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amikaze politicians. That's my label for North
America’s growing cohort of public admin-
istrators who seem to reject the ideas of
both "the public” and "administration,”
while inserting themselves into the gov-
~3 ¢ ernments and services they condemn.
Toronto's current mayor, Rob Ford, may be our most
famous example, having won the job by repeating,
over and over, that he didn't want it and no one
should. A lesser known example might be Stephen
Dulmage, recently resigned from the Toronto Public
Library board.

One can only speculate what kind of self-loathing
made Dulmage accept the post. He actively resented
the existence of library branches, and railed against
the "old business model” of libraries stocking
“millions” of things called "books.” (And did you
know libraries are free? Insanity.)

For those who love — or even simply accept —
books, Dulmage's resignation is good news. But we
might worry that a man who wonders aloud why
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the library system is running all these libraries ever had
a seat on a public library board in the first place —
and note that it's allowed regressive voices to
appear, by contrast, reasonable. After his resigna-
tion, the National Post published a point-counter-
point between Dulmage and board chair councillor
Paul Ainslie — casting as defender of libraries a man
who had negotiated, two months earlier, to strip
employment security from half of Toronto's librarians.

THE LONG MEMORY

Upon us meeting, it takes Cathy Thomson about
60 seconds to mention the Luddites — invoking a
contentious piece of labour history, and saving me
at least one leading question.

[t's March 27, a week and two days since the
Toronto Public Library, Workers Union (Canadian
Union of Public Employees Local 4948) went on
strike, and two days before they will vote on a
settlement offer. Outside City Hall, in Nathan
Phillips Square, picket captains use megaphones to
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LEFT (p.32): There was a large outpouring of community
soliaarity with Toronto’s library workers during their
strike in March, including creative events such as a
“knit-in.” Library workers Sheila Fairley (left, at the

spinning wheel), and Cathy Thomson (centre) helped

organize it, and took part.

rally the circular picket line, but the news cameras
are looking for angles on a spinning wheel set up
by the fountains.

I'm checking out the hastily organized but
surprisingly popular "knit-in,” which Thomson, a
30-year librarian who oversees the Toronto Public
Library (TPL) “Leading to Reading” program,
helped envision.

"Labour has roots in the fibre industry. Do you
know the Luddites?” She means it in the original
sense: British textile workers in the late 19th century
who took to destroying mechanized looms that
threatened to de-skill the industry. Even without
knowing the tale, labour activists could likely intuit
that Luddites weren't against technology, only
certain ways of using it. Theirs wasn't a struggle
against progress, but for the right to define it.

Thomson reminds me that Gandhi advocated
spinning. She says he believed it was a way to
pursue peace; practicing economic self-sufficiency
and breaking reliance on British textiles likely didn't
hurt, either. But, either way, it does seem to produce
conditions for peace this afternoon in Toronto:
workers young and old, male and female, some just
learning to knit or spin for the first time, sit, talk,
share. Though I don't try my hand, so [ may never
know for sure.

There's no similar sharing when you buy a wool
sweater at The Bay — nor as often as there once
was in library branches, with automated book
check-outs becoming common. "People miss chat-
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ting with staff,” says librarian Sheila Fairley. "And
when we chat, we find out what they like to read,
what they're borrowing, and why. It helps us keep a
better idea of what's moving, what we'd be better
off ordering.”

Like the Luddites, the public library workers'
fight for employment security can be (has been, will
be) misinterpreted as a quaint struggle to make time
stand still, especially now that “journalists are
jobless because of the internet” has become a truism
— and further concealed questions of ownership in
information work. Librarians are worried> Well, no
wonder. They put physical books on real shelves in actual
rooms. How can they expect job security? Haven't they beard
of Wikipedia> ‘

“When I first came to the TPL 30 years ago, we
were using something called a Recordac machine,”
Thomson tells me later by phone. “We were using
telex; things were on microfilm. If Leading to
Reading had money for iPads, that would be

fantastic. We're not anti-technology.” Books, after -

all, are a fantastically successful technology. But
neither they nor iPads can help a child read if
someone doesn't help the child use them first.

Thomson links her work to Toronto's "handicraft
revolution.” "Librarians care about their job — about
doing things carefully,” she says. "Why not just buy
socks at Wal-Mart?> Well, it's not about quick-and-
easy. It's about making sure people get the right
book, and that their children learn to read.”

