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The United Steelworkers union represents 280,000 working men and women across Canada in many different sectors of the economy – everything from steel making, manufacturing, wood, to health care, and universities.   Mining has been one of the traditional bases of our union, and today the United Steelworkers represents approximately 20,000 miners in Canada – making us the largest mining union in the country.   

You may recall the representation of Kim Pollock and Chris Nand from our union at the June Vancouver Round Table.  If you haven’t already done so, I would urge you to review the brief submitted at that time.

The Steelworkers represent miners at virtually all the leading Canadian mining companies, and in all sectors of the industry – coal, iron ore, nickel, potash, uranium, lead, zinc, gold & silver – and all parts of production process.  The Steelworkers Humanity Fund actively supports 8 different development projects with partners in the Global South which promote labour and human rights in mining communities.  We know mining, mining companies, and our members have a lot at stake in the industry.    Through our links with mining unions and community groups around the world, we also know a bit about what Canadian mining companies are up to overseas.  

Mining is an important and valuable activity.  But the mining industry simply cannot continue to operate in the way that is has.   The reality is that workers, communities, and indigenous groups are still too often hurt, and far too often do not share fairly in the benefits of mining development.   We need concrete, meaningful changes that will ensure that mining activities are truly undertaken in a way that respects human and labour rights and the environment.

It is not only the so-called “junior” mining companies that are involved in questionable activities.  Inco’s current practices in Indonesia and New Caledonia fall short of what we would expect from a company that truly promotes human rights and respects indigenous people.  Our union has gone on record asking Inco to negotiate the kind of Impact Benefit Agreements with the Kanak of New Caledonia as they have with the Innu and Innuit of Labrador around the Voisey Bay nickel deposit, and we continue to urge Inco to re-think it’s approach to the Goro development.    

Given our experience and our history, it is absolutely clear to our union that a voluntary approach to regulation - or ‘self regulation’ if you will - can never form the basis of any sustainable system that provides real protections for workers and their communities in developing countries.  If the Round Table is serious about making improvements in the lives of people touched by Canadian mining, the Steelworkers would strongly urge this Round Table to move beyond a voluntary approach.

I am here today to make it clear that our union – the United Steelworkers –  is fully in support of the position set out by the Canadian Network for Corporate Accountability.
Hopefully Round Table participants are by now very well aware of the four main proposals of the network.  For the record, let me repeat them: 
· First, Canadian government support and services, (including the Export Development Corp), to Canadian companies operating outside Canada must be conditional on evidence that companies have met, and will continue to meet, the highest standards for human rights and the environment;

· Second, changes must be made in Canadian law to ensure that the management and directors of Canadian companies are held accountable for human rights abuses and the environmental degradation when these occur outside of Canada;

· Third, there must be an effective system for ensuring that Canadian companies do in fact meet standards and comply with internationally accepted human rights obligations;

· Finally, Canada must promote human rights standards in the lending policies of the World Bank, as well as the international banking system.

As many of you will know our union was deeply moved by the 1992 Westray tragedy, and we re-dedicated ourselves to ensuring that workers are not killed or injured in the workplace.   When workers are hurt, corporate decision makers must be held criminally liable for their actions or inactions – for their negligence.  As a result of the Westray Bill, that’s what the Canadian criminal code now says, and we are proud of the part we played in getting that Bill into Parliament and passed.  

Our Union is proposing that the principles set out in the Westray Bill be extended to the overseas actions of Canadian companies, and then be extended to human rights and environmental obligations.  If it is a criminal offense for executives and directors of Canadian companies not to take reasonable steps to protect the health and safety of workers in Canada, how is that action any less reprehensible if it occurs overseas?  Worker safety and human rights are not negotiable.  If executives and directors of Canadian companies are negligent in their overseas operations, and if they cannot be held to account in that jurisdiction, they must be held to account under Canadian law.

One of the issues under consideration in this Round Table process is the kind of standards for corporate social responsibility that would be most helpful.

As a trade union, we would argue that companies must be held to account for meeting strong standards related to labour rights.  Throughout the world active, progressive trade unions have been at the forefront of the fight for democratic societies.  Collective action through trade unions has proven time and time again to be an effective mechanism for addressing issues of wealth distribution and raising the living standards of millions of working people.  Simply put – trade unions are good for democratic societies. 

The underlying objective of the Round Table process is to promote a mining industry that does a better job of respecting human rights, indigenous communities, and the environment.  Agreements around standards would be an important step toward this objective.  But without effective mechanisms put in place around monitoring and compliance, standards may make little difference.  

Our union learned long ago that company commitments to workers don’t mean much unless there is an effective complaints procedure, or a grievance system, with legal clout to hold companies to account for their commitments.   And a strong legal framework able to enforce rights, while essential, is often not enough.  We have recognized that it takes an active, powerful union to make effective use of legal mechanisms.

In the context of the global mining industry it is very likely that it will be difficult to ensure that corporate compliance with human rights standards moves beyond the ‘policy’ stage – or moves beyond the commitments on paper that are routinely ignored in the day to day business of mining.   In our view, democratic trade unions can have an important contribution to make in this area.  Trade unions in the Global South can play a significant role in holding corporations to account for their actions or in-actions, particularly after a mining development has been established.  The stronger a trade union, the more likely corporate management will be forced to respect and promote human and labour rights and the environment.   Trade unions that have close relationships with the Canadian labour movement can be particularly effective.

That means that one of the most effective methods of promoting better outcomes for people affected by mining overseas is to promote the development of democratic trade unions overseas, and to foster relationships between Canadian unions and their overseas counterparts.   

A strong and unambiguous Canadian standard around the right of workers to form trade unions is essential.  And as I have tried to argue, it is important not only as one of the ‘rights’ to be respected, it is important as a compliance mechanism.  

One of the troubling issues questions lurking just beneath the surface in any discussion around the activities of Canadian mining companies overseas is this:  how do we define a mining industry that is “Canadian”? 

Mining has always been a global business.  Recently global consolidation has again been sweeping the industry.  The capture of Falconbridge by Xstrata, and the likely takeover of Inco by CVRD come to mind.  If ownership of Inco moves to Brazil, should Canadian citizens be any less concerned with Inco’s activities in Indonesia or New Caledonia?  Do Canadian responsibilities change if Falconbridge shares are removed from Canadian stock exchanges? 

To return to an earlier theme, certainly Canadian public funds should available only to companies that comply with clear human rights and environmental standards.  Global consolidation and corporate ownership is not affected at all by that.

Beyond that however, it is likely that a Canadian regime for the regulation of Canadian companies’ overseas activities will not be sufficient in the long run.   We are fast approaching a world, if we are not already there, were it will be impossible in any meaningfully way to ascribe any ‘nationality’ to global companies or to corporate executives.  In the longer term there must be international agreements which regulate corporate behaviours to ensure human rights are respected and promoted.  

But Canada can’t wait for the international community to catch up to where we are at, and we can’t wait for the cumbersome, tedious, and lengthy process that might have to be followed to generate meaningful regulation and standards on an international basis.  The need for action is urgent.  Human rights are a today problem.  The Canadian government has a responsibility to do what it can.  And Canada has the capability to act, and to act now.  By adopting and implementing a Canadian regulatory regime Canada will be showing leadership on the world stage, make it easier to achieve broader international agreements, and most importantly, make a meaningful difference in the lives of thousands of world citizens who are currently often all too vulnerable and powerless to protect  themselves against global mining powerhouses.
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