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Worker MoveMent as a Union issUe: 
an exaMination of ColleCtive Bar-
gaining agreeMents in the ConstrUC-
tion seCtor in alBerta, Canada

sUsan Cake

Abstract. The fluctuating expansion of oil sands development in northern 
Alberta, Canada has led to employers hiring a large number of mobile work-
ers. The working conditions for some of these mobile workers are modulated 
in part by unions through their role in negotiating collective bargaining agree-
ments. Using a social reproductive framework, this study has two main findings: 
through collective agreements mobile workers are treated as a distinct category 
of worker, and there is a simultaneous expansion of workplace rules and regula-
tions alongside a divide of the workplace from the home. The resulting expan-
sion of the union regulated space in contrast to the divide of workplace from the 
home challenges union revitalization efforts, while also reaffirming traditional 
gendered experiences of mobility. 

Keywords: Long-distance commuters, mobility, collective bargaining agree-
ments, union renewal, Canadian Labour movement

Résumé. En raison de l’expansion variable du développement des sables bitu-
mineux au Nord de l’Alberta (Canada), les employeurs se sont vus contraints 
d’engager un grand nombre de travailleurs nomades. Les conditions de travail de 
certains de ces travailleurs nomades sont modulées en partie par les syndicats, 
en raison de leur rôle lié à la négociation des conventions collectives. À l’aide 
d’un cadre de travail fondé sur le concept de reproduction sociale, cette étude 
a permis de tirer deux principales conclusions : i) par le biais de conventions 
collectives, les travailleurs nomades sont traités comme une catégorie distincte 
de travailleurs ; ii) parallèlement, il y a une expansion des règlements relatifs 
au milieu de travail couplé d’un clivage entre le milieu de travail et le domicile. 
L’expansion résultant de l’espace réglementé par les syndicats, par opposition 
au clivage entre le milieu de travail et le domicile, compromet les efforts de 
revitalisation des syndicats, tout en réaffirmant les expériences sexospécifiques 
traditionnelles de mobilité. 
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introduCtion

Approximately 34 per cent of people living in the Regional Munici-
pality of Wood Buffalo (RMWB) in Alberta, Canada are considered 

part of a geographically mobile population of workers (RMWB 2013).1 
With easier access to efficient travel, we are seeing an increase in dif-
ferent types of geographically mobile workers (Newhook et al. 2011: 
125–126) who have received relatively limited attention in the social 
sciences’ “mobility turn” (Sheller and Urry 2006). Particularly under-
researched is how collective bargaining agreements between employers, 
provincial trade divisions and trade unions structure workers’ geographic 
mobility. The topic of mobility is especially interesting given union re-
vitalization efforts in many Western countries (see Phellen 2007; Frege 
and Kelly 2004) and those specifically focusing on Canada (see Hunt 
and Rayside 2000; Kumar and Schenk 2006; Camfield 2011). This study 
on worker mobility and unions specifically draws from Briskin’s (2011) 
and Yate’s (2004) claims that for unions to renew they must expand what 
issues they deal with, for example including issues such as child- and 
healthcare.2 These revitalization efforts aim to expand issues unions can 
officially respond to in their collective bargaining agreements, helping 
unions stay relevant to workers. 

Drawing on 50 collective bargaining agreements spanning from 
2007 to 2019, I explore how unions and employers respond to the large 
population of mobile workers in the RMWB and how this response af-
fects what is considered a union issue in collective agreements. I begin 
with a brief outline of literature on worker mobility in Canada and then 
follow with a description of the social reproduction framework that helps 
us understand the role of these collective agreements with regards to mo-
bility and union issues. In the analysis section I provide an overview of 

1. According to the 2012 RMWB census, the results should be used with cau-
tion since the census was conducted at a time with historically low numbers 
of people in temporary housing. The total number of approved temporary 
housing beds in 2012 was 82,825. This count does not include people who 
stay in private residences while maintaining a permanent residence outside of 
RMWB. Considering these cautions, 34 per cent is a conservative estimate. 

2. See Briskin, 2006, 2011 for examples of how changing worker demograph-
ics, as a source of renewal, can lead to changes in issues that unions address; 
see Smith, 2014 for an example of a Canadian union broadening their bar-
gaining agenda.
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the results and a discussion of three general findings: that local residents 
are defined and treated as a distinct category of workers; that including 
worker transportation and living arrangements in these agreements ex-
pands what can be considered a workspace and a union issue; and that 
the expansion of these agreements into other spaces also allows a divide 
between workspace/market space and private homes as well as the mas-
culine and feminine in terms of mobility and union issues.

