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Business Indicators u June 1999

B.C. Unions Facing New Challenges From Secure Footing

Unless otherwise indicated, statistics in this
report are produced from Statistics Canada’s
Labour Force Survey. They were obtained
through a special order by BC STATS to ex-
amine the extent of unionisation in British
Columbia, and the characteristics of union-
ised workers.

As British Columbia’s economy expands be-
yond its traditional resource industry base, its
workforce is being reshaped. This has pre-
sented challenges for the province’s unions.

The union movement continues strong in
British Columbia. Unionisation rates are
higher than in most other provinces and union
members are paid at substantially higher
rates, on average, than non-unionised work-
ers. The number of union members rose to
513 thousand in 1998, up from 503 thousand
in 1997.

However, there are some worrisome trends
from the organised labour point of view. Em-
ployment levels have been falling in the heav-
ily unionised forestry and mineral industries
during the 1990s. Stubbornly high levels of
unemployment in British Columbia and else-
where in Canada have done nothing to im-
prove union bargaining positions. Where em-
ployee jobs have been created, many have
been in businesses that are too small to be
practically organised. Often they are part-time
jobs.

These and other developments have caused
unions to widen their organising activities to
include new types of workers in new types of
industries. One incentive for this is the need
to look to where employment is growing fast-
est - in the service industries. Another is the
social mission to extend their protection to the
most vulnerable members of the workforce.

The sense of mission is not new to the estab-
lished industrial based unions. Many or most
can trace their origins back to the harsh
workplace realities of the 1920s and 1930s,
when the public safety net was all but non-
existent. But the rapid expansion of service
industries in this decade has created condi-
tions that have revitalised commitment to this
tradition.

New Initiatives For Organised Labour

It’s the business of John Weir, Director of Or-
ganising for the British Columbia Federation
of Labour, to bring more workers into the un-
ion fold.

Mr Weir estimates that the portion of all paid
workers (employees plus self-employed) that
unions could eventually hope to organise
would be about 54 per cent. This amounts to
an additional 26 per cent of British Columbia
paid workers (483 thousand) over and above
those already unionised. He considers that
the maximum limit is constrained mainly by
the number of workers employed in ‘micro
businesses’, those with less than five em-
ployees. Businesses this small are regarded
as impractical targets for union membership
drives.
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An important objective for union organisers is
to include more young workers in their mem-
berships. He notes that the British Columbia
Federation and three other provincial Federa-
tions under the Canadian Labour Congress
have established youth committees.

The focus on youth derives partly from the
labour movement’s renewed sense of social
mission. A dearth of good employment op-
portunities in the 1990s has left many young
workers stuck in low paying jobs with few
benefits and little or no security. They have
become a significant part of the underclass of
low paid workers that the movement is trying
to reach.

Speaking of the social goals of labour, Mr.
Weir observes that unions have always had
to balance the need to allocate resources for
organising new groups of workers against the
need to serve existing members.

He feels that there has been a shift back to-
ward the organising model in recent years as
unions have expanded the scope of their or-
ganising drives to include workers employed
in completely unrelated industries. He notes
that these campaigns often aim to bring in
more young ‘precariously employed’ workers
doing the irregular or part-time work, service
jobs that might once have been considered
as ‘stepping stones’, but which many people
have had to accept as indefinite employment
in the 1990s.

Service industry employment has expanded
to include 78 per cent of all workers in British
Columbia. Workers in this broad category ac-
counted for 91 per cent of the 161 thousand
net increase in the number of employees
between 1990 and 1998. Employment num-
bers have grown especially fast for retail
stores, hotels, motels, restaurants, and for
the wide variety of specialised personal serv-
ices that have appeared in recent years.

Although service workers might be thought to
have more to gain from unionisation than
workers in other industries, they are not al-
ways the easiest to organise. For one thing,
service industry jobs usually lack the danger-

ous working conditions producing what Mr.
Weir calls a ‘radicalising experience’ for
workers in industries such as forestry, mining
or steelwork. He also cites the mobility of
capital as another factor that can reduce the
chances of success in an organising drive.

