ROMANOW FAILS TO STOP PRIVATEERS

PROFITING OFF PUBLIC HEALTHCARE
The Report of the Romanow Commission on the Future of Health Care in Canada 

(http://finalreport.healthcarecommission.ca/) has left the barn door open to privateers who wish to profit from public health care. 

The report while condemning in principal private health delivery still allows for the contracting out and privatization of laundry, cleaning, food and other hospital support services. This is exactly the same recommendation made by Alberta’s Mazankowski Report on HealthCare and the Kirby Senate report.

This means that monopoly contractors like K-Bro Linen services will be handed taxpayers money while unionized workers are given their walking papers. These workers, who provide support services are predominately women and new Canadians, working at hard labour low paying jobs. Even as unionized workers they are ate the lower end of the wage scale. These services are some of the lower costs of hospital operations. The contracting out and privatization of their jobs means the services will be provided by companies like K-Bro who pay even lower wages.

Hospitals still need food, laundry and cleaning services. These are essential to healthy patients and healthy hospitals. Contrary to the Romanow report, and the assertions of right wing think tanks like the Fraser Institute, cleaning and laundry services are essential services. Without them hospitals close down, the spread of infection is too great without these services as the SARS crisis has proven.

The cutbacks in cleaning services in hospitals over the past decade have proven this at the cost of our lives. The spread of super bugs and opportunistic infections such as staphacoccis is evidence that cutting back cleaning operations has a medical impact on our health and on hospital services. The spread of staphacoccis infections, which can kill, only occurs in a hospital setting, it is rare to find it elsewhere.

The most recent investigations into the SARS outbreak in Ontario Hospitals further reinforces the importance of effective housekeeping service’s in reducing infection. Privatized housekeeping services cannot provide this, and in fact make the threat of infections spreading even more possible. Hospitals that see only the bottom line in cutting back housekeeping services and privatizing them are threatening the health safety of all Canadians.

See CUPE Backgrounder: Health support services vital to patient care (http://www.cupe.ca/issues/healthcare/showitem.asp?id=7132&cl=1) 

The provision of laundry and food services has already been contracted out in Alberta and other provinces. The quality of food has declined plans for fast frozen microwavable food has been a disaster in Alberta and Manitoba. These experiments in privatization have been failures, yet the right wing still promotes the myth that private for profit companies can provide public services. The fact is that public services provided by unionized workers are higher quality and more cost effective.

To be held to ransom by companies who have a monopoly in services is not competition, its using taxpayer funding for private profit. And that profit is made on the backs of workers through low pay, cutting corners on supplies, food, etc. and a constant increase in the cost of these services. Privateers low ball their initial bid to take over these services. To get their foot in the door they take an initial loss. Once they control the services they take over the plant, in effect getting to buy the machinery and equipment, and with their monopoly they are in a position to increase prices. Short term pain for long term gain. While the privateer profits the wages and benefits paid to the workers in these companies remains low.

By allowing for the contracting out of these services the Romanow Commission has failed workers in Canada. It leaves the door open for the full privatization of health care in Canada. These jobs and workers are the thin of the edge wedge. If their jobs are expendable, if their services can be contracted out to privateers what stops hospitals from contracting out other services, such as lab techs, radiologists etc.

It opens the door to multinational corporations to take over or compete for these services, under NAFTA and other international free trade agreements. Aramark, Sodexho and other American based service contractors now provide food services in our hospitals, long term care facilities. They are an extension of the hotel industry, and rather then being competitive they actually are monopolizing the marketplace. Further expansion of contracting out will open up our public health care system to so called "international competition" by these monopolies.

While declaring their is no room for private health care competing with the Canadian single payer plan, Romanow has allowed for exactly that by allowing for hospitals to  privatize laundry, cleaning and food services.

The Romanow Commission was to come up with a plan to reform Health Care in Canada, to address the ideological battle between those promoting privatization and those who believe in a public health care system. In siding with the privateers Romanow HAS left the door open for privatization, his public declarations to the contrary not withstanding.

He has given carte blanche to the Campbell government in B.C. to smash the public sector unions in hospitals, by allowing for the contracting out of jobs. He has, with a wink and a nod, approved after the fact, provincial governments such as Alberta, Ontario and Nova Scotia, which have already contracted out these services. 

The fight for the unionized public delivery of health care in Canada is not over. Every health care job sacrificed is another nail in the coffin of our public health care system, a system each and everyone one of us relies on. 