Context

The flows of worker migration to and within Canada has varied, largely 
responding to the needs of capital. Although not the focus of this paper, 
other researchers have taken up worker mobility from studies of com-
mutes to labour migration. Research on commuting highlights differ-
ent inequalities between workers including commuting times, lengths 
and efficiencies that further depend on where workers live and work, the 
local infrastructure facilitating commuting and even demographics of 
the commuters (Edensor 2011; Partridge and Nolan 2005; Green 2004; 
Hanson 2010). In contrast to research on commutes are those focusing 
on permanent and circular international labour migration to Canada (for 
example Barber 2008; Schiller and Salazar 2013; Salazar 2011; Flecker 
2010; Fudge 2012). As well, researchers have examined different Can-
adian programs to facilitate circular international labour movement in-
cluding the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (Barnetson and Foster 
2014; Fudge and MacPhail 2009), the Live-In Care Giver Program (Ba-
kan and Stasiulis 1997) and the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program 
(Hennebry and Preibisch 2012; Preibisch and Binford 2007). The migra-
tion literature on interprovincial migration in Canada has focused on the 
permanent movement of workers from one location to another, showing 
a tendency for these flows to go in one direction (Newhook et al. 2011). 
In the early 1980s workers relocated from southwestern Ontario to Al-
berta; however, this flow reversed itself in 1982 as industrial workers 
returned to Ontario (High 2003). This period was followed by waves of 
workers travelling to Alberta from Ontario, Quebec and the east coast of 
Canada, (Statistics Canada 2015) as well as many temporary internation-
al workers (Barnetson and Foster 2014) despite the economic downturn 
of the oil sands. 

To help promote interprovincial worker mobility the Canadian gov-
ernment developed clauses in both the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms (1982) and the Canadian Agreement on Internal Trade (1995) 
promoting employment-related mobility. Under the Charter the govern-
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ment established the subject position of citizen in relation to mobility 
in section 6, which specifically protects employment-related mobility 
rights of Canadian citizens stating: 

6. (2) Every citizen of Canada and every person who has the status of a 
permanent resident of Canada has the right

a) to move to and take up residence in any province; and

b) to pursue the gaining of a livelihood in any province.

Chapter 7 of the Agreement on Internal Trade aims to eliminate bar-
riers to the movement within Canada not only of citizens but also goods, 
services and investments. Although this agreement does exist there are 
still reported barriers to worker mobility in Canada as evidenced by 
the several provincial agreements (for example, the Trade, Investment 
and Labour Mobility Agreement between Alberta and British Columbia 
(2006) and the New West Partnership Trade Agreement (2010) that in-
cludes Alberta, British Columbia and Saskatchewan). These provincial 
level trade agreements aim to harmonize trade recognitions so workers 
can move freely between the provinces. Despite these agreements there 
are still some barriers in place, such as limited recognition of training 
experience for those still in training (Mertins-Kirkwood 2014; A Work-
force Strategy for Alberta’s Construction Industry 2007). 

Since Canada has a lengthy history of worker mobility because of 
an economic dependency on “staples” and natural resources requiring 
mobile workforces (Newhook et al. 2011: 122), there is a strong history 
of long distance travel for work and of company towns and camps made 
to house workers. Often these “company towns” were set up to attract a 
stable labour force to an isolated area (Borges & Torres 2012: 1; for more 
information see Lucas 2008). When booming, natural-resource econ-
omies located in remote regions still attract many people to permanently 
relocate to places like Alberta (Barnetson and Foster 2014); however, 
with new access to and efficiencies of long-distance travel there are more 
opportunities for workers to become long-distance commuters within 
Canada through fly-in fly-out arrangements – flying into their work loca-
tion for a set period of time and then flying to their “homes” for another 
set period. Using the spectrum of employment-related geographical mo-
bility (E-RGM) (Green 2004; Newhook et al. 2011) – a spectrum that 
highlights various forms of mobility from short daily commutes to more 
long-distance travels across national or international boarders – fly-in 
fly-out is positioned between international circular migration and daily 
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commuting and commonly referred to as long-distance labour commut-
ing, or simply long-distance commuting (Bell and Ward 2000). With 
more workers taking part in these long distance commutes Canadian and 
Australian companies are investing in what Storey (2010: 1161) terms 
the “no town” model. This model encourages work-camp facilities trad-
itionally justified by assuming the workers living in camps use fewer 
services and infrastructure than workers staying in towns (Storey 2010: 
1166). This line of reasoning also justifies the use of long-distance com-
muters (Barnetson and Foster 2014; Foster and Taylor 2013) as long as 
they can be housed and transported away from the established commun-
ity and sent home when they are no longer needed. 

