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The Situation at U of T

The U of T Staff Appointed Unit’s negotiating team reached a tentative agreement with the University on September 3rd and the deal was ratified shortly afterwards. The union won across the board wage increases in each of the three years covered by the new contract. This was a significant achievement given the University started negotiations with the position that it had to fulfill the demands of the provincial government and achieve zero percent compensation increases for two years. Wage increases of 1.75% for the first year, 2% for the second year and 2.25% for the third year (for a total of 6% over the life of the collective agreement) would not have been possible if the U of T union membership had not given their negotiating team a strong strike mandate. 

Another important aspect of the new U of T collective agreement is an increase in the amount members contribute to their pension plan. The U of T plan has a 1.1 billion dollar solvency deficit, as well as a going concern deficit. (Every three years a pension plan must be valuated by actuaries. Two tests of the plan are conducted. The first, and more important of the two, is the solvency test, which determines if there is enough money in the pension plan to meet the employer’s obligations if the plan was wrapped up right then. The second is the going concern test, which determines if there is enough money in the plan to meet the employer’s obligations in the future.)
By law the U of T needed to pay off its solvency deficit in five years, which meant paying more than two hundred million dollars each year into the pension plan. The University asked the provincial government for relief through an extension of the time they had to make the payments. The government agreed to extend the timeline to thirteen years on the condition that the University negotiate with its unions increases in employee pension contributions. This put the Union in a corner. Although the pension plan was in serious trouble because of mismanagement by the University, refusing any increase in contribution rates would have put the viability of the pension plan in jeopardy and could have led to layoffs. 

Our Situation at Vic
Your negotiating team has met nine times with the Victoria University management. Since the last Negotiations Update we have added more bargaining dates. We will be negotiating with the administration on September 30, October 3, 4, 12 and 13. Key terms of our employment are still to be negotiated, including wages, pension plan contributions and health care benefits. 
The Vic administration’s opening position on wages is that there should be zero percent increases in the first two years of a new contract. Even if the University backs away from that position, past experience has taught us that they are likely to maintain that they can not afford the same wage increases negotiated at U of T. In previous rounds of negotiations it has taken a strong strike mandate to win the same wage increases as our U of T colleagues.
In regards to our pension plan, the Vic administration is demanding that we agree to the same contributions increases that were agreed upon at U of T, despite the fact that the Vic pension plan has a solvency surplus (albeit a small one). Victoria University does not require the government’s pension plan relief program because of this surplus, so they are not eligible for the program. The plan has a going concern deficit of about 10 million dollars, but the University has fifteen years to pay it off. They are currently paying about 1.2 million dollars each year in special payments to cover the going concern deficit. It is the Union’s position that the University can manage the going concern deficit without an increase in employee contributions. 
When we met the University on September 14, a government appointed conciliator joined us and the union called for a “no board report”. (In order for a strike/lock-out deadline to be set, a government appointed conciliator must meet with both negotiating parties. If one of the parties calls for a “no board report”, a strike/lock-out deadline is set for 17 days after the report is issued.) The conciliator will issue the no board report so that our strike/lock-out deadline is 12:01 AM on October 14.
As in previous rounds of collective bargaining, we needed to set a strike/lockout deadline for sooner rather than later, so as to have the best chance possible of winning a fair collective agreement. Without a deadline, negotiations would drift along, with the Christmas shutdown looming closer. The closer to the Christmas shutdown we get before reaching a settlement, the weaker position we are in. Waiting until we are at an impasse with the University to set a strike/lock out deadline would push us into a weaker position. A deadline of October 14 puts us in a strong position.
On October 7 you will have the opportunity to show your support for your negotiating team by voting “Yes” on a strike mandate ballot. (Please see below for the details of the strike mandate vote.) Our experience in previous rounds of collective bargaining has made it clear that a strong strike mandate is critical in winning a fair contract. A strong strike mandate from the membership lets the University administration know that they need to be serious about bargaining fair employment terms, including wage and benefit increases. 
Job action can take various forms, the most well known being a general work stoppage or strike. But there are other options, including work to rule and rotating walk-outs. Your negotiating team will do everything in its power to reach a settlement with the University without resorting to job action, but the University needs to know that the Union’s negotiating team has the support of the membership.
In order to have the best chance of winning a fair collective agreement, we also need to be more organized than we have been in the past. We need be able to respond quickly and with confidence to meet new challenges as they arise. To that end, we have formed a Strike Committee whose job it will be to work with us in building a stronger organizational framework. The committee will also enhance the work of the CAT in creating a two way flow of communication between the membership and the Negotiating Committee. We are fortunate that the following members have agreed to serve on the Strike Committee: Chris Crebholder, Sheldon Nagazina, Lisa Newman, Jerry Nogas, Grace Santos, Alex Thomson and Samantha Wilkinson.  

In solidarity, 

John Ankenman, Valerie Ferrier and Bryan Adamczyk
Strike Mandate Vote

Date: Friday October 7, 2011.
Time: 8:15 am – 5:15 pm
Location: Old Vic, 2nd Floor, Chapel
Advance Poll
Date: Wednesday October 5, 2011.

Time: 11:00 am – 2:00 pm

Location: Old Vic, 3rd Floor, Room 323
Please bring at least one piece of identification.
The wording on the strike mandate ballot will read, “Are you in favour of giving the Negotiating Committee the right to call for job action, up to and including a strike, if necessary?”
A strong strike mandate is essential in achieving a fair and reasonable collective agreement.
Join with your colleagues and use your vote to put the power of the membership behind your negotiating team. On October 7, vote “Yes”.
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