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In Atlantic Canada, large numbers of people are losing their livelihoods. The

dramatic downsizing of Sydney Steel (SYSCO) in Sydney, Nova Scotia, is a

major instance. Just as in other steel cities across Canada, Sydney is feeling

the recession. But, Sydney is essentially a one-industry town and the dramatic

decline in employment at the steel mill has left hundreds of steelworkers, their

families, and indeed the whole town, floundering.

However, according to the testimony of several dozen displaced steelworkers

who participated in our research, the retraining effort could be called a qualified

disaster. Our aim is to report some lessons the SYSCO experience might offer for

people who look to retraining as part of their adaptive efforts.

THE PLAYERS

Canadian Steel Trade Employment
Congress (CSTEC)
The Canadian Steel Trade Employment
Congress (CSTEC) is a joint project of
the steelworkers’ union and major Cana-
dian steel companies. Because the steel
industry is in desperate decline, CSTEC,
in partnership with the federal govern-
ment, has been addressing dislocation
and adjustment. The government has
transferred certain funds to CSTEC that
it normally would have put into federal
adjustment programs.
The Job Shop (SCMAC)
One of the CSTEC projects seeks to ad-
dress the transition from job loss to new
employment and training opportunities
for displaced steelworkers. The program
operates through regional offices, run by
local labour/management committees.

The Cape Breton agency developed un-
der this program is entitled “SYSCO Co-
operative Manpower Adjustment
Committee (SCMAC),” or more com-
monly as the “Job Shop.” 

In parts of Canada the program ap-
pears to have had some success. On CBC
radio’s “Sunday Morning” program in
1993, CSTEC’s Peter Warrian claimed
his organization had had a 90% success
rate in retraining (apparently in Ontario).
Maclean’s Magazine (September 2, 1991)
also published a glowing account:

“We don’t want former steelworkers
to end up flipping hamburgers,” said
Leo Gerard, Canadian director of the
United Steelworkers of America. In
fact, he says, about half of the 6,000
people who have taken part in the
program have found jobs that pay
them close to a steelworker’s typical
wage - about $27 an hour.” (p. 41)

The messages are these:

Do retrain. But do it right. 

And don’t underestimate the

hurdles. Adjustment pro-

grams that are on the cutting

edge, as a means for address-

ing the tremendous implica-

tions of massive industrial

dislocation, must be

informed & innovative.

They need to be far more

than busy. 

This article, originally published in Making
Waves, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Winter 1994), is
based on Report No. 1 of the
Steelworkers’ Ethnography Project. The
research was the basis for a submission
made to the Parliamentary Committee in
mid December 1994 by Cape Breton
Tomorrow, an organization composed of
displaced steel workers.
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This in no way accurately portrays the
realities of life for displaced Cape Breton
steelworkers, a great many of whom
would jump at the chance for a job “flip-
ping hamburgers,” at a rate of pay consid-
erably lower than the $27 an hour wage
mentioned by Gerard. It also suggests
that adjustment programs designed to
deal with problems in the Canadian steel
industry have achieved an excellent suc-
cess rate. Given the information emerg-
ing in our research, we know it is not the
case in industrial Cape Breton.

Adjustment initiatives must allow
workers to develop their abilities. In most
cases this is a one-shot last chance for
workers, therefore it must be effective.
These programs must be flexible and
practical. When the CSTEC program was
introduced to displaced Cape Breton
steelworkers through the Job Shop, it was
proclaimed as unique in its design and
benefits for adult occupational adjust-
ment. Despite its claimed flexibility,
there is evidence that the CSTEC ap-
proach has been less effective in assisting
steelworkers to develop necessary abili-
ties than program administrators claim.
Certainly this is the case in Cape Breton.
In our view, the program has several
novel features, but the bulk of its serv-
ices are “old hat” and its outcomes are
disappointing.