Within the mobilities body of literature, very few studies of E-RGM 
examine collective agreements covering workers and the role of these 
union- and employer-negotiated contracts in workers’ lives. Trades 
unions have been dealing with worker mobility and the geographical 
span of Canada for years. Many workers in Canada, “faced similar 
threats and trends, but geographical separation prevented them from rec-
ognizing the fact” (Palmer 1992: 50). As well, labour law in Canada is 
provincially regulated further dividing workers and resulting in some in-
consistencies and unevenness. Labour law links local unions to specific 
workplaces, a practice that did not work well with construction projects 
where worker mobility is often the norm (Tucker and Jowett 2014: 3). 
Discontent with the collective bargaining structure in the 1960s led to 
drastic changes for the construction industry resulting in more central-
ized bargaining that covers geographical locations instead of specific 
worksites (Rose 2012). By basing agreements on geographic locations 
instead of worksites unions and employers could more easily deal with 
both the cyclical nature of the construction industry in terms of jobs but 
also worker mobility. However, the division between provinces and ter-
ritories and various crafts still impacts the collective agreements under 
which workers fall. 

This analysis includes trade unions of which most are national or 
even international unions with locals across the country. In the case 
of trade unions in Alberta, even if they are part of a larger national or 
international union, their collective agreement is only for the local repre-
senting people working in Alberta. The links between local unions under 
the same parent union tend to be weak at best (Camfield 2011). However, 
because of the provincial labour laws workers in this sector are still div-
ided along traditional craft lines of work. These divides can mean that 
different collective agreements cover different workers at the same job-
site. For the collective agreements used in this analysis, the most com-
mon geographical jurisdiction is the entire province of Alberta (48/50), 
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with some including areas in the Northwest Territories (32/50). For the 
purposes of this paper, the most important aspect of union jurisdictions 
is that the collective bargaining agreements are tied to the specific geo-
graphical space where the labour takes place, which may or may not 
include the location where the employee lives.

theory 

The Canadian policies related to mobility echo a conception of a ration-
ally mobile person. During the 1960s and 1970s, classic migration 
theory invented the idea of a “rational-mobile-person” who made deci-
sions logically about when and where to move (Cresswell and Merriman 
2011: 2). This person was expected to carefully weigh the advantages 
and disadvantages of relocating and ultimately decide on what was in 
their best interest, as a rational choice. This kind of mobile figure denies 
how social factors such as gender, class, ethnicity, wealth, age, sexuality 
and nationality influence people’s ability to be mobile (Cresswell and 
Merriman 2011: 9) while promoting an economic rationality. Documents 
such as the Charter and the Agreement on Internal Trade perpetuate the 
idea of the rational-mobile person. Newspaper and sectorial accounts 
highlight workers travelling to RMWB as selecting the best financial op-
tion for their family (Freeman 2015; Construction Sector Council 2005). 
As well, previous studies have highlighted the typical mobile worker 
traveling to Alberta is a married, middle-aged man (30-49 years old) with 
an average of two dependents under the age of 18 (Construction Sector 
Council 2005). With the acceptance of a new kind of mobile worker, 
we see a new rational long-distance mobile person whose decisions are 
driven by finances divorced from other considerations. 

Building from Kate Bezanson and Meg Luxton (2006) along with 
Roseman, Barber and Neis (2015), I use the concept of social reproduc-
tion to understand the role of collective agreements not only in gov-
erning work arrangements but also outlining what is a “union issue” or 
a “workplace issue” and, by extension, what is a “private” or “home 
issue.” Bezanson and Luxton (2006: 3) outline their theory of social re-
production: 

Embedded in a feminist political economy framework, social reproduc-
tion offers a basis for understanding how institutions interact and balance 
power so that the work involved in the daily and generational production 
and maintenance of people is completed. 
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These balances of power reflect differences of gender, class and race/
ethnicity (Bezanson and Luxton 2006: 4). Neoliberal policies and prac-
tices in Canada have shifted responsibility from the federal government 
to the provinces and, as logically follows, to families and individuals 
(Bezanson and Luxton 2006: 4). 

