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The 1980s

Bob White, Canadian Director of the UAW, speaks in front of the Houdaille plant on August 13, 1980 during 

day six of the occupation.

“ In 1979, Houdaille was sold to a group of private investors who decided, due to a 

slumping auto industry, to close down the Oshawa operation and move production 

to the United States. When union members found out that the majority of employees 

would be left without pensions after working close to 30 years and that severance pay 

would be minimal, they occupied the plant. Even though they knew their jobs were lost, 

by taking over the plant for 14 days, they were able to negotiate improved pension and 

severance settlements.”
(From Local 222’s 50th Anniversary booklet, 1987)

Highlights of the 1980s
 August 8, 1980 –  14-day occupation of Houdaille begins.
 October 11, 1984 –  17-day strike begins at GM.
 1985 –  Workers at Columbus McKinnon in Cobourg join Local 222.
 1985 –  Workers at St. Marys Cement in Bowmanville join Local 222.
 September 4-7, 1985 –  UAW-Canada Founding Convention.
 June 10, 1986 –  Special convention held and official name changed to CAW-Canada.
 September 22, 1986 –  Local 222 receives CAW charter.
 September 22, 1986 –  Local 1136 (Union Hall/Dental Centre staff) receives CAW charter.
 1987 –  Workers at Lear Corporation in Whitby join Local 222.
 1987 –  Workers at Oshawa Transit join Local 222.
 June 1, 1988 –  Family Auxiliary #27 of Local 222 receives CAW charter.
 September 25, 1988 –  The Local 222 membership vote to accept an offer to sell the Bond Street 

Union Hall for $1.75 million.
 October 27, 1988 –  Local 222 purchases 3.6 acres of land for a new Union Hall for $604,365.
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While inside the plant for 14 days, members had to eat...

Houdaille Plant Occupation – 
August 1980

Regular meetings kept members up to date during the plant occupation.

...and members had to sleep.
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Early Houdaille History
By Bill Rutherford, Houdaille Plant Chairperson

(From Local 222’s 40th Anniversary booklet, 1977)

In 1929, the Skinner Company plant was purchased by the Houdaille-Hershey 

Corporation of the U.S. and moved from Gananoque to Oshawa. Skinners was 

organized in 1937 when the UAW first came to this city. During World War II the 

company eliminated the union. The plant was then re-organized in February of 

1946 by John (Jock) Turner, Hughie McIntyre and I, with the help of veterans 

who returned from the war.

At that time Skinners was among the lowest paid plants in town and during the 

first set of negotiations, wages in Skinners were brought up to the level of the 

major auto producers.

The company changed its name over the years to the Houdaille Corporation, but 

was still completely controlled by the U.S. Corporation.

Note: Houdaille closed their Oshawa plant on October 31, 1980.

Members of Local 222’s Women’s Committee and Family Auxiliary joined family members and allies in a march to support the Houdaille 

members during their 14-day plant occupation.
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Members working inside the GM plant in the early 1980s.
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Local 222 members joined 100,000 other activists in a march to Parliament Hill on November 21, 1981, to protest high interest rates.

Rally In Ottawa To Protest High Interest Rates
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1984 GM Bargaining Report 
Writing On The Wall For Split With UAW

By Phil Bennett 

GM Shop Committee Chairperson, 1980-86

(Reprinted from the Oshaworker – December 6, 1984)

First of all I want to take this opportunity to thank the membership personally for the solid 

support that you demonstrated prior to and during the strike, in supporting your negotiating 

team in Toronto at the bargaining table. Without your dedication and unquestionable 

support and unity, we would not have achieved the things that we did. Once again thank 

you. Furthermore, I want to thank the Ford and Chrysler workers who were prepared to give 

$25.00 per week out of their pay cheques to the GM workers had the strike continued on. 

The Ford and Chrysler workers certainly showed their concern for their striking brothers 

and sisters in General Motors and again on behalf of the membership and the bargaining 

committee I want to thank you very much for your support and your generosity.

Truck Plant Committeeperson George Knott hammers in a sign during the 1984 strike at General Motors. This would be the 

last time the membership would use UAW on its picket signs.
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As I have stated publicly, the 1984 set of negotiations with General Motors was the 

toughest and most difficult round of negotiations that I have ever participated in. The 

Bargaining Committee’s expectations, along with the membership’s expectations were 

naturally very high, given the profits that the corporation had made in the last year. The 

UAW across the border chose to go down the road of a scaled wage increase in the first 

year of the agreement, lump sum payments vs. actual wage increases in the second and 

third year, profit sharing, among other things, and after a ten-day strike, they reached an 

agreement with GM in the U.S.

The road the UAW chose to walk down in the U.S. is their business and if that is what they 

wanted to do, so be it. However, I do know that by them going down that road, it made it 

extremely difficult for the UAW in Canada to deviate from the U.S. agreement and to take 

into account Canadian priorities at the bargaining table. The main thrust at the bargaining 

table became the issue of the union in Canada accepting lump sum payments vs. wage 

increases in the second and third year of the agreement.

Brother White along with the Master Bargaining Committee were adamant that we were not 

going to accept lump sum payments for our members, because Canadian workers would 

have only received one hourly increase in this agreement and you would have commenced 

the 1987 negotiations with the same hourly wage (except COLA increases) as you had in 

1984. By the end of this agreement, Canadian GM workers will earn $1.14 per hour more 

than their U.S. counterparts.

I think history will prove that the stand the UAW in Canada took on lump sum payments 

vs. actual wage increases was right for the Canadian workers. I know and I understand the 

feeling of some of our members on the issue of more pensions for our current and future 

retirees, as well as the new hires’ rate of pay, but there was no way that the company 

was going to give the Canadians more pension monies than was negotiated in the United 

States, nor were they prepared to correct the injustice, i.e. new hires’ wage rates, even if 

we would have remained on strike until after Christmas.

Also I would be less than honest if I did not say that at times during our negotiations that 

there was a significant amount of interference from across the border. All said and done, 

I think the UAW in Canada negotiated a good collective agreement for our members, given 

the circumstances that the union was negotiating under.

Note: On December 15, 1984, a special meeting of the Canadian UAW Council 

approved a motion setting up a committee of the International Executive Board to 

work out details of a separation from the International Union.
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A New Canadian Union

UAW-Canada held its founding convention 

on September 4-7, 1985, in Toronto. The 

name UAW-Canada ended up being short-

lived because of complications with the UAW 

International Union. A special convention was 

held on June 10, 1986, and the name was 

changed to CAW-Canada. On October 17, 

1986, CAW President Bob White and Secretary-

Treasurer Bob Nickerson received a cheque for 

$43,500,000.63, marking the financial split 

from the UAW.

UAW-Canada Founding Convention, September 4-7, 1985
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Local 222’s CAW charter issued September 22, 1986.


