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has no alternative but to continue savagely

attacking the working class. And when workers
fight back collectively (as we all will sooner

or later), the content of our struggles,
the interests we are forced to defend, are
more and more, at bottom, the same.

However, a revolutionary, internationally
unified uprising is not inevitable. Pres-
ently, workers' struggles concern themselves
solely with defending themselves from attacks
on their living and working conditions, pre-
venting their wages or social 'benefits' from
falling more and more behind the cost of 1liv-
ing, fighting layoffs, work speed-ups, man-
datory overtime, etc. Revolutionaries (ie.
those who understand the direction capitalism
is moving in and see the necessity for world
proletarian revolution to prevent the dest-
ruction of humanity) must intervene in work-
ers' struggles to point out the increasingly
common interests and circumstances of all

such struggles today, to denounce the unions

and leftists as agents of the state (pointing

out how they play that role), and to argue
for the necessity for workers to self-organ-
ize, extend, and unify their struggles, and
the need to directly confront the state on a
mass scale. We must point out both the nec-
essity and the possibilty of international
revolutionary transformation, and convince
our class brothers and sisters to take up a
revolutionary perspective.

Cynicism may be hip these days, but it is
really based on ignorance, and the state

today is more than happy with it. Those of
us who aren't ignorant and who haven't yet

given up on humanity's fate must get together
to clarify our revolutionary perspectives and

influence the proletariat's struggles of
today and tommorrow.
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Welcome to the first issue of Class Struggle
Bulletin. The reason for its existence 1s
primarily to publicize the facts of, and the
lessons to be drawn from, the nurses' strike
in B.C. this summer. This account is of
course aimed at a very specific section of
society: those whose ‘'politics’' identify them
with the project of eliminating capitalism by
means of autonomous proletarian action. (We
hope that some nurses, and others, with
lesser political aims will also be inter-
ested.) Since those of us putting out C.S.B.
are located in Vancouver, and since the level
of class struggle here is not likely to soon
reach what it did this summer (there was also
a strike by workers in the fish catching and

processing sector--which is relatively sizable

here--which 'their' union effectively sabo-
taged), this will perhaps also be the last
issue of C.S.B., as such. We would love to
put out a second issue as soon as is pract-
ically possible, but we may not possess suf-
ficient material to do so for who knows how
long. Unless another important moment of
class struggle erupts here or other revolu-
tionaries pass on to us material concerning
class struggles elsewhere in North America--
for example, we would greatly appreciate any:
decent accounts, from a revolutionary pers-
pective, of the strikes by nurses and other
public sector workers in Quebec in Septem-
ber--we won't see a second issue soon.
Nevertheless, we -may publish a sequel to
C.S.B.; that is, a different publication with
a different name, oriented more to theory and
analysis, but continuing and developing the
perspectives outlined here. It's presently
an open question. What could influence our
decision is the response we get to C.S.B. So
if you have any worthwhile material that

others in the North American revolutionary
milieu ought to know about concerning contem-

- porary class struggle, send it to us. Or, if

you have any response, especially a critical
and substantial one, to the contents of this
issue, and you consider yourself a partisan
of autonomous class struggle, write it up and
mail it to us. Or if you have any material
on issues of concern to contemporary class
struggle or international proletarian revolu-
tion, get it to us. (Such issues include,
atleast, state capitalism, unions, imperial-
ism, 'national liberation', leftism, the dec-
adence of capitalism, the history of class
struggle under capitalism, the development

of class consciousness, how to effectively
struggle today, and how revolutionaries
should ‘'organize’' themselves and intervene

in class struggle toda{.) We cannot over
emphasize that revolutionaries today must
communicate with each other to the greatest
extent possible, in a genuinely fraternal
manner, to pass on information on the various
moments of class struggle occuring around the
world and the interventions of revolution-

aries made therein, to confront and debate .

ideas and perspectives, and to work towards
international collaboration and unity.
Finally, we are obviously losing money by
distributing this issue of C.S.B. for free.
And if we are to publish a sequel, we will
require additional funds. We appreciate any

monetary contributions (all cheques to 'cash').

