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The new edition of Labour Pride has been a few years in the making. The 
research, interviews and connections for this publication took place in 
the many territories of the nations of Turtle Island. At its conclusion, I 
am most grateful to be living in the unceded traditional territory of the 
Squamish, Tsleil-Waututh and Musqueam Nations.

The history of working-class gays and lesbians in the trade union 
movement is as old as the early days of union organizing, when workers 
began to collectively demand improvements in their working conditions 
and fight for better pay, rights, and benefits. This publication offers a 
brief account of the role of workers and their unions in support of gay 
and lesbian rights in Canada from the 1970s to the early 2000s. The 
struggles and stories provide an overview of the organizing of workers 
and their unions for legal rights as gay and lesbian workers in Canada.

The publication honours the hundreds of gay and lesbian workers who 
organized for rights and visibility – all those who came out, organized 
for inclusiveness and diversity, and fought for equal rights on shop 
floors and in hospitals, libraries, hotels, schools and offices. As work-
ers, activists, and staff of unions, they challenged their unions, but did 
not always succeed. Many of them came out and tried to get elected to 
union leadership positions but were not elected. Many tried again and 
again to raise their voices but were ridiculed and marginalized. Many 
eventually quit their jobs, went elsewhere, ‘played straight’ or gave up 
on the union movement. Many indigenous and racialized people faced 
so much racism from workers, unions and management that coming 
out was not an option. All these workers’ struggles were a passage to 
later victories. 

This publication primarily documents the struggles and positive changes 
and victories of gay and lesbian workers and the unions that supported 
them. These victories have been critical to the success of the struggle 
for equal and legal rights for LGBTQ2 peoples in Canada. Without the 
engagement and investment of unions in the struggle for equality, it 
is doubtful we would be where we are today, even though many gains 
remain to be made on several other fronts. 

Many unions in Canada have contributed their strength, influence, 
voice and resources in support of gay and lesbian workers. However, 
the engagement of unions in the struggle for lesbian and gay rights is 
uneven. While some unions took up the demands of lesbian and gay 
workers, others chose to not support this struggle. While some unions 
have ‘caught’ up in recent years, by devoting resources and energy to 
LGBTQ2 issues, others have not. Going forward it may be useful to better 
understand why some answer the call and others don’t. Most certainly, 
work remains to be done and all unions can and should get involved in 
supporting the rights of not only LGBTQ2 workers, but the rights of all 
workers including racialized workers, women workers, workers with 
disabilities, indigenous workers, young workers, the organized and 
unorganized and the many who have face multiple and intersecting 
inequalities.
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The research for this publication took sev-
eral forms. I contacted gays and lesbians I 
knew in unions and who I knew had been 
activists in unions for many years. They 
gave me leads to other LGBTQ2 workers. 
I also contacted women’s rights, LGBT 
rights and human rights staff of various 
unions. These women and men gave me 
more names to follow-up. Other LGBTQ2 
activists identified publications, papers 
and union materials about LGBT rights 
for me to follow-up with. I interviewed 
numerous workers documenting their lives 
as union activists and leaders. I researched 
academic books and papers and visited 
archives of cities, universities and unions. 
A lot of historical materials such as post-
ers, buttons, newsletters, etc. are in the 
homes of activists. I was not able to access 
many of these materials. As usual, the 
research was more extensive than what 
you will read in these pages. 

This publication attempts to cover some of 
the major and not so high-profile struggles 
for legal rights of gays and lesbians and 
LGBTQ2 working peoples and their unions, 
from the early 1970s to the early 2000s. By 
no means does this publication claim to be 
the definitive history of LGBTQ2 workers 
and unions. There are still many gaps. 
There were many LGBTQ2 peoples who 
were not in unions and who also fought 
for legal rights in Canada. They are not a 
focus of this publication. Their lives and 
contributions are covered in other essays 
and books.

A note on the use of terms and acronyms 
used to refer to gays and lesbians and what 
we now broadly refer to as LGBTQ2 com-
munities. An attempt has been made to 
keep the use of terms to their historical 
periods. For example, in the early years 
the language used was gays and lesbi-
ans, then it became LGBT, to LGBTQ2S 
and still others today. These acronyms 
are important as they signal the growing 
movements for sexual orientation and 
gender identity (SOGI) rights. In this pub-
lication, I have roughly attempted to keep 
to the language of the historical periods. 
Towards the later part of the publication 
I use the term LGBTQ2. None of the terms 
used or not used here are meant to exclude 
anyone who considers themselves a part 
of our community.

On Indigenous 
lesbian, gay 
and two-spirit 
workers

A note

02
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There is a large gap in the literature in terms of the lives of indigenous 
LGBTQ2 workers who might have been part of unions, even if, due to rac-
ism they did not have a good experience of the union or their co-workers. 
Due to various constraints it was not possible to do unlimited research 
to identify these workers. Given the history of colonialism and racism in 
Canada and the barriers to employment faced by indigenous peoples, it 
is likely that, if one were an indigenous lesbian, gay or two-spirit person 
and had managed to get a job, one would not bring attention to oneself 
by coming out. That would be asking to be fired and worse. While things 
have begun to change in recent years, working as indigenous workers 
in union or non-union jobs has meant dealing with a lot of racism from 
management, unions and co-workers. I hope others will take up the 
challenge to document their stories.

Albert McLeod, Co-director of the Two-Spirited People of Manitoba 
Inc. and a human rights activist for the past thirty years feels that two-
spirit peoples have likely been in jobs which were unionized but were 
probably not out.

Albert McLeod says,

“… in the intersection of the three spaces of indigenous, unions, 
and two-spirit there must have been some history about such 
engagements; but we lose history and there is still a lot of 
stigma. It was difficult to be out in those years and especially 
in ultra-masculine jobs. There must be history there as many 
two-spirit peoples had/have non-indigenous partners who 
were also involved in unions. Previous research on workplace 
issues and 2SLGBT+ peoples probably was not looking at 
indigenous peoples as workers.” 

Additionally, Albert says, 

“You must remember that in recent decades indigenous peo-
ples were never employed at the same rates as other people.”

Lori Johnson, Two-Spirit 
Métis woman

Lori is a nurse by profession. She was 
also the Director of the Morgentaler Clinic 
in Winnipeg for ten years. Lori’s family 
descends from Métis people who were buf-
falo hunters, free traders and guides on the 
plains of the Red River area of Manitoba. 
Her ancestral Scrip is in Winnipeg in the 
area that is now called St. James. Accord-
ing to Lori, “It is difficult to find two-spirit 
peoples who were in unions in the time 
horizon of your research because we often 
would not apply for those jobs as we knew 
we would not get them. Mostly what we 
got were low-paying jobs with no security 
and no protections. Métis peoples were 
often under-represented in good paying 
jobs with benefits, especially two-spirit 
Métis people”.

“Bosses and co-workers could be overtly 
racist. They would openly say things like, 
‘We don’t hire Indians here, one paycheck 
and you’ll never see them again’. In my 
family my uncles used to work up north 
in the construction of dams, (the flood-
way in Manitoba), and they were skilled 
tradesmen such as plumbers, pipe fitters, 
and welders etc., but they would never let 
anyone on the job know they were Métis. 
We only spoke about ourselves as Métis 
within our families for fear that if employ-
ers found out that you were Métis, you 
would never get the job. My male family 
members were never in a union, they were 
only hired as labourers. My mum and all 
her sisters worked all their lives, but none 
of them were ever in a union. They did 
traditional women’s work of that time – 
administration, secretarial work, etc. Even 
though they were heterosexual, they were 
not open about being Métis. The reality of 
racism in the workplace was enough of 
a barrier to Métis people accessing good 
jobs, never mind adding the matter of 
homophobia”.
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A recent publication, Indigenous Workers, 
Wage Labour and Trade Unions: The His-
torical Experience in Canada (Fernandez. 
L & Silver, J. 2017.), while not addressing 
2SLGBT+ workers, provides a great over-
view of the engagement of indigenous 
women and men in wage labour and 
with unions. Using examples from differ-
ent parts of Canada it demonstrates their 
extensive engagement as waged labour-
ers in the early centuries of colonization 
and the exploitation of different natural 
resources in different part of the country. 
Their engagement in the waged economy 
is also impacted by the vast distances 
they travelled to get waged work and their 
subsistence livelihood activities in their 
different communities. The publication 
documents how, with increasing white 
colonial settlements, racism from com-
panies, settlers and workers themselves 
became a convenient strategy to take 
away the waged livelihoods of indigenous 
workers. The popular strategy of divide 
and rule was used effectively by coloniz-
ers and employers in creating divisions 
between workers of different racial and 
ethnic groups and indigenous workers. 
For example, the precarious situation of 
Chinese workers in British Columbia was 
used to push indigenous workers out of 
jobs and keep wages low. 

Lori says that Métis people often faced 
somewhat less overt racism in the work-
place than for example, First Nations 
people. Employers were often reluctant 
to hire people who could be more visibly 
identified as indigenous. Being two-spirit 
was an additional barrier.

She feels that this reality is a lot better 
for Métis people today. With rates of 
higher education, training and affirma-
tive action programs, it is her experience 
that there are many more indigenous two-
spirit people who do hold good-paying 
jobs.“Racism and homophobia remain a 
reality in society but progress in awareness 
and education about diversity are having 
a positive effect for us as indigenous two-
spirit people”. Lori wants it to be clear, 
that she cannot speak to the experience 
of First Nations people in the unionized 
workplace.

Origins of the term  
Two-Spirit or Two-Spirited 

While the term two-spirit has been 
widely adopted across Canada, many are 
not aware of its origin. Albert McLeod 
(2003) traces this history, “A number of 
papers by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
authors have identified that the term was 
introduced into the Aboriginal gay and 
lesbian community in Winnipeg, Mani-
toba, in 1990, at one of a series of annual 
international (primarily Canada and the 
United States) gatherings (Medicine, 2002 
as quoted in McLeod, 2003.). The third 
gathering in 1990 was sponsored by the 
Nichiwakan (friend) Native Gay and Les-
bian Society in Winnipeg. The term Two-
Spirit was coined as an alternative at this 
Conference. At the time some Aboriginal 
people had alliances with the gay commu-
nity and strongly identified as gay, lesbian 
or bisexual. In the Two Eagles newsletter, 
of June 1990, several organizations were 
listed: Gay American Indians, San Fran-
cisco; American Indian Gays and Lesbians, 
Minneapolis; WeWah and BarcheAmpe, 
New York; Nichiwakan Native Gay and 
Lesbian Society, Winnipeg; and Gays and 
Lesbians of the First Nations, Toronto.

The Manitoba gathering was held in 
August and in the fall edition of Two 
Eagles, there were five letters from people 
who had attended. Three of them refer to 
“Two-Spirit(ed) womyn, mothers, daugh-
ters, person, people, and brothers”. In 
the earlier summer edition of Two Eagles 
and in other writings prior to the ‘90 
gathering there is no record of the term 
“Two-spirit”. In 1991 the organization in 
Toronto changed its name to “2-Spirited 
People of the 1st Nations”. Some authors 
have their own opinions as to why this 
change occurred (Hasten, 2002 as quoted 
in McLeod, 2003).

Albert also cautions us that, “Although 
two-spirit is an umbrella term meant to 
be inclusive of all indigenous peoples, it 
should be noted that Inuit gays and les-
bians have not yet been consulted as to 
whether they wish to be identified with 
it (2003, 28).”

Tw
o-

Sp
iri

t P
eo

pl
e 

of
 M

an
ito

ba
 

Pr
id

e 
M

ar
ch

. t
w

os
pi

rit
m

an
ito

ba
.c

a



18 19

Links between gay  
and lesbian  
communities,  
workers, feminists,  
and trade unions

The 1970s
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The 1960s was a period that saw a tremen-
dous growth in movements challenging 
the status quo. These included the wom-
en’s movement, the anti-war movement, 
the civil rights movement, and the Amer-
ican Indian Movement. It was also a time 
when women entered the paid labour force 
in great numbers. Women’s engagement in 
the paid labour force in such large num-
bers brought significant challenges and 
changes to workplaces, to unions and to 
society at large.

There is a broad consensus in the labour 
movement and among labour and fem-
inist researchers that it was feminists 
in the trade union movement who first 
challenged patriarchal union orthodoxies. 
These women workers pointed out that 
while unions could be a vehicle for change, 
too often the unions themselves became 
an obstacle to women’s equality - and thus 
equality for all workers.

Union sisters with support from feminists 
outside the trade union movement created 
women’s committees and caucuses and 
developed and led educational and train-
ing programmes on women’s rights and 
leadership. They fought for their represen-
tation in leadership and decision-making 
structures at all levels of their unions. 

They ensured that their demands such 
as childcare, maternity leave, equal pay, 
an end to separate seniority lists, pay 
equity, employment equity and issues of 
workplace sexual harassment and socie-
tal violence against women, became core 
union demands for equity and equality for 
women workers. These demands evolved 
into mainstream union demands over 
the following decades. The structures 
and mechanisms that women set up in 
unions became the models that were sub-
sequently reproduced by other workers 
such as gay and lesbian workers, racial-
ized workers, workers with disabilities 
and Aboriginal workers.

