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CUPE ONTARIO:  HUMAN RIGHTS CONFERENCE 
Kenneth Akhiwu 

December 1 – 3, 2011 
  
The conference, titled “Empowerment through diversity to build a better Ontario,” was my first 

opportunity to witness firsthand some of the work that is going on within CUPE on a provincial 

level. Ontario has the most diverse population of all the provinces in Canada but this diversity is 

not reflected across the workplaces. This was the motivation why the province’ largest union 

took steps to highlighting and addressing the issues that are needed in creating an equitable and 

unprejudiced workplace. As a union we believe in equality but we need to do more to make 

equality a reality. 

 

Thursday 1-December 

The first day started with various introductions and the guest speaker – Tim  McCaskell spoke in 

recognition of the World Aids Day. Tim is a veteran of equity activism in his home city of 

Toronto. He is a writer, educator, and activist. He served in the Toronto District School Board's 

Equity Department as Student Program Worker from 1983 to 2001, where he was instrumental in 

developing, coordinating, and facilitating anti-racist and equity programming for Toronto area 

schools and their constituents. He highlighted the fact that when people are dying because of 

ignorance on the part of the government, then it is tantamount to a human right issue.  

We also had an opportunity to hear an update/report from two of the CUPE Ontario Equality 

Committees. – The Pink Triangle and the International Solidarity Committees. The International 

Solidarity Committee spoke on the impact of mining operations by Canadian Mining 

Corporation and the abuses at home and abroad. They highlighted the widespread negative 

impact of Canadian mining corporate activity that has been documented. This ranged from 

environmental contamination involving cyanide, arsenic, mercury and other toxic 

metals/tailings/emission that seep into soils and air or sometimes are just dumped into lakes and 

rivers; destruction of farmlands, uprooted communities, aggressive encroachment on land and 

territories of the Aboriginals and other farming communities, persecution and murder of mining 

justice activist. He highlighted the fact that some of the Union Pension Funds and CPP 

investments are in these same mining industries that are complicit in the systemic attack and 

decimation of other unions in foreign countries 
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Later in the afternoon we had breakout sessions for workshops. I attended the Employment 

Equity Workshop. Employment Equity is a comprehensive strategy designed to eliminate 

systemic discrimination from the workplace and correcting the status of designated group 

workers (Women, Persons with Disabilities, First Peoples, Workers of Colour andLGBTTI 

workers) who, as groups, have suffered the effect of discrimination. Employment Equity requires 

employers to engage in proactive employment practices to increase the representation of the five 

designated groups. Workforce statistics speak for themselves – Gendered Wage Gap Women in 

Canada earn less than men, on average a full-time, full-year worker earns just 74% of the 

earnings of a male full-time full-year worker. For women of colour and Aboriginal women in 

Canada the earning situation is inexcusable. Inequality, discrimination and segmented labour 

market has left women of colour with earning at just 64% of men’s and Aboriginal women’s 

earnings at just 46% of men’s earnings. In 2006 the unemployment rate for Aboriginal people 

was 14.8%, approximately 8.5% points higher than average unemployment of 6.3%. Persons 

with disabilities (8.6%), lone parents (8.1%) and recent immigrants (12.3%). The ultimate goal 

of Employment Equity is to establish the same percentage of designated group members at all 

levels in the workplace as there are in the working age populations. Employment Equity has 

encountered strong resistance from employers who want to maintain the present unfair systems 

and also from our own members who do not understand the benefits of an Employment Equity 

Program due to false claims and myths that have deluded many people. 

 

Friday 2-December 
The morning of the second day started off with a session by Paul Moist – The National President 

of CUPE. He spoke on the issues of Equity in Pensions especially as it concerns women. He 

proposed that by gradually increasing CPP contributions made by both employees and 

employers, we could greatly improve retirement security of all Canadians, and help the millions 

who cannot afford a private retirement savings plan. Canadian governments have a responsibility 

to ensure all Canadians contribute their fair share to the ongoing recovery. Public sector workers 

are prepared to do their part, but the responsibility should not fall on their shoulders alone. 

We had a Plenary Panel Discussion with speakers that shared their experiences on Gender Equity 

(Susan Gapka), Anti-Privatization (Preethy Sivakumar), Strategies to Effect Legislative Change 

(David Lepofsky). Listening to such a forum of speakers with such depth was one of the 

highlights of this conference. A speaker like David Lepofsky, the chair of the AODA Alliance 
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(Accessibility for Ontarians with Disability Act) who spearheaded the decade-long campaign 

that resulted in the enactment of the Ontarians with Disabilities Act 2001 and later the 

Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act 2005.  Starting in 1994, he campaigned to get 

the Toronto Transit Commission to announce all subway stops, and later all bus stops, for the 

benefit of passengers with vision loss. Between 2001 and 2007 he fought two cases against TTC. 

In 2005, the Human Rights Tribunal ordered TTC to consistently announce all subway stops. In 

2007, the Human Rights Tribunal ordered TTC to announce all bus and streetcar stops. They 

brought invaluable wisdom to the table as regards moving towards a better Ontario for all. 

 

The afternoon had Election Caucuses for the Worker’s with Disabilities Committee, the Pink 

Triangle Committee, Racial Justice Committee, Young Workers Committee and the Women’s 

Committee. 

 
 
Saturday 3-December 
 

The morning started with an election caucus for the Aboriginal Council. 

We had a guest speaker in recognition of December 3rd as the International Day for Persons with 

Disabilities in the person of Vangelis Nikias. He spoke on protection of the rights of persons 

with disability. He believes that substantial action is required to move beyond being in legal 

compliance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Person with Disabilities to 

adopting disability support measures that become fully and totally compliant with both our own 

domestic laws and international laws that the government has ratified. 

We also had another speaker in the person of Rathika Sitsabaieson. She is the NDP MP for 

Scarborough-Rouge River. She is also the first person of Tamil origin to be elected to Federal 

Parliament and the first female and first person of colour to be elected as Member of Parliament 

in Scarborough – Rouge River. She also is one of the youngest Member of Parliament.  

The conference concluded with a brief report by Charles Fleury – CUPE National Secretary –

Treasurer and an Aboriginal closing. 

All in all, it was a highly positive experience and I look forward to seeing the implementations of 

these great ideas via the various CUPE Ontario equality committees that have been elected. 


