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Looking back; Ten Years 
of Steel at UofT & OISE

Steelworkers Local 1998: 
Ten Years Strong

It has led the way in making gains in very tough times. 
The recent contract negotiated with an 88% strike vote 
showed that university steelworkers will fi ght hard to 
maintain a decent standard of living, and the right to 
be treated with dignity and respect in the workplace.      
   Local 1998 has also brought creativity and enthusiasm 
to the broader union infusing Toronto steelworkers 
with spirit and diversity.    
   Much of its success I believe stems from the method 
which informed the initial organizing drive.  I was a 
Steelworker organizer in that successful campaign . I 
believe that leaders such as Allison Dubarry, Christine 
Beckermann, John Ankenman, Dave Johnson, Linda 
Oliver and many others, built a bott om up campaign 
that led to the membership making the decision to 
become steelworkers.
   It was a grass roots campaign in the real sense of the 
word.  There were over one hundred staff  volunteers 
spread across the St George Campus, Scarborough and 
Erindale. Campaigns were also run at Victoria and St. 
Michael’s.
   Planning meetings were held weekly, hammering 
out strategies.  Lunchtime  meetings took place in 
buildings and departments informing members about 
the benefi ts of unionization, and nurturing a real 
dialogue between staff  and the organizers. Leafl eting 
took place mornings and lunch hours. An absolute 

 S                               TEELWORKERS LOCAL 1998 is celebrating 
           its tenth anniversary, and in that time it has 
           become a model for university organizing.                
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2008: ESL ‘Newbies’; 1998: 
Union ‘Newbies’ on board 

“Are you
   Ten years ago,  many in the U of T community were 
asked this question as the country’s largest union drive 
was underway. Many of you answered “Yes,  I am a staff  
member”, discussed working at U of T with the volunteer, 
signed a membership card and put us one card closer to 
staff  at U of T having a place at the table negotiating about 
our salaries and working conditions.
   The imposition of a unilateral 1.25% wage cut in 1996 by 
the university that the Staff  Association was powerless to 
stop, spurred many to begin thinking about how we could 
have a real say in our working conditions. Many staff  felt 
that this cut could be just the fi rst, especially as we looked 
around the university community and realized that none 
of the unionized groups had the wage cut and job losses 

                                    faculty or staff ?” 

Local 1998 
Celebrates 
10 years of 

Unionization

premium was placed 
on discussions, 
answering questions 
and addressing 
concerns.
   We walked the halls and dropped into 
offi  ces and departments. Although this 
wasn’t always appreciated by management, 
it created a real presence on the campus, and 
allowed for person to person contact. 
   I believe that the staff  felt very much a part 
of the campaign.  It wasn’t being done for 
them. They were doing it for themselves.  
    Whether you were a volunteer that was 
out mornings and lunch hours leafl ett ing, 
or a staff  who participated in information 
sessions and talked with co-workers about 
the benefi ts of belonging to a union, it was 
your campaign. 
   This sense of rank and fi le involvement 

is critical to the success of any union. The 
lunch time meetings that have continued 
on issues such as pensions and job 
evaluation. The regular communication in 
Steeldrum and email blasts, the ongoing 
dialogue between the membership and 
elected offi  cials, hopefully will ensure the 
continued success of a dynamic local that 
was organized and built by grass roots 
involvement. 
— Carolyn Egan, President, 
     Steelworkers Toronto Area Council 

For more on 10 years of 
Unionization, turn to pages 2—8

President s
M e s s a g e

‘

Celebrating ten years of SuccessSuccess

imposed on them. We realized that 
we needed to do something to ensure 
that we would not be subject to 
further arbitrary ...continued on page 2

“I believe the staff
  felt very much a part of  
  the campaign. They were 
  doing it for themselves.” 

    “Steelworkers Local 1998      
     was organized and built 
by grass roots involvement.” 
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decisions and unionization was the option 
selected.
   The backbone of our union drive were the 
120 plus volunteers who gave so much of their 
time talking to their co-workers about why we 
needed a strong voice and encouraging people 
to sign membership cards. Our union drive was 
very much a grass roots drive that we directed 
and to this day, our local remains a membership 
driven local. 