In the early 1970s, there was a significant 
overlap between those involved in gay and 
lesbian organizing and those involved in 
left political parties and the independent 
left. According to Ken Popert, a founding 
member of Gay Alliance Toward Equality 
(GATE), Toronto and The Body Politic (1971-
1987), (a gay monthly magazine which 
played a major role in the struggles of gays 
and lesbians in Canada), GATE had many 
members who were active in the gay liber-
ation movement and were also members of 
trade unions. He says gay activists learned 
to organize from trade unionists and from 
left wing parties.1 

1 Furthermore, Popert shares a little-known fact - two gay 
men paid for the printing of the first issue of The Body 
Politic. They were both union members and one of them 
was with the Printers’ Union.
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In 1975 the University of Regina Students’ 
Union and the Canadian Union of Public 
Employees, (CUPE) Local 1486 signed the 
first labour agreement in Saskatchewan 
prohibiting discrimination on the grounds 
of sexual orientation. The second contract 
with this provision was signed between 
the Saskatchewan Human Rights Com-
mission (SHRC) and CUPE Local 1871 on 
August 1, 1976.

On September 28th, 1976, Local 881 of 
the Canadian Union of Public Employ-
ees (CUPE) passed a resolution that was 
probably a landmark resolution for gay 
workers in British Columbia. The reso-
lution which was sent to the B.C. Feder-
ation of Labour convention in November 
of that year, recommended that the B.C. 
Federation of Labour work towards the 
inclusion of an equal opportunity clause 
for gay workers in all contracts ratified for 
the following year. Local 881 included the 
greatest number of social service workers 
in the Vancouver Resources Board.4 How-
ever, the resolution was not adopted at 
the convention.5 

4 For information about the Vancouver Resources Board,  
please see https://www.memorybc.ca/
vancouver-resources-board

5 SEARCH Newsletter, October 1976.p.2.

An early example of gay and lesbian activists connecting with 
unions was the 1973 struggle to get sexual orientation included in 
an anti-discrimination policy at the City of Toronto. Members of 
GATE had first approached City Council to get their support, but 
city councillors did not support the resolution. This prompted 
GATE members to solicit support from the city’s unions – CUPE 
Local 79, the inside workers and CUPE Local 43 representing 
the outside workers. 

Ken Popert recalls being impressed by the union execu-
tive’s empathy with the oppression of gays: “The workers 
and the women on the executive, like gay men, knew 
what it meant to be engaged in a ceaseless struggle 
against powerful and antagonistic forces. Like gays they 
were constantly being shat on by the powers that control 
the media and most other institutions.”2 Within a week 
of the meeting between members of GATE and the Exec-
utive of Local 79, GATE received a letter of commitment 
and solidarity from the union. It said, “We thoroughly 
understand your attempt to correct discrimination based 
on sexual orientation. As a union we feel that if someone 
is qualified for a position, he/she should be judged on 
merit only. We feel civil servants are to be in no way dis-
criminated against with regards to hiring, assignments, 
promotions or dismissals on the basis of sexual orienta-
tion…You have our support.”3 This was a radical position 
taken by a union at a time when gays and lesbians could 
be fired for being homosexuals. 

2 Popert, K. (1976). “Gay rights in the unions”, The Body Politic, April. Toronto. p. 12-13.
3 Ibid.
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In another demonstration of some of the 
historic links between gays and lesbians 
organizing in the “streets” and those orga-
nizing in the workplaces, on December 17th 
of the same year, members of Vancouver 
Gay Alliance Toward Equality (GATE) and 
a member of the Canadian Union of Postal 
Workers (CUPW) made a presentation on 
gay rights to the officers of the B.C. Fed-
eration of Labour. They called upon the 
Federation to include sexual orientation in 
anti-discrimination clauses of trade union 
contracts, to publicly support the inclusion 
of sexual orientation in the B.C. Human 
Rights Code and to set up a committee on 
gay rights within the B.C. Fed.6 

6 Gay Tide, February 1977, p.3.

Efforts toward formal legal equality were 
also underway in other provinces and in 
1977 Quebec became the first province 
to amend its legislation to include pro-
hibition of discrimination based on sex-
ual orientation. However, according to 
Chamberland et al8 the Quebec Charter 
of Human Rights and Freedoms did not 
protect against discrimination on the basis 
of sexual orientation in matters on pension 
plans, insurance and benefits (Article 137), 
even though protection against discrimi-
nation on the basis of sexual orientation 
was adopted in 1977. Further, according to 
them, “In the years 1976-1977 the unions 
offered their support to lesbian and gay 
activists against police repression; how-
ever, this was more a formal show of sup-
port than direct action or support”.9 

8 Chamberland, L., Lévy, J. J., Kamgain, O., Parvaresh, P. & 
Bègue, M. (2018). L’accès à l’égalité des personnes LGBT. 
In F. Saillant & E. Lamoureux (Eds.), InterReconnaissance: 
La mémoire des droits dans le milieu communautaire au 
Québec (pp. 49-112). Canada: Les Presses de l’Université 
Laval.

9 Ibid. p.74

Around the same time, Harold Desma-
rais, an out, autoworker at Ford’s Windsor 
Engine Plant, was subject to tremendous 
taunting and harassment from several of 
his co-workers. Luckily for Desmarais, 
the United Auto Workers union (later the 
Canadian Auto Workers, and now Unifor) 
had a clause in its contract prohibiting 
discrimination based on sexual orienta-
tion – a rarity at the time. “Back then, it 
was sort of a catch-22 situation,” he said. 
“People would say ‘if there’s nothing to be 
ashamed about, why are you hiding your 
sexuality,’ but a lot of people couldn’t be 
open about their sexuality without putting 
their job and even their home at risk”7. 
Harold was also an active member of 
Windsor Gay Unity.

7 http://www.insidetoronto.com/news-story/4059688-hu-
man-rights-advocate-harold-desmarais-to-be-inducted-
into-q-hall-of-fame/ Accessed July 18, 2019.

At this time, there was no Canadian Char-
ter of Rights and Freedoms and none of 
the other provinces or territories included 
sexual orientation as a prohibited ground 
for discrimination.

“G
ay

 R
ig

ht
s 

fo
r G

ay
 W

or
ke

rs
”.

 



26 27

Organizing a gay  
bathhouse in Toronto

In 1976 David Foreman, then 
in his mid-thirties, moved to 
Toronto and joined the Univer-
sity of Toronto’s Communist Party 
Club, the Gay Alliance Towards 
Equality (GATE) and worked 
evening shifts at the Richmond 
Street Health Emporium - a gay 
steam bathhouse cleaning rooms. 
According to David, “There were 
special perks there like you could 
have sex sometimes and you 
could stay over and not have to 
pay. But there was a little group 
of privileged people there who 
were getting special treatment by 
the management and I thought 
that was not fair to the others. 
So, I decided to look for a union 
that might help me organize the 
steam baths”. 

David approached the Hotel 
Employees and Restaurant 
Employees International (HERE), 
a precursor of UNITE HERE. 
According to David, “The union 
was hesitant at first because they 
had never heard of what goes on 
in steam baths. But they said go 
ahead and see how many names 
you can get”. At the Bath, there 
were 20-30 people working in the 
three shifts and it had about 

40+ rooms, cubicles, and wash-
rooms. David came close to 
signing up fifty percent of the 
workforce, “…but I noticed that 
the boss was also organizing 
against me. He organized a lot 
of dope parties for the workers 
and I thought to myself that I can-
not compete against this special 
entertainment”. Soon David was 
let go from the steam bath.

The union filed an unfair dis-
missal complaint at the Labour 
Relations Board. On the day of 
the hearing the owner of the Bath 
proposed a $1,000 settlement for 
firing David. David told the union 
that he did not want to accept the 
offer as that would be a defeat. 
Eventually, David accepted the 
$1,000, after the union lawyer 
said that most likely someone 
else would build on his work and 
be successful. However, she did 
not tell him that the settlement 
came with a ban from the Toronto 
bath houses. The following week, 
David tried to go to a bath house 
but was not allowed in and the 
same happened at another bath. 
The ban lasted almost 30 years. 

On February 23rd, 1977, Don Hann, a gay day care worker in Vancouver 
lobbied the Daycare Workers Union of B.C. to form a gay caucus. One 
of his arguments to his colleagues was that unions were finally recog-
nizing gay and lesbian workers and supporting them and urged uniting 
with gay caucuses of other trade unions. Furthermore, he stated, “Only 
by coming out of the closet, demanding our civil rights, soliciting the 
support of sister and brother trade unionists and others will we ever 
win our liberation”.10 Don’s resolution was adopted by the meeting.

In January 1979 the Saskatoon and District Labour Council passed a 
resolution calling for the province’s human rights legislation to be 
amended to prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation.

Slowly but surely, the B.C. Federation of Labour came around to acknowl-
edging sexual orientation in its rank and file, i.e., the existence of gay 
and lesbian workers. See the letter in this page.

10 This information is from historical documents given  
to the author by Don Hann.
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Many lesbians were also not hiding who 
they were. The following case about the 
women workers of Inglis shows that les-
bians were active in their unions and in 
leadership positions in unions of predom-
inantly male workers.

Solidarity on  
the Shop Floor

In the 1960s and 1970s women were joining 
the workforce in large numbers in both 
the public and private sectors in Canada. 
One such workplace was the John Inglis 
Company, located on Strachan Avenue in 
Toronto. The 1200 Inglis workers, members 
of United Steelworkers Local 2900, man-
ufactured washing machines and other 
appliances. During WWII the company 
had produced weapons, employing mainly 
women workers known as the Bren Gun 
Girls, similar to Rosie the Riveter in the US. 
After the war, most of the women were let 
go and men again became the majority.

There was homophobia in the plant like in 
every workplace but courageous women 
like Bev stood up to it and gained the 
respect of their fellow workers. It wasn’t 
always easy but the progressive union 
executive, led by President Mike Hersh, 
took on any harassment or bullying that 
went on in the workplace. The Local went 
through several strikes at Inglis during the 
eighties, building a strong camaraderie 
and sense of solidarity among workers. 
Bev and another lesbian steward, Nancy 
Farmer, formed the first women’s com-
mittee in the United Steelworkers in Can-
ada. They had each other’s backs, and 
Bev eventually became vice-president of 
the Local. It was rare for women in indus-
trial workplaces to win seats on a union 
executive, and Bev’s was undoubtedly 
the highest position held by a lesbian at 
that time. She was poised to take over the 
presidency when the plant shut down in 
December of 1989.

USW 2900 became a forward looking and 
militant Local and the union activists did 
what they could to create an atmosphere 
on the shop floor where sexuality wasn’t 
an issue. Interestingly, the guy who gay 
baited Bev during her election later ran as 
a steward on her team, proving that atti-
tudes can change as people work together. 

It is women like Bev who not only changed 
union culture, but also paved the way for 
others who came later.1112

11 Allison Dubarry, an out racialized lesbian, was president 
of USW Local 1998, the largest Steelworkers’ Local in 
Canada, for three terms from 2003-2012. 

12 This information provided by Carolyn Egan President  
of the Steelworkers Toronto Area Council and a founding 
member of Steel Pride.

It was hard work, but it was well paid. 
Of the women who were hired or stayed 
on after the war, a number were lesbi-
ans though it was not always spoken of 
openly. Bev Brown started work at Inglis in 
1976. She became active in the union and 
became known as someone who would 
stand up for her fellow workers, particu-
larly women.

In 1979 she ran for chief shop steward. One 
night, during the union election, workers 
were gathered at a local bar in advance of 
a membership meeting. The guy who was 
running against Bev came up to a steward, 
Dave Parker, and asked for his support. 
Dave indicated he was voting for Bev. 
He leaned over saying, “You know she’s 
queer”. Dave shot back, “Not as queer as 
this conversation. I’m voting for Bev”. He 
never told her because he didn’t want to 
demoralize her or hurt her, but he told 
fellow workers what was going on and 
Bev won the election handily – as well 
as every position she stood for after that.
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Fighting back  
in the streets 
and on the job

The 1980s

04
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The 1980s was an important decade in the fight for gay 
and lesbian rights. Gays and lesbians were openly and 
proudly organizing in groups and in movements for social 
change in numerous cities of the country. 

In Toronto, the fight back decade began on February 5th, 
1981 with a massive police raid on four gay bath houses. 
Two hundred and sixty-eight men were arrested and 
charged as “found-ins” and nineteen others were charged 
as “keepers of a common bawdy house”. Code named 
Operation Soap, the bath house raid was the largest mass 
arrest in Canada since the FLQ (Front de libération du 
Québec) crisis of 1970.

