leaders would otherwise have to approach more modestly. The attack on
autoworkers is a good example of
this; the expansion of capitalism into
indigenous territories is as well.
Indigenous land and resources
are central to Canadian capitalism,
plain and simple. Reports written by
Indian Affairs and Northern Development, Natural Resources Canada
and various industry organizations
make this point plain enough. Most
of the mines being explored or dug,
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oil deposits being developed, pipelines
being constructed and hydro-dams imposed on the landscape are on or adjacent
to – and thus impact – indigenous territory. All these resources and other industrial developments require infrastructural
investments, such as roadways or electricity grids, in order to be operationalized,
putting even more pressure on First Nation lands.
The otherwise relentless growth of a
capitalism steamrolling any obstacle in
its path to making profits has been kept
in check in Canada, to some degree, by
the efforts of First Nations to defend
their land. In some instances they’ve
directly stopped developments. Their
cumulative struggle over decades, along
with environmental campaigning, has led
to an oversight system of environmental
assessments and consultations with indigenous communities. However imperfect, this has somewhat slowed down the
pace of development. These oversights,
derided by industry organizations and
the Harper Tories as nothing more than
“red tape,” have long been viewed by
these same critics as a barrier to corporate profitability. The economic crisis has
given the Tories and business leaders new
ammunition to mount a frontal assault
on these policies, while stepping up and
expediting infrastructure funding that
clearly impacts First Nations.
Cutting “Red Tape”

Infrastructure spending is obviously an
important component of the Conservative government’s 2009 post-financialmeltdown budget. Canada had already
committed $33 billion over several years
towards infrastructure development in
November 2007 with the Building Canada fund. With the additional money
earmarked in the new budget, they’re
planning $18 billion of infrastructural
spending in the next two years.
The government’s goal is to fast track
new projects and those already planned,
arguing that this is necessary in order to
keep the recession from worsening. According to Infrastructure Canada, the
government “has an opportunity [i.e.
peoples’ well-grounded fear of recession]
40
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to modernize its federal reviews by cutting
red tape and increasing federal-provincial
cooperation” (emphasis added). Things
need to move quickly, in other words, and
efficiency (spending lots of money minus
meaningful oversight) equals progress.
As part of the effort to expedite spending, the government plans on “overhauling” – in the words of Environment Minister, Jim Prentice – the Environmental
Assessment Act. While full details of the
government plans haven’t been released,
a leaked government document reveals a
goal of cutting reviews by as much as 95
percent. Infrastructure Canada says the
government is planning a “dramatic reduction in the number of federal assessments and regulatory reviews,” adding,
to assuage those who might question the
wisdom of such a move, that the cuts will
be done “without compromising environmental protection.”
Prentice also announced, at a Calgary
business luncheon in mid-March, the
Tories’ plan to simply waive environmental reviews for favoured public projects
for the next two years. The waivers will be
made regardless of the size of the project.
How fewer reviews or weakened (or
“modernized”, as they like to suggest) environmental policy won’t compromise the
environment and those indigenous communities that rely on it for cultural and
material sustenance is a mystery. Tory
wizardry, perhaps. After all, this is the
government that can apparently turn water into wine: making a Free Trade Agreement with Colombia about improving
human rights in the troubled Andean
nation, helping the poor by cutting taxes,
or supporting immigrants’ rights by concentrating arbitrary power in the hands
of the Minister of Immigration.
Ottawa claims that it can rely on provincial assessments, but the provinces
have different criteria and standards than
their federal counterpart. As critics point
out, provincial standards in environmental reviews are themselves not necessarily
that reliable. In BC, for instance, indigenous groups have long criticized the provincial government’s assessment process
as biased in favour of business interests.
Moreover, the Ontario Liberal govern-

