June 28, 2010

To: The Council of the City of Windsor

At the recent Canadian Social Forum held in Windsor from June 18-20, over one hundred representatives and activists from twenty five community organizations discussed and debated the economic and social challenges facing this region, this country and the globe. Among the many issues discussed, the privatization of public services was unanimously recognized as particularly pressing and immediate, especially in Windsor given the recent Council decision to close city run Day Care Centres and the impending decisions regarding garbage collection and parking enforcement.  At the closing Assembly of the Forum, a resolution was passed that a letter should be sent to Council indicating our unanimous opposition to privatization and requesting a reconsideration of what we collectively believe are short-sighted decisions that will only worsen the social and economic fabric of this community.  

Privatization is a fool’s game in more ways than one.  It is a complete and demonstrable myth that Windsor will save money by moving to private garbage collection and traffic enforcement. Council must know that private garbage operators will simply under bid in order to get the contract, and then jack up the costs once the city disposes of its equipment, administration and staff in this area. Council is not saving the taxpayer any money, it is exposing Windsor to more financial risk. Windsor already has an incredibly cost effective public service in this area with stable predictable outcomes in terms of service levels and quality, which only to serves to confirm the belief of many that this move is nothing more than an attempt to break the union.  In a city built by unionized workers and their organizations, and indeed a city that is still being built by unionized workers, this is a shameful and misguided step to take.  Council should be willing to take its share of responsibility for last year’s prolonged strike and seek to learn from those mistakes by pursuing more effective and conciliatory labour relations.  Council should take this path not just as a more effective and just effort to avoid further strikes, but because it is through this kind of more positive approach to management that workers can be encouraged and motivated to provide the best possible public service value.  Workers who are treated fairly and with respect will return that treatment tenfold, far outstripping any performance that is likely to come from cut throat private contractors in the highly competitive domain of garbage services. 

Similar points can be made about the elimination of public day care in this city except here we are moved to remind Council that we are talking about the care of our children.  CUPE has provided ample research evidence indicating that the elimination of public day care will disproportionately affect children and families with limited incomes. Children in these contexts need every helping hand they can get in helping them to overcome the negative effects of poverty. Whether it’s a question of poor nutrition, stigma and social isolation, stress, or under-stimulation, children in low income families have greater difficulties succeeding in school, are more likely to have health and emotional problems, and are more likely to require state assistance or intervention.  Cutting public services to the poor never saves money – it simply shifts the costs around to other sectors and in the process adds considerably to the final bill.  Your actions will only degrade the quality of day care in this city especially for vulnerable families. 

Beyond the negative effects on children, you are also undermining the wages and working conditions of day care workers in this city, most of whom are women. The wage and conditions in the day care private sector are considerably worse, and in some cases almost scandalous, given the skills and responsibilities involved.  Your actions will only serve to further erode what little progress has been made over the last two decades in recognizing and valuing the labour of child care workers. For a Council that claims a concern for diversity, why is there no recognition that these changes disproportionately affect women and minorities?

In your vision of the future Windsor, few workers will have fair wages and decent conditions, only the rich will be able to obtain reliable quality day care, and the whole idea of the public good will become a distant memory. This is not our vision for Windsor, nor do we think it is a vision that most Windsor residents share.  If you truly wish to turn this city on a new proud course, work with the unions of this city, don’t try to destroy them.

Yours sincerely,
The People’s Assembly of the Canadian Social Forum

As of Sunday, June 20th, 2010:

The Windsor-Essex Social Justice Coalition