On February 20th, 1981, a demonstration was held against 
the police raids. Over four thousand angry people rallied at 
Queen’s Park, the provincial legislature, and marched to Metro 
Toronto Police’s 52 Division to protest the bath house raids 
and to call for an independent inquiry. Keynote speakers at 
the Rally included Lemona Johnson, wife of Albert Johnson, a 
black man who was killed by police, Brent Hawkes, a pastor of 
the Metropolitan Community Church and Wally Majeski, the 
President of Metro Toronto Labour Council. While Majeski took 
the position to support the rights of gay men against police 
harassment and arrests, many in the labour movement were 
not happy with his stand. However, his decision to speak out 
in support of gay men was an important statement of solidarity 
for gay and lesbian workers and underlined the need to work 
in coalitions to defend the human rights of all workers.

The attack on the Baths brought many “out of the closets, 
(or baths for that matter) and into the streets” and raised the 
volume on the need for human rights protection for gays and 
lesbians. The massive organizing on the streets encouraged 
gays and lesbians to also stand up for their rights in the work-
place and vice versa. Over the coming two decades there was 
a dynamic and mutually supportive relationship between 
organizing for LGBT rights in unions and in society at large.
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The 1980s was also the decade that saw the emergence of HIV and AIDS in gay 
communities (and in heterosexual communities) and the tragic loss of so many 
friends and colleagues. The loss of so many members of “the family”, the lack 
of recognition, and inadequate and often offensive responses by governments 
and medical and related institutions to the challenges of HIV/AIDS, pushed 
gays and lesbians to organize “in your face” activities and challenges to the 
status quo. Some unions too rose to challenge homophobia, others continued 
to discriminate against their gay and lesbian brothers and sisters.

Coming Out Twice 

In 1983, Jim Kane was working 
at CN (Canadian National Rail-
way) in Winnipeg. He was also 
an active member of the union – 
CBRT&GW (The Canadian Broth-
erhood of Railway Transport 
and General Workers.) and the 
union’s recording secretary. This 
was also the year that Jim decided 
to come out to his co-workers, the 
union and to CN.

In the Fall of 1983, Jim ran for 
President of his Local. He lost the 
vote because some members did 
not want to vote for him because 
he was gay. Jim was so upset by 
this homophobic behaviour that 
he quit the union and left his job. 
At this time, CN was very much 
a blue-collar male dominated 
industry and women were only 
just beginning to come into the 
CN workforce.

As a result of quitting his job, 
Jim resigned his position on the 
Executive of the Union. Later, CN 
hired him back to take a man-
agement position. They also told 
him that for them his “lifestyle” 
was not an issue. Over the years, 
Jim worked in various positions 
including human resources and 
labour relations to change pol-
icies and at various points the 
managers asked for his inputs as 
they developed policies for inclu-
siveness. When Jim was diag-
nosed as HIV+ he was involved 
in developing policy for people 
who were positive. He came out 
as HIV + on December 1st, 2000 
but was diagnosed in 1986. Jim 
feels he came out twice. 

Another union actively advocating on behalf of their lesbian 
and gay members during this decade was the Ontario Secondary 
School Teachers’ Federation (OSSTF). Their handbook on salary 
policy from the 1980s stated, “… any discrimination in salary, 
promotion, tenure, fringe benefits based on age, sex or sexual 
orientation, marital status, race, religion, or place of national 
origin should be opposed”. This policy was an amazing show 
of solidarity from a union of teachers whose gay and lesbian 
members were especially vulnerable to homophobic attacks 
due to their work with young people.

The 1980s was the decade that pushed the struggle for gay lib-
eration toward the struggle for equality and human rights rec-
ognition. However, activists also lost many challenges for equal 
rights and unions did not always support them.
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Fighting prejudice  
in education

In 1987, Eric Smith was teaching grades 
five and six at Clark’s Harbour Elementary 
School (pop. 1,200) on the south shore of 
Nova Scotia. Ever since he was young, 
many in the community presumed he was 
gay. Eric was also active in the teachers’ 
union and the year before; he was presi-
dent of the union local.

In 1986 Eric was diagnosed with HIV and 
‘outed’ by his doctor’s secretary the follow-
ing year. In this small fishing community, it 
did not take long before parents suspected 
he was the person who was HIV+ as they 
had always assumed, he was gay. Despite a 
gross violation of his privacy, Eric decided 
not to take any legal action against the 
doctor or his secretary.

When Eric’s HIV status became public, 
a meeting was called, and 500 people 
attended. At the meeting, a southern U.S. 
Baptist Church film was shown which 
depicted a student using the same comb 
as someone who had AIDS, implying that 
if any of the students in Eric’s class were to 
use his comb, they would get AIDS.

No meetings were held by health depart-
ment staff to assure the public that Eric, 
as a teacher who was HIV+, was not a dan-
ger to the children. The kids on the other 
hand were supportive of Eric and they were 
excited to be in his class. He dressed casu-
ally, was friendly and accommodating and 
a fun teacher who did things like play disco 
music for the students while they worked. 
Despite his popularity with the students, 
Eric lost his job.

Eric wanted his job back; but the Nova Sco-
tia Teachers Union never really attempted 
to get Eric reinstated. Instead, the union 
wanted $200,000 in compensation for 
Eric from the School Board. However, the 
School Board did not have the money, so 
Eric did not get any compensation. 

Eric continued to live in the community 
still hoping to get his job back. However, 
the police were concerned about Eric’s 
safety and felt they could not guarantee 
it. It was around this time that the Prov-
ince approached the Union to see if Eric 
would be willing to join the Nova Scotia 
Task Force on AIDS. He agreed and was 
seconded to the Task Force on his teacher’s 
salary. He worked there for a year. The idea 
was that after a year he would go back 
to the school; but the parents organized 
against him once again.

The Provincial government intervened 
again and offered Eric a position for three 
years with the Dept. of Education in Hal-
ifax to develop an AIDS curriculum for 
high schools. In 1991, after the three years 
were completed, Eric was still not able to 
resume his job. Finally, Eric settled with 
the government. His demands were that 
there should be AIDS education in schools 
and that sexual orientation and rights of 
peoples with HIV and AIDS be included 
in the Human Rights Act. In exchange for 
this, Eric agreed to give up fighting for his 
teaching job. The Union did not support 
Eric to get his job back and neither did 
they apologize.

In December 2018, Eric Smith was awarded 
the Nova Scotia Human Rights Award.

As gays and lesbians were organizing 
and fighting for their rights on numerous 
fronts, the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms, a watershed document enshrin-
ing the rights of Canadians, became part 
of the Canadian Constitution in 1982. How-
ever, its equality rights provisions did not 
become legally binding until 1985. The pro-
hibition of discrimination on the basis of 
sexual orientation was incorporated into 
the Québec Charter of Human Rights and 
Freedoms as early as 1977. Sexual orien-
tation was included in the Human Rights 
Code of Ontario in 1986 and in the codes 
of Manitoba and the Yukon in 1987. The 
inclusion of sexual orientation as a pro-
hibited ground of discrimination was not 
covered in the Canadian Charter, Section 
15, until 1995, with the Supreme Court of 
Canada decision in the case of Egan vs. 
Canada. In May 1995 the Supreme Court 
ruled against Jim Egan and Jack Nesbit, 
two gay men who sued Ottawa for the 
right to claim spousal pensions under the 
Old Age Security Act. Despite the ruling 
against them, all nine judges agreed that 
sexual orientation is a protected ground 
and that protection extends to partner-
ships of lesbians and gay men.13 

13 http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/timeline-same-sex-
rights-in-canada-1.1147516 Accessed July 18, 2019.
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Legislation and collective 
bargaining work in tandem 

Unions negotiate new provisions for collective 
agreements that eventually become enshrined in 
law, and laws become integrated into the reading 
of collective agreements. Gay and lesbian workers 
first organized for their rights in their locals and 
at the bargaining table, winning new rights in 
their collective agreements. Once same-sex rights, 
protections and benefits began to be included 
in collective agreements, grievance procedures 
provided a mechanism to challenge discrimina-
tion against gays and lesbians. If a case was not 
resolved at the workplace; it went to arbitration 
at a Labour Relations Board.

The first arbitration case for same-sex ben-
efits was filed by a worker of the Cana-
dian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) in 
Quebec in 1986. She was a lesbian who 
was denied leave to care for her ailing 
same-sex partner of 16 years. The col-
lective agreement allowed employees 
leave in situations of illness if they were 
“immediate family members” and even 
if they were “common-law spouses”. The 
CUPW argued that the definitions were 
applicable to the lesbian and her same-sex 
partner and that they should be covered 
especially since their collective agreement 
prohibited discrimination based on sexual 
orientation. However, Canada Post refused 
to recognize her partner as either family 
or a common-law spouse (Peterson, 1999, 
p.40-41) Needless to say, the CUPW worker 
did not get the leave.

In 1988 Karen Andrews an employee of the 
Toronto Public Library Board claimed that 
she and her live-in female partner, and 
her two children were entitled to family 
coverage under the Ontario Health Insur-
ance Plan (OHIP). The Canadian Union 
of Public Employees, (CUPE) Local 1996 
supported her case. However, the Ministry 
of Health refused to accept the application 
for family coverage. The Ministry’s lawyer 
argued that the definition of a family in the 
relevant legislation restricted it to spouses 
of the opposite sex. While Andrews did 
not win her case, her challenge eventually 
led OHIP to make changes by enabling 
individualized coverage.
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Rights were won through pain and humiliation. 
Below, Darlene Bown explains what happened 
to her when she tried to get same-sex benefits for 
her partner.

On September 13th, 1988, Darlene Bown was hired to work in 
food services in a hospital in Victoria, B.C.

“I was out as a lesbian in my personal life but not at work as it 
was not safe. My partner decided to go back to university, so I 
applied to have my partner put onto my benefits. At this time, I 
was working in housekeeping. My manager was supportive, so 
I went to human resources to file the paperwork. When I told 
HR my partner’s name I was questioned if my partner’s name 
was wrong as it looked and sounded like a women’s name, I 
said she is a woman. When I left that office, I heard laugh-
ter breakout from the office that I had just left. I will always 
remember how it made me feel. It was my worst nightmare; 
I was being discriminated against right to my face. Everyone 
was laughing at me. I cried the rest of the day. I wanted to 
quit my job right there and never go back. I booked off sick 
and only with the support of my partner did I return to work. 

My manager had his clerk process my paperwork which had 
my women partner’s name on it. That was back in the summer 
of 1992. 

Word spread like wildfire throughout the hospital that I was 
a lesbian. I was a shop steward and on the local executive 
and I won the member of the year award that year. Once the 
word got out that I was a lesbian, a co-worker went to another 
shop steward and accused me of sexually harassing her. The 
accusation was never investigated, and I was removed from 
my position as a shop steward and from the local executive. 
I was called ‘dyke’ in the halls by trades people and received 
threatening phone calls at home. My coming out was not sup-
ported by my union or my co-workers. By now it was 1993 and 
I was working in Central Processing Services where operating 
room instruments are sterilized. Thankfully, the Hospital 
Employees Union (HEU) Provincial Office did not support the 
Local’s decision to remove me from the Executive.

In that same year, HEU held a focus group for LGBT people 
at the summer school training. This essentially forced many 
people to come out as that was the only way you could be in 
the focus group. I had a woman walk up to me and tell me 
her name was Louise. She said, ‘I am a lesbian and you are 
a lesbian too’. I was shocked when she said that, but I said 
‘yes’. Since then I have never looked back. I have been with 
HEU from the start of its inclusion of LGBT people and even 
today I am active in the union. Thanks for HEU learning and 
growing with me”.
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The 1980s also saw several unions explicitly denounce dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual orientation. For example, 
in 1980, the Canadian Labour Congress amended its constitu-
tion to include sexual orientation. In 1985, the Canadian Auto 
Workers (CAW) broke away from the United Auto Workers and 
formed their own union. The first CAW constitution contained 
Article 2 – Objectives: “To unite all workers who are under the 
jurisdiction of CAW Canada into one organization without regard 
to …sexual preference…” This reference had not been included 
in the UAW Constitution. In 1994, the language was changed to 
“sexual orientation”.

Quebec lesbian  
and gay workers

This was also the case in Quebec. The CSN has an early history 
of the self-organization of gay and lesbian workers. In June 
1988, at the National Congress, a gay man called for an informal 
meeting of lesbian and gay workers. A handful of workers met 
and proposed the creation of the Comité CSN sur la condition des 
lesbiennes et des gais. It was not part of any official structure 
but more of a working group. A formal Committee with an offi-
cial mandate from the CSN’s Conseil confédéral was created in 
March 2-4, 1989. Its mandate was, “…inquire into the realities 
of the members of these minorities in our movement and in the 
workplaces and propose counter-measures aimed at eliminating 
all forms of discrimination by members of these minorities”. 