We're told our future is in the “information
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economy” — though with each wave of info-evan-
gelism, the information economy seems to have less
room for information workers. (Consider the new
“creative class,” in which those working on laptops
are supposed to have the same interests as those
selling them.) But, for three weeks, Local 4948
pushed the reality of knowledge work into the
rhetoric of knowledge production.

THE LONG WAIT

For the record, Maureen O'Reilly prefers the term
“library worker."

The most common image of a library worker is
the traditional image of a librarian: someone with a
cushy job and comfortable seat behind the
checkout desk, from which they might occasionally
rise to put a book on a shelf. In reality, 2,300
workers in Local 4948 fill dozens of job descrip-
tions to keep 99 public branches (and a few build-
ings internal to the system) running. Not only are
there specialized librarians — science librarian,
youth librarian — but there are also “Pages,” who
spend most of the day on their feet moving books;
staff who administer public programs; staff who run
theatres; and many who work behind the scenes
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The Writers' Union of Canada hosted a rally and read-in to support the members of CUPE Local 4948 (the Toronto Public Library

P

building, maintaining, distributing, repairing, and
preserving collections. Since 1998, TPL usage has
risen 29 per cent. Staffing has fallen 17 per cent.

"] really believe that the public library could
disappear in 30 years,” O'Reilly tells me. "And it's
not because of the internet, or 'the information age.’
That's brought more people in."

O'Reilly is not City Librarian (that role is
currently filled by Jane Pyper), though you'd be
forgiven for thinking so. The president of Local
4948, who got her start as a worker at the Richview
branch, speaks of Toronto's public library system
with a warmth and enthusiasm that comes from
knowing that workers make the TPL what it is. We
meet in the boardroom of Local 4948's Yonge and
Eglinton headquarters, apartment buildings outside
the windows close-packed like library stacks. She
reminds me that the TPL had 19 million visits last
year; this, in a city of just over 2 million people.
"We're the busiest public library system in the
world,” she says. "We should celebrate that. But the
foundation is shaky. There has been an exploitation
of women's work, something the library community
doesn't speak about. [ think it's time to pull the
curtain aside.”
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Over half of TPL staff, three quarters of whom
are women, are part-time, and few qualify for bene-
fits. Many who do can't afford to pay into them.
Opportunities for full-time employment evaporate,
while work increases. Before the strike, Local 4948's
contract gave employment security to all members,
presenting a significant speed-bump to layoffs
intended to shrink the system.

During the 2011 City budget, even the library
board called for cuts to 107 staff. Some argued that
since cuts were "inevitable," it would be better for
the TPL to guide them than the mayor. But, to
many, by doing this the Library abandoned its
mission, and chose a hostile minority at City Hall
over their own people.

"When the City Librarian recommended staff
cuts, she actually said it would not affect front-line
service,” says O'Reilly. “Now here we are, six weeks
after the strike, and it certainly has. The library can't
operate with a 17 per cent staff cut. This year is
really going to be a testing point.”

The large proportion of part-timers known as
"Pages” are, theoretically, in a temporary student
position that often turns permanent. Theoretically.
Ariana Sanchez-Mcauley, a single parent and recent
Master's graduate from the University of Toronto,
has been a Page for 10 years. She works mostly at
the downtown Lillian H. Smith branch. “I inter-
viewed for a temporary full-time position, only nine
weeks long, and was told | had all the qualifications,
but my seniority was much lower than other appli-
cants, so | was unlikely to get it."

The most heavily-used public library has some of
the most heavily-used part-timers. Hours are unpre-
dictable; locations shift; staff sometimes chase work
across the city. "You may work a split shift that
requires you to travel from one end of the city to
another on the same day,” Sanchez-Mcauley tells
me — for two 3.5 hour shifts. "It's difficult to have a
regular day off."

Management treats Pages as unskilled labour, yet
draws on their skills more and more. Though tech-
nically against the rules, Pages often forego extra
pay — up to $10 an hour — when filling in for
other job classifications, called “superior duties.”

"It's almost like two separate workforces,” says
Mary Bissell, an experienced librarian with an
undergraduate degree in English literature, a
master's degree in library science and a PhD in
information studies, who has only found part-time
work so far in the Toronto Public Library. She says
the pressure to stay in the system and build
seniority means part-timers "voluntarily” take on
extra responsibilities. “Technically, management
can't force you to take a split [shift]," she says.
"They're saying people agree to it. Of course they're
agreeing to it. What's the alternative? When I

- started, two full days was the norm, but, suddenly,
there's been a change. The demands of the work
didn't change. Management changed.”