This shift, according to Bezanson and Luxton (2006: 5), ideally 
showcases the “state-market-family/household-third sector nexus.” 
When responsibilities shift to families and individuals, these responsibil-
ities commonly fall to women. As social reproduction responsibilities 
fall to women in households we start to see how mobility and certain 
forms of work (paid and unpaid) end up divided along gendered lines. 
The framework of social reproduction helps focus attention on how the 
relations between paid and unpaid work in addition to those between 
home and workplace are integral to the economy; this focus provides a 
lens for understanding the role of collective bargaining agreements in 
these gendered relations. 

Leah Vosko’s (2006) concept of precarious employment adds an-
other layer to the social reproduction framework. Precarious employ-
ment is characterized by uncertainty, a lack of worker control, low in-
come and limited access to regulation or protections. Precarious employ-
ment is influenced by several factors, including the form of employment 
(full-time compared to non-standard forms of employment including 
part-time and seasonal), employment status (self-employed, paid em-
ployment, contractor) and social context and location. Considering the 
different levels of employment precarity, the least precarious situation is 
the standard-employment relation (SER) (Vosko and Clarke 2009: 27), 
which is defined as full-time, continuous work normally happening on 
the property of a single employer. More precarious forms of employ-
ment include non-standard forms of employment such as part-time and 
seasonal work, as well as dangerous work that comes with limited bene-
fits and low wages, where workers have limited control over their tasks/
responsibilities. 

The SER has shaped social reproduction in Canadian households 
(Vosko and Clarke 2009: 27). Many of the social and economic struc-
tures of employment attempting to balance social reproduction assume 
a male breadwinner with a SER who distributes his earnings and bene-
fits to the family. Therefore, as Vosko and Clarke (2009: 27) argue, the 
SER shapes familial obligations and the organization of households and 
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labour force participation that may be reflected in collective bargaining 
agreements.3 

By understanding the concept of the rationally mobile person and 
using a social reproduction framework combined with the concept of 
SER we can begin to see how unions become involved in the state-mar-
ket-family nexus through collective agreements in relation to worker 
mobility. Long-distance commuters and local workers are treated dif-
ferently, as indicated by which parts of their employment are considered 
union issues and included in collective bargaining agreements and which 
parts are left out.

Method

The agreements I used in this project are those found on the Construc-
tion Labour Relations – Alberta website (an employer association 
representing construction companies for the purposes of collective bar-
gaining, labour law and other joint initiatives (Accessed: January 19 
2015), cross referenced with the Building Trades of Alberta website (an 
umbrella organization of 16 Alberta trade unions (accessed: January 19 
2015)). If websites were linked on the Construction Labour Relations 
website I also followed up to see if agreements were readily available. 
The aim with this sampling was to collect the most recent set of collect-
ive agreements available. A cut off year of 2011 was set when multiple 
agreements were available and if only one agreement was available for a 
sector it was used regardless of date.4 In addition to the collective agree-
ments, one other agreement is included in this analysis: The Construc-
tion Camp Rules and Regulations (2010-2018) agreement signed by the 
Building Trades of Alberta and the Construction Labour Relations – An 
Alberta Association. This additional agreement has the same format as 

3. The workers covered under these collective agreements are by no means the 
most precarious mobile workers or the most precarious workers in the area of 
RMWB. Because of collective bargaining agreements, these employees have 
protections that non-unionized workers do not. Yet, not all workers covered 
under these agreements are treated the same, and in a way, these agreements 
further institutionalize certain groups of workers as more or less precarious 
compared to others. It is also noteworthy, that being covered by a collective 
agreement does not mean there is equal protection from precarity. Rather, 
analyzing collective agreements reveals varying degrees of precarity accord-
ing to different classifications under the agreement. 

4. In total, three agreements started before 2011, and the remaining agreements 
were from 2011 and onwards. Of the agreements,19 are from 2015 and there-
fore provide material negotiated during the recent downturn in the price of 
oil. 
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the other collective bargaining agreements in this analysis, the same or 
similar signatories and connects the camp space and rules through pen-
alties affecting a worker’s employment. The total sample includes 50 
collective agreements from 15 different trade unions and the agreement 
covering the work camps. While a number of these agreements include 
both industrial and commercial work, this analysis focuses on the indus-
trial work portions of the agreements. I selected these agreements and 
organizations as they broadly cover the unionized construction sector 
across Alberta. Although examining agreements in one province and sec-
tor limits the generalizability of any findings, it also ensures any varia-
tion in the findings are not the result of different social, political, eco-
nomic or legal contexts.

