                Stelco's Round Four: Kid Gloves, Velvet Fist 

      - Rolf Gerstenberger* - Speech presented at December 4, 2004 Rally

      Kid Gloves, Velvet Fist. This describes the present phase of Stelco's 

      anti-labour offensive. Starting November 22, the company laid off 150 

      workers and about 100 of those are injured workers. This shows that the 

      company does what it wants, even if it means violating our collective 

      agreement or the spirit of human rights legislation. As far as the company 

      is concerned, the union can take it to arbitration where the company is 

      convinced that the interpretation of weasel clauses will go in its favour. 

      It is unconscionable. There is a profoundly moral issue here and that is 

      the issue we are determined to settle. Now in the departments where they 

      laid off the non-injured workers they are posting overtime because they 

      don't have enough people to do the job. Meanwhile, to get us all riled up, 

      steel analysts -- these so-called experts who always have an anti-labour 

      opinion on everything, as if workers are just an item on a ledger book -- 

      are writing that it is not enough to just lay off 150 workers. They say 

      1,500 workers have to go if Stelco is to be viable. Who are they kidding?  

      But all of that was part of Stelco's Round Three. Now Round Four is the 

      kid gloves routine. The company announced it has a new CEO who will start 

      on January 1. Courtney Pratt is his name. The profile they give him is 

      that he is a man with a conscience. He really cares about the workers and 

      he is really good at establishing labour peace or what are called good 

      relations with the union. "If you really look at his background, what 

      you'll see is an ability to bring people together," said Stelco 

      vice-president Tim Huxley. "His leadership skills are very significant." 

      According to the Hamilton Spectator, "One key strength Pratt, 56, brings 

      to the job is a record of building good relations with workers." We have 

      no doubt about that -- both that he is a nice guy and where his abilities 

      lie.  

      First he was at Noranda and look what is happening to the workers at 

      Noranda. Life at the Horne copper smelter is impossible for the workers. 

      They tell us the union is nowhere to be found and they have to fend for 

      themselves while Noranda's future in the community is anything but 

      certain. Then he went to Toronto Hydro. With all the glowing stories about 

      good labour relations at Toronto Hydro, one would think that we in Ontario 

      face no problem with hydro. Just a few rate hikes here and there, a 

      blackout from time to time. But everything is hunky-dory at Toronto Hydro. 

      Everything is sorted out.  

      Hydro divested itself of 900 or so workers through attrition, we are told. 

      They went from 2,600 workers to 1,700. Can you imagine the working 

      conditions the remaining workers are facing? This fairy tale that problems 

      can be sorted out without taking into account the needs of the workers and 

      of the broader society are absurd but this is the picture they paint. What 

      they call solutions are really factors which exacerbate the crisis. 

      Someone has to draw a line in the sand and that is us. And we are not 

      alone. This line has not been drawn by the Local President or Executive, 

      but by the membership. For six months now we have had weekly information 

      and discussion meetings where the workers participate in deciding what 

      stands we will take and we have been holding the line. Between 40 and 300 

      workers participate in these meetings at any one time. It is the rank and 

      file workers and retirees who decided to hold our rallies and organized 

      them, both the one we held on October 30 and now the one we are holding on 

      December 4. They are vehemently opposed to the theft of workers wages, 

      pensions and the gutting of working conditions. It is theft pure and 

      simple. When it comes to company corruption, then a mild tut tut is all we 

      hear. Like the case of the CEO of AK Steel in the U.S. who walked off with 

      a severance package of $11 million plus two years of medical benefits, 

      immediate vesting of all stock options and a supplemental employee 

      retirement program. Wardrop is his name. We are told he could walk off 

      with a nest egg of about $50 million. And of course, he is not the 

      exception but the rule. Our own Jim Alfano didn't do too badly either.  

      We are told these guys are worth more than us. Who says they are worth 

      more than us? How come they are worth more than us? Where do they think 

      this $50 million comes from if not out of our hides, out of the value we 

      create when we produce steel?  

      Already in Round Four, we have a company "Employee Update" sent to every 

      household of active and retired steelworkers. It is allegedly to keep us 

      informed and combat rumours. We are told that our pensions are not under 

      threat and that they are funded. "Under Ontario Law your pensions assets 

      are held in trust. These assets are for you only and do not belong to the 

      company. Stelco has made all required contributions to your pension as 

      well as to the Pension Benefit Guarantee Fund," the Update states.  

      Held in trust, indeed. Trust is precisely where the problem lies. Not only 

      is the solvency fund severely underfunded but the so-called Pension 

      Benefit Guarantee is merely a scheme to justify giving us a pittance by 

      the time all the claims are made against it. In the Update they say they 

      want to give the workers information. They admit to having discussions 

      with the government but about what? They don't say. Trust us, they say. In 

      the U.S., this is how the government collaborated with the vulture 

      capitalists and abandoned 240,000 pensioners. In the U.S. roughly 150 

      pensions plans failed in the last year and we are told we have to compete 

      with that.  

