
T
HE first Monday in September is normally a mixed bag
of  a day, with union rallies and labour leaders demand-
ing attention for workers alongside families and friends
just looking to make the most of  the last long weekend of

summer.
But on this Labour Day — the second of  the COVID-19 pandem-

ic — it takes almost no effort to turn people’s minds to the strug-
gles of  workers and the inadequacies of  protections and benefits
in the workplace.

Labour issues have been front and centre in this country for
the past 18 months. How could they not have been?

Millions of  Canadians were plunged into unemployment when
entire sectors closed to curb the virus. And so few of  them quali-
fied for existing unemployment benefits that the federal govern-
ment had to rush out an entirely new support program.

And so many front-line workers who had to stay on the job,
from grocery store cashiers to support workers in long-term-care

homes, were not entitled to any paid sick leave
that Ottawa had to rush out a program for that,
too.

Throw in the federal election campaign, where
the major parties are busy telling workers and
businesses that they’ve got their back, and rarely

have labour issues enjoyed such prominence.
And not just from the usual suspects. Even Conservative

Leader Erin O’Toole is pitching himself  as a friend of  workers.
He promises them “a seat at the table,” suggests he’ll side with
them over “corporate elites,” and says he intends to “work with
unions.”

When the pandemic hit, the Trudeau Liberals moved quickly
to bring in vital temporary support programs for workers and
Jagmeet Singh’s New Democrats pushed to make them more gen-
erous. The election campaign is the opportunity for the parties to
say how they will patch up our frayed safety net and strengthen
protections for workers.

First of  all, Canada needs a modern Employment Insurance
system that covers all workers, including gig workers, self-em-
ployed people and the many misclassified workers who have been
abandoned on the sidelines of  so-called economic progress.

On that, the Liberals’ platform offers a lot.
If  re-elected, the party promises a new EI benefit for self-em-

ployed Canadians (details to come). It would include stronger job
protections for gig workers, ensuring their work counts towards
EI and the Canada Pension Plan, and requirements for digital
platforms to pay EI and CPP contributions. The Liberals say they
will “bring forward a vision for a new and modern EI system
that covers all workers.”

The Conservative platform calls for gig economy companies to
make equivalent contributions to EI and CPP but would place
them in a “portable Employee Savings Account,” which workers
can withdraw when needed. This doesn’t envision expanding
current systems to include workers who’ve been left out but sets
up a parallel and, according to labour advocates, inferior system.

The New Democrats diagnoses the problem correctly: “Our EI
system is outdated, underfunded and inflexible, and too often
doesn’t provide any help to those who need it most.”

It’s odd, then, that the party’s election platform doesn’t go on
to propose expanding the system in some way to cover people
like gig workers. Instead, it offers tweaks to EI qualification rules
and parental benefits and adds a low-income supplement.

Given all we’ve learned through the pandemic, paid sick days
for federally regulated workers and a pledge to work with
provinces to achieve that basic standard for all employees across
the country should be a no-brainer.

But among the three main party leaders, only two — Singh and
Liberal Leader Justin Trudeau — recognize that.

The New Democrats say they will immediately legislate 10
paid sick days federally and work with provinces to “bring in a
permanent safety net of  paid sick leave across the country.”

The Liberals say they will legislate 10 days federally within the
first 100 days of  a new mandate and convene provinces to “devel-
op a national action plan to legislate sick leave,” while keeping in
mind the needs of  small business owners.

The Conservatives have nothing to say about paid sick leave in
their platform. It’s no wonder labour leaders are so skeptical of
O’Toole’s conversion to the cause of  working people.

If  the pandemic has shown anything, it’s that systemic change
is needed in how we view and regulate employment, and that
how we treat workers (especially those in low-wage jobs) affects
us all.

It’s long past time Canada had a modern employment insur-
ance program that doesn’t shut out so many workers, as well as
legislated paid sick leave for all workers.

The parties’ plans (or not) for substantial EI reform and work-
ing towards paid sick leave is a good place for voters to judge how
well they’ve learned important lessons from the pandemic.

— An editorial from the Toronto Star (thestar.com)

BY DANIELLE CHANDLER

THINK about all that you
learned in school. If  you
grew up in Canada and at-

tended a publicly funded school,
staple subjects likely included
English, French, math, sciences,
geography, and history. The histo-
ry of  the world. The history of
our nation. The French Revolu-
tion, the fur trade, the wars
fought on beaches and in cities
oversees, the voyages of  men like
John Cabot, Jacques Cartier and
Samuel de Champlain who
“named” and “settled” this great
land.

Think about all that you didn’t
learn in school. Specifically, the
unspeakable practices in Cana-
da’s past that are now making
headlines around the world.

“I didn’t know that” are words
uttered by a character in Magnus
Theatre’s student-led production
of  Stolen, Azhen. They’re words
that are representative of  genera-
tions of  non-Indigenous Canadi-
ans’ knowledge about the resi-
dential school system. They’re
words that can no longer hold
true but whose implications are
part of  a national reckoning that
has only just begun.

Themed as ‘The Reconciliation
Project’ at the start, Magnus Col-
lective Creation students began
working on the script in October
2019 — 19 months before the dis-
covery of  215 unmarked graves at
a former residential school site
in Kamloops shocked the world.
The topic had been suggested by
a long-time Magnus Theatre stu-
dent, in an effort to tell a story
relevant not only to his First Na-
tions heritage, but to the entire
City of  Thunder Bay — a region
that has one of  the highest con-
centrations of  Indigenous peo-
ples in Canada. 

The Collective Creation Pro-
ject is an annual initiative that
sees local high school students

come together to create a play
about a relevant social issue. And
nothing seemed more relevant
than a story about the meaning of
reconciliation in a city that has
been plagued by very public inci-
dents of  racism and violence to-
ward Indigenous people.