Using qualitative content analysis to examine these collective bar-
gaining agreements for clauses related to mobility or mobile workers, I 
discovered several consistent trends and clauses across the agreements 
defining union issues and outlining working conditions. Although there 
were specific sections dealing with the location of workers, I examined 
the entire contract to ensure that isolated clauses were also included. 
Building from the qualitative content analysis of Denzin and Lincoln 
(1994) as well as other researchers who use this method to examine col-
lective agreements (Cohen-Vogel 2013; Kiss and Mosco 2006; Julius 
and Gumport 2003), I coded each agreement considering the topics of 
mobility and social reproduction (e.g., transportation, accommodation, 
travel allowances). I created a series of codes and frames through an 
iterative process to ensure the capture of all clauses relevant to worker 
mobility and social reproductive work. Since this is one of the first re-
search projects to examine collective agreement clauses for mentions 
of mobility or mobile workers, I relied on existing research on worker 
mobility in Canada as a sensitizing tool for coding.

reSultS 

The results section covers findings related to how unions and employer 
associations negotiate worker mobility into the collective bargaining 
agreements. In general, the first set of findings presented here focus on 
how local workers are defined and categorized and thereby given prefer-
ence for employment opportunities and union membership. I examine 
how this preference is often stated outright and then echoed in hiring 
and lay-off procedures, which are presented next. I then shift the results 
to focus on how different spaces, such as camp accommodations, have 
entered collective agreements. Lastly, I provide a brief overview dem-
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onstrating how transportation and rotational leave are laid out in these 
agreements. 

Location-Specific Preferences for Hiring and Lay-Off Decisions

The majority of collective agreements (42/50) in this study use some 
variation of this statement: “the early participation of local resident Em-
ployees in work undertaken under this Agreement is most desirable and 
will be strongly promoted” (Carpenters 2011: 11.04 g) or “Notwithstand-
ing anything in this Agreement, local residents who are union members 
shall have preference for employment” (Refractory Bricklayers 2015: 
9.01) to ensure local workers have preference for employment. For both 
the Labourers – General Construction collective agreements used in this 
analysis, preference for local residents is only given when a client makes 
an explicit request for local workers. 

Setting out categories of workers – in this case local and non-local 
– raises questions around the opportunities for long-distance commut-
ers, how workers are defined and who is responsible for categorizing 
workers. Most of the collective agreements giving preference to local 
residents have a section defining what a local resident is (40/50) and 
even terms for defining “real residency.” The first general criteria to be 
a local resident involves distance and time. Residing for at least the past 
six months within a 75-kilometre radius of the jobsite or the cities of 
Calgary and Edmonton is a common requirement (38/50). Unfortunately 
for long-distance commuters, to be considered a local resident requires 
some form of time commitment to a residence that may not be possible 
for highly mobile people – especially those who work jobs requiring 
them to travel for extended periods and therefore may not keep a perma-
nent residence. 

After a person is determined to be a local worker or not they are then 
hired according to the priority outlined in the collective agreement. The 
union must send qualified workers to a jobsite within 48 hours; otherwise 
the employer is free to bring workers on from other sources (35/50). For 
example, the Bricklayers Union gives first preference to union members 
belonging to their locals, then members of other union locals in Alberta 
and from there members of the Bricklayers Union across Canada. The 
collective bargaining agreement for Insulators gives preferential hiring 
to local union members first, then local non-union members and finally 
other union members regardless of their geographical residence aside 
from any name-hiring rights an employer may use.5 A number (27/50) of 
collective agreements specifying that the “Parties recognize that it is in 

5. Name hiring is when an employer names the workers they would like hired.
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their mutual best interest to include significant involvement of women, 
aboriginal people, visible minorities and RAP [Registered Apprentice-
ship Program] students in the workforce” (Carpenters 2011: 4.08). There 
is very limited detail on how the union or the employer associations en-
sure participation from these populations beyond encouraging them to 
become apprentices. These practices ensure a local preference as well 
as a preference for union workers. In most collective agreements, long-
distance commuters are the last to be hired after the local labour is ex-
hausted. 

Aside from hiring-preference, most collective bargaining agree-
ments include a process for layoffs that once again depends on categor-
ies and positions long-distance commuters as vulnerable in comparison. 
Generally, the first people laid off are probationary union members and 
those from outside of Alberta, otherwise known as travel card members 
or permit holders (27/50). Categorizing these members as “non-local” 
semantically denotes them as temporary or in transit through the travel 
cards, making their employment more precarious compared to local resi-
dents. This kind of ordering in lay-offs further reinforces that these trav-
elling and long-distance commuters have particularly uncertain labour 
situations –the workers are hired only when available work exceeds the 
local working population and are then dismissed when the labour de-
mand drops. 