ment announced in 2008 in its Open for
Business: Guide to Reduce the Burden, that
its cutting regulations in every ministry
by 25 percent. Like the federal Tories, the
Ontario Liberals describe the rollback
as “modernization.” At a time when the
condition of our environment is rapidly
deteriorating and indigenous land claims
continue to grow, reviews should be
strengthened not weakened.
Environment Canada’s response to
a scientific study it commissioned on
protecting the endangered woodlandcaribou – an important part of the livelihood of many indigenous communities
– makes crystal clear the government’s
priorities. Released in early April of
this year, the study, conducted by leading woodland-caribou scientists, recommends tightly controlling development in approximately half of Canada’s
northern boreal forest. But Environment
Canada suggests the science in the study
is inadequate, and doesn’t offer sufficient
information on how much development
can be pursued without undermining the
sustainability of caribou herds. Instead of
acting on the report, it says it will study
the issue further until the end of 2010.
Much of the woodland-caribou’s habitat
is sought after by logging, mining and oil
and gas companies. Thus even when a serious scientific study is undertaken, Environment Canada simply ignores conclusions that don’t fit with the agenda of the
resource industry.
Infrastructure Spending:
More Money, More Colonialism

A cursory glance at some of the government’s recent infrastructure spending
plans – some made before the crisis but
likely to expedited as a result of it – offers
us a clear picture of how stimulus spending will be implicated in the expansion of
the domestic Canadian colonial project.
Infrastructure Canada and the BC
government, for instance, are committing over $115 million to the expansion
of a number of sections of Highway 97
in BC. Both levels of government and
the Northwest Corridor Corporation,
which includes among its members municipal and provincial governments and

Oil Sands
Truth:
Artwork
by Angela
Sterritt

private companies, tout the expansion
as crucial to the economic development
of the region. The expansion is aimed at
making the 97 a key part of the corridor
linking up NAFTA trade flow through
Manitoba with BC’s Pacific ports (which
are also slated to receive federal funds).
Making the 97 a major industrial transit
way is also expected to spur further developments in the mining and oil and gas
industries in the province, cited as key to
the latter’s economic future by both levels of government and the Northwest
Corridor Corporation. As a recent article in the Globe and Mail announced,
BC is emerging as a major natural gas
player, with the latter rapidly closing in
on the forestry industry for value of exports. Two major pipelines, the Northern
Gateway and the Pacific Trails, are in fact
being planned for BC, both of which will
cross unceded indigenous land. And a
new $3 billion gas export facility in Kitimat has the backing of Canadian and international – particularly East Asian (the
export destination) – capital.
A number of indigenous communi-

ties are located along or near the various
Highway 97 expansion points and in areas resource corporations are hoping to
develop with help from infrastructural
enhancements. While some First Nations are supportive of oil and gas and
mineral development, hoping for a piece
of the pie, others are less enamoured by
it. In a 2004 press release, the Treaty 8
First Nations, located in northern BC,
declared that “oil and gas development
as currently practiced has an unacceptable adverse impact on wildlife, and on
the exercise of traditional hunting and
fishing rights through environmental
degradation.” They also noted “the failure
of the government to require cumulative
impact assessments in advance of oil and
gas development,” which “infringes on
our Treaty and Aboriginal Rights.” The
Blueberry River First Nation, a Treaty
8 member, launched a lawsuit in 2003
against the BC government and Calgarybased Canadian Natural Resources Ltd.,
demanding redress for gas-related illnesses suffered by community members
and a halt to all development activities

