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Winning Through Negotiations

City of Edmonton employees today tend to take it for granted that 
they get health coverage and sick days with short and long term 
sick leave at a fairly good percentage of wages, as well as six 
weeks vacation a year, all of which aren’t normal in private in-
dustry. Yes, there were a lot of benefits, but when you became a 
City employee you sort of took it for granted - these came with the 
job. You didn’t really realize that they got there because of some 
unions, and hard working people in the past of those unions. 

Andre van Schaik, City of Edmonton Planning Department
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Today, there are more women than men in the 
ranks of CSU 52, all of whom bene�t from the long 
uphill battle waged by CSU 52 and the rest of the la-
bour movement to ensure equal pay and equality of 
treatment for all their members. While we have won 
a number of victories on the road to gender parity, a 
number of barriers to full equality remain. 

As late as 1955, CSU 52 was protesting the treat-
ment of women employees in the City service. In fact, 
�gures taken from City reports in the late Fi�ies show 
that gender discrimination was deeply embedded 
in Edmonton’s employment policies, and that 
employment was still a predominantly male 
matter. (Note: A formal system of Position 
Establishment for the Civic Administra-
tion was not set up until 1956, at which 
time the intent was to reduce the number of 
positions on the payroll.)  

Progress in this situation came at the bargaining 
table, where CSU 52 won contract language such as 
the following in our Collective Agreement with the 
Public Library Board:

At the same time, the trade union movement con-
tinued its longstanding political campaign for changes 
to legislation. In 1966, the Province responded by pass-
ing a Human Rights Act listing gender as a ‘prohibited 
ground’ for discrimination in matters relating to em-
ployment. It wasn’t until 1972, however, that it cre-
ated a Human Rights Commission to act on any com-
plaints. Today, it is illegal for employers to discriminate 
against any employees or potential employees for any 
reason relating to gender; in fact, it is even illegal to 

inquire about gender in the recruitment and selec-
tion process.  

CSU Elects a Woman President
In October 1990, CSU 52 members elect-

ed their �rst – and only – woman President, 
when they chose Shirley Wood, a library assis-

tant in the Edmonton Public Library to replace 
incumbent Frank Zaprawa. 

At that point, our membership was about 65% fe-
male, and many were looking for a di�erent approach 
to negotiations and Union operations. �at year, Ed-
monton had coincidentally voted in Jan Reimer as its 
�rst female mayor, and the Federal New Democratic 
Party had just elected Audrey McLaughlin as its �rst 
female Leader.

As it turned out, however, Wood would not sur-
vive a full term.  Union in�ghting and other problems 
took their toll, causing her to resign early in 1992. She 
was replaced by Vice-President Peter Neuschafer, who 
served as President for the remainder of the term. 

A gender bias
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Shirley Wood, CSU 52 President, 1990 to 1992.
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It is worth knowing that a great many City em-
ployees enlisted for military duty during the First and 
Second World Wars. It is also worth remembering 
how Unions such as CSU 52 ensured that the rights of 
these brave individuals would be protected while away 
and upon their return. 

Scores of able-bodied civic employees became 
part of such units as Edmonton’s legendary 49th Bat-
talion, originally commanded in the First War by Lt.-
Col. W.A. (Billy) Griesbach, Edmonton’s �rst Mayor. 
�ey enlisted at the 106th street Armoury, where the 
City of Edmonton Archives are now housed, trained 
at our Exhibition Grounds, and le� for England from 
where they would be deployed to such places as Ypres, 
an area of trenches called Sanctuary Woods, and Pass-
chendaele.  In the Second World War, they would take 
part in the invasion of Sicily, �ght at Ortona and go to 
Holland, before the lucky survivors could return home 
as heroes.

One of the sad legacies of the First World War 
was the number of veterans who returned home a�er 
serving their country in one of the bloodiest and un-
forgiving of wars, only to be met with unemployment, 
rejection and a lack of respect. In fact, these veterans 
were at the centre of the strikes, protests and radical 
organization that took place across Western Canada 
a�er the war. �ese culminated in the One Big Union 
(OBU) and the 1919 Winnipeg General Strike, as well 
as a number of sympathy strikes in Edmonton, Calgary 
and other western cities. 