Camp Accommodations 

Workers assigned to remote sites far from their homes usually have the 
option to stay in work camps. These camps have physically evolved 
from a few mobile trailer homes to sprawling complexes containing din-
ing halls, leisure spaces and dormitory-style accommodations (Ferguson 
2011). These camp spaces also have their own rules and regulations 
through The Construction Camp Rules and Regulations (2010-2018) 
agreement. This agreement outlines behaviours (e.g., violence, bully-
ing), substances (e.g., illegal drugs) and items (e.g., firearms, ammuni-
tion) prohibited on camp property, in addition to the rules governing the 
social reproduction of the labour force while workers are living in the 
camps (e.g., food allocations). Aside from the separate rules governing 
camps these places also have separate grievance procedures provided in 
the camp rules that mimic union collective agreements. Provided reason-
able grounds, camp accommodations management may search workers’ 
rooms in the presence of the worker and the camp steward. If a worker 
does not consent to this search, they can be removed from camp and/or 
locked out of their room until a peace officer searches the room. Liv-
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ing under rules requiring you to submit to a search or potentially lose 
your accommodations changes the space where employees sleep during 
off-hours from a private space to a kind of extension of the workplace. 
Furthermore, employees who are required to move to another camp 
room are paid for moving their belongings and this time counts towards 
working hours; tasks in this space count as paid labour. Workers included 
under the Industrial Carpenter and Cement Masons agreements forfeit 
the room and board allowance if they are absent from work before or 
after a weekend or holiday, a rule collapsing their living space in camps 
with their employment. All of these factors imbricate the living space of 
workers in the oil sands with their work. 

Transportation and Rotational Leave Clauses 

The collective agreements also govern transportation. In the case of the 
long-distance commuters, the use of company or commercial vehicles 
changes the commute from a somewhat private space to an extension of 
the workspace. Several of the collective bargaining agreements (29/50) 
even call for, but do not outline, a set of rules to govern behaviour during 
transportation6, further demonstrating how these spaces are surveilled 
and controlled differently than private transportation. Also, any workers 
taking commercial transportation are governed by the rules of transpor-
tation companies in addition to any employer’s rules.7 Workers must also 
meet qualifications in order to be compensated for travelling long distan-
ces. Although many workers covered under these collective agreements 
have a travel allowance upfront to pay for transportation costs to a site, 
many must work a certain period of time to keep the initial travel allow-
ance and further qualify for a return transportation allowance. Thus, if 
remote workers are unable to fund their own travel costs, they are forced 
to work until they finish the qualifying period or have saved up the re-
quired funds. These circumstances remove the agency for workers to 
decide when they no longer want to work or how they commute. 

Eligibility for rotational leave or turnaround allowance to spend time 
at home also has a qualifying period. In most collective agreements a 
geographical requirement stipulates workers live at least 300 kilometre 
from the centre of Edmonton or Calgary to qualify for a rotational leave 

6. The collective agreements in this study only call for these rules but do not 
outline them. Upon further investigation I was not able to find examples of 
these rules. 

7. The rules for private companies vary for each company and the kind of trans-
portation they provide. An example of rules private transportation companies 
would be items passengers are not allowed to take on as carry-on items for 
example heavy tools or liquids over a certain amount.
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(35/50). Employees under these agreements receive a rotational allow-
ance after a certain number of days on the job, similar to the transporta-
tion allowance. Some workers are given a trip allowance when they take 
their rotational leave and a reimbursement for the return fare only once 
they return. 