Nonetheless, a number of major unions with
unlikely industrial bases have made serious
efforts to bring in more service workers during
the 1990s. These have included The Cana-
dian Auto Workers, International Wood and
Allied Workers, the Teamsters, and the
United Steel Workers of America.

High profile service businesses already or-
ganised or targeted for organisation have in-
cluded units of McDonald’s Restaurants,
Kentucky Fried Chicken, Starbucks, and
Chapters Bookstores.

A B.C. Based Forestry Union Expanding
Into New Areas

The Industrial Wood and Allied Workers
(IWA) is the only British Columbia based na-
tional union. It has also been among the most
active of British Columbia unions in extending
its organising activities to totally different in-
dustries.

One of the reasons for this is the organisation
of the union along geographic lines. Union
vice president David Tones asserts that this
allows the union to set up local centres to
serve the needs of all organised workers in a
particular region, and to better address local
priorities than would be possible through an
industry based approach. Because the union
already maintains offices in many forest
communities, it can be the natural choice for
other workers in those communities to turn to
when looking to organise. From the point of
view of union operations, the geographic
structure allows efficient use of local re-
sources.
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B.C. Union Certifications Jump In 1993
With Introduction of New Labour Code

BC STATS

certifications granted
individual bargaining units

The I.W.A. began its main initiative to recruit
outside the forest industry in 1997. Since
then, workers outside forestry have come to
account for about one third of total member-
ship.

Many of these are in service businesses in-
cluding, among others:
- three video rental outlets
- an airport car rental operation
- a number of car dealerships
- a Value Village location
- a group of cab drivers

Not all of the union’s bargaining units outside
forestry are in services. For example it claims
about 800 members working in greenhouses,
nurseries, and other agricultural operations.

British Columbia Among Most Heavily
Unionised Provinces

A larger proportion of employees are union-
ised in British Columbia than in most other
provinces. Thirty-five per cent of all British
Columbia employees were union members in
1998, compared to 31 per cent in Canada as
a whole. Only Newfoundland and Quebec
could claim higher ratios, with 39 per cent and
36 per cent respectively.

The British Columbia union movement gained
strength from 1993 changes to the Provincial
Labour Code, which eased the rules by which
workplace certification can be granted. In the
four years before the new code was pro-
claimed, bargaining unit certifications granted
were at or below 263 per year. Since then,
they have averaged over 400 annually. This
increase has had a proportionately smaller
effect on the number of employees becoming
union members because so many of the
newly organised bargaining units have been
small. This, along with other factors, has al-
lowed the rate of unionisation to remain
around 35 per cent for most of the 1990s.



BC STATS Business Indicators, June 1999 4

There is little obvious explanation for British
Columbia’s relatively high rates of unionisa-
tion in its industrial employment mix. A very
large part of the province’s workforce is con-
centrated in service industries, many of which
have been traditionally union resistant.

For example, in 1998 British Columbia had
the highest employment concentrations in
Canada for workers in accommodation and
food service industries; professional scientific
and technical services; information, culture
and recreation; and real estate and leasing.

Overall, service workers accounted for 78 per
cent of British Columbia employment in 1998,
more than in any other province and consid-
erably higher than the 74 per cent ratio for
Canada as a whole.

But although British Columbia’s service in-
dustry workers are less likely to be unionised
than other workers in the province, they are
more likely to be unionised than service
workers in other provinces. Union coverage of
British Columbia service workers in 1998 (in-
cluding both union members and non-
members covered by union contracts) was 37
per cent. This compared to a 32 per cent un-
ion coverage rate in the rest of Canada.

Of the 339 thousand British Columbia work-
ers in retail and wholesale trade, 17 per cent
were covered by union contracts, compared
to 14 per cent in the rest of Canada. Of the
194 thousand health and welfare workers in
the province, 64 per cent were covered by
union contracts, as compared to 55 per cent
in the rest of Canada. Of the 148 thousand
British Columbia accommodation and food
services industry workers (hotels, motels,
restaurants, etc.), 11 per cent were covered
by union contracts, compared to 8 per cent in
the rest of Canada. The 92 thousand public
administration workers in British Columbia
(including federal, provincial and municipal
civil servants) were 82 per cent union cov-
ered, compared to 75 per cent in the rest of
Canada

The indications are that British Columbia un-
ions continue to be successful in organising
service industry workers. Data from the Brit-
ish Columbia Labour Relations Board show
that 77 per cent of workers in bargaining units
certified by the Board in 1998 were in the
service sector. Union membership roles were
growing particularly fast in the health and so-
cial services category, which accounted for
27 per cent of all workers newly certified in
1998.