Ten years and four collective agreements 
later, quite a lot has changed for staff  at U 
of T, VIC, St. Mike’s and UTS. In each of the 
collective agreements we have made substantial 
improvements, including:

•  automatic progression through the wage  
    scale (before merit was the only way to 
    move up the wage scale)
•  casual workers migrating to the staff  
    appointed unit (prior to unionization 
    members oft en worked for years 
    as casuals without the benefi ts and 
    pensions that the staff  appointed 
    members had)
•  increasing the pension multiplier from 
    1.3% to 1.6% 
•  childcare provision
•  health benefi t improvements 
•  language on job security and greater 
    protection in re-organizations
•  anti-bullying language

   We are also in the midst of a massive job 
evaluation and pay equity exercise and have 

worked with many 
members over the years to 
get their jobs reclassifi ed 
so that the work that they 
do is valued properly. 
Our local has built a grass 
roots network of activists 
in the Communication Action Team (CAT) 
and the standing committ ees have held many 
lunchtime meetings for members on a variety 
of subjects. Membership education has been an 
important component and we have sent many 
members to courses and conferences and also 
held numerous lunchtime education sessions on 
the pension plan and the budget. We have built 
links with other university workers both locally 
and internationally and found that we all have a 
great deal in common.
   Local 1998 is also part of the Steelworkers 
Toronto Area Council which is the largest area 
council in the union. The area council funds a 
number of programs which our members have 
benefi ted from, including the Injured Workers 
Program which has recovered millions of dollars 
for members. Toronto has been hit hard by the 
decline in the manufacturing sector and many 
of our members have family members who have 
been aff ected by this. For the last two years, the 
area council has been pro-active in working on 
lobbying the city and the province for support 
for a “green jobs” manufacturing economy and 
are now actively working on trying to get a 
wind turbine plant built in Toronto. The work 
of Steelworkers outside of our local has and will 
directly aff ect the lives of many of our members.

   Ten years ago, I signed the fi rst membership 

card in the union drive and hoped that we 
would be successful in winning a place at 
the table for staff . Ten years later, many ESL 
instructors at U of T signed membership cards, 
won a place at the table and are now in the 
process of negotiating their fi rst collective 
agreement. Our fellow administrative staff  at 
Queen’s University are now involved in a union 
drive similar to ours and I wish them success as 
I have seen the improvements that we have been 
able to secure over the past ten years.

   Ten years ago, staff  at U of T wanted to have 
a place at the table so that we could have a real 
say in decisions made that aff ected us instead of 
having unilateral decisions imposed on us. Ten 
years later, we have grown, made signifi cant 
improvements in our working conditions and 
wages, are the largest Steelworker local in 
Canada, belong to the largest and most pro-
active Steelworker area council in the union and 
are part of the broader labour movement. 
   Congratulations and thank you to everyone 
who helped us get here and to the many activists 
who continue to work on behalf of their fellow 
members to make the university a fairer and 
bett er place for us all! 
   U of T, VIC, St. Mike’s and UTS work because 
we do! 
—Allison Dubarry, President

    “Ten years ago staff wanted to    
   have a real place at the table so
  that we could have a real say in 
         the decisions that affect us." 
     — Allison Dubarry, President 

President’s Message:President’s Message:  
Celebrating ten years of SuccessCelebrating ten years of Success

drive
the union

drivedrive

Steelworker Organizers

Volunteers walking up to 
Simcoe Hall to deliver the 
certifi cation application

Leaving aft er delivering 
the application

Volunteers outside Simcoe 
Hall aft er delivering the 
certifi cation application 

to the PresidentPutt ing together a mailing
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              hen OISE merged with the 
              University of Toronto in 1996, our 
CUPE local was dissolved. We felt we needed more 
protection in bargaining with the university.
   Along with other OISE staff  members like Cheryl 
Williams and many others, we were enthusiastic and 
strong supporters of the drive to unionize with the 
Steelworkers since we had already experienced the 
benefi ts of unionization before.
   Over the past ten years, there have been four 
contract negotiations with each contract improving 
upon the previous one. Our gains ranged from 
increased pension benefi ts and salary increases to 
improvements in our everyday working life and 
improved contract language regarding harassment 
and bullying.  
   Without the union, we feel our working lives would 
have been very diff erent and much more diffi  cult. We 
feel privileged to belong to Steelworkers Local 1998.  
— Olga Williams & Kristine Pearson
     OISE / UT