Write to us at:

C.8.8i; Pu0i:Box 69804, Station K,
Vancouver, B.C. V5K 4Y7 Canada

' CLASS STRUGGLE

BULLETIN
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# B.C. NURSES' STRIKE
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NURSES’ STRIKE IN BRITISH COLUMBIA

‘ ’ British Columbia
As in many other 'welfare' capitalist The 17,500 nurses of I

states in the past few years, Canada has (B.C.) decided overwelmingly to gtrike

seen severe government budget reductions rather than accept an offer of 1 % wage

of expenditures on social and health increases over three years. Their dem-
gservices. And as in many other such ands were for an immediate increase of

countries, this has led to resistance by 22% and 7.5% in each of the second and
workers directly affected by these cut- third years, increases 1n ovgrtlme.
backs. Such was the strike which erup- shift, and weekend pay, and improved
ted on June 13 by the nurses of British working conditions. Only by means of a
Cgaumbia (Canadian nurses are organized significant immediate wage increase for
¢ bargain on a province by province starting nurses, they argued, could more
bagis). As a result of the state's red- nurses be attracted--the only way to
uction of spending on public health, increase staffing levels, and so reduce
nurses' wages have lagged far behind the the presently intolerable workload.

cost of living for many years, leading Right from the beginning of the strike
to a largescale exodus from ‘profession- the union collaborated with the hos-

al employment'. This in turn has led %o pitals' management and the government on
a widespread nursing shortage in a fixing ‘'essential staffing levels' at

number of countries, which of course approximately 70% of the workforce, so
means a significant increase in workload that there were never more than 5,500

for all nurses--both work speed-up and nurses actually withdrawing their labour

ever more overtime. These, in short, at any one time. Although most nurses
are the reasons for the militant class remained on the job, the effectiveness

struggle nurses have exhibited over the of the strike was strengthened by the
past few years in Britain, France, Can- refusal of the 29,000 workers (actually
ada, the U.S., and elsewhere. about 21,000 not deemed likewise ‘essen-
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tial') within the Hospital Employees
Union (HEU), consisting of nurses’
aides, orderlies, clerks, janitors,
etc., to cross the nurses' picket lines.
Then on June 22 the healthcare workers
in the HEU joined the strike. Although
this extension of the strike was not a
matter of nurses convincing healthcare
workers to unite with them in one fight
for a common set of demands, since it
was confined to 'normal union proced-
ures', and both unions did their best to
keep the disputes and the demands seper-
ate, there was a real unity on the .
picket lines and this undoubtedly inc-
reased pressure on the hospitals (and
the government, which funds them).

The striking nurses' militancy and
obvious public (ie. predominantly work-
ing class) support for their struggle--

despite the campaign by the media to
- portray the the nurses as ‘'endangering
public health'--led the hospitals to
increase their wage offer on June 26 to
29.5% over three years. (These numbers
were deceiving, however, since increases
were to take place every six months,
instead of every year, thereby lowering
the overall increase; the immediate inc-
rease was to be 6.25%, followed by ones
of 6.25, 3.0, 4,0, 3.0, 4.0, and 3.0%.)

Up to this point in the strike the
nurses showed no apparent dissatisfac-
tion with the union: while B.C. nurses
had not previously gone on strike, the
union nevertheless was prepared and . -
flexible enough to contain the nurses’
anger. However, when the union immed-
iately accepted ('tentatively') the new
offer and began using its propaganda
machinery to ‘encourage’ its acceptance
by the rank and file, many nurses began
to see that the union was not repre-
senting their interests.

Mass anger exploded over the next sev-
eral days, as hundreds of Vancouver area
nurses forced the union leadership--
including on one occasion by storming
their way into the union's head offices
--to explain what seemed to them as a
betrayal of their interests. This dis-
play of combativity and autonomous
action must have scared the union, as it
certainly caught the relatively inexper-
ienced union president off guard. 1In
the heat of the moment--undoubtedly
thinking of her career as a union leader
--she imagined herself a benign dictator
and unilaterally withdrew the support of
the union's executive for the offer it
had just agreed to and was actively pro-

moting around the province. Of course,
the union couldn't tolerate this degree
of responsiveness--it would destroy
their reputation as a responsible, ‘'good
faith' bargaining agent--and so the next
day the self-same union president shame-
facedly admitted she had violated the
‘democratic procedure' by which the
union executive decides whether to rec-
ommend acceptance or rejection of a con-
tract offer.

From then on the union adamantly
insisted, in concert with the hospitals,
that not a penny more could possibly be
gained by the nurses since ‘'there‘s no
more money in the hospitals' coffers’.
In addition, a number of the province's
most prominent union leaders, including
the head of the B.C. Federation of
Labour, spoke out that the nurses would
be fools not to accept this ‘'great’
offer. The nurses refused, in the face
of this spectacle, to moderate their
militant opposition. While they nor-
mally would have gone back to work on
the 'tentative acceptance' of the con-
tract offer by the union leadership, the
healthcare workers strike meant contin-
ued picketing in solidarity. However,
that strike ended June 30 when the HEU
‘tentatively accepted' a contract prov-
iding wage increases far below what had
been demanded. This situation provided
a crossroads for the nurses. Instead of
remaining on strike and taking the
struggle outside of and against ‘their’
union, they returned to work over the
weekend of July 1-2.