Members of the committee set themselves the following 
objectives: “1) conduct an inquiry into the reality of mem-
bers; 2) collect testimonies; 3) integrate into the network 
of lesbian and gay organizations in order to be visible; 4) 
develop a network of activists that reaches out as much 
as possible to the various regions of Quebec; 5) develop 
various demands in order to improve the situation of les-
bians and gay men in Quebec”. The Committee adopted 
the pink triangle as its logo.14 The Committee, the Comité 
confédéral LGBT, became a permanent advisory body to 
the confederation.

14 NOUVELLES CSN 311 1990-09-20 page 14.  
Accessed July 24th, 2019
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The fight against 
crosscutting inequalities

The struggle for equality rights of workers 
in workplaces and in unions in the 1980s 
also involved organizing for the rights of 
women and racialized workers - this ben-
efited gay and lesbian workers generally 
and specifically those gays and lesbians 
who were also racialized and thus expe-
rienced multiple and intersecting discrim-
inations. In the 1980s, the Ontario Public 
Service Employees Union (OPSEU) began 
a conversation on employment equity in 
the province and established a Race Rela-
tions and Minority Rights Committee in the 
union. The committee included workers 
who represented the interests of women, 
who were racialized, who were workers 
with disabilities, who were Francophone 
and who were gay. These committee mem-
bers came from different sectors within 
OPSEU: colleges, public sector, etc. and 
came from both urban and rural areas of 
the province. At that time Beverley John-
son was a member of the Committee. She 
eventually became the Chair.

“I was one of three or four LGBT staff who formed a com-
mittee within the CUPE Local to promote LGBT issues 
within CUSO [CUSO is a Canadian organization that 
recruits Canadians to work in the global South on a vol-
unteer basis.]. From about 1982ish to about 1987ish we 
were able to achieve the insertion of non-discrimination 
based on sexual orientation into our collective agree-
ment and within the process of selection, preparation 
and placement of Canadians going to work in the global 
South. As a result, a section on sexual orientation was 
included in pre-departure discussions and a document 
was written on conditions relating to sexual orientation 
in various programming countries of CUSO. Several 
openly LGBT persons and couples were recruited and 
placed by CUSO. Lily Mah-Sen, then a CUPE member 
and now of Amnesty International was instrumental in 
this. We also did conscientization within the Union and 
within CUSO. This set an important precedent among 
many for CUPE and its locals.”

Trevor Cook, Montreal

According to Beverley, “It is important 
to mention that there was not a lot of 
support in the labour movement for this 
work. Some union leaders supported it, 
but many of the rest reflected the conser-
vatism of Canadian society in terms of 
equality for racialized or gay and lesbian 
workers or the rights of workers with 
disabilities. They were not supportive of 
employment equity. On the other hand, 
this work also attracted a lot of workers 
who had faced discrimination or multi-
ple and intersecting discriminations and 
many more of these workers became active 
in the Union”.15

The work of Beverley and her colleagues 
from OPSEU and community-based orga-
nizations influenced the New Democratic 
Party (NDP) and a few years later the 
Ontario NDP introduced an Employment 
Equity Bill which eventually became law.

15 Interview with the author on June 27th, 2014.
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In the 1990s, unions and labour federations built on the 
victories won through grievances in individual unions. 
This was the decade that saw grievances move from 
Labour Board arbitrations to Human Rights Tribunals, 
to provincial courts, to the Supreme Court of Canada. As 
the agenda for equality and social unionism advanced, 
there was no going back. Throughout the 1990s, the 
workplace rights of minority workers advanced through 
contract negotiations winning human rights and equality 
language, same-sex benefits and eventually pensions. 

In 1989 the Hospital Employees Union (HEU) in British 
Columbia had negotiated same-sex benefits, well before 
it was legally mandated in the province. Then, in a land-
mark decision in 1991, the union filed an historic human 
rights lawsuit on behalf of HEU member Tim Knodel 
against B.C.’s Medical Services Commission (MSC) when 
it denied medical coverage for Knodel’s partner Ray Gar-
neau, who was terminally ill. On August 31, 1991, the B.C. 
Supreme Court ruled in favour of HEU and ordered the 
MSC to recognize same-sex partners as “spouses” and 
grant them medical coverage.

In 1990, a group of union members founded the PSAC 
Lesbian and Gay Support Group (LGSG), which lobbied 
strongly for the rights of lesbian and gay members. Also, 
in 1990, the first CAW Lesbian and Gay caucuses were 
formed in Toronto and Vancouver. A major focus of their 
work was to tackle the issue of same-sex benefits. In 1990, 
the CLC Convention adopted a resolution to make same-
sex benefit bargaining a priority for all Canadian unions. 

In 1991 six CAW members, with the assis-
tance of the union, filed human rights 
complaints against Canadian Airlines for 
its refusal to recognize same-sex spouses 
for benefit coverage. A year later a similar 
complaint was brought against Air Can-
ada. Gay men were a significant part of 
the workforce in the airline sector. 

In 1991, the gay and lesbian committee of 
CUPE, the National Pink Triangle Commit-
tee, was formed. In 1992, they were the first 
labour committee in Canada and possibly 
internationally, to prepare an information 
kit on sexual orientation.

In the fall of 1992, two gay men, Michael 
Lee and Rick Waller, members of CTEA 
(Canadian Telephone Employees Associa-
tion) filed separate grievances with Bell for 
same sex-benefits. It took until November 
1994 before a judgement was delivered by 
the arbitrator in their favour and led to the 
same-sex benefits coverage for all the gay 
and lesbian employees and managers of 
Bell. Unfortunately, Waller did not survive 
to hear of their victory. He died of compli-
cations from AIDS a few months before 
the decision was announced. This was a 
victory for same-sex benefits in Canada 
before same-sex benefits were won for 
LGBT workers in many other parts of the 
country, and it enabled LGBT workers in 
other unions of Bell to also benefit from 
this victory. 
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Equity work in the 1990s included the for-
mation of several identity-based caucuses 
within OPSEU and in many other unions 
across Canada. The OPSEU caucuses 
included Workers of Colour, Aboriginal 
Circle, Disability Rights and a gay and 
lesbian caucus that eventually became 
the Rainbow Alliance of today. The point 
of the caucuses was to enable as wide a 
representation and engagement from the 
members of OPSEU as possible.

As Bev Johnson says, “Of course, as the 
caucuses became more active there was 
“push-back” from other union members, 
this is to be expected; one hopes that with 
committed leadership at the top, the rights 
of minority workers can be advanced”. 

Early on, OPSEU participated in Toronto’s 
Pride Parade and, “In 1992 we had our 
own float in the Caribana Parade for the 
first time. Fred Upshaw [the President at 
the time], ‘got hell for this’ from others on 
the Executive Board. They did not approve 
OPSEU having a float in the Caribana 
Parade. They did not see the point for this. 
But that participation said to our members 
who were not active in their locals that 
their union was interested in their cul-
tural activism and that led to a lot of them 
getting involved in their locals. It was a 
low-cost event for such great returns. Until 
my retirement in 2005, that was the only 
year that OPSEU had a float in Caribana”.16

16 The very abridged history of the equity work in/of OPSEU 
was documented by the author in conversations with 
Beverley Johnson, a black heterosexual who was OPSEU’s 
Human Rights Officer.

The 1993 Quebec Human 
Rights Commission  
Inquiry into violence  
and discrimination against 
gays and lesbians

In 1992, following the killings of nine gay 
men over two years in Montréal, the Table 
de concertation des lesbiennes et gais du 
Grand Montréal (The Gay and Lesbian 
Concertation Table of Greater Montreal) 
asked the Quebec Human Rights Com-
mission to hold a public inquiry into the 
violence and discrimination perpetrated 
against members of the gay and lesbian 
communities.

This same year, 1992, was also the 15th 
anniversary of the prohibition of discrim-
ination based on sexual orientation in 
the Quebec Charter of Rights and Free-
doms. The Human Rights Commission 
was requested to explore several issues, 
such as violence and discrimination from 
the police, in workplaces and how the 
government was addressing this violence 
and discrimination or not. 

The consultation publique sur la violence 
et la discrimination envers les gais et lesbi-
ennes (The public consultation on violence 
and discrimination against gays and les-
bians) was held from November 15 to 22, 
1993. This was the first inquiry of its kind 
in North America and was a turning point 
for the gay and lesbian communities in 
Quebec as well as for Québécois society. 
The final Report of the Commission was 
released in 1994.

The Confédération des syndicats nationaux 
(CSN) and the Conseil central du Montréal 
métropolitain (CCMM-CSN), one of CSN’s 
regional councils, made a joint submission 
to the Inquiry. The submission highlighted 
the need for legal protections against dis-
crimination as fundamental to gay and 
lesbian rights as workers and citizens, the 
recognition of same-sex couples and the 
inclusion of non-discrimination clauses 
in collective agreements. The CSN also 
recommended that the Human Rights Com-
mission develop educational campaigns, 
funded by the government, to raise public 
awareness about protections in the Charter 
based on sexual orientation. The police, 
health, education and justice sectors were 
specifically identified for this. Their sub-
mission included the results of a survey 
of workers in the workplace on gay and 
lesbian rights.
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In 1990, the previously mentioned commit-
tee of lesbian and gay members of the CSN 
had conducted a survey of the members of 
its component unions.17 The results were 
submitted to the Quebec Human Rights 
Commission’s inquiry to demonstrate what 
the workers themselves wanted. A total of 
467 persons completed the questionnaire. 
Briefly, the results of the survey were:

• 1% of the respondents identified as 
lesbian or gay; 

• 87% of the respondents said they 
wanted the CSN to defend gay and 
lesbian workers from discrimination;

• 73% considered it fairly or very 
important for the inclusion of a 
non-discrimination clause in collec-
tive agreements; 

• 63% felt it was quite or very import-
ant that same-sex spouses were 
recognized;

• 55% felt it was fairly or very import-
ant for lesbians or gay spouses to get 
parental leave.18 

17 Édition spéciale de NOUVELLES CSN 8 mai 1990 – 55e 
congrès. Accessed July 23rd, 2019.

18 The results of the survey were compiled from DE 
L’ILLÉGALITÉ À L’ÉGALITÉ and also provided by Prof. Line 
Chamberland.

The early to mid 1990s were 
years of intense organizing 
and coming out across 
the country, including in 
Alberta.

In 1991 Delwin Vriend, who was a lab 
instructor at King’s University College in 
Edmonton was fired from his job because 
he was gay. He was not a member of any 
union, but unions defended his unfair 
dismissal because they recognized this 
as a violation of a basic human right. 
The Alberta Human Rights Commission 
refused to investigate the case because 
the Alberta Individual Rights Protection 
Act did not cover discrimination based on 
sexual orientation. 

Intersyndicale des femmes du Québec 
submitted testimony on the issues relat-
ing specifically to lesbians, particularly 
access to health and social services and 
the question of same-sex spouses. They 
also described the violence imposed on 
lesbians due to heterosexism, and notably 
the psychological violence experienced 
in workplaces.19 In 1993, the Intersyndi-
cale des femmes du Québec20 represented 
150,000 women workers in different areas 
of employment.21

At the same time, the Canadian Life and 
Health Insurance Association (CLHIA) also 
made a submission to the Quebec inquiry.22 
The Association represented about 100 
companies that provided health and life 
insurance in the country. The submission 
reiterated the heterosexual definition of 
‘spouse’, stating that the CLHIA would 
wait for legislative changes.

19 Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la 
jeunesse (1994). DE L’ILLÉGALITÉ À L’ÉGALITÉ Rapport de 
la consultation publique sur la violence et la discrimina-
tion envers les gais et lesbiennes. p.15.

20 La violence faite aux femmes dans les milieux de travail: 
la discrimination faite aux lesbiennes is a report submit-
ted by the Intersyndicale des femmes du Québec to this 
inquiry. It is available in the document centre of the Com-
mission for Human Rights and Youth Rights of Quebec.

21 Ibid. p.133.
22 Ibid. p.107.

Vriend took the government of Alberta to 
court with the support of many community 
and labour organizations including the 
CLC who had intervener status. In 1994 the 
court ruled that sexual orientation must be 
added to the Act. The Progressive Conser-
vative government of Ralph Klein won an 
appeal in 1996 but the decision was over-
turned. In November 1997, the case went 
to the Supreme Court of Canada and on 
April 2, 1998, the high court unanimously 
ruled that the exclusion of homosexuals 
from Alberta’s Individual Rights Protection 
Act was a violation of the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms.23

23 See http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/timeline-same-sex-
rights-in-canada-1.1147516 and https://www.thecanadi-
anencyclopedia.ca/en/article/vriend-case Accessed July 
18, 2019.
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CLC unions push  
for non-discrimination clauses

In another historic first, in 1992, the City of Montréal became the first employer 
in Quebec to offer same sex benefits (for the purposes of the group insurance) 
to their inside workers, CUPE (SCFP Local 429) and its outside workers, CUPE 
(SCFP Local 310).24

The year 1994 was an important year for labour organizing in the fight for gay 
and lesbian rights. It was also a momentous year for gay and lesbian commu-
nities organizing all over the country. This was the year that the Canadian 
Labour Congress Convention floor debated the CLC’s first policies on gay and 
lesbian rights. Convention delegates overwhelmingly endorsed two policy 
papers: “Confronting the Mean Society” and “Sexual Orientation”. The ‘mean 
society’ paper mandated the CLC to establish four working groups for equali-
ty-seeking constituencies, one of which was the Gay, Lesbian, Bi-sexual group, 
later renamed the Solidarity and Pride Working Group to be inclusive and to 
avoid the problem of having to change initials. The ‘sexual orientation’ paper 
denounced discrimination based on sexual orientation and called on affiliated 
unions to bargain non-discrimination clauses. It also encouraged affiliates to 
develop anti-harassment policies to include sexual orientation, bargain better 
protection for LGBT workers, recognize same-sex spousal benefits, etc.