RETRAINING EXPERIENCES OF
DISPLACED STEELWORKERS

Basic Hurdles at the Start
Relatively few displaced steelworkers
have been interested in counselling, re-
training, and relocation assistance. One
deterrent is that older men perceive a
relative disadvantage in reintegrating
into the labour market.

 Another basic deterrent to retraining
stems from Cape Bretoners’ historical ex-
perience with the cycle of hope and de-
spair. The wolf of economic collapse has
been heralded so often here, over the last
75 years, that many people simply assume

the sheep are really in no long-term peril.
A pattern of repeated layoff and recall has
characterized SYSCO for so long that the
steelworking community has developed a
mind-set of durability. There is evidence
from our study, however, that people rec-
ognize the current situation as less prom-
ising than it has ever been before.

These factors help to account for prob-
lems the Job Shop experienced in entic-
ing people to engage in the program.

Indeed among those who did come for-
ward, the motives for participation fell
short of the grander ideals that the pro-
gram espoused. In short, those attracted
to the program often participated in order
to prolong their unemployment insur-
ance benefits, not because they accepted
the promises the Job Shop offered.

One additional element must be rec-
ognized: the question of geographical mo-
bility. It has generally been found that
displaced workers exhibit low geographic
mobility overall (Social Planning Council
of Metropolitan Toronto 1980: 2, 14, 18).
Of the many hundreds of displaced steel-
workers eligible for relocation assistance
in industrial Cape Breton, the Job Shop

reports providing the service for 29 indi-
viduals. Relocation assistance cannot be
considered an adequate or effective pro-
vision in the face of real social crisis.
Policies, Practices, & Reactions
The policy response to unemployment, in
the ideal, entails two basic endeavours:
1. The most immediate element is income

maintenance for the sake of survival. 
2. The longer-term effort is toward sta-

ble reintegration of workers into jobs.
The latter element is by far the greater

challenge, and thus is very often not ade-
quately met. Retraining is supposed to be
a means to achieve that reintegration.
What happens in practice, however, is a
type of “goal displacement.” Retraining
itself becomes little more than a dis-
guised form of sheer income-mainte-
nance for the short run. Instead of making
a long-term difference in people’s oppor-
tunities, the supposedly active effort col-
lapses into a superficial and passive
stop-gap tactic. This curtailed policy re-
sponse has been well labelled as passive
income maintenance.

Occupational training in Canada has
provided very few chances for long-term
upgrading, or the development of more
advanced technical skills. In a historical
review of retraining programs in Canada,
Susan Witter has concluded that the pre-
vailing “damage control orientation” has
promoted “passive income maintenance”
and short-term training for the long-term
unemployed (Witter 1992:6-7).

Witter offers a dramatic statistical
comparison. In 1987, 75% of Canada’s
labour-market program spending went to
passive income maintenance, chiefly un-
employment insurance benefits. In con-
trast, 75% of Sweden’s labour-market
resources went into active retraining in
new and emerging areas. The key to ena-
bling the unemployed to be a full part of
Canadian society, she argues, is to provide
income support while also maximizing
opportunities for future reintegration
into the labour market. 

“A lot of people think that

things are self-evident, but

this is not so when you’ve

been on the plant for dec-

ades. You need qualified peo-

ple who can sit down &

explain things to you, to help

you choose a route.... A lot of

steelworkers are just shoved

into things they don’t want.”
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Nobody denies that an immediate and
short-term survival device is vital, but an
approach confined to the short term is
futile. The trouble is that is precisely the
approach that has dominated government
policy, which means it has been the only
option available to most citizens faced
with hungry mouths and a vague future.

The CSTEC/Job Shop initiative, by
and large, fell into this familiar trap. Dis-
placed steelworkers, with the ability and
drive to maximize their opportunities,
found inadequate support in accomplish-
ing goals. Neither the larger economic
environment nor the specific retraining
scheme has fostered much beyond an ad-
herence to “passive income-mainte-
nance.” Thus, many dislocated Cape
Breton steelworkers view the Job Shop
simply as a means for extending their U.I.