Informed by their own experi-
ences, those of  their friends and
family members, and many
weeks of  research, the students
wrote and workshopped a script
that examines the Canadian resi-
dential school system and its in-
tergenerational impacts on sur-
vivors and their families.

In the first act, the process of
colonization is depicted as an as-
sembly line, where priests cut the
children’s braids, don them with
“civilized clothing,” turn them
out with Christian names and ap-
ply force until the children be-
come too afraid to use their tradi-
tional languages and internalize
the shame. The long-lasting ef-
fects of  these traumatic experi-
ences are told like a children’s
fairy tale — the little girl left the
bad place and tried to go home,
but when she got there, every-
thing had changed — a simple de-
piction of  an incomprehensibly
complex situation.

But Stolen, Azhen doesn’t sug-
ar-coat things. The story men-

tions substance abuse, suicide
and the ongoing violence against
Indigenous women and girls. It
confronts racist stereotypes head
on.

For the students, creating and
sharing this story is itself  an act
of  reconciliation. It is a call to ac-
tion, an invitation to start heal-
ing together by choosing your
own acts of  reconciliation, how-
ever small they may seem. Con-
sider the words you use, speak up
against racism, learn a greeting
in an Indigenous language, know
whose land you visit when you
travel.

The students recognize that we
still have a long way to go, but
they say the most rewarding part
of  the project was seeing their
collective knowledge grow over
time, to get to participate in shap-
ing a society that listens, ac-
knowledges, and acts to do better.
And it starts with understanding
now what will hopefully soon be a
vital part of  the nationwide cur-
riculum, however uncomfortable
that lesson may be.

While the students’ hopes of
performing live were hindered by
the pandemic restrictions, their
work did culminate in a digitally
staged reading now available on
Magnus Theatre’s YouTube chan-
nel. The project is presented in
partnership with the Thunder
Bay Indigenous Friendship Cen-
tre with support from the Thun-
der Bay Community Foundation
and the Ontario Arts Council.

Danielle Chandler is theatre in
education director at Magnus
Theatre. She is an arts educator
and qualified teacher, with experi-
ence teaching both nationally and
internationally in Toronto; Ten-
terden, England; Melbourne, Aus-
tralia and Siem Reap, Cambodia.
The views and opinions expressed
in this column are those of  the au-
thor.
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Low-wage 
workers 
need help Students confront history 

through Magnus production

Conservatives are
on the side of workers

WORKERS of  the world unite. It’s time to vote
for — wait for it — the Conservative Party.

The NDP always claim to represent the interests
of  labour. That ended when NDP leader Jagmeet
Singh declared he would fire any federal worker
that didn’t get a COVID-19 vaccination. Justin
Trudeau said the same thing. No friends of  work-
ers there. Who actually defends the rights of  work-
ing Canadians? The Conservatives do.

The Liberals want to spend as much as possible
and raise taxes through the roof. The Liberals and
NDP think high taxes are good. Only the Conserva-
tives are on the side of  working people who pay the
taxes, and the Conservatives actually know how to
balance a budget.

The Liberals and NDP want big intrusive gov-
ernment involved in every aspect of  peoples lives,
from deciding what we can say on the internet to
deciding what’s best for our health. The Conserva-
tive Party believes in individual rights — that peo-
ple can decide for themselves what to think, how to
spend their money, and how to take care of  their
health.

The Conservatives understand cutting taxes is
the best way to help working people. It puts more
money in the pockets of  people who need it most.
Cutting taxes attracts investment to Canada. The
economy grows, factories are built, factories ex-
pand. Jobs are created — good jobs, union jobs.
When this happens government actually collects
more tax revenue, at lower rates. It’s a win-win for
everyone.

Sound like a pipe dream? It isn’t. It actually
works. Every time. Every single time, without fail.

The Conservatives know this. Justin Trudeau
doesn’t. His policies have been an economic disas-
ter. Trudeau couldn’t have done a worse job if  he
was actually trying to destroy the economy.

Now we have inflation the likes of  which we
haven’t seen since Pierre Trudeau was prime min-
ister. Justin Trudeau has saddled our children with

such enormous debt they’re giving up hope of  a
good job, or a home of  their own.

The NDP don’t represent working people.
They’re in the pocket of  special interests. They fol-
low the politics of  class envy; eat the rich.

Only the Conservative Party protect the rights of
Canadians. Conservative leader Erin O’Toole says
he doesn’t pick and choose which human rights
he’s going to defend, he defends them all.

Workers of  the world unite. Throw off  the shack-
les of  the tyrant Justin Trudeau and his oppressive
Liberal regime. It may be the last hope for our chil-
dren.

James Sutherland
THUNDER BAY

Confusion surrounds 
eco fee on batteries

ISEE some retailers are now charging an environ-
mental fee on things like double-A batteries, but

are adding it to the cost of  the item. I’m not sure if
sales tax is applied to the fee as well.

Apparently, after creating a $100-million surplus
a few years ago, Ontario’s Resource Productivity
and Recovery Authority dropped the collecting of
fees. The authority was created in 2016.

A fee for recycling is one thing, but explain to
me how a retailer needs a $1.20 fee on $16.99 worth
of  batteries when they don’t do anything to help
the recycling of  batteries (except, perhaps, collect
them in a cardboard box in the store).

Where are the bins to collect these kinds of
items on their property? Where is the cost? This is
a fee that is not legally mandated but is suggested
to help cover real costs associated in real efforts at
recycling.

The so-called ‘Ford business government’ should
be looking into this and, in my opinion, stop com-
panies from collecting fees when there appears to
be absolutely no oversight.

Ross Singleton
THUNDER BAY