24 Thanks to François Bellemare, Assistant Regional Director for CUPE/SCFP in Quebec. http://memoireduquebec.
com/wiki/index.php?title=Homosexuels_au_Qu%C3%A9bec Accessed October 22, 2019.

The CLC paper on Sexual Orientation stated:

“The CLC clearly understands that sexism, racism, ableism and 
heterosexism share common roots. We acknowledge that we can 
change attitudes and behaviour if we stand united. We know we will 
fail if we allow ourselves to be divided. We believe that we can be 
unified without uniformity and that we can celebrate our diversity 
without divisiveness. We will strive to achieve a truly inclusive union 
movement that is representative of all its members”. (CLC, 1994, p. 9).

Passing the CLC pride policy did not come 
easily. It was preceded by intense caucus-
ing. The floor strategy adopted by LGBT 
delegates was to speak at the microphones 
so that their trade union brothers and sis-
ters would have a glimpse of the struggles 
they went through in their workplaces and 
in the broader community. Allies in lead-
ership, such as Harry Hynd, the Director 
of District 6 of the United Steelworkers, 
spoke about being a young man when anti-
gay bigotry was the norm and of the gay 
bashings that took place. He apologized 
for not doing anything to stop them at that 
time. He implored all union members to do 
everything they could to change attitudes 
and support their brothers and sisters. 

At the end of the day, the CLC pride policy 
was adopted with a strong majority. More 
than just words on paper, it made it easier 
for LGBT members to demand that their 
unions take proactive measures to protect 
their rights and stop the harassment in 
the workplaces.

By 1994 the CAW had successfully nego-
tiated same-sex pension benefits at 
Northern Telecom (forcing the company 
to pay out of general revenue until pen-
sion legislation was amended). The union 
had also negotiated same-sex benefits at 
Nissan, Windsor Plastics, the Art Gallery 
of Ontario, Pinkertons, Co-op Housing 
Federation of Toronto, Brampton Hydro, 
CAMI Automotive, and Falconbridge 
Mines. Before the law changed in 2000, 
requiring employers to extend spousal 
benefits to same-sex couples, the CAW had 
successfully negotiated same-sex benefits 
in auto, rail, airline, hotel, and auto parts 
-- in units with less than 100 people, to 
units with over 20,000 members; in units 
where there were some self-identified gays 
and lesbians, to units where there were 
none. As a private sector union, the CAW 
was leading the way for legal recognition 
and equal rights for gays and lesbians in 
Canada. 

In 1994, the Ontario Federation of Labour 
approved the creation of a Gay and Lesbian 
Committee.
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CTEA: Women’s right  
to wear pants at Bell –  
a lesbian leads the way

Laura Davis worked at Bell and 
was a member of what was then 
called the Canadian Telecommu-
nications Employees’ Association 
(CTEA).25 CTEA was an indepen-
dent union certified in the 1940s 
to represent Bell employees in 
Ontario and Quebec. The union 
represented over 40,000 clerical 
and sales employees who were 
predominately women.

25 CTEA was eventually incorporated into the Communica-
tions, Energy and Paperworkers’ Union of Canada (CEP). 
In 2013, CEP and the Canadian Auto Workers (CAW) 
amalgamated to form Unifor.

In CTEA, national representa-
tives were elected and not hired. 
The Planning Council, a body 
of local presidents had asked 
Laura to consider running for 
the position of National Repre-
sentative. However, there were 
concerns expressed by some 
members of the Planning Coun-
cil that if Laura were elected, she 
would “not have an easy ride” 
in some of the cities of Ontario 
because “of her sexuality”. They 
also said that people “would 
not accept her”. In 1994 women 
workers at Bell were required to 
wear “female” clothing such as 
dresses and wearing pants was 
not allowed. Laura had told the 
Planning Council that she did not 
wear dresses, but that she would 
ensure that she dressed well with 
pants and jackets. According to 
Laura, she did not come out on 
the job; she just let them assume 
whatever they wanted. With her 
pants and jacket, Laura was 
elected to the position of National 
Representative.

However, when other National 
Representatives asked why 
Laura could wear pants and they 
not, they were told “because of 
her sexual preference”. Their 
response to this was that, “If 
Laura can wear pants, so can we!” 
Thanks to Laura, women workers 
of CTEA, many of whom were not 
lesbians, were able to wear pants 
on the job!

Another time, Laura had to attend 
a meeting with a Bell executive 
and a Local President told her 
that she hoped that Laura would 
be wearing a dress for the meet-
ing. She said, “If you don’t, they 
may think you are a lesbian”. 
Laura emphatically told her that 
she was. To Laura’s surprise and 
delight, at the meeting one of the 
Bell executives walked in wear-
ing leather pants! Laura sent her 
union sister a triumphant look.

However, there were difficult 
times too. Once a national rep 
assumed that she was doing 
Laura a favour by outing her to 
workers in a small town before 
the workers had met Laura. By 
the time Laura got there, she 
knew something was not right. 
According to Laura she would 
have preferred not to be pre-
judged by the women and would 
have liked for them to get to know 
her on her own terms. One or two 
of them got upset and said they 
did not want to be “hit on” by 
Laura. When this incident was 
discussed with Laura a few years 
later, Laura responded by saying, 
“We have standards, you know”, 
to which both women laughed.
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Living and commuting from the suburbs 
to downtown Montreal, Jean soon realized 
that Montreal was a different city than 
the one where he lived. His colleagues at 
work were Haitians, Vietnamese, Chinese, 
West Indians and of other ethno-cultural 
communities – people he had hardly 
seen in the suburbs. Furthermore, many 
of them were gay, flamboyant even and 
often not out to their families. As a young 
worker, still unsure of his sexuality, he 
was in awe of this new culture of racialized 
working-class gay men. According to Jean, 
white Catholic men were a minority in his 
union local. In Montreal, during the 1970s, 
the 1980s and into the 1990s the hotels, the 
hospitality sector and parts of the health 
sector were a few workplaces where out 
men could get jobs. These were workplaces 
where gay men were accepted and many 
of them were racialized. Of course, they 
also had white workers and black women 
workers from English and French speaking 
backgrounds. Even today, this sector is 
heavily racialized.

Racialized gay men  
in the Montreal  
labour force

Jean Lortie, the Secretary General of the 
CSN (Confédération des syndicats nation-
aux) in Quebec, began his working career 
in 1979 at the young age of 16. He began 
working in a hotel, the Holiday Inn in 
Montreal, and this hotel is still his home 
union (i.e. union local).26 The Federation 
of Commerce [Fédération du commerce 
(FC-CSN)] is Jean Lortie’s Federation and 
includes workers from diverse sectors such 
as retail, food services, finance and hotels. 

26 In contrast to many but not all union structures in English 
Canada, the CSN is a trade union confederation as it has 
a decentralized administration and empowered local 
unions. Its total membership is over 300,000 workers, in 
nearly 2,000 workplace unions primarily in Quebec with 
some members across Canada. The CSN is well known 
for its political mobilization and activism for the rights 
of workers and a democratic State. CSN in dialogue with 
progressive civil society organizations is committed 
to quality public services and a tax system capable of 
re-distributing wealth to build a society where no one is 
left out. 
 
The union is a primary grouping of workers (Each bar-
gaining unit is an autonomous union, as local unions and 
their members are issued their own legal certification.) 
Members bargain their own collective agreements and 
make all decisions concerning their union life. The CSN 
has eight federations of professional and sector specific 
unions. The Federation’s role is to provide affiliated 
unions with the necessary tools to negotiate and enforce 
their collective agreements. In Quebec, the unions come 
together into 13 regional central councils that cover the 
Province. Union life in each region revolves around the 
central council. Additional information about the CSN 
available at: https://www.csn.qc.ca/ and https://www.
csn.qc.ca/se-syndiquer/en/what-is-the-csn/ Accessed 
March 9 2021.

In 1981, Jean began a bachelor’s degree 
in history at the University of Montreal. 
During these years he continued to work at 
the hotel on weekends and during the sum-
mers. He remained active in the union at 
the hotel and was often engaged in conflict 
resolution. In 1983, the union asked him 
to join the Executive committee and Jean 
was elected Treasurer of his union local. 
At that time, he was also the Treasurer of 
his student union. In 1986, at the age of 
23, Jean was elected to the position of Trea-
surer of the FC-CSN - a full-time position 
in the Executive committee of his feder-
ation. In 1998 he was elected president 
and he remained at the FC-CSN until May 
2011 when he was elected to the full-time 
position of Secretary General of the CSN, 
a position he still holds today.
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HIV, AIDS  
and the hotel workers 

According to Jean Lortie, in the 1980s AIDS 
was beginning to take a toll on the workers 
in the hotels. Many men were falling ill. 
The death of Renaud Leblanc, a colleague, 
was very hard on everyone. Quite a few 
black men died of AIDS and many of their 
families did not know they were gay. These 
were sad and difficult times for the women 
and men working in the hotels. Having 
to deal with the illnesses and the stigma 
of AIDS and the need to challenge AIDS 
as ‘not a gay disease’ was an impetus for 
men to come out of the closet. It brought a 
different engagement of the men with the 
society around them as well as with their 
union. With the illnesses and loss of their 
partners, the issue of same sex benefits 
became important for hotel workers. 

On July 23rd, 1993, the collective agree-
ments at the Ritz Carlton and the Montreal 
Crescent hotels adopted a new definition of 
spouse including two people of the same 
sex. This was the second time a union in 
Quebec successfully negotiated same sex 
benefits. Soon after, 29 collective agree-
ments were negotiated in the hospitality 
sector, affecting more than 8,000 workers. 
This recognition allowed couples to benefit 
from social leave related to their spouse or 
to benefit from rights under certain ben-
efit or medical insurance plans. Also, in 
1993, the principle of racial non-discrim-
ination was adopted by the hotel sector 
unions and the general assemblies were 
expected to adopt it by June 1994. These 
were moments of pride for the union.

The 1990s was also the decade of the estab-
lishment of immigration and gay and les-
bian committees in several unions in CSN 
and in the other trade union federations in 
Quebec. In 1998 the CSN helped establish 
the Coalition for the Recognition of Same 
Sex Spouses. 

From the 1990s onwards, CSN was active 
in other campaigns for the equal rights 
of gay and lesbian workers such as for 
marriage rights in the early 2000s. Unable 
to convince the Canadian government to 
modify the federal legislation on marriage, 
activists managed to press the provincial 
legislature into creating “civil unions” 
in the Quebec civil code in 2002, a first 
in North America.27 This change in the 
law enabled the recognition of and legal 
rights of same sex spouses and same sex 
parents, although heterosexual couples 
can also decide to register a civil union, 
which is different from a civil marriage 
and from a de facto union (common-law 
partnership). 28

In assessing the current moment in our 
collective struggles, Jean Lortie, the Sec-
retary General of the CSN, feels we need 
to unite for collective action and overcome 
the individualism of “me, me, me” that 
he feels is dominating LGBTQ2 commu-
nities these days. As an example of this 
fragmentation, he points to the attacks 
against feminists in the country.

27 That was two years before Massachusetts became the 
first U.S. state and the sixth jurisdiction in the world to 
legalize same-sex marriage.

28 https://www.justice.gouv.qc.ca/en/couples-and-fami-
lies/marriage-civil-union-and-de-facto-union/civil-union 
Accessed July 18, 2019.
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Public Service Alliance of Canada 
(PSAC’s) early policy on sexual 
orientation

PSAC’s 1994 policy on sexual orientation was 
an outstanding example of leadership early 
in the struggle for gay, lesbian and bisexual 
rights in the labour movement. 

The Alliance believes that het-
erosexism (the presumption that 
everyone is heterosexual, and 
that heterosexuality is superior 
to other forms of loving) has con-
structed a social edifice which 
denies the existence of lesbians, 
gay men and bisexuals, of their 
relationships and their families. 
The Alliance believes that fear 
and hatred of lesbians, gay men 
and bisexuals is passively and 
actively encouraged when insti-
tutions do not speak out against 
overt and covert discrimination 
against lesbians, gay men and 
bisexuals. To remain silent in 
the face of discrimination is to 
suggest tacit approval of harass-
ment, intimidation and violence 
against gay men, lesbians and 
bisexuals.