Even in the traditionally highly unionised
manufacturing sector, British Columbia un-
ionisation rates are high by comparison with
other provinces. Just over 40 per cent of
manufacturing jobs in British Columbia were
covered by union contracts in 1998, com-
pared with 35 per cent in the rest of Canada.

Less Labour Strife In the 1990s

A high provincial unionisation rate has not
brought British Columbia a particularly high
level of labour strife. During the 1990s British
Columbia workers have experienced relatively
few working days lost to labour disputes,
compared to workers in other provinces.

This could not have been said of the province
during the 1980s, when British Columbia
gained a reputation as one of the centres of
labour unrest in Canada. Over the ten year
period from 1979 through 1988, there were
an average of 42 British Columbia employees
per ten thousand absent from work in any
given week because of labour disputes. This
was the second highest rate in Canada after
Quebec, where the rate was 43 per ten thou-
sand employees.

But during the ten year period from 1989
through 1998, the number of British Columbia
employees absent from work during an aver-
age week because of labour disputes
dropped to only 8 per ten thousand. This was
lower than the rates for Quebec, Ontario,
New Brunswick and Newfoundland, and well
below the Canadian average of 12 per ten
thousand.



BC STATS Business Indicators, June 1999 5

42

2

8

2

20

43

13

8

0

1

3

10

13

6

BC

Alta

Sask

Man

Ont

Que

atlantic

0 10 20 30 40 50

1979-88 1989-98

B.C . No Longer Stands Out
As A Province of Labour Unrest

BC STATS

employees per ten thousand absent
for labour disputes in average week

Across Canada men have been far more
likely to be absent from work because of la-
bour dispute than women. This may change,
particularly if women workers use their grow-
ing collective bargaining strength to close the
gap between male and female average
wages.

Union Jobs Pay Better

As elsewhere in Canada, average wage rates
have been markedly higher for unionised
workers in British Columbia than for non-
unionised workers.

British Columbia employees who were union
members earned an average hourly rate of

$20.46 in 1998, compared to an average of
$15.46 earned by employees who were not
union members. The $5.00 gap between un-
ion and non-union rates amounted to 32 per
cent of the non-union hourly rate, a wider dif-
ference than the 29 per cent gap for Canada
as a whole. The widest difference for any
province was the 52 per cent gap between
union and non-union average rates in New
Brunswick. The narrowest wage rate differ-
ences between union and non-union workers
were in Alberta (27 per cent) and Ontario (26
per cent).

Women are paid less than men on average,
whether they are unionised or not. But the
male/female wage difference is smaller for
unionised workers than for non-unionised
workers. This implies that unionisation tends
to narrow the male/female wage gap.

Male union members in British Columbia
earned an average hourly wage of $21.64 in
1998, compared to $17.43 for non-union men.
The $4.21 difference amounted to 24 per cent
of the average wage rate for non-union work-
ers.

Large as it was, this difference was dwarfed
by the 44 per cent difference in average wage
rates between unionised women and non-
unionised women. Women union members in
British Columbia earned an average hourly
wage rate of $19.22, $5.83 higher than the
rate for non-unionised women.