diSCuSSion and analySiS 

According to Cresswell (2006: 22), the divide between public and pri-
vate space is a type of geographical imagination forming the basis of 
capitalist and patriarchal relations. Social reproduction is divided from 
workplace production and commonly, feminized, undervalued and rel-
egated to the private sphere (Major and Winters 2013: 146 citing Luxton 
and Corman 2001; Armstrong and Laxer 2006). Analyzing these collect-
ive bargaining agreements, along with worker mobility, draws attention 
to how the unionized workplace distinctly overlaps with private space. 
In relation to union organizing and bargaining, childcare and healthcare 
have started to become union concerns in different sectors beginning in 
Canada in the 1970s (Smith 2014), foregrounding the issue of social re-
production in the private sphere and its relationship to paid employment. 
The changing nature of what counts as a union issue coincides not only 
with an increased focus on union renewal but also with more women 
entering unionized job markets. In this analysis employment mobility 
and collective bargaining agreements complicate the relationship be-
tween paid employment and social reproduction. One the one hand, col-
lective agreements respond to mobility by extending into workers’ lives 
including their commutes and the places they live while at work. On 
the other hand, the structure of long-distance commuting work pushes 
up against redefining concerns such as childcare as union issues, since 
matters affecting families and home life are geographically divided from 
the workplace by hundreds of kilometres in some cases. The local unions 
in Alberta have limited to no power to affect change in areas outside of 
their local jurisdiction, nor do they necessarily have incentives to tackle 
these issues even if they could create change. 

Looking to some of the other literature on the RMWB and long-
distance commuters can help provide a context for why local workers 
would be given preference in these collective agreements. Because long-
distance commuters may have limited ties to the community and a per-
ceived disregard for the consequences of their actions, some local resi-
dents fear more “work camp[s] for the construction workers could mean 
more drunken hooligans and broken windows…” (CBC News 2007: par. 
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2). As Storey (2010: 1165) explains, many people express concern about 
the “cost of development associated with a large transient population” 
who make little contribution to the community but “may have high social 
costs as a result of increases in crime, drug use, prostitution, gambling 
and similar activities”. Knowing this background information may help 
explain why employers and companies preferentially hire local residents 
and codified this hiring practice into collective agreements under Local 
Residence Preference clauses. 

Related to the actual hiring protocols, the preference for local resi-
dents and the systems policing these categories not only assuage anxiety 
over a large transient population entering a community but also com-
bat what is known as the “fly-over effect”— when mobile workers and 
companies from other locations are the main beneficiaries of resource 
development and extraction rather than local communities (Storey 
2010: 1163). The RMWB has focused on encouraging people to set up a 
permanent residence in the area. For example, a Wood Buffalo municipal 
development document (2011: 12) suggests that “by building attractive, 
livable communities that offer a high quality of life, we can foster a sense 
of home and belonging that will attract residents to settle in the region 
for the long-term”. Overall, the issues related to home and work com-
munities raise questions about the divide between workers’ homes and 
workplaces. 

We can see how certain public and private spaces are divided out 
by considering the state-market-family nexus in the social reproduction 
framework. The public and private sphere have been separated by the 
categorization of waged work and social reproduction in the two spheres 
respectively. This divide has not only led to a gendering of certain kinds 
of work but also a gendering of the two spaces (Armstrong and Arm-
strong 2010). This divide between the spaces has manifested itself in 
different patterns of job flexibility and mobility for men and women. For 
the most part, men have been the ones to take on the long-distance com-
mutes (RMWB 2013: 10). Women who do become long-distance com-
muters are far more likely to be employed servicing the trade workers 
in the camps (Ferguson 2011: 110); in other words, the female workers 
often are responsible for the social reproduction that takes place at the 
camp. This gender divide between types of work reinforces connecting 
women to domestic duties and men to industry or the market. These con-
nections are reiterated in how femininity is linked to a lack of move-
ment and masculinity is connected with movement. Janet Wolff (cited 
in Cresswell 2006: 54) notes how travel routines often exclude women 
and reiterate masculine forms of mobility. Women are drawn to flexible 
jobs allowing them to juggle the “second shift” in the private sphere 
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they might have when they go home to their families (Hochschild 2012). 
The need for flexibility in this sense has pushed women into certain oc-
cupations allowing them to have somewhat more flexible hours and stay 
closer to home (Dorow 2015; Hill et al. 2008). We have also seen in-
creasing flexibility with more work that is part-time, part-year, seasonal 
with an increase in smaller workplaces and home-work arrangements 
(Briskin 1994). Home-work arrangements traditionally held by women 
are particularly isolating and provide limited room for improvement or 
learning (Armstrong and Armstrong 2010). In terms of long-distance 
commuters in Fort McMurray, men are far more likely to take up these 
work arrangements, reinforcing their association with mobility, while 
women who do participate in long-distance commutes still maintain their 
connection to private feminized labour through their employment duties 
(Dorow 2015). This trend persists despite a number of collective agree-
ments (27/50) promoting female workers in their trade. 