In order to entitle candidates for ex-
tended U.I. benefits, the Job Shop has
promoted the development of courses
with no serious active adjustment poten-
tial, or has directed retrainees into areas
they have no interest in. The dilemma
and the pressures facing all players in this
situation are clear from Casey’s remarks:

“Last April I told them I had to get
in a course. . . . I told them I hadn’t
taken a course yet and my pogey is
running out the end of August. I
told them I had a mortgage to pay,
a small baby, a wife. If I gotta go
away while guys got three or four
years of pogey, I’m coming right
over the table after them. . . . They
know I’m in a course I don’t want
to be in.”
We can understand that displaced

steelworkers have largely followed the
path of passive income maintenance, for
lack of alternatives. Can we similarly un-
derstand the action of the agencies which
organize and deliver the retraining?
The Specific Issue of Counselling
As the steelworkers see it, a generalized
pattern of poor communication has added
to the problems of shortfalls in the avail-

ability of appropriate retraining programs
and courses. Steelworkers report that ad-
vice about programs and about how to get
placed in them has been sparse and con-
fusing. This simply compounds the dis-
orientation and frustration that dominate
their life circumstances.

Candidates eligible for retraining as-
sistance are largely on their own when it
comes to exploring opportunities. Many
have limited formal education and have
spent many years at Sydney Steel. Be-
sides coping with the trauma of unem-

ployment, they are forced to navigate the
immensely complex world of adult educa-
tion with little or no assistance. This may
be one reason the program becomes less
attractive as the candidate’s age in-
creases. Carl has experienced the
CSTEC/Job Shop program:

“There was no counselling! At least,
nobody was there to counsel me, to
help me or show me the way. . . . I
had to do all the background work
on my own and I made my decision
based on that. I did all the footwork
on my own, all CSTEC did was
okay funding for me. . . . I couldn’t
even fill out forms to get into a
course. . . . A lot of people think that
things are self-evident, but this is

not so when you’ve been on the
plant for decades. You need quali-
fied people who can sit down and
explain things to you, to help you
choose a route.... A lot of steelwork-
ers are just shoved into things they
don’t want.... It’s a one-shot deal
and some could come out worse
than when they started.... They’re
going to get a bad taste in their
mouths, and there’s no way to cor-
rect it.”
Sandy, another displaced steelworker,

remarked: “They should not only give you
money, but help in other ways.” And ac-
cording to Ross: “They didn’t know what
they were doing, so they set up quick
fixes.”
Further Inflexibilities
The woes of the Job Shop have been
aggravated by its relationship with Can-
ada Employment (CEIC or Manpower).
In her critique of Canadian retraining pro-
grams, Susan Witter includes an argu-
ment that CEIC exercises rigid control
and, as a result, the needs of trainees and
employers have become secondary
(1992:7).

Canada Employment has been di-
rectly involved in the retraining and relo-
cation of displaced Cape Breton
steelworkers. Informants who trained
through Canada Employment, in every
single case, report they have not achieved
long-term employment in the vocation
for which they were trained. 

The national CSTEC organization has
close ties to CEIC and exhibits the same
rigid approach. In fact, CSTEC has
placed restrictions on the length and con-
tent of acceptable courses of study, and
eliminated some services. These changes
were undertaken to bring the Job Shop
program more in line with what CEIC
deems appropriate. 

Within industrial Cape Breton, op-
tions available to trainees, regardless of
the program, revolve around what Canada
Employment has traditionally supported.

“Before, we were unem-

ployed & stupid; now we’re

unemployed & educated.

We’re trained, but the result

is the same: there is no job. A

bunch of people running

around with certificates &

no jobs.”
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CEIC is and has been the primary con-
sumer of training opportunities in Cape
Breton and many other regions of Canada.
This has had a profound influence on the
evolution of community college offerings,
resulting in very few alternatives to
CEIC’s traditional selection. 

