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Three Days in June - The Story of the Pension Surplus
By Dan Oldfield, President

It almost didn't happen.

Picture this: June 2008, the Chateau Cartier hotel in Gatineau, Quebec.
Representatives from CBC management, the Pensioners National Association, and the
unions have gathered to take one last crack at resolving a dispute that's been
festering for nearly a decade. Relationships are fractured. Trust is thin. The stakes
couldn't be higher.

And then—because apparently the universe has a sense of humour—the hotel's air
conditioning dies. Completely.
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We're talking a heat wave with the humidex hitting 48 degrees, and all we've got
are a few sad floor fans pushing hot air around the room.

But here's the thing about shared misery: it has a way of bringing people together.
Three sweltering, exhausting days later, we had a deal.

That agreement—the Memorandum of Agreement, or MOA—created something
genuinely unique: a written pension surplus sharing arrangement. To date, CBC
pensioners have received four surplus payouts totaling nearly $300 million.
Another payout is expected next year, which would bring the total close to half a
billion dollars. We've looked, and we don't know of any other pension plan in North
America with a written agreement like this.

So how did we get to that sweltering hotel room in Gatineau?

The dispute

Rewind to the spring of 2000. The pension plan had seen small surpluses before—
nothing unusual. But this time was different. CBC announced a surplus of more
than $600 million, and the corporation was taking a three-year contribution
holiday—essentially pocketing money that would normally go into the plan. The
Pensioners Association and the unions, meeting through the Consultative
Committee on Staff Benefits (CCSB), looked at those numbers and said, "Hold on—
retirees and employees deserve a fair share of that."

CBC said no.

What followed was years of grievances, arbitration, and lawsuits—all stuck in legal
purgatory. Meanwhile, the relationship between CBC and its unions deteriorated.

In 2005, the Canadian Media Guild was locked out for eight weeks. By the time the
dust settled, trust was at an all-time low and the surplus issue was still unresolved.

New leadership, new approach

Then, in 2007, things shifted. New CBC President Hubert Lacroix and new Radio-
Canada Branch President Marc-Philippe Laurin arrived and signaled they wanted
to try something different. George Smith, CBC's VP of People and Culture, and I—
then chief negotiator for the Canadian Media Guild—were tasked with working out
a new approach to labour relations. Critical to building trust: finally tackling the
pension surplus issue.

George would lead for CBC. The unions and the PNA asked me to lead our side.
The challenge was real. CBC had a clear, unified position. Our side—a coalition
with different cultures, competing interests, and distinct relationships—had to
find common ground.
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The negotiations

If you're imagining formal boardroom meetings with PowerPoint presentations,
forget it. These talks were pure hallway diplomacy. George and | would huddle
separately with our committees, then meet—literally in hallways or on hotel
balconies—to hash out possible solutions away from the pressure of the room.
We'd report back, test ideas, get pushback, regroup, and try again. Our committee
started calling us Romeo and Juliet, though thankfully no one ever clarified who
was who.

Progress was slow. Beyond surplus sharing, CBC wanted to address rising
healthcare costs, which they estimated could climb by 10% annually. Emotions ran
high. More than once, the whole thing teetered on the edge of collapse.

The breakthrough came when our side floated an idea: What if we used a tiny slice
of future negotiated wage increases—just 0.1%—to create a special fund over 10
years that CBC could draw from when healthcare costs exceeded inflation?
Actuaries on both sides ran the numbers and confirmed it could work. Suddenly,
we had something.

Almost a deal

Hammering out the final details took us late into the evening and into the early
hours of the next morning. Everyone was exhausted, overheated, but finally—
finally—we had an agreement in principle. And then came the curveball.

The president of one of the Quebec unions, SCRC, stood up and announced he was
leaving the table. His union wouldn't be signing. It was one of those moments
where you felt the whole thing slipping away—all those hours, all that work, about
to crumble.

But here's what saved it: everyone else stayed put. CBC, the PNA, and the other
unions held firm and signed the deal anyway. It wasn't perfect, but it was done.

(Eight years later, under new leadership, SCRC—by then renamed STTRC—came
back and signed on without any changes.)

What it means

The MOA is fundamentally fair: when the sponsor benefits from surplus money,
contributors do too. It's also responsible, designed to ensure the pension plan can
keep doing its primary job—delivering those monthly pension cheques.

Three days in a sweltering hotel in Gatineau, back in June 2008, created something
genuinely unique—an agreement that's put nearly half a billion dollars in the
pockets of pensioners and employees, with more on the way.






