While some camp rules are included in collective bargaining agree-
ments it is interesting that a whole other agreement is dedicated to gov-
erning the room and board, or places of social reproduction, for these 
workers. This separate agreement seems to suggest that although official 
collective agreements perhaps do not legally cover these areas, or the 
parties do not want the agreements to cover these areas, there is still 
some effort on behalf of unions and employer associations to affect these 
parts of workers’ lives. However, this effort only extends to the private 
space provided by the employer and does not mention the private space 
of the workers’ personal homes. 

Although these private/public divides and arrangements are often fi-
nancially necessary for families, they support a traditional structure div-
iding workers and union issues from private homes – reflecting Yates’ 
(2011: 590) assertion that industrial relations arrangements assume a 
distinction between work/labour market and home/personal relations as 
well as Vosko’s (2006) claims that many structures are built on the SER 
model of male breadwinners. The distance between the worksite and the 
private home of workers also means that most of the issues related to 
social reproduction stay in the home, out of sight for both unions and em-
ployers. Workers with children who are unable to find adequate childcare 
from either the state, market, or their families and friends have to deal 
with childcare wherever their home is, as the distance further separates 
the social reproduction in this private sphere from the workplace and 
collective bargaining agreements. 

Conversely, the camp rules and regulations agreement seems to 
showcase how unions have influenced the employer-provided private 
space of workers in camps – areas where social reproduction takes place. 
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This collective agreement expansion begs the question why unions 
have not influenced other issues facing these long-distance commuters 
even though an argument could be made that this work arrangement has 
caused issues for workers’ personal lives. As workers become increas-
ingly mobile and they bring certain aspects of social reproduction with 
them to the worksite location, such as room and board which is included 
in many collective agreements. At the same time, many other issues re-
main necessarily rooted in private lives, such as childcare that is absent 
from the agreements and seemingly beyond the reach of labour unions 
and employers. 

ConCluSion

By and large, the person who typically becomes a long-distance com-
muters living in temporary camp accommodations in Alberta is a mid-
dle-aged male (RMWB 2013: 10). These men bring money from Al-
berta to other provinces. These opportunities help improve quality of life 
for those who would otherwise be unable to find work and even allow 
people to stay in their towns when they would be otherwise forced to 
relocate (Ferguson 2011: 113). The long-distance commuter is an ultim-
ately flexible resource easily dismissed and sent to another geographical 
location depending on the needs of capital. The reliance of capital on 
temporary forms of labour is a basic idea in political economy migration 
literature (Ferguson 2011: 113). These workers are particularly useful 
for industries experiencing boom-and-bust dynamics/economies such 
as the Athabasca oil sands. Within these mobility structures, the social 
reproduction work of long-distance commuters is shifted at times to 
whomever or whatever is available. The rules and regulations covered in 
this analysis set the conditions for gendered, work/private arrangements, 
which in turn set the boundaries of what is and is not considered a union 
issue and therefore what is included in collective agreements. 

Yates (2011) identifies one of the pitfalls of the gender-spatial argu-
ment; it fails to account for the diverse experiences of all workers and 
families. Although most of the mobile workers in this case are men who 
are part of families with dependents not all women do care work the 
same way for dependents. Still, as Yates (2011: 598) reminds us, “there 
is an inseparableness of women’s roles and social responsibilities of car-
ing and their limited choices for work, and ways of approaching work”. 
While Yates (2011) focused on how unions can help organize women as 
workers, it is equally important to examine how unions organize work-
ers as members of communities. Essentially, the issues women bring to 
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their unions – such as childcare – are critical for unions to consider when 
workers have families or other dependents. Indeed, unions should strive 
to protect workers across the variety of ways their employment affects 
their lives. Although the effects of employment structures governing 
long-distance commuters extend into their private lives, the collective 
agreements analyzed here have yet to extend to cover this space. In spite 
of the absence of clauses covering the private/home life of long-distance 
commuters, unions could still be doing important work in areas outside 
of or not yet incorporated into collective agreements. 

These work and mobility arrangements construct a population of pre-
carious workers while at the same time the extension and contraction of 
public and private space occurs along gendered divides (Cresswell and 
Uteng 2008). Thus, mobility and employment can illuminate relations of 
production, particularly, social reproduction. The ultimate contribution 
of this paper is to draw attention to the role of trade unions in these ar-
rangements through collective bargaining agreements. Further research 
may see trade unions as an important mediating factor in how workers 
and their communities experience mobility especially during economic 
downturns. Future researchers may be interested in drawing connections 
between the mobility of capital and the mobility of workers, which may 
also be mediated by labour unions, or investigating if the mobile experi-
ences of workers are different when mediated by unions or not. 
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