

Labour Relations in Nova Scotia: The Struggle in the Mining Industry
“The most important thing to come out of a mine is the miner.”

Frédéric Le Play (1806-1882) French socialist and inspector general of mines of France

Mining, especially coal mining underground, has been a backbone of the Nova Scotian economy since the early 1800’s. It is a dirty living, and for many years, an unsafe occupation. A miner will tell you that “going underground” is in their blood; they could not imagine working anywhere else. Whole families have spent their lives in the pits. According to the Nova Scotia archives, 2581 individuals are known to have died in Nova Scotia as a direct result of mining accidents or disasters between 1838 and 1992.1
Most Nova Scotians are familiar with the 956 Springhill explosion, the 1958 Springhill bump, and the 1992 WestRay explosion, where a total of 140 men perished. They are either still in our recent memory or we hear about them in our local songs. But the forgotten explosions and accidents over the years were the “raison d’etre” for the birth of the labour movement in the industry. Beginning in 1873 with the Drummond Colliery disaster in Westville (60-70
deaths), Nova Scotia coalminers and their families lost 50 more comrades in the Foord Pit
Explosion in Stellarton in 1880, 125 souls in the first Springhill Mine disaster in 1891, 65 workers in the 1917 Dominion No. 12 Colliery explosion, 88 more in the Albion Mine explosion in Stellarton, and another 20 as a result of a cable break in a mine shaft in Sydney Mines in 1938.

It is no wonder that the families of the miners felt their only road out of capitalist greed was via the union and they were prepared to face starvation, beatings, and death to fight for a decent

pay packet and safe working conditions.

1 Novascotia.ca/archives/virtual/meninmines/disasters.asp?Language=English

The governments of the era were not above getting involved in the worker disputes, believing that it was in the public interest that the company maintain their authority over the miners. They often sent the police or the army in to protect “scab” workers or to break the strikes. The government rationale was that the “miners’ actions were viewed as a threat to public order, freedom of contract, and private property.”2
Nova Scotia coal miners established a union in 1879 “during a strike provoked by successive wage cuts at the Springhill Mine in Cumberland County.”3 Robert Drummond, the Grand Secretary of the Provincial Workman’s Union (PWA), insisted that the workers ask for an “honest wage for honest work”.4 He pushed the government for safer mine regulations and better enforcement; in 1883, two deputy mine inspectors were hired by the Nova Scotia government. The company in Springhill worked relatively well with PWA. But the workers were dissatisfied and changed to the United Mine Workers Union in 1909. This organization was stronger and more “militant“ and the company refused to deal with them. The members went on strike in August 1909, backed by a strong brotherhood of miners and the financial support of the union. Nearly two years of reduced production weakened the company. In 1911, by the time the Dominion Steel and Coal Company (DOSCO) takes over, the union’s finances were drained and the workers’ determination was dwindled. The strike ended in May 1911 and the

miners took the loss.5
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Two holidays in Nova Scotia are dedicated to the Labour movement. According to Ken Georgetti of the Canadian Labour Congress, Labour Day, celebrated the first Monday in September, was established “to recognize the contribution that ordinary working people have made to the Canadian way of life.”6 He goes on to say that the unions have fought for “... the right to fair wages, safe working conditions and compensation for injury, and equitable labour relations.”7
The second holiday is Davis Day, celebrated mainly in Cape Breton on June 11th each year. William Davis, a father of nine, was killed by the British Empire Steel Corporation (BESCO) company police during the mineworkers’ strike in the spring of 1925 in New Waterford. The autocratic and slavish treatment of the workers for decades had led to the strike. At first, when the Dominion Steel and Coal Company (DOSCO) was given a 99-year lease in 1893, there was great prosperity and the mining towns doubled in size. However, because the company stock paid dividends only if the operating costs were reduced, the company was constantly cutting wages and ignoring safety concerns in favour of production. BESCO took over in 1921 and continued with the same management practices. Conditions for the workers were horrendous and pay was continually being reduced. Between 1920 and 1925 there were 58 strikes.

The United Mineworkers of America District 26 organized the strike of 1925, the sixth of the decade. After three months of no pay, the families of the members were near starvation as the company store had cut off their credit. As well, BESCO had cut off the water and power to

the towns two weeks earlier. The union organized a protest and workers and their families from

6 www.cbc.ca/beta/news/canada/highlights-in-canadian-labour-history-1.850282
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other mining towns joined the New Waterford contingent. The plan was to storm the power plant and turn the utilities back on. The company police fired on the workers, dropping the first line. The rest of the miners surrounded the police and beat them, but not before three men were seriously wounded and William Davis was dead.8 Safe conditions and decent pay were hard won by the labourers of the mines of New Waterford through this endeavour and the continued negotiations over the next six decades. Davis Day has evolved over the years to a commemoration of not only the struggle that caused Davis’s death, but for all who died in Nova Scotian mines.

Although mining is safer now than a century ago, the disaster at Westray in Pictou County has taught the mining industry, the government, and Nova Scotians in general that vigilance must be maintained: the labour fight has not been won. Twenty-six miners died as a result of government incompetence and apathy, company neglect and greed, and poorly trained, unrepresented employees. The United Mineworkers of America, Local 26, failed in their union drive in January 1992. While they succeeded in April of that same year, the certification did not occur until after the explosion.

According to the inquiry conducted after the disaster, the conditions in the mine were horrendous. The company was negligent in its duties regarding safe working conditions and training of the employees. It was an “accident waiting to happen”.9 The politicians pushed the approval process and the funding through because Pictou County needed jobs. The Department

of Labour and the Department of Natural Resources did not fulfil their mandates, so the 

8 Novascotia.ca/archives/virtual/meninmines/davis.asp

9 Novascotia.ca/lae/pubs/westray/summary.asp

company was allowed to continue operating in an illegal and unsafe manner. After the explosion, the mine manager, Gerald Phillips, and the premier of Nova Scotia, Don Cameron (a Pictou County native), blamed the unsafe practices of the miners for creating the conditions which allowed the methane gas to blow up. In reality, if the miners had been trained properly and had worked in a culture where safe working practices were promoted and there was a system of ensuring safety, the workers would have been better able to understand and cease the dangerous practices. Had the miners been union represented, a protocol for ensuring safety took precedence over production would have been established. If the hard-won gains of organized labour over the last two hundred years would not have been ignored by

management, regulatory bodies, and politicians, these men might still be alive today. The 26
bodies were never recovered. The mine was flooded, the company bankrupted, and no one held criminally responsible.10
In conclusion, organized labour in Nova Scotia has a long history of working diligently with the mining community for the betterment of conditions. Over the decades, the blood and hunger of the members and their families, supported mentally, physically, and financially by the their chosen union have won enviable working conditions for not only mine workers, but for most employees, unionized or not, in the province. And although workers have the right to safe working conditions today, those conditions cannot be achieved without a management culture of safety, regulatory bodies’ enforcement, and a work environment that supports this right.

Together, working with the unions, we will get there.

10 ibid