IDENTITY

THEFT

DO YOU HAVE...

o A DRIVER’S LICENCE?
o A HEALTH CARD?
o A BIRTH CERTIFICATE?

The Ontario government is selling
ServiceOntario. The government wants to
make billions out of selling your private
information to a private corporation. This
will put your personal information at risk,
exposing you to identify theft.

DID YOU KNOW?
o
Birth certificates are a gateway to identity
theft and fraud. If a person is able to
create a false identity through a birth
certificate, they will be abletogeta
driver’s licence and health card. :

Currently, public employees exercis
stringent oversight to maintain th

of government-issued identificatio
Turning this system over to a co
will put profit first. e

The Ontario government should not be
jeopardizing the privacy of Ontarians.

VISIT SAVESERVICEONTARIO.CA
CHOOSE PUBLIC /1 g
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Labour Education Centre

Keep Our Services Public Equityitn Unicns

LEC’s mission is to build the
capacity of unions to plan, -
develop and deliver
training, adjustment and
labour education
programs that
transform the lives of
individual members and build the strength,
solidarity and equity of their unions.

7 Emplayment 3
Assistance
Servicos

Literacy & Lahour
Basic Skills /| Studies

Workers in a
Global Economy

Community
— Labour

Our focus is: ;

* Defending public services

e Equity in unions

° Workers in a global
economy

Our programs include:

e Employment Services

e Literacy and Basic Skills
* Labour Studies

We offer:

e Curriculum design

e Facilitation

e Consultation

° Research

e Resource development
e Network building

Make it Happen!

Call the Labour Education Centre

416 537 6532

Ask for Steve x. 2203 to find out more
about our programs and services

LABOUR
EDUCATION
CENTRE

Labour Education Centre, 15 Gervais Drive, Toronto ON M3C 1Y8
(OFL Building — near corner of Don Mills and Eglinton)

www.laboureducation.org

® Ontario LEC is the education project of the Toronto and York Region Labour Council  (coreass)
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| library workers,

the hearts of
Toronto’s

communities.
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Books nor iPads can help a
child read if someone doesn’t
help the child llSG_lllelll first

She calls it a “Wal-Mart model,” in which part-
time staff are products like any other to be moved
around and “plugged in." "What strikes me is the
feeling that you're viewed as a worker bee, rather
than valued for what you bring to the organization.
You start to internalize, wondering: ‘Am [ being too
sensitive?” When she began speaking at rallies
leading up to and during the strike, that feeling
shifted. "I had more and more people coming up to
me, thanking me for articulating the problem,
saying that's exactly what's been happening. There
was an isolation felt by part-time workers, but once
it came out, people started talking about it."

That isolation, which was dissolved at least
temporarily by the strike, isn't just hurting workers,
but the institution as well. “The history of librari-
anship is one of insecurity,” says Bissell. “For 100
years we've debated what our role is and who we
are. People know what a nurse is, but librarians,
we're always having to redefine ourselves, prove
ourselves, justify our work.”

Lately, they've been told they should consider
their library work to be in competition with
Chapters, on the one hand, and community centres
on the other.

"We do great outreach work, supporting commu-
nities and newcomers,"” says Bissell. “But [ think
we're diluting what we should be doing: providing
alternative sources of information. It used to be the
case that we stocked a lot of smaller presses as well;
alternative presses, left literature. Now, you might
get one copy of certain books at the reference
library, but they're not circulated. And different
branches had different collections — they served
different communities, and hired librarians with
different interests.” Diversity was encouraged.

As opportunities for permanent work evaporate,
so does the ability to build on this shared memory
of experienced staff, and the ability to approach a
book collection as a web of linked questions —
about history, philosophy, culture — rather than an
agglomeration of best-selling easy answers.

In a similar tone, O'Reilly invokes the recent
closure of the Urban Affairs Library at Metro Hall
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Maureen O’Reilly, president of Toronto's library workers' union, says, “There's been an exploitation of women’s work, something

the library community doesn't speak about.”

