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OTTAWA - George Baker, the former revenue minister, and several other Liberal MPs are supporting thousands of federal public servants who have been on rotating strike action to back demands for substantial pay hikes, says the union representing the workers.  Mr. Baker and other Liberals have written letters of support despite the government's refusal to budge in contract talks that broke down last week, Nicole Turmel, national president of the Public Service Alliance of Canada, said yesterday. "We have got a few letters, we are trying to put them together [and] George Baker is one of them, and we have a few others," Ms. Turmel said in an interview, adding PSAC also has support from the NDP caucus, the Bloc Quebecois, and is involved in discussions with Conservative and Canadian Alliance MPs. 

Mr. Baker could not be reached for comment, but an aide confirmed the former cabinet minister publicly endorsed the strike in his Newfoundland riding of Gander-Grand Falls. Public support from Liberal MPs would be a major victory for the union, which has been citing the 20% retroactive pay increase MPs voted themselves last June in an attempt to garner public support and embarrass the government into settling. 

Treasury Board's last offer, which it described as final, amounted to a salary increase of 8.74% over three years for 87,000 PSAC members covered in the negotiations. Their contracts expired more than a year ago, but PSAC says a salary freeze in the early 1990s has cost its members about 10% of real wages over the last decade. The union is seeking an average of 15% over three years and will expand its strategy of targeted shutdowns next week after closing down government offices, bridges and other sites from coast to coast yesterday. 

A Treasury Board spokesman said the government can do nothing to halt the walkouts because the union is in a legal strike position, although about 20,000 PSAC members who have been designated to maintain essential services cannot strike. "The next step is to hopefully wait until our offer is accepted," said Edison Stewart, Treasury Board's director of media relations.  Ms. Turmel said the union plans more job action for next week, including work-to-rule within certain offices and walkouts by individual union members who hold key positions.  

In Quebec City, tensions ran high at a short-staffed passport office where five customers began arguing with two female employees, including a security guard. The clients became angry when told the office was closed and passport requests would be processed only for those leaving the country within six days.  "OK, so then I'll tell you I'm leaving in six days," said one man, who was allowed inside the office after he complained persistently.  Before walking away, another man said employees had a right to strike but added he was angry the walkout came without warning.  When an office manager came outside to calm the customers, one man told her: "The employees should either strike or not strike; don't hold the public hostage like this."  The manager said she had not been warned that her employees would walk off the job just before lunchtime.  

Toronto passport employees also stopped serving customers in their downtown office over the lunch hour. 

Public servants in Ottawa held their usual demonstration outside downtown Treasury Board offices, and pickets delayed workers heading to their jobs at other government offices for about 30 minutes.  Service representatives at Statistics Canada weren't answering the phone request line all day, redirecting the public to the StatsCan Web site instead.  

Targeted areas in eastern Ontario included the Human Resources Development Canada facility in Trenton, Warkworth Penitentiary, six prisons near Kingston and Napanee, and federal offices in Belleville.  Members of the Public Service Alliance of Canada also set up pickets outside a federal building in Toronto, and Pearson International Airport was a planned target. 
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