The Alliance recognizes that a 
single individual may experience 
multiple grounds of discrimina-
tion at the same time, and that 
lesbians, gay men and bisexuals 
will experience the world differ-
ently depending on their sex, 
race, age, class, disability, lan-
guage and other factors. The Alli-
ance is committed to obtaining 
human rights protection on mul-
tiple and intersecting grounds of 
discrimination.

Internally, the Alliance will create 
a Union in which there is zero 
tolerance of homophobia and 
heterosexism.

To achieve the goals of this pol-
icy, the Alliance will implement 
the following procedures…

Sexual Orientation: PSAC Policy 3129

The Public Service Alliance of Canada deplores dis-
crimination against lesbians, gay men and bisexuals, 
and urges all levels of government not only to prohibit 
discrimination based on sexual orientation, but also 
to recognize and protect lesbian and gay relationships 
and families.

The Alliance has taken a leading role in negotiating 
collective agreement provisions which begin the process 
of providing protection based on sexual orientation. As 
well, it has defended these rights at arbitrations and 
adjudications, and pursued these issues to the Courts. 
The Alliance is committed to achieving contractual rec-
ognition and protection of the relationships and the 
families of all members.

29 http://psacunion.ca/sexual-orientation-psac-policy-31 Originally accessed in May 2014. Not accessi-
ble anymore.
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PSAC engaged in a series of grievances 
and human rights complaints to defend 
lesbian and gay rights in the workplace 
which resulted in several victories. In 1993, 
the PSAC successfully argued in the Loren-
zen case that a member with a same-sex 
spouse should be provided spousal leave 
under the collective agreement. The Trea-
sury Board had refused to allow Loren-
zen to take time off to care for his injured 
spouse and to mourn his father-in-law’s 
death. This case was eventually won at the 
Public Service Labour Relations Board and 
set a precedent for many similar cases.

The Campaign 
for Equal Families

The year 1994 also saw the culmination of the Campaign for 
Equal Families in Ontario. The Coalition for Lesbian and Gay 
Rights in Ontario (CLGRO) and the Campaign for Equal Families 
whose membership also included community-based organiza-
tions and unions mobilized to win relationship recognition for 
same-sex couples. Ontario’s Bill 167 was the first attempt to pass 
legislation recognizing same-sex relationships in Canada. On 
May 17th, 1994, the Ontario Attorney General introduced Bill 167 
to provide same-sex couples with rights and obligations equal to 
opposite-sex common law couples. The legislation would have 
amended the definition of “spouse” in 79 provincial statutes. 

According to Carolyn Egan of the Steelworkers, “A number of 
Steelworkers involved in the campaign wanted to bring the issues 
to the streets. We wanted our unions to fight alongside us. The 
USW, the Toronto and York Region Labour Council, Aids Action 
Now!, Women Working with Immigrant Women, Desh Pardesh, 
and Black Cap called a demonstration for the night of June 2nd. 
We leafleted the bars on Church St all week and that evening 
over 2,000 poured out of the bars and restaurants and took to 
the streets. It was a powerful march led by union banners and 
wound its way to the legislature demanding same sex benefits 
now. This was an important milestone in the involvement of 
unions supporting LGBT rights”. 

The Bill was defeated on June 9, 1994. The defeat of the Bill was 
attributed by many to the then Premier of the province, Bob 
Rae, for allowing a free vote in the House instead of requiring 
that all NDP members of parliament vote in support of the Bill.

A few months later, in 1994, PSAC forced 
Canada Post to provide spousal benefits 
for same-sex partners. This case arose 
from a grievance that was filed by Luc 
Guèvremont, a Vancouver-based clerk at 
Canada Post. His partner had been denied 
reimbursement for eyeglasses that should 
have been covered under the vision care 
plan.30 The Canadian Human Rights Tribu-
nal then ordered Treasury Board to provide 
same-sex couples with the same benefits 
as opposite-sex couples (1996). Finally, in 
the Akerstrom and Moore case, where two 
gay men employed by the Federal govern-
ment were being denied equal benefits, the 
Federal Court ordered the Treasury Board 
[i.e., the Federal government] to change 
the heterosexist definition of “spouse” in 
collective agreements.31

30 http://psacunion.ca/history-making-psac-fights-lgbt-
rights Accessed July 18 2019.

31 For the details of this case see: http://www.cdn-hr-
reporter.ca/hr_topics/trade-unions/denial-bene-
fits-same-sex-partner-discriminatory Accessed July 18 
2019.
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James Chamberlain  
and the Three Books:  
An elementary school 
teacher takes on the Surrey 
District School Board No.36.

In 1996, James Chamberlain was a young, 
gay and new elementary school teacher in 
Surrey, a suburb of Metro Vancouver, B.C. 
He was also an active member of Gay and 
Lesbian Educators (GALE), challenging 
homophobia and lobbing the education 
sector for the need to recognize and sup-
port lesbian and gay teachers as well as 
lesbian and gay children in the schools 
of BC. 

Early in 1997, James’s school principal 
informed him that books about same-
sex parents needed to be submitted for 
approval to the School Board. She also 
told him that she did not think the School 
Board would approve the books. James 
Chamberlain was committed to continue 
reading the books and supporting the chil-
dren in his classes and provided his list 
of books for approval for the Kindergarten 
and Grade 1 class to the School Board. 
He did not hear back for three months 
and decided to investigate. The investi-
gation eventually led to a confrontation 
between progressive parents and sup-
porters of LGBT rights and the Christian 
conservatives on the Surrey School Board. 
At the meeting of the Surrey School Board 
to discuss the request for the use of the 
books in the school, many people and 
organizations demonstrated their support 
for LGBT positive literature in the schools. 
This included most of the parents of the 
elementary school class (17 out of 20), as 
well as the B.C. Civil Liberties Union and 
GALE. Despite extensive support, the Sur-
rey School Board voted 5 vs. 2 to ban the 
books from the school.

Realizing that there was a child in his 
class with two mothers, James Chamber-
lain decided to read children’s books to 
his students to support the child and to 
encourage the other children in the class 
to recognize and accept different kinds of 
families, be they different due to race or 
sexuality. The books he read were, Asha’s 
Mums, Belinda’s Bouquet and One Dad, 
Two Dads, Brown Dads, Blue Dads –all of 
them about same-sex parents. At the same 
time, in the Fall of 1996, a delegation from 
GALE met with the Provincial NDP gov-
ernment’s Minister of Education to lobby 
him for action to challenge homophobia. 
James Chamberlain was one of the people 
in the delegation. This meeting resulted in 
a circular from the Ministry to the School 
Boards informing them that a variety of 
families including those from same-sex 
parents should be included in the fam-
ily-focused discussions in elementary 
schools.

James did not give up his efforts for the 
need of LGBT positive books in his School 
and eventually him, a parent and a teacher 
from Coquitlam fought the Surrey School 
Board to the Supreme Court of Canada. 
This process took six years!

While James Chamberlain was taking on 
the Surrey School Board, he and other gay 
and lesbian teachers were continuing to 
lobby the B.C. Teachers Federation (BCTF) 
to develop relevant LGBT programmes for 
students in the schools. In this process the 
gay and lesbian teachers were supported 
by the women’s rights caucus of the BCTF. 
In 1997, the following motion was brought 
to the BCTF’s AGM:

“That the BCTF create a program to 
eliminate homophobia and heterosex-
ism within the B.C. Public school sys-
tem, and that as a first step, the AGM 
recommend to the Executive Committee 
that a seven member ad hoc committee 
be appointed to develop recommen-
dations on strategies for achieving the 
elimination of homophobia and het-
erosexism in the public school system, 
and request that the ad hoc committee 
report back to the 1998 AGM.”
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While the motion was challenged by some 
teachers from Surrey and Abbotsford, it 
was accepted by the AGM. Simultaneously 
, three hundred LGBT students and their 
friends picketed the AGM in support of the 
gay and lesbian teachers and the motion. 

CLC Pride and Solidarity 
Conference

In 1997, about 300 people attended the first 
ever CLC Solidarity and Pride Conference. 
As one of the organizers of the Conference, 
Sue Genge recalls that Nancy Riche who 
was the Vice-President of the CLC at that 
time opened the conference by saying, 
“Welcome to the first ever, Solidarity and 
Pride Conference” and, 

“There was five minutes of standing 
ovation to those few words. People were 
crying for what that statement meant 
to them. Even I was crying. They were 
so relieved that they could be gay and 
lesbian and out in their unions. Gays 
and lesbians who were not yet out in 
their unions, took their holiday time to 
attend the conference and covered their 
own costs to attend. We wanted to film 
the conference and when we announced 
that those who did not want to be in 
the video should go to one side of the 
room, 30% of those attending moved 
to that side”. 

Now, more than 20 years since James 
Chamberlain challenged the Surrey Dis-
trict School Board, he is still involved in 
the struggle for equality and inclusion of 
LGBTQ2 rights in the educational system 
in BC. Today, the BCTF is an exemplary 
union with a wide range of initiatives 
in support of LGBTQ2 positive schools 
and curriculum along with materials on 
anti-racism, anti-sexism, in support of 
indigenous rights and addressing inter-
secting inequalities. It also continues to 
support LGBTQ2 teachers and parents.32 
Presently, James is the principal of an ele-
mentary school in Vancouver.33

32 See the link below for the wide range of LGBT+ materials 
produced by the BCTF. https://bctf.ca/socialjustice.aspx 
Accessed July 18, 2019

33 Check out this beautiful video interview of James Cham-
berlain from 2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
fIenW92So2k&feature=youtu.be Accessed July 18, 2019.

This was the first conference on gay and 
lesbian rights held by any union central 
anywhere in the world.

Gail Owen from PSAC attended the 1997 
Conference. She was the first worker to 
declare her trans identity. Owen has seen 
attitudes shift after training that promoted 
mutual respect and understanding. Says 
Owen, “There is a still lot of hate out 
there. I can go through hundreds of hor-
ror stories”.34

34 http://dailyxtra.com/toronto/trans-issues-take Accessed 
in May 2014. Link no longer active.

Gay and Lesbian Educators (GALE)

Gay and Lesbian Educators formed in the 
early 1990s to address homophobia in the 
schools as well as to defend their rights 
as lesbian and gay educators. It consisted 
primarily of lesbian and gay teachers and 
administrators. They were also active in 
the B.C. Teachers Federation (BCTF), try-
ing to build support for a LGBT positive 
curriculum, lobby for their rights as lesbian 
and gay educators, and gain recognition 
as a rights-seeking constituency within 
the BCTF. One of their early actions was to 
compile a list of lesbian and gay positive 
children’s books that could be used in the 
school system.

In 1997, the Fall BCTF Assembly passed 
the first motion to support the legal costs 
of fighting the Surrey School Board. Over 
two years, the BCTF made three donations 
($100,000 in total) to the Chamberlain et 
al vs. Surrey School District court case.

CL
C 

po
st

er
, fi

rs
t S

ol
id

ar
ity

 a
nd

 P
rid

e 
Co

nf
er

en
ce

, 1
99

7.

Fir
st

 C
LC

 S
ol

id
ar

ity
 a

nd
 P

rid
e 

Co
nf

er
en

ce
, 1

99
7. 

Fr
om

 
le

ft 
to

 ri
gh

t G
re

g S
te

ve
ns

on
, M

FL
; J

ac
qu

es
 (L

as
t n

am
e 

no
t k

no
wn

), 
CU

PE
; J

en
ni

fe
r B

re
ak

sp
ea

r, 
OP

SE
U/

NU
PG

E a
nd

 to
 th

e 
fa

r r
ig

ht
, S

te
ph

an
ie

 Jo
hn

st
on

e,
 C

AW
.



70 71

Quebec gay and lesbian 
labour activists create  
inter-union body

In Quebec efforts to create an inter-union 
committee of gays and lesbians began in 
1996 following the release of the 1994 
report De l’illégalité à l’égalité. The Forum 
des gais et lesbiennes syndiqués du Qué-
bec (FGLSQ) was officially created in 
1997 by the Confédération des syndicats 
nationaux (CSN), the Centrale de l’ensei-
gnement (CEQ) now changed to Centrale 
des syndicats du Québec (CSQ) and while 
the Fédération des travailleurs et travail-
leuses du Québec (FTQ) did not join the 
Forum at its inception, affiliates of the 
FTQ such as SCFP (CUPE), TCA (CAW), 
STTP (CUPW) and AFPC (PSAC) were active 
in the Forum in their own capacities. In 
1997, 70 union representatives met to dis-
cuss their conditions as lesbian and gay 
workers and in 1998 they elected board 
members and voted on by-laws. Their 
objective was to pressure the Quebec 
government to change laws in support 
of gays and lesbians by building synergy 
between different unions to create and 
distribute information on the realities of 
gay and lesbian workers, to establish a 
network of local respondents and to lobby 
for the interests of lesbian and gay workers 
within governments, institutions, unions 
and community organizations.

