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Unions and the New Democratic Party (NDP) have had a long history together, starting closely connected, and then eroding to their current status. The NDP was originally founded with a strong union mandate, to fight for the rights of the working class and the unionized. This party throughout its history has aligned with many of the views that large Canadian unions have taken. However, unions and the NDP have not always had a stable relationship. Union support for the NDP has never been above 15%, and over time the influence that unions have had in the NDP has declined.[footnoteRef:0] This essay will argue that due to changed rules on party funding and party leadership elections, the unions that support the New Democratic Party (NDP) have systematically lost influence causing a change in policy objectives and party structure.  [0:  Larry Savage,  “Contemporary Party-Union Relations in Canada,” Labor Studies Journal 35, no. 1 (November 2009): 9, https://doi.org/10.1177/0160449X09353028. ] 

Before attempting to understand the loss of union power within the NDP, the amount of influence that unions had originally within the party must be understood. This party was created in 1961 by a partnership between the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation and the Canadian Labour Congress with the objective to strengthen the links between unions and the party.[footnoteRef:1] Union support of the NDP reached its peak early in its founding at about 15%.[footnoteRef:2] During the mid 1970’s the Keynesian movement reduced the power of labour unions.[footnoteRef:3] Since then, some unions have ceased to align themselves with the NDP in favour of other parties or non-partisanship.[footnoteRef:4] Unions that work with the NDP to encourage their members to vote NDP, recruit their members to run in elections, and they work with the party to formulate policy.[footnoteRef:5] Unions should be seen as foundational to the NDP, but over time they have lost power in this party as rules changed on party funding and inter-party voting. This means that unions have less sway in the party while individual voters have more.  [1:   Keith Archer, "The Failure of the New Democratic Party: Unions, Unionists, and Politics in Canada," Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue Canadienne De Science Politique 18, no. 2 (1985): 7, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3227341. ]  [2:  Savage, “Contemporary Party-Union Relations in Canada,” 9.]  [3:  Ibid, 9.]  [4:  Ibid, 9.]  [5:  Ibid, 12.] 

The first way that unions lost power within the NDP was through changed rules on party funding. Between 2004 and 2006 there were legislative changes to the Canada Elections Act that banned financial contributions from unions to the NDP and instead replaced them with increased government support per vote received.[footnoteRef:6] Labour unions contributed $1.9 million to the party annually from 1975-2002, and in election years this increased to $3.7 million which was 28.1% of their overall revenue.[footnoteRef:7] This new system increased the amount of money that the NDP received, but it meant that unions could no longer direct the NDP through their donations.[footnoteRef:8] Unions were no longer able to donate directly to the party, and instead had to rely on their members to donate independently. This reduced the amount of sway that unions had over the NDP as they were no longer relied upon for financial support. [6:   Harold J. Jansen and Lisa Young, "Solidarity Forever? The NDP, Organized Labour, and the Changing Face of Party Finance in Canada," Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue Canadienne De Science Politique 42, no. 3 (2009): 657, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27754506.]  [7:  Savage, “Contemporary Party-Union Relations in Canada,” 12.]  [8:  Maria Mavrikkou, “The NDP and the Third Party Curse in Canada,” Masters Thesis, University of Waterloo Political Science, 34, https://uwspace.uwaterloo.ca/bitstream/handle/10012/4389/Mavrikkou_Maria.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y.  ] 

	The second way that unions lost power in the NDP was through changing party leadership. At the formation of the party, they established voting systems that allowed for organized labour groups to gain more power at inter-party elections.[footnoteRef:9] Until 2003, the party elected their leaders through a delegation with additional weight given to unions.[footnoteRef:10] Unions received 25% of the votes of delegates, and the other 75% were independent members.[footnoteRef:11] This method of voting was controversial as it gave more weight to unions, and it disregarded the fact that not all members of unions are NDP voters.[footnoteRef:12] The party leader is able to determine policy decisions and by unions being able to vote for them they are able to direct the party policies. By losing their favourable voting system, unions were unable to elect leaders that were favourable to their interests. More focus was put on individual voters, rather than targeting voting blocs such as unions.[footnoteRef:13] This changed the amount of influence that unions had as they were no longer required to get leadership candidates elected and thus they were less able to control party policy.   [9:  Keith Archer, Political Choices and Electoral Consequences: a Study of Organization Labour and the New Democratic Party. (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014), 24.]  [10:  Bryan D. Palmer, “Snatching Defeat from the Jaws of Victory: The New Democratic Party and the Canadian Elections,” New Labor Forum 25, no. 1 (January 1, 2016): 88, https://doi.org/10.1177/1095796015620147. ]  [11:  Ibid, 88. ]  [12:  Paco Francoli, “NDP Activists Unhappy with New Leadership Voting Process,” The Hill Times, 670 (January 20, 2003): 1, https://search-proquest-com.proxy1.lib.trentu.ca/docview/208541749?accountid=14391&pq-origsite=primo. ]  [13:  Ibid, 21. ] 

