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Greetings Sisters and Brothers, it’s an honour and a great privilege that I have been selected to speak tonight along with Brother Larry Rousseau. I can’t express to you what this moment means to me as a proud Coalition of Black Trade Unionist member.  
We all know we have a battle on our hands: the conservative government has made it clear the labour movement is a target. Not only does this impact workers’ bargaining rights, for example through back to work legislation, but it also impacts equality rights.

The current government’s disdain for equity issues and human rights was clearly expressed with de-funding of women’s programs and human rights commissions, whose objective was to level the playing field for disadvantaged groups. 

Cuts to the public sector that we’re seeing happen today are primarily layoffs of term employees. And who makes up the largest proportion of term staff; women, young and racialized workers. The very same workers that would help bring greater representation and new perspectives to the public service. 

When I was hired to work for Human Resources Development Canada I thought; great I’m going to be working for the Federal Government in a secure, good job that I can be proud of.  Once I started, I learned that I would be part of the Public Service Alliance of Canada (PSAC), one of the largest unions in the country.   With this combination I considered my job well protected and I thought my work life would be trouble-free.  
However, I quickly found out that working for the government did not necessarily mean respect for equity. People with disabilities, women, Aboriginal workers and racialized workers still faced many of the same barriers within the public service that they do in the private sector. The Gay Lesbian Bisexual Transgender communities aren’t even recognized within the Federal Employment Equity Act. 
You know, I first joined the union as a result of seeing my colleagues suffer from work related injuries and disabilities. These same colleagues had to deal with difficult and unsympathetic management; fighting to keep their jobs and benefits while being pressured to leave or take medical retirement.  
Seeing this injustice pushed me to become active in my local. I wanted to hold the Employer accountable and deal with workers with respect. I educated myself and soon assumed a position within the Local Executive; then becoming active within my Component and the PSAC.  
6 years ago I attended my first CBTU event; in fact it was the Annual Dinner and Dance. The keynote speaker was Sister June Veecock. As a newly elected member on PSAC’s Ontario Council and as the Racially Visible Members representative, I wasn’t sure what to expect of CBTU. 
As I sat there listening, where you’re sitting now, hearing my own struggles being reflected through Sister Veecock’s words, I experienced a sense of comfort. I knew this was a defining moment for me. A catalyst of change in how I wanted to see myself; within our community and the labour movement. 
If you asked me 6 years ago if I envisioned being the youngest member of the Alliance Executive Committee, and first women of colour elected to PSAC’s national governing body, I would have laughed. Despite being a dedicated activist, I noticed my role was often pigeon holed into issues dealing with equity and human rights. I never thought that I would be in a position of forming priorities and having decision making power at both the regional and national levels.  
Some of my earlier experiences were striking. It was rare to see our community reflected outside of human rights courses, equity conferences and education meetings. I remember asking myself during a conference I attended in 2007; why am I the only racialized person here? 

I know that this question occurs at multiple points in time throughout our lives, but it is very difficult to grapple with this in the labour movement. As much as the labour movement has done to battle systemic racism, homophobia, sexism, ableism and ageism, these realities still exist at every level of our society, including the movement.

At this particular conference, this single question ignited within me a focus to analyze the barriers that I faced and question what stopped others from our community from participating. 
I’m aware that participation in our struggle occurs in multiple ways; some of us take to the streets, become more involved in our communities, or become politically engaged and so on. I chose to focus on developing my own skills in learning everything I could about my union, from policies, to rules of order, to articles in our constitution. 
I was determined to challenge and change our system, to address my initial question of why I wasn’t seeing the representation I should be, especially living in Toronto.
I wanted to help break this trend. I wanted to ensure that equity issues were integrated into every facet of our organization. My desire to see my community represented drove me.  

During my term in this leadership role I commit to addressing issues and barriers that prevent the participation of our community and all equity seeking groups including young workers.  I commit to working to make it easier for the next generation of activists, to continue to build upon our work and the work that was done before us.  

All of us are here because we are part of a movement, a movement that started long before us and has paved the way through tearing down walls. The work that has been done by past generations, including many of you here today, along with our Allies, has shifted the status quo. 
I am proud to be a part of this movement.  In fact, many of you in this room helped shape who I am today and I’m truly grateful for that. 
As we chip away at those barriers we are building a stronger society.  We may not always agree on the course of action, but we need to respect and work together: Our strength is our solidarity! 
I remember when I was thinking of running for this position someone said to me; “If you believe that you will always be knocked down; then you will be.” It’s easy to feel demoralized by the barriers we face, but when I see what we’ve accomplished as a community and how much things have changed just within the last 10 years, it renews my determination and gives me hope.  
It’s time for the labour movement’s leadership to grow, to be reflective and to encompass new perspectives. The status quo is not working for us and it’s our responsibility to change it!
One of CBTU’s mandates is to challenge the labour movement to become more inclusive. PSAC, along with other Unions are not exempt from being accountable on equality rights. Nor should we be! When an incident of racism occurs or when any form of discrimination is present; within our workplace or our Union, we need to name it and take action!
I am committed to building a stronger and more inclusive labour movement and I will be at the forefront of that fight!  Members have told me very clearly: “We want to be heard!” -  Well I’m listening; I hear you! I’m here to make a difference for our membership and our community. Let me echo Sister Janice Gairey’s words: “I am not going to let anyone with power or privilege stop us!” 

Through our creativity and strength we will build ways to ensure that all voices are heard in the fight to protect workers rights. I will continue to engage PSAC members and heighten our political activity to challenge right wing attacks on Unions. PSAC will stand with our allies and the greater social justice movement. Let’s be clear; we have always been part of the 99%. 
I wish to thank the Coalition of Black Trade Unionist Ontario Chapter, Board and Janice Gairey for all the hard work of the organization in representing workers of colour. As a proud CBTU member I salute all of you. Thank you for your support and I look forward to working with you in the fight for a truly inclusive society.
Thank you all.
Sharon DeSousa
