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Why social workers
should support the
CUPE 3912
labour strike
The labour dispute is a reflection of the inequitable
distribution of resources within a two-tiered academic
system
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CUPE 3912 members picketing outside Dalhousie University. Photo courtesy CUPE 3912.

Take a short walk through the Dalhousie University campus and you will see rows of

picket lines at the university’s main teaching buildings. CUPE 3912 members, comprised of

teaching assistants, markers, demonstrators, and part-time sessional instructors started

their legal strike at 12:01 am on Wednesday, October 19, 2022.

The labour dispute is over wages. Wages that did not increase since 2019, despite

administrative salaries raising on a yearly basis. The salary increase for administrators

and senior staff at Dalhousie has been estimated to average close to eight percent for 2021-

2022 with Dalhousie’s President, Deep Saini, leading with a 13 percent increase.

And, while at the end of 2021, the Consumer Price Index (CPI), the most well-known

indicator of inflation, surpassed five percent nationally, CPI reached eight percent in

August and was recently sitting at 6.9 percent at the end of September. These are high

numbers to stomach when your wage remains flat.

Wage parity is not merely an internal matter. Dalhousie prides itself on being part of the

U15 network of research-intensive Canadian universities, a group that fosters the

development and delivery of research informed higher education. This is the type of

research that trickles down in the classrooms and aims to train and mentor students in

becoming the innovative leaders of tomorrow.

https://cupe3912.ca/
https://www.dal.ca/news/2022/09/09/dalhousie-releases-public-sector-compensation-report-for-2021-20.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/221019/cg-a001-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/221019/dq221019a-eng.htm
https://u15.ca/about-us
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Yet, unlike its sister U15 institutions, Dalhousie does not pay its CUPE 3912 members

similar dollar amounts. Teaching assistants at the University of Toronto earn $44 per hour,

while teaching assistants at Dalhousie get just $24 per hour.

CUPE 3912
@CUPE3912 · Follow

Dalhousie Teaching Assistants and Part Time Instructors have been in
legal strike positions since March. This means that we could potentially
be on strike during Fall Semester 2022. What do we want? #DalStrike
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While the cost of living is typically lower in Halifax than Toronto, this is no longer the case

as the price of housing and food has risen. In fact, living costs in Nova Scotia have been

climbing to record levels in 2022, with CPI in the province surpassing national averages,

reaching 9.3 percent (rent costs also rose to 8.2 percent and food by 8.8 percent).

The city of Halifax in particular is experiencing an acute housing crisis punctuated by rent

increases, renovictions, luxury condo development and a reduction in the existing stock of

both affordable and social housing.

https://twitter.com/CUPE3912/status/1564963475906068480/photo/2
https://twitter.com/CUPE3912?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1564963475906068480%7Ctwgr%5E03015965ef1e7cb4eccf27b5de20c0008c81e848%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fcanadiandimension.com%2Farticles%2Fview%2Fwhy-social-workers-should-support-the-cupe-3912-labour-strike
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You do not even have to take Toronto, Canada’s richest city, as a comparative benchmark.

Western University in London, Ontario and the University of Ottawa are both paying its

teaching assistants close to double the amount remunerated by Dalhousie.

Social workers devote most of their professional careers to addressing issues of systemic

inequalities. The wage disparity between instructors, teaching assistants and

administrative staff, and between sessional staff from similar universities, reflect deep

inequities. Supporting the strike is a clear call to action.

Labour organizing is part of social work curriculum

Community organizing is a staple credit course required in undergraduate and graduate

level education at most schools of social work. Teaching community organizing is not

merely about familiarizing social work students with the work of civil society and the non-

profit sector or discussing large scale demonstrations, such as the Occupy Movement or

the Black Lives Matters protests, but also about teaching students about unions, about

strategies and tactics that could be used to strengthen union power and increase workers’

occupational conditions.

Community organizing is about teaching students how to best engage in advocating,

mobilizing and organizing for dismantling the power structures in society that are keeping

people in precarious economic conditions.

And while teaching regularly unfolds in the abstract realm, social work teaching cannot

occur in a vacuum, as social work theory is of little use if not applied in practice. Praxis is

what we aim for in social work, and teaching about community organizing and labour

issues ultimately needs to be reflected in taking a supportive position in solidarity with

those striking for better working conditions.

Crossing the picket line will bring to light a deep ideological contradiction between what

we preach as social work educators and what we would be doing in practice.

Social justice, including economic justice, is a core value in social
work

The pursuit of social justice is a core value of social work, as outlined in the Canadian

Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics. Guided by principles of fair and equitable

distribution of resources, “social workers uphold the right of people to have access to

resources to meet basic human needs.” In practice, this often translates into striving to

https://www.dal.ca/faculty/health/socialwork/programs/bachelor-of-social-work/degree-requirements.html
https://www.casw-acts.ca/en/Code-of-Ethics%20and%20Scope%20of%20Practice
https://www.casw-acts.ca/en/Code-of-Ethics%20and%20Scope%20of%20Practice
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ameliorate the negative effects created in society through the primary distribution of

resources via the private market.

The CUPE 3912 labour dispute is the fallout from an inequitable distribution of resources

within a two-tiered academic system. It is also an indictment of a two-tiered university

professoriate which employs highly paid permanent faculty members while failing to

increase pay for precariously employed sessional and temporary assistants and

instructors.

Social workers have an ethical obligation to stand in solidarity with CUPE 3912 workers.
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