	These two changes within the NDP affected the way the party was forced to fundraise, and what their party policy was. By creating a system where unions are unable to donate large sums of money to unions or bloc vote in party elections more focus was placed on individual voters and party members, as they would fund the party and vote for the leader. One example of this change was the relationship between the NDP and Quebec socialists that happened after the Waffle Movement during the period of Quebec separatism. This movement saw the NDP advocate for a fair referendum in Quebec and demystified the separatist movement for English Canada.[footnoteRef:14] After this movement supporters in Quebec grew, but these supporters were aligned with the socialist views that the NDP had, rather than its unionist views.[footnoteRef:15] Quebec unionist voters remained aligned with parties like the Bloc Quebecois.[footnoteRef:16] This propelled the NDP to get many seats in Quebec during the 2011 election, but it also meant that they had to cater to more socialist views.[footnoteRef:17] If there had been a focus on union votes, the party would not have approached the situation in Quebec this way. The Waffle Movement demonstrated that the party was, and needed to put more focus on individual voters rather than unions.  [14:  Roberta Lexier, “Two Nations in Canada: The New Democratic Party, the Waffle Movement and Nationalism in Quebec / Deux Nations Au Canada: Le Nouveau Parti Démocrate, Le ‘Waffle’ et Le Nationalisme Au Québec,” British Journal of Canadian Studies 30, no. 1 (2017): 1, https://doi.org/10.3828/bjcs.2017.1.]  [15:  Savage, “Contemporary Party-Union Relations in Canada,”18.]  [16:  Ibid, 21.]  [17:  Ibid, 18.] 

	This feeling was amplified by the party members in English Canada. They believed that  unions were not as aligned with the party as was needed for success for a unionist party, so they should focus on being a stronger left-wing party.[footnoteRef:18] This wing of the party believed that the party should create links with unions, but not be controlled by them through funding or leadership elections.[footnoteRef:19] This view is very similar to what has actually happened in terms of the current party platform. The current party platform focuses on issues such as accessible child care and affordable pharmacare.[footnoteRef:20] It mentions unions seven times and speaks to upholding union powers rather than expanding them or taking stances that unions would push, such as ideas of seniority or raising wages.[footnoteRef:21] The current NDP platform speaks to general socialist reforms, and ideas on the left of the political spectrum, rather than being a political party for unions. This change demonstrates that the party has moved away from being union based, to being a party that focuses on left-wing voters and individuals. This change occurred because the system of control that they had over the party in terms of funding and voting has been eroded.  [18:  Eugene Kostyra, “NDP Renewal: One Member’s View,” Canadian Dimension Vol. 28, Issue 6. (December 1, 1994): 1, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A15929732/AONE?u=ocul_thomas&sid=AONE&xid=7d04497a.]  [19:  Ibid, 3. ]  [20:  Jagmeet Singh, “A New Deal for People,” A New Deal for People New Democratic Party of Canada, 2019, 28. ]  [21:  Ibid, 28.] 

	In conclusion, unions and the NDP had a very strong relationship, but this relationship has eroded. Unions were at the core of the founding of the NDP, but through reforms like changing party funding structures meaning the NDP was no longer economically swayed by union motives, and reforms such as changing voting structure meaning that individual voters, not unions, were in charge of the leadership elections and the direction of the party. The NDP has become less motivated by union interests, and are now more motivated by the interests of individual voters. This affected the NDP greatly as it forced them to change their policy to fit the needs and wants of individual voters, but it also meant that they lost an historical partner. The history between unions and the NDP is fascinating as it demonstrates how party organizational changes such as funding and voting, can create changes in electoral outcomes and policies. 
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