Overall, average wage rates are higher in
British Columbia than in any other province –
both for union members and for non-union
members. It may be that the high average
wage rates won by union members in British
Columbia have served to elevate the bench-
marks for non-union workers.
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Male Female

union not union union not union
member member difference member member difference

B.C. $21.64 $17.43 $4.21 $19.22 $13.39 $5.83
Alta $19.43 $16.57 $2.86 $17.18 $11.76 $5.42
Sask $18.20 $13.89 $4.31 $15.18 $10.61 $4.57
Man $18.41 $14.13 $4.28 $15.38 $10.93 $4.45
Ont $20.33 $17.15 $3.18 $18.28 $13.56 $4.72
Que $18.73 $15.70 $3.03 $17.53 $12.23 $5.30
N.B. $18.26 $12.96 $5.30 $16.58 $9.88 $6.70
N.S. $17.73 $13.14 $4.59 $15.46 $10.24 $5.22
P.E.I. $16.71 $11.07 $5.64 $16.62 $9.38 $7.24
Nfld $17.06 $12.93 $4.13 $15.74 $9.01 $6.73

Canada $19.68 $16.29 $3.39 $17.71 $12.61 $5.10

BC STATS

Employee Average Hourly Wages
Annual Average 1998

Women As Likely to Be Union Members As
Men In British Columbia

Female employees are as likely to be union
members as male employees in British Co-
lumbia. For both, the proportion of employees
who were union members was 35 per cent in
1998.

The total number of male union members in
the province was higher than the total number
of female union members - 263 thousand
males as opposed to 250 thousand females.
But this was because there were more male
employees overall, not because males were
any more likely to join unions.

Other provinces showed very different pat-
terns of male and female unionisation rates.
In some, women were more likely to be union
members than men. In others, it was men
who were more likely to be unionised.

Male employees in Quebec, for example,
were 37 per cent unionised in 1998. But Que-
bec female employees were only 34 per cent
unionised. In Saskatchewan, women employ-
ees were more heavily unionised than men –
37 per cent as opposed to 31 per cent. For
Canada as a whole, the rate of unionisation
for male employees was 32 per cent, while
the rate for females was 29 per cent.

These figures apply for all unions taken to-
gether. Numbers released in the 1998 British
Columbia Labour Directory, an annual publi-
cation of the Ministry of Labour, indicate that
individual unions are often either predomi-
nantly male or female.

As might be expected, the heavy industrial
based unions generally include far more men
than women. For example, out of 11,217
British Columbia members in the Communi-
cations, Energy and Paperworkers Union,
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Employees By Union Membership Status - 1998

Not Not
Union Union Per Cent Union Union Per Cent

Member Member Unionised Member Member Unionised
('000) ('000) ('000) ('000)

BC 263 489 35% 250 466 35%
Alta 130 502 21% 139 432 24%
Sask 55 124 31% 64 109 37%
Man 79 155 34% 77 142 35%
Ont 739 1,714 30% 569 1678 25%
Que 553 935 37% 441 864 34%
NB 39 104 27% 36 97 27%
NS 53 124 30% 46 119 28%
PEI 35 51 41% 29 50 37%
Nfld 6 18 25% 8 17 32%
Canada 1,952 4,217 32% 1658 3975 29%

BC STATS

MEN WOMEN

only 1,098 were women. The International
Brotherhood of Teamsters reported 2,962
women members out of a total membership
of 18,824.

Public sector unions came closer to gender
balance, and could sometimes claim more
female members than male. For example, the
British Columbia Government and Service
Employees Union’s 65,757 members included
39,537 women. The British Columbia Teach-
ers’ Federation counted 44,121 members, of
which 30,174 were female. On the other
hand, the Canadian Union of Public Employ-
ees included only 38,034 women among its
115,510 members.

Not surprisingly, the British Columbia Nurses
Union included far more women than men -
30,174 out of a total membership of 44,121.
And, of the 10,729 members in the Health
Sciences Association, 8,800 were women.

Younger Workers Less Likely
to Be Unionised

In British Columbia and across Canada, older
employees are far more likely to be union
members than younger employees. In British
Columbia only 14 per cent of employees 15 to
24 years of age were union members in 1998,
compared to 47 per cent of workers 45 years
and older. British Columbia had a higher pro-
portion of unionised employees in the 45
years and older age bracket than any prov-
ince except Newfoundland.

Even so, unions have been more successful
in British Columbia than elsewhere in Canada
at organising younger workers. The British
Columbia unionisation rate for 15 to 24 year
olds was more than 3 percentage points
higher than the Canadian average. Quebec is
the only province where unions have recruited
as large a portion of younger workers.