For the Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec 
(FTQ), November 25th of 1998 is an important date as it was 
then that the federation established its first LGBT committee. 
It joined the Forum soon after. The Forum organized several 
conferences and workshops for union activists. It also ensured 
a visible labour presence at the annual Montréal Pride march. 
They disbanded in 2004 due to divisions between the unions.

Known under different names today, the committees established 
within the CSQ, CSN, CUPE and FTQ by LGTBTQ+ members 
never stopped since to fight for inclusion of sexual minorities 
in the labour movement and for a change in attitudes on the 
part of other members. 
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Lesbian Feminists lead  
the way in Saskatchewan

Donna Smith is widely credited with 
being the person in Saskatchewan who 
consistently organized and fought for the 
rights of gays and lesbians in unions and 
communities. In 1989, Donna was a staff 
member at the Saskatchewan Government 
and General Employees Union (SGEU) and 
a member of the Saskatchewan Federation 
of Labour (SFL). 

She had been married to a man for 10 
years, had three children, and her col-
leagues were in disbelief that she came 
out as a lesbian. According to her, growing 
up in a small town, her expectations were 
to be married and have kids and she did 
not know any gay or lesbian people. She 
now embarked on “a whole new life and 
a whole new world out there” and started 
to explore the gay and lesbian community. 

According to Donna, “When Barb was still 
President; we did a flag-raising at the City 
[Regina] during Pride week. It was either 
1998 or 1999. This is when other people 
also marched in Pride as a movement. 
For the SFL these were historic events and 
encouraged other unions to come out and 
take a stand”.

The 1997 CLC Solidarity and Pride Con-
ference in Ottawa was Donna’s first expo-
sure to understanding trade unionism as 
a working-class lesbian. This is when she 
realized that she should be active as a les-
bian activist in the union. She said, “I met 
a lot of people from other unions who were 
lesbian and gay. I felt I must be involved”. 
As soon as she got back from Ottawa, she 
went to speak with Barb Byers who was 
the President of the SFL at the time; in fact, 
she was just the 2nd woman president of the 
SFL. Donna spoke with Barb Byers about 
wanting to start a Solidarity and Pride 
Committee and was told she would need 
to speak to the Executive Committee of 
the SFL. Donna says it was a challenge for 
her to speak to the Executive Committee 
as they were mostly “white straight men 
and senior leaders of unions”. Donna suc-
ceeded in lobbying for the new Committee. 
She became the chair of the new Solidarity 
and Pride Committee in 1998. The local 
bar where workers from PSAC, CUPE and 
CEP used to meet used this opportunity to 
recruit individuals to be on the Commit-
tee. However, before they could join the 
Committee, they were required to come out 
to their union which was often a difficult 
decision for them. 

After these initial steps, Donna never 
looked back. “I have been a Saskatche-
wan representative on the CLC Solidarity 
and Pride Committee since 1998, spend-
ing many years as the vice-president or 
alternate vice-president representing LGBT 
workers on the Canadian Labour Congress 
(CLC) Council. I sat as the Saskatchewan 
representative on the CUPE National Pink 
Triangle Committee for nine years and am 
a member of the CUPE Saskatchewan Com-
mittee Against Racism and Discrimination 
(CARD). I have also been president of my 
local for six years”. (Smith. D. in Hansen 
and Paavo, 2019, 38-39).
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Prairie School for Union 
Women – the personal  
is political

The Prairie School for Union Women 
(PSUW) ran its first school in the spring 
of 1997. It was a project of feminists in 
the labour movement and an initiative of 
the then President of the SFL, Barb Byers.  
A minority of the founding sisters were les-
bian feminists. The objective of the PSUW 
was to develop women’s personal and 
leadership skills, to build solidarity among 
women workers and to increase women’s 
leadership in the labour movement. Even 
today, 22 years since its founding, the 
PSUW runs an annual four-day school of 
courses for women trade unionists.

Jan Cibart, a lesbian feminist and a nurse 
from Regina has her own experience to 
share about the Prairie School. While Jan 
had been a nurse and a union member 
since she was 19, she did not become active 
in the union until the nurses went on strike 
in 1999, when Jan was in her mid-30s. The 
strike motivated Jan to become active in 
the union, and it was a momentous year 
for Jan on several fronts. She decided to 
come out to her family, her union, get 
pregnant and have a child, and she did 
not want to raise a child in the closet. This 
was also when she got a phone call from 
the President of the Saskatchewan Union 
of Nurses asking her if she would like to 
be on the provincial Solidarity and Pride 
Committee. She also became a member of 
the SFL Executive. All in one year!

As the school evolved, they expanded their 
courses and looked for new materials. 
Donna Smith suggested they do a course 
on what it means to be LGBT in the labour 
movement. The first year this course was 
offered was 1999 and was called, “Les-
bians in our Unions”. Sue Genge from 
the CLC and Carroll Anne Sceviour from 
the OFL were the first facilitators of the 
course. The following year, the course was 
re-developed by CUPE and named “Inside 
and Out”. Other courses the school taught 
included feminism and unionism, collec-
tive bargaining, health and safety, Turtle 
Island, and various others all presented 
from a feminist perspective. 

Donna Smith had wanted Jan to go to 
the PSUW, but Jan did not. According 
to a laughing Jan, she felt “…the Prairie 
school was a lesbian feminist cult and 
that she was not one of those”. However, 
once she got there, she loved it so much 
that she began teaching the Inside and Out 
course the following year! Jan and Sinda 
Cathcart, a lesbian feminist who had been 
there from the beginning taught the Inside 
and Out course for many years and later 
it developed into an umbrella course on 
human rights.

Jan Cibart continued her work as a lesbian 
feminist union leader and in 2009/10 she 
represented Canadian labour at the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO). 

Donna Smith continues to support the 
progressive work of the labour movement 
and to highlight the importance of bridg-
ing the LGBT community and the labour 
movement. 
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LGBT Rights Recognition 
in the Income Tax Act

One of the most important cases for the 
rights of LGBT people in Canada was won 
by two CUPE national staffers in 1998. 
Nancy Rosenberg and Margaret Evans 
had both received the employee benefits 
offered by the Canadian Union of Public 
Employees (CUPE) for their lesbian part-
ners. When CUPE was unable to register its 
plan to include same-sex survivor benefits, 
the two women – along with CUPE,35 who 
was also their employer, challenged the 
Income Tax Act’s definition of “spouse”. 

35 CUPE was also a litigant https://cupe.ca/three-lit-
tle-words-celebrating-20th-anniversary-landmark-equali-
ty-case

They said that they were being discrim-
inated against under section 15(1) of the 
Charter of Rights & Freedoms, which guar-
antees that every individual has the right 
to equal benefit of the law without dis-
crimination. The Ontario Court of Appeal, 
in a unanimous decision, overturned the 
lower court’s decision and found that the 
restrictive definition of “spouse” in the 
Income Tax Act violated the Charter. The 
Court determined that the appropriate 
remedy was the immediate reading in of 
same-sex partners into the definition of 
“spouse” as it relates to private pension 
plans. The federal government decided not 
to appeal this decision. This case led to 
landmark amendments to the Income Tax 
Act recognising same-sex common-law 
spouses.36

36 http://www.ehlaw.ca/publications/jul98/rosenber.shtml 
Accessed May 2014. Link not available any longer. http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foundation_for_Equal_Fami-
lies#cite_note-1 Accessed July 19th 2019
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Expanding 
rightsInto the 2000s
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The 2000s saw even more gains made by unionized workers and unions 
across the country. It is beyond the scope of this publication to do justice 
to documenting the growth of the organizing for LGBT rights during 
this decade. Suffice it to say, that a few momentous occasions cannot 
be ignored even in a publication as small as this one. This section will 
briefly cover the early trade-union advances in supporting trans rights 
as in the case of CUPE 3903; the support of young people in high schools 
and Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) in schools as embodied in the case of 
the CAW and Marc Hall; the challenge by unions to the corporatization 
of Pride; the recognition of same-sex marriage; and the election of Fred 
Hahn to the presidency of CUPE Ontario in 2010 - the first time an out 
gay man was elected president of a major union in Canada.

Trans people  
emerging rights 

The early years of the 2000s saw a growing 
awareness about the discrimination faced 
by trans people and their right to be and 
live as they choose, in equality, safety, 
and dignity.

At the CLC’s Solidarity and Pride confer-
ence of 2001 held in Vancouver, there were 
about 12 trans participants who were very 
active at the Conference. Their engage-
ment led to the development of a working 
paper on trans issues and was a major 
step forward on recognition within the 
Pride community that unions and gays 
and lesbians within unions needed to take 
on trans issues. 

In terms of actual rights for trans work-
ers in bargaining and contracts, in 2001 
CUPE Local 3903 representing teaching 
assistants and part-time faculty at York 
University in Toronto negotiated a his-
torical first, Transsexual Transition Leave. 
Workers are entitled to up to eight paid 
weeks off for their transition leave. Addi-
tionally, they bargained and amended 
harassment and discrimination language 
to include transsexual transition status, 
gender expression and gender identity as 
the basis of discrimination. Also included 
in this ground-breaking agreement was 
an increased allotment to the Ways and 
Means Fund, dedicated to supporting tran-
sitioning members. This paved the way for 
the creation of a Transition Fund, the first 
ever of its kind, in subsequent rounds of 
bargaining.

Trish Salah, a leader in CUPE Local 3903 
and a member of the CUPE National Pink 
Triangle Committee, was central to the 
organizing for trans rights at York Univer-
sity. According to her, 

“A lot of these gains were made incre-
mentally. We changed by-laws and our 
constitution, to explicitly cover trans-
sexual and transgender members, 
affirmed trans women’s involvement 
in the women’s caucus, and through 
resolutions sent to the national conven-
tion, managed to lobby and win three 
trans seats to CUPE’s Pink Triangle Com-
mittee. The victories for trans rights at 
York University have been critical in 
influencing collective bargaining in 
unions in many universities in Canada 
and the US.”
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Interestingly, the largest number of 
workers covered by protection based on 
gender-identity is in the auto sector. The 
Canadian Auto Workers (CAW) in its collec-
tive agreements with Ford, General Motors 
and Daimler Chrysler in 2002 recognized 
gender identity as a prohibited ground 
of discrimination (Hunt. G. et al., 2007, 
p.148).

A Prom Triggers a Storm: 
Canadian Auto Workers  
and allies support a gay 
high school student

In 2002, Marc Hall, a 17-year old high 
school student at a Catholic school in 
Oshawa, Ontario set off a fire storm when 
he challenged his school because they 
refused to let him take his boyfriend to the 
high school prom. His disagreement with 
his school over this led to the involvement 
of the CAW in his case as well as numerous 
other community-based organizations and 
individuals in Oshawa and Toronto. 

Hall took the Durham Catholic District 
School Board to court, arguing that his 
constitutional rights had been violated. In 
May 2002 the Ontario Superior Court of Jus-
tice issued an injunction permitting Hall 
to attend the prom with his boyfriend.37

37 http://dailyxtra.com/toronto/news/hall-drops-case-cath-
olic-school Link not available anymore, but still possible 
to get information about this case on the Xtra website.

While the struggle for trans rights in 
unions and workplaces has moved ahead, 
there is still a long way to go in translating 
these rights in collective agreements to 
reality. According to Marion Pollack, a 
retired postal worker, “… people are very 
uncomfortable with folks transition-
ing on the job,” but perhaps things are 
changing?”. 

The support by the leaders of CAW for this 
young gay man created a lot of discussion 
and mixed feelings in the work force of 
auto workers and in the city of Oshawa. 
According to Mike Shields, who was pres-
ident of Local 222 at the time, 

“Some workers were very negative that 
I had gotten involved to support Marc. 
Union reps told me to lay off and focus 
on grievances. At one point, two union 
members came to a meeting with a peti-
tion that had 2000 signatures and said 
that I should keep my nose out of that 
business. At that meeting another mem-
ber said that he supported the actions 
of the union and this got a unanimous 
vote. I guess people were willing to sign 
the petition, but they did not want to be 
seen publicly opposing this. Afterwards, 
when some of them heard the Court’s 
verdict, they said, ‘I guess Shields was 
right after all’”.
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The discussion about sexual orientation 
in the CAW Local was important for many 
other reasons too. Says Mike, “That year I 
went to the Pride parade in Toronto. I saw 
some guys there that I thought were from 
the Chrysler Plant. Of course, I don’t know 
them all, there are thousands of workers-
there. I did notice this one guy who was 
working on the sound system. About two 
months later he turned up in my office. 
He said, ‘You know I am gay. I have been 
a member of the union for 25 years and 
have never felt the union was mine until 
now’.” If you can get more workers to be 
active in the union, then that sure is a good 
reason to have discussions about sexuality 
and sexual orientation in the workplace!