Ten yearsTen years with  with 
Steelworkers Steelworkers 
Local 1998

W

         HE UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO Staff 
         Association (UTSA) undertook a union drive
with the help of Canadian Union of Public 
Employees (CUPE) in 1987. 
   Aft er much delay in gett ing the vote counted over a 
period of two years, the certifi cation vote lost by 56% 
to 44%.
   Those of us who had worked on the drive agreed 
that the next time, we had to get everything right 
and part of that meant choosing the right moment. 
The early nineties were diffi  cult for the Ontario 
public sector as the NDP government felt pressured 
by the business community to cut public spending 
in order to deal with an allegedly ruinous defi cit. 
This led to the election of the really ruinous Mike 
Harris government which resulted in more cuts 
to university funding. The U of T administration 
apparently thought that this would be a good time to 
implement a wage cut to its non-unionized workers.  
They could not cut the wages of the union workers 
and did not want to cut the salaries of the academics 
and senior administrators. I could never work out 
why the administration did this. The amount of the 
cut was quite small so the savings were not that great. 
Was it to curry favour with Harris and his gang? It 
was almost as if we were being goaded into gett ing 
organized.
   If there was ever a time to get unionized, surely this 
would be it and soon things were moving with a great 
deal of discussion within the staff  association about 
the union option. Eventually its members voted to 
ask the Steelworkers to conduct a certifi cation drive 
aft er being impressed by a presentation made by 
the union’s senior organizer Brad James and lawyer 
Paula Turtle. As someone who had experienced the 
diffi  culties of our fi rst eff ort at certifi cation, it was very 
reassuring to see how well Brad, Carolyn Egan and 
the Steelworkers worked on the union drive.
   But ultimately the success of the drive was down to 
the many ordinary U of T employees who freely gave 
their spare time to help the cause. They still do and 
the cause is more important than ever.

— John Malcolm,  
    current U of T SOAR Chapter President

Ten yearsTen years of Local  of Local 
1998 at U of T

T

strong
ten years

strongstrong

HE UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO S ff

— Article re-printed with permission from the Varsity
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      n 1997 hourly-paid Vic employees were called 
      to a meeting where the Bursar, Larry Kurtz, 
was to make an announcement. Larry Kurtz told 
us that, eff ective immediately, our sick leave would 
be reduced by six days per year. Aft erwards, 
many of us shared our frustration at our lack of 
control in almost every aspect of our employment 
relationship with the University. 
   Sometimes salaried employees at Vic also 
faced problems. Their experience tended to be 
determined by their manager. In many cases 
everything was fi ne, but it was not uncommon 
to see a competent, salaried worker who hadn’t 
“clicked” with their boss treated unfairly. They 
sometimes received lower than average pay 
increases based on biased performance evaluation, 
or they had to beg for sick time because there was 
no writt en sick leave policy for salaried workers. 
Even those who enjoyed good conditions could 
face a serious set back if their boss was replaced by 
someone less generous. 
   It was these types of experiences that made me, 
Linda Oliver and others pay att ention to the union 
drive underway at U of T. We met with Allison 
Dubarry, Carolyn Egan and others who were 
involved in the campaign. We decided it would be 
best to wait until there was a successful outcome 
at U of T before organizing at Vic. Immediately 
aft er the U of T Steelworkers local was certifi ed, we 
started our campaign.
   Organizing at Vic was not easy: The 
administration of the day used intimidation. 
Managers were assigned to follow Carolyn Egan 
when she was on campus to speak to workers on 
their breaks. The managers stayed fully visible, 
a hundred feet back of Carolyn, hoping that if 
workers knew their conversations with Carolyn 

were being documented, they would not speak 
with her. Managers were strategically posted on 
routes staff  would take to on-campus, lunch time 
union information sessions. People on their way to 
the sessions were meant to see the managers taking 
note of who was going and thus be intimidated into 
not att ending. I remember standing at the window 
of the Wymilwood Music Room just before an 
information session was due to start. I could see 
two managers posted nearby. Several workers on 
their way to our meeting turned around when they 
saw the managers, arms folded across their chests, 
glaring at them.
   Of course there were workers who would not be 
intimidated and openly supported unionization. 
We acknowledged that, despite our concerns, Vic 
was a good place to work, but it was important to 
have a place at the table where our employment 
conditions were determined. In the end it came 
down to a vote in May of 1999 which went in 
favour of unionization.
   Since those early days as Steelworkers, we have 
moved from strength to strength. There is no 
doubt that we are stronger now than ever before. 
The success we achieved in our latest round of 
collective bargaining is proof of that. Our strength 
comes in part from being part of an international 
union that has many times provided us with the 
resources necessary to succeed. It comes from being 
able to draw on support from the other units of our 
local and the Steelworkers Toronto Area Council. 
But most importantly, we derive our strength from 
working together to create an eff ective voice for 
ourselves in the Vic community. As a union we 
play an active role in determining the terms and 
conditions of our employment. 
— John Ankenman, Unit President