In the 25 to 34 year age bracket, 30 per cent
of British Columbia employees were union-

ised. This group
includes most of the
generation ‘X’
workers who have
experienced so much
difficulty in securing
permanent, well
paying jobs.

A larger percentage
of employees in the
late baby boomer
group (ages 35 to 44)
have found their way
into union jobs.
Thirty-nine per cent of
British Columbians in
this age group were
union members in
1998.



BC STATS Business Indicators, June 1999 8

15-24 25-34 35-44 45+

BC 14% 30% 39% 47%
Alta 8% 18% 28% 31%
Sask 13% 30% 43% 44%
Man 13% 31% 42% 45%
Ont 10% 23% 32% 38%
Que 14% 31% 41% 45%
NB 4% 21% 33% 41%
NS 7% 23% 36% 41%
PEI 10% 23% 38% 38%
Nfld 13% 35% 46% 50%
Canada 11% 26% 36% 41%

BC STATS

Union Members As Per Cent
of All Employees In Age Bracket  - 1998

The most heavily unionised employee group
of all in British Columbia were males forty-five
years of age and older. Just under half (48
per cent) were union members in 1998.
Women employees in this age range were
also more likely to be union members than
women workers in younger age groups.

North American Comparisons

By comparison with the United States, Can-
ada is a highly unionised country. Figures re-
leased by the United States Bureau of Labour
Statistics indicate that 14 per cent of Ameri-
can wage and salary workers were union
members in 1998. This compares with 31 per
cent of employees in Canada reported as
union members, and 35 per cent in British
Columbia.

American unionisation rates are particularly
low in the private sector. Just under one in
ten (9.5 per cent) of American private sector
workers were unionised in 1998, compared to
38 per cent of government workers. Exactly
comparable numbers are not readily available
for Canadian workers. But figures on the
number of Canadian workers covered by un-
ion contracts, including union members and
also non union members whose work is cov-

ered by union contracts, suggest that many
more private sector workers were under some
sort of union umbrella in Canada. The pro-
portions of Canadian workers covered by un-
ion contracts were 21 per cent for the private
sector and 76 per cent for the public sector.
In British Columbia, 24 per cent of private
sector workers, and 82 per cent of public
sector workers were covered by union con-
tracts.

Apart from the striking difference in unionisa-
tion rates, there are notable similarities in the
profiles of union workers in the United States
and Canada.

Government workers are far more likely to be
unionised than private sector workers in both
countries. Men are more likely to be union
members than women. And union members
earn substantially more than non-union mem-
bers, on average.

The overall U.S. union membership rate fell
from 20 per cent in 1983, the first year for
which comparable data are available, to the
1998 level of 14 per cent. Again, there are no
exactly equivalent data available to compare
this to what has been happening in Canada.
However, union membership data for British
Columbia, at least, suggest that no such
sharp drop has taken place in membership
rates over this period.

Figures on union memberships collected by
the British Columbia Ministry of Labour indi-
cate that the ratio of union memberships to
paid workers fell slowly from the mid 1950s to
the late 1980s. Since then, it has shown no
clear and persistent tendency to either rise or
fall.

When self-employed people are factored in, a
somewhat different trend is apparent. If Brit-
ish Columbia union memberships are taken
as a ratio of total employment (employees
plus all self-employed) there is a slight de-
cline between 1990 and 1998.
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Self-Employment Rising Faster Than
Union Membership In British Columbia

 BC STATS

Source: BC Ministry of Labour for membership data and 
Statistics Canada for labour force data.

(thousands)

# of union 
memberships

# of
self-employed

This reflects the appearance in the labour
force of large numbers of self-employed peo-
ple. Of the 299 thousand net increase in total
employment for British Columbia between
1990 and 1998, 138 thousand were self-
employed people. The 1998 total for all self-
employed people in the province amounted to
386 thousand, as compared to 513 thousand
for union members.

Some self-employed could also be union
members, but most are not. Many have found
their public voice in organisations represent-
ing small business. As their numbers have
been growing, they have begun to assert
themselves as a third powerful force in the
new economy, alongside big business and
labour.


