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H
aven’t heard of TILMA? You are not alone. Despite the
wide ranging implications of this agreement British
Columbians and local governments are just beginning

to learn about the existence of this agreement and its impacts.
Notwithstanding the three years it took to negotiate this deal,
minimal public consultation was held and the majority of that
appears to have occurred in the business sector. Following
those furtive beginnings, the quietly negotiated agreement was
signed with little fanfare on April 28, 2006. It will be coming
into effect on April 1 this year.

At a January 31 forum in Nanaimo, Leonard Krog MLA for
Nanaimo described the agreement as: ‘A race to the bottom.
This agreement gives up our sovereignty under the
constitution, and our rights as citizens and yet the Liberals have
no plan to deal with this in the legislature.’  

Jim Sinclair President of BC Federation of Labour
commented, ‘This agreement is not about labour mobility, it is
about giving corporations the right to make money. … Local
governments and small business will be the most profoundly
impacted by this agreement. … This agreement could undermine
any step we take to protect BC from the export of resources.’  

These are a few of the statements by the two panellists
during the forum on the BC/Alberta Trade, Investment, and
Labour Mobility Agreement organised by Citizens for Fair
Trade, a partnership of the Nanaimo Labour Council and the
Nanaimo NDP to discuss the consequences of the agreement.

In essence TILMA makes provisions for anyone to challenge
regulations they deem unfair to investors. BC/Alberta
regulations will be ‘harmonised’ to the least restrictive level, and
while there are a number of exemptions listed under TILMA,
there is also a commitment to review those exemptions, and to
make regulations about them as non-restrictive as possible.

This agreement will prevent local governments from
making ethical purchasing plans, hiring local workers, and
from using local products and services for anything more than
the smallest of projects. All others projects must be put to

tender for all BC and Alberta businesses to bid on. Under this
agreement ‘Fair Wage’ regulations will be seen as restrictions to
trade and could be challenged. In fact, had it been in effect at
the time of the construction of the Inner Island Highway on
Vancouver Island, the highway could not have been built as it
was by local labour. 

Further, any businesses such as fast food franchises or ‘big
box’ stores that are refused application to set up in small
communities will be able to take their grievance to a panel of
three unelected officials who could grant them up to $5 million
in ‘restitution’. The panel’s decision is final.

So you may be wondering why local governments are not up
in arms about this deal. Interestingly local government does not
appear to be one of the group of ‘stake holders’ with whom the
Liberal government conferred. Despite this oversight, mayors
and councils and the UBCM have been alerted by the NDP’s
Jenny Kwan and Charlie Wyse, and by letters from ordinary
citizens—all of whom are asking a range of questions about the
agreement and the impacts it will have on their quality of life.

Those questions would no doubt have been asked in the
Legislature as well, had the government not cancelled the entire
fall session. 

Now  growing apprehension about the impacts of this deal,
have lead many to suspect that the desire to keep TILMA a secret
for as long as possible is precisely the reason the Liberals decided
not to convene the legislature last  fall.

Considering the bewilderment this confusingly written and
innocuous looking document has created among many who
have attempted to read it, another possibility is that even the
Liberals are not really sure about the ramifications of TILMA. 

While one understands that trade lawyers do need to make
a living, ordinary citizens are not happy in the suspicion that
even senior government bureaucrats (perhaps including the
ones who wrote the deal) will not completely understand the
implications of this agreement until business begins to
challenge regulations it doesn’t like. �
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