(a civic office building and kind of adjunct City
Hall). "The point of the UAL was to support govern-
ment, which won't be able to turn to them any more.
All these problems are going to build upon each
other. Toronto will realize, at some point, that there's
less service, but they'll have trouble identifying it.”
When Toronto's library workers walked off the
job this past spring, it was on these abstract but
crucial principles — memory, quality — and on
concrete matters others are reluctant to touch:
conditions for part-timers with no seniority. And
they did it at a time when the received wisdom,
proffered by the left and the right, was that a public
sector strike would be ritual suicide. Yet, three weeks
later, they returned to work, not, by O'Reilly’s own
admission, in triumph, but certainly intact, invigo-
rated, and in fighting form for what's to come.

THE LONG GAME

Of course, they relied on the goodwill commu-
nities have for their public libraries and librarians
that is not shared by, say, solid waste workers. But
Local 4948's success in building long-term strength,
even while making short-term concessions, still
required a proactive strategy. It seems to have relied
on three major points.

One: Don't wait til you need something to start
reaching out. "We knew the feeling that a fight-
back would be suicide was out there as far back as
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2009," says O'Reilly. “The leadership decided, in
preparation for the next bargaining round, to give
ourselves a larger profile. That started off with the
'Our Public Library' campaign, which we acceler-
ated during the City budget,” a months-long debate
over cuts that threatened the entire public service.
"We gave ourselves a long lead-in."

Two: Widen your struggle. "Ours was one of the
first budget campaigns. People were attracted
because it was a safe campaign, politically, and we
believe it built the momentum for Toronto to step
up and push back Ford's agenda. Daycares, nutri-
tion programs, programs for kids — they all had a
huge impact on that budget. Library workers were
seen as champions of the service, and, as we went
into bargaining, people were ready to hear us.”

Three: Link your needs to the public's. Where
Local 4948 had arguably the least success, but also
faced the highest barriers, was in emphasizing the
connection between service levels and protection
for the workers who deliver services. Still, the good
fortune that saw the press move right from budgets
to bargaining offered the union an opportunity to
educate the public about the lack of employment
security for library workers, in contrast to the “jobs
for life" fiction, which made better headlines.

There's still much work to be done."The strike
pushed back the austerity agenda,” says O'Reilly.
“Where we didn't succeed was employment secu-
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People know what a nurse is,
but librarians are always

cation, they will try to bring the public to the table
by whatever method they can, including the internet,
where activists can bypass an indifferent press corps,

and of which librarians are supposedly so afraid.

"The threat isn't from outside,” says O'Reilly. "It's
from inside. Unless we can continue to define
ourselves as a public library, unique from bookstores,
unique from community centres, we will not exist.
It's extremely important to keep pushing back.”

having to prove ourseives and
justiiy our work

rity. On the face of it, compared to other city locals,
it looked like success. They were stuck at [employ-
ment security only applying to those with seniority
of] 15 years; we secured 11. But, as soon as you
scratch the surface, it's devastating.”

While the new contract stopped more work from
being made part-time, allowed the creation of new
full-time positions, and restructured benefits to
serve part-timers better, half of members could now
be laid off summarily, the implications of which
failed to interest a press trumpeting “labour peace.”

The question is whether a politically beset TPL
administration has the courage or capital to follow
through. The strike is over, the latest contract signed,
but for Local 4948 members and leadership, negoti-
ations have just begun. If past practices are any indi-

Mike Smith is a journalist, poet, performer, and
communications worker based in Toronto. He knows
his library card number by heart. See his site at

linebreaks.com for more information.

For more information about the Toronto library workers
and community support for public libraries, visit
www.ourpubliclibrary.to for more information, as well as
the Toronto Public Library Workers' Union’s website:

www.local4948.org.

Our Times would like to thank Viveca Gretton, TPLWU
(CUPE) Local 4948's recording secretary, for her help in
gathering photographs for this story.

Some people use social media to talk with friends.
Others use it to start a revolution.

Thank you to Our Times and the labour movement for promoting
decent working conditions for workers everywhere.The
Elementary Teachers of Toronto are proud to be a part of the
movement for social justice in the areas of anti-poverty, non-
violence, equity, and the environment.

What's your union waiting for?

Elementary Teachers of Toronto

ELEMENTARY Ste.300 - 4211 Yonge Street

TEACHERS Toronto, Ontario M2P 2A9
of Phone: (416) 393-9930

TORONTQO  E-mail: ett@ett.on.ca

www.ett.cawww.ett.ca

BETTER WORLD COMMUNICATIONS

www.labourmedia.org
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