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Public sector negotiations are set to begin shortly, in 2022. Accordingly, as we 

prepare our strategic framework and build on our assessment of the last 

negotiations, we are launching a series of consultations to ascertain our members’ 

interest with respect to negotiation alliances with other unions. 

The following information will help further discussions on the pros and cons of 

these types of alliances.

Public sector negotiations affect some 500,000 employees across all four 

Québec public networks: school, college, healthcare and public services.

There are two levels to national negotiations: 

1. Intersectoral

The following matters are negotiated between union organizations and the 

Conseil du trésor du Québec: 

■ General wage increases;

■ Terms of the pension plan (RREGOP);

■ Parental leave;

■ Regional disparities.

The government has always signed or decreed a single intersectoral agreement 

which then applies to all public service personnel collective agreements, regardless 

of networks or union affiliations.1

2. Sectoral

General working conditions are negotiated between each union federation and 

management negotiating committees (comités patronaux de négociation, or 

CPN). They include: 

■ Workload;

■ Job security and tackling job insecurity;

1. Are excluded from this intersectoral agreement: lawyers and jurists, officers of the Sûreté du
Québec (SQ), doctors and pharmacists paid by the Régie de l’assurance maladie du Québec
(RAMQ) as well as the personnel of government corporations.
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 ■ Various premiums;

 ■ Vacation time and leaves;

 ■ Categories;

 ■ Harassment prevention, etc.

CPNs include representatives from the: 

 ■ School management;

 ■ Relevant Ministry.

During the last round of negotiations, the Conseil du trésor got directly involved 

at a few sectoral tables in order to settle issues that were either costly or in line 

with “government priorities.”

Some fifty sectoral agreements were reached.

National public sector negotiations come to a close once the intersectoral 

 agreement and sectoral agreements have been reached. 

In some cases, local negotiations may follow to determine how working 

 conditions specific to each work environment will be implemented.

H istorically, union alliances have taken the form of a common front, which 

includes national trade unions2 so as to jointly negotiate intersectoral issues. 

When united in a common front, national trade unions: 

 ■ Become a single negotiation team;

 ■ Align their demands so as to table a common offer;

 ■ Agree on a common negotiation and mobilization timetable and strategy;

 ■ Sign a protocol detailing operations, decision-making rules and the sharing 

of resources;

 ■ Often reach a no-raiding agreement.

During the last negotiations round, although there was no common front, a 

 number of media events, mobilizations and demonstrations were carried out in 

partnership with other unions. That being said, without a formal alliance, these 

joint actions are contingent on the will and strategies of all involved.

S ince 1967, the Québec government has centralized salary and pension plan 

negotiations to keep a very firm grip on the remuneration of public services 

employees.

The labour movement, intent on countering this strategy, introduced its very first 

common front in 1972. Its goal was to establish a united party for intersectoral 

negotiations.

2. Namely, the Centrale des syndicats du Québec (CSQ), the Confédération des syndicats 
 nationaux (CSN) and the Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec (FTQ). The 
Centrale des syndicats démocratiques (CSD) is not present in the public sector.
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Thirteen negotiation rounds have been held since 1972, three of which took 

place without a common front. This front has always been established by national 

trade unions. 

The issue of including independent labour unions had never been raised prior 

to the late 1990s, given that they had left one of the national trade unions and 

represented only a small number of members. 

Their inclusion in the common front would have put them on equal footing with a 

national trade union despite only representing a single sector or single employment 

category.

In 2010 and 2015, the creation of the Secrétariat intersyndical des services 

 publics (SISP), spearheaded by the CSQ, made possible the inclusion of some 

independent unions in a broader alliance. 

During the 2020 rounds, national trade unions were unable to reach an agree-

ment on the priorities that needed to be put forward during negotiations, despite 

signing a solidarity protocol and holding discussions over several months. They 

were unable to forge a common front. 

H istorically, the government has offered the same wage increases to all public 

sector employees. Furthermore, adjustments related to the Pay Equity Act 

and relativity exercises have, in certain situations, has resulted in different wage 

increases. During the last negotiations, the political will of the CAQ, intent on 

offering “differentiated increases, led to certain groups securing additional wage 

increases on top of the general increases. This approach broke with tradition 

and was carried out through sectoral agreements.

The government does not reach an agreement in principle at the intersectoral level 

until they are confident that they can get the support of the “critical mass” of its 

employees and, as such, bring negotiations to an end. The government will accept 

agreements in principle that include piggyback clauses with smaller groups.

Past experience has shown that the government never offers, from that point on, 

better agreements to other groups. The political cost would be too high. 

Without a common front, the government is free to determine which strategy to 

adopt. They decide who they negotiate and come to an agreement with first. 

Measuring the “critical mass” may involve the number of members, the mobilization 

strength or the group with which an agreement would be easiest to reach. 

Forming a common front representing most public services employees allows 

member national trade unions to put their strategy forward and to take a leader-

ship role when negotiating and reaching an agreement with the government. 

Not being involved in a union alliance that represents most employees means 

that we will not have a seat at the central table. Those absent from the common 

front certainly have their own intersectoral negotiation table but historically, 

these groups have been forced into an agreement negotiated by others, either 

once it’s been reached or through a piggyback clause.
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Forming an alliance with other strong union organizations has its benefits and 

drawbacks.

Some drawbacks can be mitigated by introducing better-defined mechanisms 

for all involved partners. Nonetheless, some drawbacks are unavoidable.

Ability to negotiate

Pros Cons

Benefiting from the balance of power 
due to the large number of members

Dealing with the tribulations of quick 
strategy shifts as circumstances 
change, particularly during a blitz

Being a clear, decision-making party 
during dealings with the government

Being held accountable for the 
agreement

Reacting coherently to government 
strategies and objectives

Participating in the determination 
of priority orientations

Agreeing to compromise on 
the priority guidelines submitted 
to the intersectoral table

Having greater control over the pace 
and coordination of sectoral 
negotiations

Being able to determine all stages 
of the negotiations rather than let 
the government dictate priorities

Being able to block all public services 
with pressure tactics

Opening up the possibility for internal 
decision-making bodies to deviate 
from agreed pressure tactics

Preventing the government from 
reaching an agreement with the 
least demanding group or with one 
it favours

Being pushed to accept offers if a 
majority of other groups are so inclined

Democratic process

Pros Cons

Taking part in decisions about 
strategies and agreements

Dealing with a cumbersome and slow 
decision process

Allowing joint action between 
national trade unions and their 
components 

Bearing the friction resulting from the 
asymmetry of the different national 
trade unions’ decision process, pace 
and culture

Agreeing to compromises that result 
from the alignment of our orientations

Communication and visibility

Pros Cons

Reaping the rewards of a united 
message in the public sphere

Seeing one’s profile, as a national 
trade union and as affiliate, 
diminished

Benefiting from sharing human 
and financial resources

Encountering disparities as 
to compliance with visibility 
and broadcasting guidelines
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Union life

Pros Cons

Having an official communication 
channel between national trade unions. 
Without an alliance, discussions occur 
on a voluntary basis

Taking on coordination 
responsibilities

Benefiting from easier pathways 
during sectoral negotiations

Avoiding having to devote 
tremendous resources to raiding

Limiting one’s capacity to recruit 
new members
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