      Bankruptcy protection for whom? For the creditors of course and everyone 

      knows the workers are "unsecured creditors." Speaking about the U.S. 

      experience, one writer says: "The painful lesson for employees comes as 

      companies press Congress for permanent relaxation of some provisions of 

      the pension funding law." And Stelco says, trust us. We are talking with 

      the government to find appropriate solutions. Indeed. Trust what? The 

      Pension Benefit Guaranty Corp. in the U.S. is reported to be currently 

      running an $8.8 billion deficit primarily as a result of the large number 

      of underfunded steel and airline pension plans that it has been forced to 

      assume.  

      Handling us with kid gloves means telling us what we want to hear -- that 

      our pensions are guaranteed. Since we're not quite as stupid as they seem 

      to think, we got the underlying message, the implicit threat: if we want 

      to have our pensions, we had better start negotiating concessions on other 

      things. The answer is no. And No means No.  

      Let us be clear about the pressures we are under here. Mark Granakis is 

      president of USWA Local 979 in Cleveland at ISG. There used to be five 

      USWA locals at LTV and after Wilbur Ross was through with them, there are 

      now about 1,100 union members at ISG. "Do you want to save some jobs or 

      lose them all?" Granakis asked. "The house is burning, do you want to save 

      two of the four kids or do you want to watch all of them burn?"  

      With all due respect, only the most naive would even entertain the idea 

      that this describes what are called the tough decisions we have to make. 

      Let me say categorically that this local will not make that choice, no 

      matter how much PR the company and media spin. Our local will fight to 

      save all four kids or we will burn trying. This is the new reality we 

      face. It is calling on us to reject the so-called new reality where we are 

      told which tough choices we have to make. Nobody knows better than us 

      which tough choices we have to make and we are quite capable of making 

      them for ourselves. It is unconscionable to suggest that we should 

      sacrifice our pensioners to save our jobs, or our injured workers, or our 

      wages and working conditions or the next generation of workers. At 

      Stelwire, which is one of the Stelco plants in Hamilton, they have a 

      formal request. What they want first is a two-tier wage system for the new 

      hires where they would get a lower wage for seven years and then they 

      would go on the normal rate. They also want new hires not to be covered by 

      the pension plan. They would be part of a contributory plan which is the 

      preferred method of paying pension plans for these companies now. So the 

      new hires would be on a separate plan and they also want the new hires to 

      get medical benefits for the time they are active but when they retire 

      they would loose them. The aim of the company with this is to tell the 

      financiers that they have not yet got rid of their legacy costs for the 

      workers who are presently at the plant but for the future employees they 

      don't have any legacy costs. So they are hoping that this is going to 

      satisfy the financial community and convince them that Stelco is doing 

      something. What that means to us is that they are demanding that all these 

      things we fought for they should not apply for the future generation of 

      workers. It looks like that is one of their plans. They are using the 

      threat on the pensions as a weapon to try to get us to agree to what is 

      happening. Defend your interests, we are told, but do not jeopardize the 

      enterprise. Which enterprise was saved by making these choices and for how 

      long? But this is not the principle which guides us since what happens to 

      these enterprises is out of our control.  

      The problem with the kid glove treatment is what happens when you refuse 

      to accept the choices they want you to make. Then comes the velvet fist. 

      We will be accused of refusing to be sensible, of refusing to behave in a 

      civilized manner, of being confrontational and now we will get what's 

      coming to us and its our own fault. Very well. Still, we will fight to 

      save all the kids.  

      The workers should be very clear. We do not know what lies ahead, but we 

      do know that there is a very big moral question involved here and that the 

      final outcome will be determined by the moral convictions of our workers, 

      not anything else. When you compare the morality of corporate corruption 

      and government ethics guidelines with the moral conviction of Canadian 

      workers, we know where justice lies. We also know that justice can prevail 

      because justice must prevail. It can be done because it must be done. This 

      is how our union started and if it is to go forward, this is how it must 

      be done.  

      Did the IMF and World Bank collapse when Argentina, after sustaining 

      tremendous damage, finally said, "Enough! Argentina will pay its foreign 

      debt only if things are going well for Argentina." They did not collapse. 

      They had to pull back. They had no choice. And the movement of the peoples 

      all over the world is filled with such examples. If we stand as one and 

      fight for what is right, if we refuse to be gobbled up alive, we will 

      prevail.  

      As I said, we are not alone. The workers in all sectors of the economy are 

      supporting us. They want to see us succeed. The Hamilton and District 

      Labour Council, USWA District 6, the OFL and CAW, we are one force 

      determined to make a difference. 

      Fight for what is ours by right! Hands Off Our Pensions! Hands Off Our 

      Injured Workers! No to Concessions! 

      * Rolf Gerstenberger is the president of USWA Local 1005. 

