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outline

• History & political-economic-bureaucratic context 
• IRS & the 3 R’s
• Knowledge activism



SARS1 
• The Campbell Commission recognized 

the conflict between the way the two 
disciplines (H&S and IPAC) make 
decisions under scientific uncertainty

• Recommended the “precautionary 
principle” (H&S) should prevail & H&S 
and IPAC need to work together – IPAC 
folks took offense

• While originally the Campbell 
Commission recommendations were 
implemented, the changes were 
gradually eroded and H&S was put back 
into the “back seat” (where we are 
now)  

http://www.archives.gov.on.ca/en/e_records/sars/report/index.html



SARS Commission Findings

• H&S took the backseat to IPAC
• MOL took the backseat to MOH
• The scientific evidence for airborne transmission was 

fraught with uncertainty (scientific opinion was split)
• Justice Campbell recommended that in such 

circumstances of scientific uncertainty the 
precautionary principle should prevail

• Infections/deaths could have been avoided if this 
approach had been taken

• H&S & IPAC need to work together

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it”                     
(George Santayana, The Life of Reason: Reason in Common Sense. Scribner’s, 1905: 284) 



nH1N1_2009 (swine flu) 
– an opportunity to apply what 

we learned from SARS1

• This was our first chance to apply what we 
learned from SARS1

• For the first wave we did well
• N95’s required for any HCW with suspected 

patient contact
• PAPR’s recommended for AGMP’s
• Once the vaccines came out during the 2nd

wave, the recommendations were practically 
ignored and H1N1 blended into the seasonal 
flu

• Response to the first wave was generally 
considered a success  (we learned something 
from SARS1 and were able to apply it); the 
second wave experience is usually ignored

look for your PAPRs in storage



ONA Update Bulletin: Aug 2009



Some PPE just work better 
than others

4 F’s: Filter, Fit, Function & Frequency

PAPR



Where are we now?
Feb 2020: still requiring HCWs to use N95s for pandemic influenza 
suspected/confirmed patients (supply problems) – AIIR also prescribed
March 12, 2020: Directive #1 declares droplet/contact transmission so 
no N95s, no need for AIIR rooms – “precautionary principle” appealed 
to (we have save N95s for AGMPs as a “precaution”) - MOL declares it 
is in the backseat to the MOH on pandemic issues (COVID-19 is not an 
“occupational disease” even though WSIB starts compensating work-
related cases)
Mar 30 2020: ONA & MOH joint statement on using PCRA (point of care 
risk assessment) to determine PPE needs
May 2021: no change in PPE strategy for new variants (droplet/ contact 
precautions)
Dec 2021: with Omicron, recognizing the benefits of a “tight fitting” 
mask – HCWs “allowed” to use N95s (but mention that there’s “no 
convincing evidence” that N95s are better than surgical masks)
Mar 2022: reconfirmed that there is “no convincing evidence” that 
N95s are better than surgical masks – tight fitting still recognized as 
better (even though no “convincing evidence” for that either)



So, what tools do we have in our 
H&S rep toolbox?:

•The philosophy behind the law is known as the 
‘internal responsibility system’ (IRS). 

•Although this term is not mentioned in any 
legislation, but the Ministry of Labour's guide to the 
Act makes it clear that the government expects 
employers and workers to cooperate to control 
occupational health and safety hazards. 

•The IRS is based on the new rights know as the 3 R’s:
•Right to know
•Right to participate
•Right to refuse



https://archive.org/details/reportofroyworkmine00onta

http://www.elliotlakestandard.ca/2014/04/23/united-
steelworkers-visit-elliot-lake-to-remember-the-strike-that-changed-
labour-laws

Elliot Lake H&S Strike



Ham’s view of the Internal 
Responsibility System (IRS)

• Based on natural justice – right to know, right to participate, right
to refuse (3 R’s – originally devised by Bob Sass in Saskatchewan)

participation is predictated on:
1. having a certain level of knowledge 
2. exercising contributive responsibility
3. exercising direct responsibility