In Alberta in 1995 unionized laundry workers in Calgary (mainly immigrant women) showed the way to resist the contracting out and privatization of health care. They walked out in a wildcat strike, to stop the contracting out of their jobs to K-Bro. The labour movement failed to mobilize a mass strike in their support. After ten days they won their strike but eventually lost their jobs to contracting out. That defeat has led to the slippery slope of privatization and contracting out that Romanow now recommends. That defeat meant that K-Bro now runs all the hospital laundry services in Alberta and is expanding into B.C. as the Campbell government attacks BC Hospital workers as Ralph Klein did in Alberta. 

K-BRO Linen Services Benefits from BC Union Busting
K-BRO Edmonton and its Calgary plant, which are responsible for cleaning all of the hospital laundry in Alberta are now cleaning for B.C. hospitals while unionized workers get their walking papers.

K-BRO Linen Systems of Edmonton (formerly Stork Diaper Services Alberta Ltd.) is a private monopoly that provides hospital and institutional laundry service. K-BRO has directly benefited from Alberta’s move to contract out and privatize health services since 1995. In 1995 Laundry workers in Calgary General Hospital, members of CUPE Local 8 went on a Wildcat strike to stop the contracting out of their jobs. This strike lasted ten weeks and resulted in a two-year delay in the contracting out of their work. K-BRO was waiting in the wings to steal their jobs and to profit off public funds.

K-BRO had been contracted to provide laundry services to several Edmonton Hospitals prior to taking over all the hospital laundry services in Alberta. This company is a jewel in the crown of the privateers like the Tory Government and their pals in the National Citizens Coalition, the Alliance Party and the Fraser Institute. Unfortunately for everyone else this company has benefited from public funding for private profit. 

While the promoters of privatization and contracting out like to talk about saving money for government and creating a competitive market place, K-BRO is a prime example of exactly the opposite. It is a monopoly across Canada in institutional cleaning, it exploits lower paid workers in order to make a profit, and once it gains control of taxpayer funded laundry equipment in hospitals, it uses this to capitalize further construction and expansion of its laundry services.

Once it has a monopoly over laundry services it begins to increase its charges. In Toronto in 1984 K-BRO was contracted to provide laundry services to the Homes for the Aged. As it had in Edmonton, K-BRO used its monopoly ownership of Toronto’s central laundry service to make enough profit (by expanding its use of the city owned facility to contract out to other agencies for laundry services) to build its own facility that would compete with the city service. In 1998 K-BRO declared it wasn’t making enough profit off the city operation, and went into direct competition with it. Thus the taxpayers of Toronto and Ontario paid for K-BRO to become a laundry Monopoly in Toronto.

This is how these privateers do business, they use our labour for which they pay below union rates, and they use our taxes to make their profit, and they insure their profit by creating a monopoly that can charge whatever it wants. They directly benefit as a monopoly whenever government privatizes laundry services.

As a monopoly laundry service they attracted the interest of venture capitalist Warren Buffet and his Berkshire Hathaway Group of Boston who bought majority shares in K-BRO in 1998. K-BRO has its headquarters in Edmonton, but it now promotes the privatization of laundry services in hospitals across Canada.

K-BRO Is Not As Effective As Public Service Delivery of Laundry Services 

Studies in Alberta and BC have shown once they have a monopoly on laundry services they profit by paying low wages and once they have a monopoly on the services they increase their prices.

In 2003 MJN INC. a British Columbia contract management and consulting company recommended that the Nanaimo Regional General Hospital terminate their contract with K-Bro and to buy back the plant and equipment for self-operation. Again a hospital district had to buy back its own laundry services after they were privatized. And even though this  would be initially a costly investment, in the long run the consultants reported that it would be cheaper than contracting out.

Despite K-BRO’s obvious failure to provide as effective services as in-house public sector workers, they are being handed a monopoly in BC. 

The B.C. government has declared open season on unionized public sector workers, and is promoting the contracting out of their jobs. K-BRO and its monopoly is using this as a license to take over these jobs and ship their cleaning to Alberta until they can use low wages and taxpayer funding to build their own laundry operations.

Hospital Workers in B.C. have been forced by the Government to take on K-BRO directly with blockades, pickets, and job action. The Government has arrested union leaders at their recent blockade of K-BRO in Chilliwack. The struggle we faced here in Alberta in 1995 is the same struggle that B.C. workers now face. 
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