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The Canadian Human Rights Commission has rejected a complaint filed by a temporary foreign worker hired at a B.C. coal mine against the union seeking to block foreign workers.
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VANCOUVER — The Canadian Human Rights Commission has rejected a complaint filed by a Chinese miner against the United

Steelworkers, over the union’s vocal campaign against temporary foreign workers at a coal mine in northeastern British Columbia.

In a letter sent to the commission last month, Huizhi Li, one of 17 workers that had already arrived to work at HD Mining’s Murray

River mine, cited content from the Steelworkers’ website that he said violated human rights laws.

Specifically, Li cited allegations by the Steelworkers and other labour groups that about 200 miners the company has hired from

China are working for lower wages and benefits than the Canadian norm.

The union has also filed a safety complaint under the provincial Mines Act, alleging the miners in Murray River don’t speak English

well enough to understand their rights or to understand and comply with health and safety rules.

These allegations “are likely to create contempt for Chinese persons and in particular Chinese mining workers,” Li said in the letter

written on HD Mining letterhead.

A spokesperson for the commission said it is unable to comment on decisions to accept or dismiss complaints, but the union said

lawyers were informed last week that the complaint did not meet the threshold for a case under the Human Rights Act.

“When we stated the campaign to bring awareness to guest workers across the county, we were very careful to explain to everybody

that we thought guest workers were being exploited,” said Stephen Hunt, the union’s Western Canada director.

The whole program is wrong, he said.

“You should first seek Canadians and, secondly, if you can’t then open up immigration so that when people come from other

countries they come as full Canadians with full protections, which clearly these workers don’t,” Hunt said.

The International Union of Operating Engineers and the Construction and Specialized Workers Union have asked the Federal Court

for a judicial review of the federal government decision to grant HD Mining permits for 201 temporary foreign workers.

That review is slated to go ahead in April, and last week the company — after much legal wrangling — agreed to turn over to the

unions the resumes of hundreds of job applicants turned down for those positions.

HD Mining confirmed that the complaint was not accepted by the commission.

“We do not know what, if any, further steps the worker who filed it intends to take at this time,” an official said in an email.

Seventeen workers arrived at the mine last fall, and another 60 miners were expected to arrive last month.

The company has maintained that it made significant efforts to recruit qualified Canadian workers and has met or exceeded all the

requirements of Human Resources and Skills Development Canada in obtaining temporary foreign worker permits.

“HD Mining advertised for various underground mining positions paying between $25 and $40 an hour, including mining engineers,
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industrial electricians and underground coal miners. When combined with benefits, housing and food costs, this would amount to

annual compensation in the range of $84,852 to $113,652 per worker,” the company has said in statements.

There is a lack of skilled underground coal miners in Canada, HD said, a shortage compounded by the long-wall mining method

being employed at the Murray River mine, which is not currently used anywhere in Canada.

“If HD Mining could find qualified Canadian underground miners for this particular project, it would prefer to hire Canadian workers

rather than temporary foreign workers. It would be more efficient and less costly to hire Canadian workers, but so far through its

recruitment efforts, HD Mining has been unable to find any who are qualified for underground long-wall mining,” the company said

in December.

A review of the federal temporary foreign worker program is currently underway.
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