• Workers, management and MOL have all three modes of 
participation, “worker auditors”/JH&SC only have first two

“law is the conscience of those who have none” 
(1983 IAPA Conference)



Ham’s vision of 
JHSC/Worker Auditor

• “Worker auditor” investigate and address specific 
issues/incidents

• JH&SC audit the higher level/“policy” issues in preference 
over the specifics

• Along with the MOL inspectorate, they formed the internal 
and external audit function to ensure the functioning of 
the IRS – they are not the IRS, they only monitor its health

• “The Commission is strongly convinced that there is 
emphatically no place for the adversary system of 
collective bargaining in dealing with matters of health and 
safety.” (p.157)



one big happy family 
– no place for politics in H&S

https://www.uschamber.com/co/run/human-resources/employee-resource-
group



… but, what does the 
evidence say?

14



SPR (1985-86) Survey of JH&SC’s:

• survey of Ontario 3000 JH&SC’s – did not find evidence to 
support James Ham’s views; 

– “Instead, these results suggest that the advantages of using 
the structures of collective bargaining and the skill 
repertoire of those in the collective bargaining milieu may 
in most cases off-set any disadvantage of the conflict-
negotiation model.” (p. 150). 
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Tuohy & Simard (1993) 
Evaluation of JH&SCs:

• survey of 900 Ontario workplaces – adversarial relations are not a 
liability.

"protagonistic" committee relations
• “We choose this term since this factor indicates the presence of strong 

protagonists on both manager and worker sides.  Adversarialism and 
collaboration are often presented in the industrial relations literature 
as alternative strategies.  It appears, however, that adversarial and 
collaborative behaviour tend to be found together. These types of 
behaviour may reflect the intensity with which committee debates and 
discussions are carried out.” (p.6)



sooooo …
adversarial/protagonistic modes of 
intense debate can make a positive 
contribution to H&S and thus have 

their place

… yes, we need to strive together, but 
there can be times to take a hardline



Robert Sass:

•Bob Sass, who used to be the Minister of Labour in              
Saskatchewan in the 1970’s; he was the original                                          
architect of the 3 R’s. 

•When asked about the 3 R’s now, he says he is 
disillusioned with the way these rights have actually 
worked themselves out in regulations

•He feels the 3 R’s have co-opted by the 3 C’s:
collusion (bi- or tri-partism, employers & researchers)
corruption (H&S establishment, consultants)
criminality (Westray, COVID?)

https://leaderpost.com/news/
saskatchewan/canada-150-
robert-sass



https://www.canada.ca/en/public-
health/services/publications/diseases-
conditions/covid-19-going-out-safely.html

Latest trend: 
downloading  
responsibility for 
assessing the risks & 
taking precautions to 
the individual –
“responsibilization”







we need every layer
to make protection better

SOCIETAL 
protections

% vaccinated
% masked

remote work

SECTORAL 
protections

unique/ specific 
practices

ORGANIZATION 
protections

ventilate, extra 
filtering, cleaning

GROUP    
protections

test, cohort, 
reroute, reschedule

PERSONAL 
protections

vaccination
tight mask/ 
respirator

C
T

It takes all of them together:





So, where are we now?

•To date over 50,000 HCWs have been infected with 
COVID

•The WSIB has compensated over 22,000 of those 
cases

•The number of HCW deaths due to COVID is hard to 
find (maybe ONA has that number?)

How many infections/deaths have to happen 
before we admit the failure of IPAC 

measures? 