Growing Strong at Vic since 1999

      f one was to look back at St. 
      Michael’s since unionization 
ten years ago, one would see the 
sea changes that had occurred. 
Prior to certifi cation in 1999, most 
employees at St. Mike’s belonged 
to the University of Toronto Staff  
Association (UTSA). Previous to 
UTSA membership, SMC employees 
had to negotiate on an individual 
basis with their managers on 
monetary and employee issues.
   However, UTSA’s power and 
infl uence were somewhat diminished 
due to their status as an association. 
Realizing these limitations, steps were 
taken to seek out union status. The 
late 90s proved to be signifi cant for 
the labour movement at U of T.  The 
Steelworkers became the bargaining 
agent for administrative staff  at U 
of T. Unionization provides our 
members with the right to sit down 
with management and negotiate 
agreements on work related issues, 
the most signifi cant being language, 
grievance and monetary issues. 
   A union drive was started and it led 
to the certifi cation of the Steelworkers 
St. Michael’s Unit. Negotiations for 
the fi rst collective agreement included 
many articles from the new U of T 
Local 1998 Agreement. Furthermore, 
the agreement confers the University 
of St. Michael’s College with its own 
governance, administrative structure, 
pension plan and legal status, as well 
as being recognized as a Federated 
College at the University of Toronto.  
   The union status at St. Mike’s has 
given our members a greater voice in 
their workplace. The Unit’s strength 
over the past ten years has come from 
the solidarity of its members. The 
100% strike mandate vote received 
at this year’s round of negotiations 
is an example of our resolve for a 
fair collective agreement. We enter 
into all negotiations with the intent 
of building on past agreements. 
Protecting job security, working in a 
harassment free workplace, regular 
monetary increases and pension 
issues are key fundamentals in every 
collective agreement.  
   The St. Michael’s Unit is somewhat 
unique in the composition of its 
membership. From housekeepers to 
accounting personnel, tradespersons 
to administrative staff  – the 
members feel that they are part of 
the largest trade union in North 
America – while still maintaining 
their autonomy. Over the last ten 
years, the Steelworkers has provided 
our Unit with all the support and 
resources necessary to move forward 
in strength and unity.
   The past ten years have been a 
challenging and exciting period in 
the history of St. Mike’s and, with the 
support and encouragement of our 
brothers and sisters at Local 1998, 
we look forward to many more years 
of helping our members achieve a 
harmonious working environment.
— David Johnson, Unit Chairperson

I

10 years of Steel 
at St. Mike’s

Why I Why I wanted to wanted to 
be a Steelworkerbe a Steelworker
           t a 1994 meeting of the old UTSA  
          / University Joint Committee on 
External Hires I remember turning to Noah 
Meltz, Woodsworth Principal at the time, while 
we were getting coffee and whispering: 

 “Now I really, really want to 
be a Steelworker.”

   This was a day or so aft er John Malcolm 
and I had att ended the Larry Seft on lecture at 
Woodsworth. The lecture was by Leo Gerard 
on the New Unionism and I was completely 
energized aft er listening to Leo speak. 
   Of course John and I had been convinced for 
some time that we needed a union to eff ectively 
represent staff  at U of T but we had lost the vote 
to certify with CUPE in 1990 and so had our 
instructions from the membership. However, it 
seemed that almost every ratifi cation meeting 
where we brought agreements to the membership 
we had to add the following statement: “this 
is the best we can do for you without the 
negotiating power of a union”. It is true that 
the fi rings at medicine in 1991 (where some 81 
employees where called to a meeting in one of 
the Faculty hallways to be handed termination 
notices) gleaned enough support for staff  that 
the Administration had no recourse but to 
negotiate the Framework Agreement in 1992. The 
Framework gave us the fi rst writt en contract with 
our employer which was an improvement on the 
past but the old problems remained; a lack of 
funds to hire the expertise we needed to negotiate 
agreements, defend members in grievances and 