Nevertheless, about 1,000 nurses,
roughly half of the nursing staff at
Vancouver General Hospital (the prov-
ince's largest) organized a mass assem-
bly July 1 on the basis of opposition to
the contract offer supported by the
union. This is where an anti-union
orientation could have led to the
struggle breaking out on its own.
ever, while some of that consciousness
may have been present at that assembly,
it was far from dominating as rank and
file unionists captured control of this
‘dissident movement'. The result was
the creation of a 'Vote No" campaign

complete with fundraising so that the
new 'dissident leaders’ %a shop steward
and another low level union functionary)
--whether genuinely elected or self-
appointed is unknown, the latter being
more likely--could spread the ‘Vote No'
message around the province.

How- ‘

The rank and filists carried on their
campaign of diversion and deflation of
anger by directing ‘dissident' nurses
safely back into the union straight-
jacket, first, by helping to organize,
within the union, an 'information
meeting' for July 4 for all nurses in

greater Vancouver to learn what ‘'options’

they had. It became clear that the
option the dissident leaders were pro-
moting was simply 'vote no' and re-open
negotiations with a new bargaining com-
mittee (presumably composed of a major-
ity of themselves and their supporters);
and even this option, they argued, could
be pursued without going back on strike!
It was a classic case of base unionist
recuperation.

The union leadership was shrewdenough
Fi set the date for contract 'ratifica-

n' voting for July 12, eleven days
er the nurses had returned to work.
The nurses immediately recognized this
ags a tactic to demoralize them into
voting ‘yes', and this was clearly ref-
lected in their 'dissident' anger of
June 27 to July 4. But this anger never
really broke out of the confines of base
unionism. And the media aided in this
pro ject of derailment by giving much
exposure to the two dissident leaders
who travelled around the province to
spread their 'Vote No' message. The
union leadership also did its part in
this charade by playing the ‘'bad cop':
by also sending a delegation around the
province to counter the dissidents' mes-
sage, openly threatening nurses by
telling them that if they didn't approve
the offer, the government would unques-
tionably prevent them from going back on
strike and force them to live with the
contract they were supposed to be freely
voting on (this was openly said to be
based on reliable 'inside information'),
' accusing the dissidents of being
hegades' who were trying to 'split the
union'. The dissident leaders responded,
of course, by renewing their commitment
to the union, and claiming to be cam-
paigning only for openness and democracy
within the union--which was undeniably
true.

a

This display of faction fighting and
the media's willingness to continuously
publicize it undoubtedly led to increas-
ing popularity for the dissident leaders
at the expense of the existing leader-
ship. However, there is no doubt that
when the nurses did finally vote and
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decide by 65% to reject the offer their
principal motivation was simple recog-
nition that it didn't come close to
meeting what they required, what they
had gone on strike for.

Following the vote of July 12 the
union virtually disappeared from sight
and media attention. Apparently, their
strategy of 'laying low' was really to
wait and see how the nurses would react
--would they begin increasing pressure
for renewal of strike action? would they
spontaneously go out on a wildcat? or
would they only demand a new bargaining
committee? The strategy worked because
the only reaction of nurses was a rela-
tively weak demand for a new bargaining
committee--which even nurses who had
voted for the deal thought was necessary
now. Evidently, the substitutionist
delegation of 'dissident' leadership to
the base unionists had left most nurses
passive and atomized.

The union's response was to not dis-
continue the ban on overtime and ‘'non-
nursing' work which had in force since
the strike ended--which had made nurses’
work just tolerable enough for them to
be willing to 'sit tight and hope'--
while adding only one new 'dissident' to
the bargaining committee. Even the rank
and filists did little: perhaps they
wanted to outwait the leadership and
then react; but they refused to call for
a renewal of the strike or even an
escalation of job action. By this point
they had completed their key mission of
recuperation, and weren't about to re-
open any doors to potential ‘'chaos’' (ie.
autonomous struggle).

Union-management bargaining, under a
mutually agreed upon mediator, was
finally renewed August 8. The union
demanded the same amount of money that
had already been offered by the hos-
pitals, but to be given over a two year,
rather than a three year, term. The
provincial government, after three days
of publicly announced ‘stalemate’, and
at the urging of the hospitals' bargain-
ing agent, threatened to end the ‘'free’
bargaining and have a deal imposed b
binding arbitration. So on August lﬁ
the union, ever-so ‘'reluctantly', agreed
to have a deal bindingly imposed by the
mediator that was already presiding over
the negotiations. Its leaders argued
that they 'had no choice' ('what can you
do?'), what with the government's