When clients needed basic educa-
tional upgrading before launching into
specific occupational training, the Job
Shop found the extra cost to be a problem.
The Job Shop thus retained the services
of a less expensive free-lance training
firm called “COM Training,” which con-
ducted courses within the confines of the
Job Shop itself. This option allowed the
students to avoid the standardized en-
trance testing or “TAVE” that evaluates
fundamental abilities deemed necessary
by the Community College system, such
as: level of reading skill; mathematics;
language; and spelling. TAVE scores
might have excluded many from direct
entry into training programs, forcing
them to upgrade instead.

The controversy around TAVE testing
has contributed to a suspicion that the
Job Shop may be more concerned about
its budget, and about the statistical indi-
cators of its own productivity, than it is
about substantive, long-run results.

In a larger sense, a great many steel-
workers are scornful of an approach which
focuses on training-for-training’s sake.
They feel that many available offerings
are all but useless in today’s job market.
Sam offers an especially vivid summary of
this viewpoint:

“Before, we were unemployed and
stupid; now we’re unemployed and
educated. We’re trained, but the
result is the same: there is no job.
A bunch of people running around
with certificates and no jobs.”

Jimmy echoes the widespread sense of
futility:

“Retraining is okay, but we’re being
trained for jobs that don’t exist, not
in this area anyway. Computer pro-

grammers, for example: how many
of these are needed in Cape Breton
or even in Nova Scotia? Most places
that need them, already got them.”
Several of the courses steelworkers

scorn openly were undertaken in con-
junction with the trades component of
the University College. The most promi-
nent of these is a building mainte-
nance/multi-trade course that the college
developed. Another is a small engine re-
pair course. These courses are excellent
examples of what can result when a train-
ing-for-training’s sake approach is util-
ized. They were/are nothing more than an
excuse for extending U.I. benefits, and do
little to prepare trainees for the future.
Irwin is one who experienced the “build-
ing maintenance” fiasco. His remarks typ-
ify what many other men said.

“What I learn will only be for my own
use. I’ll never get a job with it be-
cause they tell me there are over
700 unionized carpenters alone on
the Island, let alone non-union
workers.”
Informants also pointed to numerous

specific problems that undermined the
training experience for them. Students
were confused about whether their study
would be certified by the Nova Scotia
Department of Labour, and were offered
contradictory information. Several com-
plained that the Job Shop was refusing to
supply them with necessary books and
manuals. Students as well as the Job Shop
administrators were happy with some of
the University College of Cape Breton
(UCCB) trades courses, but questioned
the quality of some others, as well as
attitudes of certain faculty.

CLOSING COMMENTS

An editorial in The Cape Breton Post sug-
gests that it is taken for granted that
much of the national effort in education
and training will be squandered, in the
sense that students will drop out or fail to
parlay classroom success into jobs. This is

certainly the case with CSTEC/Job Shop
in Cape Breton, where every failure is
magnified by the inability of the local
economy to deal with mistakes.

The interview findings highlighted
the negative aspects of the experience of
retraining. Clearly, the stakes are high
and the consequences of failure are seri-
ous. Other components of our research
reveal the widespread fear of “welfare”
and the lack of options for ex-steelwork-
ing families.

The messages are these: Do retrain.
But do it right. And don’t underestimate
the hurdles. Adjustment programs that
are on the cutting edge, as a means for
addressing the tremendous implications
of massive industrial dislocation, must be
informed and innovative. They need to
be far more than busy. 

The Sydney Steel experience repre-
sents what can happen when people
and/or programs are incapable of living up
to the need. CSTEC/Job Shop has not
attained an acceptable level of achievement
in the Cape Breton context. The time has
come for governments to act responsibly in
the area of occupational adjustment and
retraining. The region and the country can
no longer afford to tolerate the current
level of performance. �

John deRoche (sociologist), Blair Riley,
and Gerald Smith (ex-steelworkers; foun-
ders of Industrial Cape Breton Tomor-
row) based their findings on interviews
with over 40 men displaced when Sydney
Steel downsized in its plant in Cape
Breton, Nova Scotia.
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