When World War I broke out, Edmonton was 
in the midst of a terrible economic slump. Measures 
were taken to look a�er the dependents of enlistees 
“to prevent the su�ering of any dependents le� behind 
by those who have already gone to the front.” As well, 
“every soldier of Canada or the Empire or any of its al-
lies who leave dependents in Canada, shall have those 
dependents as well looked a�er during this absence as 
they would be if the war had not been forced upon 
us.”  

On October 6, 1914, City Council passed a reso-
lution to “investigate the cases of all people who were 
employed by the City prior to being taken by the Mili-
tia Department for active service either here or abroad, 
and that arrangements be at once made to supplement 
all other grants to a su�cient extent to equal the sal-
ary they would be drawing if still in the employ of the 
City.” It also authorized the sum of $2,500 to match 
funds being raised across the City (e.g. the Canadian 
Patriotic Fund and a fund administered by the Ed-
monton Board of Public Welfare). 

At the close of that War, the following clause ap-
peared in CSU 52’s Collective Agreement:

 4.  Leave of Absence;

(c) When an employee has enlisted in His Majesty’s 
forces or in the forces of any of His Majesty’s Allies, or 
is called up under the Military Service Act, he shall 
be granted leave of absence without pay, until six 

What our members did during the Wars

City employees answered the call to arms in record numbers when 
Canada joined in the war effort; Edmonton Bulletin, 1939.
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months a�er he is discharged �om the forces or until 
one year a�er peace is declared by Great Britain and 
her Allies, provided always that such position is still 
in existence. In the event of such position not being in 
existence, the same consideration shall be extended to 
the discharged soldier hereinbefore referred to as to 
other employees applying for a position in the service 
of the City, with due respect to quali�cations.

When City employees once again joined the War 
e�ort in 1939, the Edmonton Civic Employees Fed-
eration pressured City Commissioners for assurance 
that enlistees would not be le� high and dry when they 
returned home. �eir jobs should not only saved, they 
also needed a guarantee of seniority, supplements for 
their army pay and continuation of all pension fund 
and life insurance payments for their period of service. 

Edmonton’s per capita enlistment was among 
the highest in Canada in WWII; 15,000 citizens 
would eventually go overseas and 550 would die. 
�ere was clear resolve to treat veterans better than 
 before. �ere were demands by the City unions, who 
reminded the City that people who put their lives 
on the line for their country should not be penalized 
when they return home.

On October 19, 1939, City Council voted on a 
motion which read in part:

�at permanent employees of the City as de�ned 
in the present Union Agreements who voluntarily 
enlist in the military, naval or air force or nursing 
serves of any member of the British Commonwealth 
of Nations or of any of the allied forces for the du-
ration of the present war will be and are therefore 
granted leave of absence during such period of time 
as said employees are engaged in such service and for 
six months next following the date of discharge �om 
such Service. 

Military women on parade on Jasper Avenue, 1942.
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Following the financial crash of 1913, the First World War quickly soaked up any 
unemployed workers in Edmonton, and as the price of wheat went steadily higher, 
agriculture boomed. However, this was not nearly enough to sustain growth, and 
our City's population dropped by almost 18,000 between 1914 and 1916, seriously 
affecting City finances. The pay of City employees was cut, contracts for sewer con-
struction were unilaterally cancelled and the power plant was leased to a private 
company in 1916. Our police force was cut by more than half. The city took over 
thousands of lots for non-payment of taxes (many in the river valley) following the 
flood of 1915, and a civic income tax was introduced in 1918-1920. 

The opposite scenario took place in World War II. Our City played a significant role 
in the British Commonwealth Air Training Program, and with the U.S. entering the 
war after 1941, Edmonton became a major supply site for the construction of the 
Alaska Highway by the U.S. Army engineers, involving 11,000 soldiers and 16,000 
Canadian and American civilians, as well as the Canol Pipeline to deliver oil for the 
war effort. American dollars, soldiers, and contractors swept into Edmonton creat-
ing a housing crisis. Edmonton also became a vital point in the Northwest Staging 
Route, and with the U.S. Air Force Alaska Wing headquartered in Edmonton, Edmon-
ton’s Blatchford Field became one of the busiest airports in North America (on a 
single day, September 29, 1943, 860 American planes flew into the city). 