within 10 kilometers of its reserve.
In another example of the colonial
character of infrastructure spending,
Infrastructure Canada and Quebec are
committing funds to the expansion of
Highway 30. But in order to undertake
the project Quebec plans to appropriate mainly agricultural land on unceded
Mohawk territory along Montreal’s
South Shore. The plan evoked a strong
response from the Kahnawake community, including a threat to blockade
the Mercier Bridge, invoking memories
of the 1990 Oka Revolt when Mohawk
Warriors shut down the bridge (which
runs through Mohawk territory) after
the Suretée du Québec attacked a blockade in nearby Kanehsatake. In the face of
potential unrest surrounding Highway
30, the province promised to work with
the federal government to provide new
crown land as compensation for the appropriation.
While the province’s offer appeased the
Kahnawake Band Council, which quickly
called off protests (band councils are the
colonially-imposed leaderships officially
recognized by the federal and provincial
governments), not all community members are happy with it. The Mohawk
Traditional Council has opposed the appropriation, asserting that the province
has no right to take their land, which is
used by the community for hunting and
planting. Local farmers, who also face
displacement because of the project, have
opposed the expansion as well.
This past January Ottawa also offered
financial assistance to the controversial
Mackenzie Valley pipeline project. The
offer was announced by none other than
Jim Prentice during a meeting with oil
company executives. Apparently funding
pipelines is a matter for the minister responsible for protecting the environment.
The amount of the offer hasn’t been disclosed, but one industry observer estimated it could potentially be as high as
$2 billion.
The Mackenzie Valley pipeline is the
largest infrastructure project in Canadian
history, with a cost estimated at $16.2
billion and rising. Some indigenous communities have come on board in the desNEW SOCIALIST
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perate hope that it will provide First Nations with meaningful financial benefits
without long-term destruction of the
surrounding environment. But it continues to face opposition from indigenous
activists and communities not sold on the
benefits of a pipeline to their cultures and
traditional territories.
A dream of government and the oil
and gas industries going back to the
1970s, the pipeline is expected to spur
significant growth in oil and gas and
mineral exploration along its route, all of
which will inevitably impact First Nation
lands in and beyond the Mackenzie Valley delta. As Prentice observed when he
announced funding for the pipeline, “it
opens up a whole region of the country.”
The comment is both racist and telling of
the goals of government and industry. It
suggests the Mackenzie Valley and the
lands adjacent to it are some sort of frontier that have been closed off to people,
when in fact indigenous communities
have been living there, and interacting
with the surrounding environment, for
thousands of years. It’s only “opening up”
the region to large-scale resource development by corporations.
The project has been slowed down by
an environmental review and indigenous
opposition. But with the recession worsening and the government throwing potentially billions of dollars into the pipeline, the push is on to cut the indigenous
42
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“red tape” and get the project going. True
to form, Prentice followed up the funding
announcement two months later with an
attack on the project’s review panel in a
speech to the Calgary Chamber of Commerce.
And to be absolutely clear, spending
commitments for First Nations made in
the budget don’t make up for the government’s continued colonial assault. At
$1.4 billion, the Tory spending promise
(and just a promise at this point) is just
over one-fifth of what was promised
by the Liberal government in the 2005
Kelowna Accord, which itself was not a
firm commitment on the spending and
still wouldn’t have gone far enough to
improve living conditions in indigenous
communities let alone repay these communities for all the wealth that has been
made off of them over the last 150 years
through the stealing of resources, the
forced labour of children in residential
schools or the corrupt practices of Indian Affairs. The Tories quickly scrapped
the Kelowna Accord after their election
in 2006, and now three years later they
present a spending plan that doesn’t come
remotely close to dealing with the poverty, housing shortage and health needs
in First Nation communities.
Which Side Are We On?

The Left needs to respond to the economic crisis and the Tory recession plan

carefully and responsibly. Simply calling
for more stimulus spending and job creation, without consideration of the impact this may have on indigenous communities, isn’t good enough. Indigenous
demands for self-determination and
protection of their cultures and lands
must be central to how the Left organizes in this crisis and to what it envisions for a more socially just Canada.
We have to be prepared to take leadership from indigenous activists not in the
pocket of government and corporations,
while making the arguments with nonindigenous people desiring change that
the development of a meaningful antirecession strategy can’t come at the expense of First Nations.
In times of economic crisis racism and
xenophobia tend to rise, and governments and business leaders are certainly
not above playing these things up and exploiting them to advance their agendas.
We’ve already seen large-scale immigration raids at workplaces in the Greater
Toronto Area this April. Anti-indigenous
racism is quite strong in Canada in the
best of economic times, and as economic
instability grows it could intensify. The
Left has to be strident in its anti-racism,
and must make its fight against the government’s and business’s reactionary response to the recession an anti-colonial
one. Only then will we be on the right
path to a more socially just future. H
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