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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Appeal to the Government of Canada, 

Provincial Governments and

All Political Parties to Take Up Nation-Building

- Rolf Gerstenberger, President, USWA Local 1005
I have thought about how to address the governments of Canada and the provinces and all political parties in a manner that impresses upon them that what is happening to the workers in this country and to Canada as a whole is far more than a partisan issue. It concerns the entire polity. Where the governments of Canada and the provinces and political parties stand on these issues is of utmost importance to all of us.

The problems faced by the steelworkers are well known. The industry has been in crisis for many years now, as evidenced by the situation at Algoma Steel where the workers have been forced to give concessions for almost 15 years and still the company says it is not viable and is asking for more. Ivaco and Slater Steel have both been operating under Companies' Creditors Arrangement Act (CCAA) protection and now Stelco has followed suit. The pressures on the workers are immense, since the whole establishment is demanding that the workers must give concessions in order to make those companies viable.

The workers find absolutely no support in the laws governing property. Those laws, including the CCAA, do not recognize the people who produce the national wealth. The laws are designed to protect the claims of investors on the social product, the very social product produced by the Canadian working class. This is totally one-sided and unjust. The workers have no legal protection whatsoever even though we are the ones who produce the entire wealth of this country, including that which pays the salaries of those who enact and oversee the laws which are used to deprive us of our due.

At Stelco, what appears at first blush as just an issue between the Stelco workers and the company turns out to be an issue that strikes at the heart of what is happening to Canada and what is happening to countries around the world. Those of us long in the industry have been asking what kind of Canada will we have if the steel industry in Canada collapses. What happens if it becomes an appendage of what is called integrated North American production dominated by the U.S., or just a temporary tool of some vulture-capitalists who squeeze whatever they can from the industry and workers and then dump the business on the scrap heap when they decide more money can be made elsewhere?

How will Canada be able to develop as a country? Where will the country find the steel for hospitals, schools, bridges, etc.? How will any industry in Canada develop and expand production, build factories and fill them with machines without ready steel from a vibrant Canadian steel industry? They will be at the mercy of outside suppliers at whatever price and availability exist. Even a poor developing country like China knows better and is rapidly expanding its steelmaking capacity. Canada could itself provide investment capital for a national steel industry but instead remains at the mercy of very self-serving vulture-capitalists, both native and foreign, which is one and the same. It is already bad enough that Canada has never really had a heavy machinery industry and has to import most machines from abroad at enormous cost to the national account.

To go from having a "Canadian" steel industry 30 years ago, to at best putting ourselves at the mercy of steel supplied from abroad and subject to the whims of some foreign power would be a disaster for Canada. With control of a national steel supply gone, what would happen to our aerospace, auto and farm machinery industries? What would happen if foreign supplies of steel were cut off in the case of an international crisis?

Take the example of Slater Steel. It is the only producer of stainless steel, as none of the main Canadian steel monopolies (Stelco, Dofasco, Algoma) produce it. Most stainless steel used in Canadian manufacturing must be imported. The dearth of Canadian stainless steel production is a serious gap in national industrial production and the closure or downsizing of Slater would add to the deficiency. To produce stainless steel, the main additive is nickel, of which Canada is an international leader in production. With abundant nickel resources, Canada should be in the forefront of stainless steel production, not facing its complete collapse.

The threatened closure of Slater or sale to an asset management monopoly reveals the anti-national/anti-labour treachery that currently prevails in Canada. Investors refuse to invest in crucial national industries unless provided with guaranteed risk-free, high returns on their capital. This sort of pursuit of highest profits disregarding all else is extremely narrow and selfish and does not meet the needs of the national economy, working Canadians or nation-building.

Current market prices for steel do not allow the huge return on invested capital that investors demand and expect. If the big investors are not guaranteed a high profit they insist on getting out of the business and putting their capital elsewhere in Canada or overseas. The rate of return on invested capital in the Canadian steel industry is too low according to the expectations of investors. Under the current arrangements where production must search for a buyer, an oversupply of capital is tied up in the steel sector to the distress of many investors. The relation between production and consumption of steel is chaotic at best. This situation creates a deceptive oversupply of capacity and periodic overproduction of steel when enough buyers cannot be found and a price of production that does not realize enough revenue to meet all claims. The response of investors is to attack labour's claims and hysterically reduce the value of invested capital, even closing or downsizing perfectly good mills.

It appears an attempt is underway to wreck the steel industry in Canada as part of a plan to integrate the Canadian economy into the U.S. economy and system. This has become manifestly evident especially in the last 15 years and will end up ruining whole communities and the national economy. 

The way owners of Stelco and Slater's equity and debt pose the problem is not to build the steel industry to serve the Canadian nation and economy but rather how to get out of the steel business with as little damage as possible to their own capital. The use of outright bankruptcy, CCAA bankruptcy protection and restructuring, demanding labour concessions and conniving to dump their pension obligations can only be termed narrow anti-labour, anti-national short-term actions to avoid real solutions to the serious issue of nation-building and the key role and importance of a national steel industry.

The steelworkers in Hamilton and other steel communities are fighting for what they are entitled to as the producers of steel. That entitlement is rooted in a profound concern about the future of our communities and most importantly the future of Canada. Industrial production and its connection with nation-building are issues that concern all Canadians. In that respect I call on the Government of Canada, the governments of the provinces, all Canadian political parties and Stelco itself to take a stand against the wrecking of Canada as a nation. Take a stand for a Canada that serves and honours its actual producers; a Canada that is capable of meeting the claims of our people for healthcare, education, social security and a healthy natural and social environment; a Canada with a vigorous national economy as a solid base providing all Canadians security, Canadian-standard livelihoods, culture and a happy future so that it can contribute to the same for the peoples everywhere.

I call on the Government of Canada, the provincial governments, all political parties and Stelco itself to begin a national campaign and discussion to save the Canadian steel industry, as well as to use our human and natural resources in a manner that is mutually beneficial to Canadians and the peoples of the world in dire need.

As a first step, action should be taken immediately to stay all bankruptcy proceedings involving Stelco. No layoffs or closures should be allowed to take place at this time. If investors feel they cannot honour the pension legacies or the current social contracts with active and retired steelworkers and sustain steel production, then discussion should begin immediately with the concerned workers to find genuinely viable alternatives. 

The premise that workers are mere collateral damage and that depriving them of their due is an inevitable and inconsequential by-product of a so-called prosperous economy is self-serving logic to justify the rich becoming richer while the number of poor increases and they become poorer. It is unconscionable. The workers of this country do not accept this self-serving logic.

Stand for the rights of labour! Now is the time to oppose nation-wrecking by launching a nation-building project! Annexation No! Sovereignty Yes!

Rolf Gerstenberger
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