After the Marc Hall case more workers 
came forward and applied for same-sex 
benefits. The CAW in Oshawa had same-
sex benefits from 1996 onwards, but still 
many people had not applied for them. 
Despite the many gains that unions have 
made for workers and for everyone else 
who is LGBT, it is still not easy to be out 
on the job and workers still fear social 
isolation and harassment.

Corporate involvement in 
the activists’ Pride, Toronto

The growth of the LGBT movement and the 
organizing for LGBT rights also saw the 
growth of more Pride parades and public 
events across Canada. 

In Toronto, many LGBT activists in commu-
nities and in trade unions saw the grow-
ing corporatization of Pride in Toronto 
as a problem compromising community 
priorities. They questioned corporate 
involvement in Pride when the rights of 
LGBT workers on the job were not being 
addressed.

While this tension continues today and 
raises additional challenges each year, 
union activists took the initiative to 
develop a Corporate Code of Conduct for 
Pride. See the next page.

Corporate Code  
of Conduct for Pride Day

CLC Solidarity  
& Pride Working Group38 

Preamble
Over the past few years, corporate spon-
sorship of Pride Day has increased dramat-
ically. We need to take stock of this reality 
to assess if the sponsorship is benefitting 
the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgen-
dered communities. As workers, as indi-
viduals and as citizens we have developed 
this Code of Conduct as a starting point to 
measure corporate responsibility to our 
community. The Code of Conduct provides 
standards for sponsorship of Pride Day. 
Companies that do not live up to this stan-
dard should not be included as sponsors 
of our events!

GLBT Rights at Work
Does the company have an anti-discrimi-
nation policy, including sexual orientation 
and gender identity? 

Does the company have an anti-harassment 
policy, including sexual orientation and 
gender identity?

Does the company provide training on these 
policies?

Rights of Workers
Are workers in the company unionized?

Do workers receive a fair and living wage?

Does the company follow basic workplace 
law, i.e. employment or labour standards, 
human rights, health & safety?

Does the company sponsor, use or endorse 
the use of workfare recipients?

38 An earlier version of this Code was developed by the 
Workers’ Organizing Rainbow Coalition of Toronto.

Access and Equity
Does the company have an employment 
equity plan and hiring policy?

Does the company advertise job opportu-
nities in the GLBT communities and press?

Same-Sex Benefits
Does the company have a same-sex benefits 
plan including medical, dental, adoption 
assistance, childcare benefits, relocation 
benefits, family/personal sick leave for 
partner care, bereavement leave, pension 
plan - in short, equality of benefits

Social Equity
Does the company contribute a substan-
tial part of its revenue to non-profit and/
or advocacy organizations supporting the 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered com-
munities such as AIDS organizations, social 
housing and community health clinics?

Pride Day Booth Sponsorship 
(Co-sponsorship with Community 
Groups)
Is the company willing to donate a portion 
of money raised on Pride Day to the group 
that they co-sponsor?

Is the company willing to have its spon-
sorship advertisement smaller than the 
advertisement for the community group 
it co-sponsors?
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Equal Marriage

Equal marriage was legalized in Canada in 2005. The victory for equal marriage 
must be attributed to the hard work of numerous organizations and individuals. 
Providing leadership to the campaign was Canadians for Equal Marriage, a 
public interest group representing Egale Canada, PFLAG Canada, the Canadian 
Federation of Students, the Canadian Labour Congress, the Canadian Psycho-
logical Association, the Canadian Association of University Teachers, and the 
Canadian Association of Social Workers, among others. Similarly, in Québec, 
the CSN, CSQ and FTQ supported the Coalition québécoise pour le mariage 
civil des couples de même sexe. Many rank and file LGBT union members were 
active in this campaign and they lobbied their unions to support the campaign. 
Many allies in the union movement supported their brothers and sisters in the 
campaign for equal marriage.

Buzz Hargrove, the CAW national president at the time had the following 
to say in a National Post editorial:

“I support equality. And so, I support same-sex marriage. I also support 
debate. Part of my leadership role as president of the Canadian Auto 
Workers is to encourage debate among the elected leaders of the union 
and the quarter of a million Canadians who are our members. In the 
1980s and 1990s we debated the issue of bargaining same-sex bene-
fits. We also took leadership on the issue, using our collective power 
to make corporations do what was right, before it became law… Gays 
and lesbians deserve the same choices as everyone else. Anything less 
is unacceptable to me, to most Canadians, and to those who have not 
so far been given the choice. Canadians are ready. Gays and lesbians 
deserve no less than full equality. The debate can go on, but leadership 
and action need to be taken now.

As a country, we’ve had debate on same sex marriage and have heard 
clearly from the Supreme Court. Let’s finish what is already in place 
for 87 percent of Canadians who live in provinces that have passed 
same-sex marriage legislation. It’s now time for us to move ahead.39

Marriages between same-sex couples were allowed in Ontario and 
British Columbia beginning in 2003.

39 http://www.caw.ca/en/4367.htm No access to this site anymore.
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CUPE Ontario: The first out 
Union President

Fred Hahn is the first out 
gay man elected President 
of a large union in Canada. 
Fred was elected President 
of CUPE Ontario in 2010.40 
Here is the transcript of an 
interview with him.

40 Interview with the author on June 3rd, 2014.

Q: As an out gay man, how did 
you get elected President of CUPE 
Ontario?

A: The first union meeting I went to, my 
first week on the job, was when the pres-
ident of our local asked if I would like to 
come to the union meeting. She said they 
were going to discuss contract negotia-
tions. This was in 1990.

The Local had just negotiated same-sex 
benefits. I was not out in the workplace 
and in the union at this time. It was amaz-
ing to hear that we had won same-sex 
benefits! I became active in the union. 
I worked in a social service agency in 
Toronto and easily 85 percent of the work-
ers there were women.

My first Convention was in 1993 or 1994 
and people on the floor of the Conven-
tion called me “faggot”. I went to the meet 
and greet of the first evening. There, a 
man came up to me and poured a glass 
of beer on me and told me I had no right 
to be in the union. The three women with 
me were angry and wanted to challenge 
him. One of them was ready to get into a 
physical fight with this man. I told them 
there was no need to do that and went 
to the washroom to clean up. But they 
were still angry and felt that we should 
do something. We realized that there was 
nothing that we could officially do about 
this kind of harassment.

Later, we [the union] developed an Equal-
ity Statement and it was appended to the 
Constitution. This statement had to be read 
at the beginning of all meetings, work-
shops and Conventions. Thus, if someone 
felt that they had not been treated well by 
someone there was a process for grieving 
this inappropriate behaviour.

We created an Ombud’s process and a 
Code of Conduct. Members were trained in 
how to deal with incidents of discrimina-
tion at union events. If the person who had 
said or done something that was unaccept-
able and against the Code of Conduct was 
identified, they had to apologize. If they 
did not, they were evicted from the event.

And we wrote a course to help union mem-
bers understand why homophobia and 
transphobia are union issues.
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I was elected President in 1995 when Mike 
Harris of the Conservative Party became 
Premier. We were the first strike against the 
Harris government. In December of that 
year we beat back all the conditions they 
wanted us to compromise on. That gave 
me a level of credibility with people who 
only saw me as the “gay” guy. Now they 
also saw me as a trade unionist.

I was raised in rural Ontario in a work-
ing-class family. When I was in high school 
my father made$5 an hour. I understood 
what unions could do and the connections 
between workers’ rights and human rights 
and others in my union believed the same 
thing.

People were surprised when I was elected. 
I have since gained the support of many 
members who might not have thought 
they’d ever support a “gay” president. 
That’s because they also simply see me 
as “their” president regardless.

Before we used to be three or four at a 
caucus; now we can be 50 or 60 who are 
LGBT at our bigger meetings. And there are 
also trans people who are out in the locals.

When Judy Darcy was elected as our 
national president, the support for equal-
ity on the ground moved ahead. The 
national president of the union must be 
in support of moving this work forward, 
focusing resources, spending money; oth-
erwise it dœs not happen. We had leader-
ship that helped us to move things forward 
internally in a short time.

Q: What do we still need to do to 
advance LGBTQ2 rights?

A: First and foremost, we need to do more 
bargaining for workers who are transgen-
der. I am proud that our Local at York Uni-
versity was the first union in the country 
to negotiate paid leave for workers who 
are transitioning.

We need more educational work and 
training for our members and to connect 
the trainings to the work of our unions. 
For example, members need to under-
stand why racism is to the advantage of 
the employer and how racism hurts us as 
workers and unions.

We have made legal change and in leader-
ship thinking but have not yet truly acti-
vated members and got into members’ 
home communities and made change 
there.

One thing that I do at every Convention 
is introduce my partner, thank him and 
give him a kiss in front of the whole 
Convention.

I think the first time I did that; this man 
came running after us. He said, “I want 
you to know I have never been out to any-
one. But when I saw you up there as the 
President of the union kiss your partner, I 
came out to my Local members who were 
there with me”.
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Unions and 
Equalities 

Conclusion

07 Throughout history, communities and 
unions have fought for their rights and 
freedoms. These rights and freedoms 
did not come easily. Without organizing 
together to stand up and support each 
other, the gains would have been small. 
The history of the success of LGBTQ2 rights 
in Canada demonstrates the importance of 
unions to Canadian society and for Cana-
dian democracy. It also demonstrates that 
we need to build alliances with others 
who are struggling and whose rights are 
also being violated. Democracies need 
strong social movements and institutions; 
unions are one of these social movements/
institutions just as there are others such 
as, to name a few, movements for indig-
enous rights, anti-racism, the feminist 
movement, the environmental and cli-
mate change movements and movements 
against wars and for disarmament and 
peace. The economy has changed significantly 

since the 1970s due to the impact of 
neo-liberalism.41 The loss of good paying 
jobs, the cutbacks and privatization of 
public services, the increasing precarious-
ness of work or the lack of work altogether 
are increasing poverty and marginaliza-
tion in the country. The attacks against 
workers and their unions are further erod-
ing the gains for equality and dignity as 
are attacks against other communities 
such as feminists, indigenous, racialized, 
religious and low-income communities.

41 If you would like to understand neoliberalism–what it 
is, how it works and who it impacts–watch this great (12 
minute) video made by two Toronto gay activists, Tim 
McCaskell and Richard Fung http://vimeo.com/6803752
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The policies of the Conservative govern-
ment of Prime Minister Harper created 
more unemployment, more job insecurity, 
increased privatization and a further loss 
of jobs and wages, gave more tax breaks 
to companies that are already not pay-
ing their share of the taxes, strengthened 
racist immigration and foreign-worker 
policies, not respected treaties and not 
negotiated in good faith with indigenous 
communities, violated collective bargain-
ing agreements and made cuts to social 
services and the social safety net, and put 
the natural environment at greater risk. 
All these measures have contributed to 
higher unemployment for younger women 
and men, higher unemployment for older 
women and men, higher poverty for single 
mothers, more insecurity for seniors and 
deepened inequality across the country.

Such measures are eroding the gains made 
by LGBTQ2 workers and communities and 
will further undermine the unions that 
supported these victories for equality.

We still have a long way to go for equal 
rights for LGBTQ2 workers and commu-
nities and all our comrades. We still must 
deal with on-going concerns such as young 
queers and young people and suicide, 
racism and sexism and the many forms 
of violence and discrimination that are 
still endemic in our society.

LGBTQ2 communities need to continue to 
be part of creating a democratic and inclu-
sive agenda. Get involved and create cities 
and communities that value human rights. 
You can do this in your sports, arts and 
culture groups; women’s groups; youth 
groups; anti-racism groups; anti-poverty 
groups; in solidarity with rights of Indig-
enous women and men; disability rights 
groups and your unions. If you don’t have 
a union, join one. If you have a union, 
become an active member stand up for 
your rights and use the union as a vehicle 
for social change.

There is no doubt that the many rights that 
LGBTQ2 communities enjoy today would 
not have been won without the support, 
organizing and financial assistance of 
trade unions.

What we have won:
 ü Changes in anti-discrimination legislation. Along 

with supporting LGBTQ2 workers, unions have also 
organized for and won pay equity, employment 
equity, challenged the definition of family for paren-
tal leave, bereavement leave, and family leave.

 ü Unions have fought against discrimination in hir-
ing and promotion–struggles which have benefited 
LGBTQ2 workers, racialized workers, workers with 
disabilities, Indigenous workers, women and all 
those that face multiple and intersecting discrimi-
nations. The struggle is one.

 ü Same-sex (equal) benefits in collective agreements 
for partners and families. Through the efforts of 
unions, these rights have been extended to the rest 
of the LGBTQ2 communities who do not belong to 
unions through court challenges to federal and pro-
vincial laws.

 ü The right to safe and harassment-free workplaces 
and the inclusion of harassment in health and safety 
legislation.

 ü Legal recognition of equal (same sex) marriages.

 ü Support for LGBTQ2 communities who don’t have 
unions - such as young people in schools and the 
Gay Straight Alliances (GSAs).

 ü Support for all of us, no matter who we are, to live 
a life of dignity and self-respect in democratic and 
inclusive communities.
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