generally provide the sort of education and 
services members needed. Added to that we did 
not have the right to withdraw our labour in 
negotiations. It’s easy to see why unions work 
while associations limp along. 
   The certifi cation drive in the late 1990s brought 
out the best and the worst in us all.  It was not 
an easy time nor were the early days aft er we 
won the ‘yes’ vote. The University is a very 
diff erent universe from more typical work 
environments. On the plus side we generally 
have more freedom to act as employees and 
enjoy considerable diversity in what we do. As 
well we work with faculty and students who 
oft en enrich that working environment. On the 
other hand we can feel at a disadvantage given 
that we are oft en not recognized as having the 
ability to make important decisions. A union 
provides us with the power we need to interact 
as equals with our employers. I remember the 
fi rst meeting aft er certifi cation I att ended as the 
Administrative Staff  Governor at Governing 
Council. Aft er introducing myself I added “and 
I’m the only Steelworker on Governing Council” 
to the amusement of the bank vice-presidents, 
past premiers of Ontario, tycoons et al. who sat 
on G.C. at the time. It was the fi rst time a union 
member had ever sat on Governing Council and I 
was proud to be the one.
   Now you have ten years to look back upon 
as Steelworkers. Although now retired I look 
forward to reading the latest Steeldrum. Those 
of you who were not around for the UTSA days 
perhaps do not appreciate what a powerful, 
eff ective union you have. Cherish it and the 
volunteers who give their time and eff ort to 
keeping it strong. It was a long hard fi ght to get 
to 1998. I look back and forward with pride. 
Congratulations Local 1998!
— Judith Wilson (Eichmanis) Past UTSA Pres 
    & member of Union Drive Steering Ctt e
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standing committees

general info
You can find us at:
Steelworkers Local 1998
25 Cecil Street, Third Floor 
Toronto, ON   M5T 1N1
e   info@usw1998.ca
t   416. 506. 9090
w  www.usw1998.ca

If you are not on the e-listserv 
for Local 1998 members and 
would like to be, please send 
an email to info@usw1998.cainfo@usw1998.ca

Newbies on board:Newbies on board:            
  the New ESL Unit  the New ESL Unit

   Earlier in the summer, a core group of the 
ESL teachers had considered organizing 
with a number of other unions. Ultimately 
however, Steelworkers Local 1998 was the 
union of choice. We recognized that, in 
already representing over 5,000 members at U 
of T,  Steelworkers Local 1998 would off er us 
the support of being part of a large local. At 
the same time, we would have a voice for our 
specifi c issues within the context of our own 

1998   1998

2008   2008
unit. Collective strength with bargaining unit 
autonomy was the perfect mix.
   Our one concern was whether or not a local 
as large as 1998 would be willing to take on 
such a small group as ours: a bargaining 
unit of 52 members. We were thrilled when 
we heard of (Local 1998 President) Allison 
Dubarry’s response to Omero Landi, the staff  
representative: “Sign them up!”
   Once given the green light, we launched our 
union drive in earnest. At every step of the way, 
we were provided with timely and professional 
service. In fact, at no time did we feel that 
we were undervalued for being such a small 
unit. We felt respected and supported, with 

the service we received being nothing but 
sterling!
   Having been certifi ed in mid-September, 
we are now in the process of preparing 
for negotiations. Nick Plagakis, our unit 
Chairperson, and myself, the Negotiating 
Committ ee Member, have conducted a survey 
of our members to help us in identifying and 
prioritizing issues of concern. With Bryan 
Adamczyk, the Steelworker Representative, 
we plan to draft  and table our proposal very 
shortly.  
   Within the span of very few months, the ESL 
teachers at U of T have achieved the right to 
bargain collectively as a unit of Steelworkers 
Local 1998. We value this achievement, and 
we are grateful to all our union sisters and 
brothers who have helped us along the way. 
As the future unfolds, we look forward to 
greater participation with Local 1998.
— Heather Bryans, ESL Unit

On                 SEPTEMBER 12, 2008, ESL 
                  (English as a Second Language) 
teachers at the University of Toronto voted 
90% in support of joining Local 1998.

— Article re-printed with permission from the Varsity