And it is declared that said employees so given 
leave of absence shall be entitled to retain all senior-
ity rights in the civic service held by them respectively 
as at the  date of enlistment, but only to such an ex-
tent as the City may deem reasonable and practicable 
having regard to the circumstances of the individual 
employee concerned.  …

 Should the position held by any such employee 
be left unfilled or have been suspended or abolished 
during leave of absence, the employee concerned … 
shall be entitled to a position, if and when available, 
of the same or similar nature in the civic service as 
nearly comparable as possible to the position held by 
such employee at the date of enlistment.

During the War, not only were civic employees 
prepared to be leading contributors to the blood bank; 
in a move that would be considered highly unusual to-
day, the City kept a record of the blood group to which 
each employee belonged. Moreover, civic employees 
were solidly behind the ‘Victory Loan’ movement, 
which had been established.

An unfortunate and dark side of any War are 
the suspicions that are almost automatically aroused  
about potential subversives and troublemakers. Ed-
monton’s City Commissioners were asked to search 
their rolls and disclose any employees who might  
be ‘suspected by the police’, to include ‘unnatural-
ized aliens’ and  immigrants who had yet to apply for  
Canadian citizenship. 
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For the longest time in Edmonton’s his-
tory, CSU and its sister civic unions had to 
contend with the deeply-entrenched no-
tion that employees who worked for the 
City were di�erent than other workers. 
�ey were ‘civil servants’ whose role was to 
serve the public - and we had no trouble 
with this idea. What we argued against 
was the idea that this made us ‘servants’ 
instead of ‘public employees’ with the 
implication that our employer could 
therefore treat us in a substandard way.

Servants have fewer rights than em-
ployees, and normally have to accept 
more responsibilities and obligations 
to their ‘masters’. Furthermore, the idea 
that we were ‘servants’ implied that our 
Union was less able to represent us fully 
and to protect our common interest as 
employees.  

�e idea that an employee is a 
‘servant’ refers to the early days of the 
Master & Servant Act, with roots in 
the Middle Ages, when one’s ‘master’ 
was not only a supervisor or manager; 
he occupied a higher place in the so-
cial order and had full right to treat 
you as he wished, getting his way 
through a combination of punish-
ments and rewards. 

�is idea was reinforced for us by a special Code of 
Conduct we were all expected to sign as a condition of 
employment even though it took all the common law 
‘servant’ duties of �delity, good behavior, etc. one large 
step further than for most employees.  

As late as 1978, City Council proposed a Code of 
Ethics for its employees about which CSU 52 reported 
to its members as follows:

.. the general feeling among the union representatives 
is that the proposal is unnecessary and the dra� is, in 
fact, not a Code of Ethics at all, but merely another 
set of rules designed not only to regulate lifestyles 
while at the workplace, but also in an employee’s 
home life. �e dra� is very negative in its wording 
and is tied into the City’s discipline policy. It deals 
with an employee’s political activities and is, in fact, 
simply another list of rules and regulations enunciat-
ing a series of ‘thou-shalt-nots – or else!’ 

(Bulletin, August 1978)

‘Servant status’ also meant that certain taxpayers 
felt that they could make special demands of the City 
regarding our terms and conditions of employment. 
Perhaps one of the most pernicious of all inferences 
was the idea that the Master could direct the conduct 
of his ‘servants’ beyond working hours, reinforcing the 
notion that, in some respects, he owned them. �is 
idea gave rise to all sorts of arbitrary rules that would 
be considered intolerable in most other workplaces. 

Servants or Employees 
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(e.g., working outside of hours, residency, dress codes, 
employment of relatives, temperance, smoking).  Fur-
thermore, while some of these rules may seem accept-
able, it is notable that they were mostly directed one 
way; at the rank-and-�le worker and not at Commis-
sioners or managers. 

Layered on top of these Master-Servant rules 
was a system of scienti�c management imported into 
Canada’s public service a�er the First World War. �is 
system attempted to increase productivity by measur-
ing and controlling every aspect of the servant’s work 
through detailed job duties, policies and procedures, 
time clocks, etc. 

When Masters have unfettered rights to treat Ser-
vants as they wish, there is no end to what they will 
think of. As an interesting contrast to the current law 
against discrimination, for example, was a preference 
for British employees that was laid out in City policy 
in 1922:

Clause 2  Nationality of Employees
Preference shall be given in all cases of employment 
in the Civic Service to those of British Nationality.

The prime mission of any union is to transform its mem-
bers’ status from that of servants to that of employees who 
enjoy a full range of legal rights.

Winston Gereluk, Athabasca University
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