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Alberta labour's $2M mistake 

Organized labour actively campaigned against the Stelmach Tories in 
the last election. The problem is voters didn't have a viable alternative 
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Remember the strange TV ads during last month's provincial election with the black and white images of 
Premier Stelmach and the not-so-scary voice whispering "No pla-a-a-a-n"? 

That was the first in a series of seven anti-Conservative attack ads by Albertans for Change, a coalition of 
Alberta Building and Trades Council of Unions, later joined by Alberta Federation of Labour (AFL) and 
Alberta Union of Public Employees (AUPE). 

For the labour movement and Alberta's left, these ads have become the source of great controversy -- 
seen as a colossal waste of $2 million that advertised change Albertans were seemingly in the mood for, 
but had no viable alternative to change to. 

The campaign was the brainchild of the building trades council, which was under pressure by its 
membership to stand up to the government. 

From the use of foreign temporary workers and broken promises to review the labour code, to making it 

illegal for some trade unions to strike, the government has repeatedly ignored and embarrassed the 
council. 

With little time to mobilize workers in a ground war at the doorsteps, the building trades resorted for an 
expensive and hastily organized advertising air war. 

TACTIC WORKED IN ONTARIO 

The building trades and their executive director, Ron Harry, were sold on the 2003 success of the Ontario 
building trades in toppling premier Ernie Eves in a non-partisan, anti-Conservative ad campaign. 

Under the banner of the Working Families Coalition, they helped elect the McGuinty Liberals who, in 
return, gave the Ontario trade unions trades-friendly legislation and millions of dollars in grants. 

To replicate the Ontario strategy, in November 2007 Harry secured the services of its architect Arrow 
Communications, a one-man, Toronto-based public relations firm run by Marcel Weider, a Dalton McGuinty 
operative and "preferred supplier" to the Ontario Liberal party. 

The concept of these trades-funded, parallel campaigns is simple: attack the ruling Conservatives to raise 
doubts in the public and create a large block of undecided voters. 

Then, with a message of change, implicitly guide these undecideds to the heir-apparent opposition party -- 
often the Liberals. 

 



This strategy works best in two-party races, such as Ontario and B.C. where, in attacking the government, 
the opposition party becomes the obvious alternative. 

In importing the Ontario strategy, the building trades and Weider made a fatal miscalculation: Alberta is 
not a two-party race and the Liberals were too weak to be the government-in-waiting. 

Weider conducted two provincewide polls and focus groups, which showed the number of undecided voters 
was increasing, but not helping either opposition party. 

LIBERALS BLAMED FOR ADS 

Ironically, the Conservative's internal polling showed that, once the writ was dropped, voters linked the 
attack ads to Kevin Taft's Liberals and the ads were hurting the Liberals, not the Conservatives. 

Unfortunately for Taft, the Liberals couldn't do anything about it -- they had no part in the ads or the 
coalition's directions. 

In total, the building trades spent $1.65 million on Albertans for Change, and convinced the AFL and two 
of its non-partisan unions -- the Health Sciences Association of Alberta (HSAA) and United Nurses of 
Alberta (UNA) -- to join with a $325,000 contribution. 

AUPE topped up the campaign with a $300,000 contribution, which included a spot during the Super Bowl. 

What was unprecedented about this group wasn't just the amount of money collected -- double the Liberal 
and NDP election budgets combined -- rather that the AUPE, AFL and the building trades came together at 
all. 

You see, Alberta's house of labour has been divided for over 25 years. 

The AFL is the virtual home of all unions in the province, and like all other provincial federations of labour, 

it has a formal policy of supporting the NDP. But one by one, large unions like the building trades and 
AUPE have left the AFL, abandoned the NDP, and have either become non-partisan or shifted support to 
the Liberals. 

When Albertans for Change asked AFL to join, its president Gil McGowan, couldn't resist reversing 25 years 
of fractured labour history, and reviving the AFL as the house of united labour -- a personal and political 
ambition of his -- at the expense of the NDP. 

"Even though I saw the weaknesses of an issues-style campaign, I still thought it was worth trying for the 
only reason to get the largest number of unions and union members involved in the political process," 
McGowan said. 

"If we had simply done what we have in the past, put all our eggs in the New Democrat basket, many 
unions wouldn't have gotten involved." 

A SHIFT AWAY FROM THE NDP 

Albertans for Change marked the first time in the federation's history it has diverted significant resources 
from the NDP. Since 2006, when McGowan penned a five-page manifesto for a Liberal-NDP seat-sharing 
deal rejected by both parties, he has been charting a non-partisan course for the AFL -- one that plays a 
larger role in Alberta politics, not hinged on the fledgling NDP he's convinced will never form government. 

With the hope of a united labour, the AFL sat with its old friends at the Albertans for Change steering 
committee table, made up of the HSAA, UNA, AFL, AUPE, and five building trade unions: electrical 



workers, boilermakers, plasterers and cement masons and carpenters. 

The committee, which met every Friday afternoon, was internally divided on everything to do with the 
campaign: whether to go negative or not; whom they should have hired; the content of the ads, and 
whether they should have co-ordinated with the opposition parties. The only agreement the group had was 
to remain non-partisan. 

It's clear this type of collaboration comes at a cost of abandoning the opposition parties, which are weak 
and emaciated. 

The divisions within the coalition are symptomatic of the sectarianism in Alberta's left. 

As long as individual unions stay non-partisan or fractured on partisan lines, labour will be relegated to a 
special-interest group lobbying a government that will never truly deliver the changes they seek. 

Therefore, labour leaders must convince rank-and-file members of the value of collective partisanship to 
build a powerful political alternative. 

CHANGE TO WHAT? 

In the end, Albertans for Change was not seen by voters as a call to action, but a lingering question: 
"Change to what?" 

Both Liberals and NDP ran campaigns free of gaffes, but according to Taft and NDP Leader Brian Mason, 
neither party had the resources to compete with the Conservative juggernaut. 

Yes, the leader of the Liberals lacked charisma and the NDP resigned itself to being an opposition party in 
Edmonton, but this will perpetually be the case as long as resources are directed to selling change without 
building change. 

Although labour isn't the only source of political support, it is by far the greatest organizing force in 
opposition to a conservative agenda. 

The $2-million lesson is that a strong alternative must first be built, then advertised. Do this, and 
Albertans just might be interested in change. 

Tina Faiz oversees the CBC Edmonton website, and is was the communications director of the Alberta NDP 
caucus in 2006-07 
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