Approaches to addressing 
workplace H&S:

• Current trend is to put all the responsibility on the individual –
ignoring the social context/responsibilities -> “responsiblization”

examples: 
• enforcing masking (individual responsibility) but not ventilation 

(organization/social responsibility)
• lax enforcement of regulations and directives (unions taking the 

employer to court to enforce COVID directives)

Styles of H&S representation:
Technical-legal approach – obsessive rule following behaviour

Knowledge activist approach – problem-solving and mobilization

A Hall, A Forrest, A Sears and N Carlan, “Making a Difference: Knowledge Activism and Worker Representation in Joint OHS 
Committees.” Industrial Relations, Summer 2006, Vol. 61 Issue 3, pp. 408-436 

https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/ri/2006-v61-n3-
ri1448/014184ar.pdf



Styles of worker H&S representation
Technical legal
Knowledge activist

https://loarc.mcmaster.ca/documents/20
16-loarc-workers-guide-1-170609.pdf

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ajim.22520

https://socialsciences.mcmaster.ca/labour-ohcow-academic-research-collaboration-loarc



What do 
you spend 
your time 

on?

48%
30%

{17%
35%



10 Operating Principles:
1. Research

7. Be assertive
8. Build solutions
9. Use inspections & minutes

10. Use the law strategically

2. More than just meetings
3. Mobilize your influence
4. Listen to workers
5. Address authority
6. Build trust



10 Operating Principles:

https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S0140-6736%2821%2900869-2



10 Operating Principles:

http://sidneydekker.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/BureaucratizationSafety.pdf

https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/bitstream/handle/1805/18199/G
underman-2018-How-Bureaucracy.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=n

5 D‘s:
Deflect, Defer, Distract, Dissuade, and Deter

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/09646639221099361



10 Operating Principles:

from: Report it All in August!
Campaign to have 
everyone report 
everything for a limited 
period of time (1 month?) 
rather than expect 
everyone to report 
everything all the time.
Clog up the bureaucratic 
channels



10 Operating Principles:

Problem Finder
• always on the 

lookout for a new 
problem

• collects information 
(e.g., internet)

• unwilling to accept 
responsibility for 
solution

• victim mentality

Problem Solver
• likes to fix problems
• doesn’t need too 

much information 
(just the essentials)

• may deny a problem 
exists if it can’t be 
fixed

• “git-R-done” attitude



10 Operating Principles:

figure out what motivates the employer:
compliance with the law (minimal or less)?
bureaucracy, checklists, procedures (SOPs)?
sense of morals/conscience/altruism?
economic bottom-line?
power? 
efficiency?
expediency?



10 Operating Principles:

Things that can build trust, respect & legitimacy”
 taking training together – build a common knowledge basis
 sharing information – not as ammunition (except when 

needed) rather, ask “have you read this? what do think?”
 save the protagonistic approach for dire circumstances 

(don’t “cry wolf” to quickly) 
 respect also comes from them knowing you’ll persist



10 Operating Principles:

sheep - “door mat”
ostrich - head stuck in the sand
shark - aggressive
fox - crafty (untrustworthy)
owl - “wisdom” (win-win)
bulldog - won’t let go until it’s resolved

Caricatures of conflict attitudes 



10 Operating Principles:

Remember the problem finder & problem 
solver balance?
The solution should appeal to what 
motivates the employer (principle #5 
above)
Tap into networks (union, CCOHS, 
OHCOW, WHSC, PSHSA, etc.) to find 
possible solutions (get new ideas)



10 Operating Principles:

Offering to take the minutes for the 
meeting and/or recording observations 
during inspections gives you the power to 
record what you think is important
Be careful it doesn’t become too 
burdensome (avoid bureaucratic gridlock)



10 Operating Principles:

The threat of call the MOL may be more 
effective than their actually coming in
Get to know your inspector and find out 
what makes them tick



How about you?

What do you spend most of your time doing as a 
H&S rep?

Which direction do you tend to?
a. Let’s see what the rules say.  (Technical Legal)
b. Let’s get the information and then get the members 

behind this effort. (Knowledge Activist)

Which animal characterization best describes your 
way of dealing with H&S/IPAC conflicts?



review

What are the 3 R’s?
What are the 3 C’s?
What are the 4 F’s?
What are the 5 D’s?

bonus question: name the 10 operating principles


