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Although industrial democracy has 
long been a topic of major interest in 
Western Europe, it has not attracted 
similar attention in North America. 
Ideas of worker control or influence on 
corporate decision-making have been 
greeted with hostility from management 
and suspicion by many union leaders in 
North America. This article will exam
ine an intriguing exception of the North 
American bias against industrial de
mocracy. The exception is found in a 
government-owned potash mining com
pany in the western Canadian province 
of Saskatchewan. 

In the early 1980s, a number of expe
riments were conducted to promote in
dustrial democracy in the Potash Cor
poration of Saskatchewan. Perhaps 
what is most unique about these experi
ments is that they occurred at all. The 
Canadian mining industry has tradi
tionally been dominated by conserva
tive management attitudes and unions 
which have often showed more hostility 
than interest toward the concept of in
dustrial democracy. The fact that major 
industrial democracy reforms were at
tempted in the Potash Corporation of 
Saskatchewan is of further interest in 
that the impetus for these reforms came 
from a variety of sources. Surprisingly, 
corporate management, rather than 
union leadership, were the early chief 
instigators of attempts at industrial de
mocracy reforms. Also of significance is 
the fact that some of the industrial de
mocracy initiatives undertaken in the 
Potash Corporation of Saskatchewan 
were innovative attempts to transfer 
Scandinavian approaches to work re
form to a North American envi
ronment. 

An examination of this unique at
tempt to promote industrial democracy 
provides a number of insights. First, it 
helps illustrate some of the specific bar
riers to industrial democracy inherent in 
the North American adverserial system 
of industrial relations. Second, an ex
amination of innovative structures at 
the Potash Corporation of Saskatche-

wan established to promote industrial 
democracy illustrates mechanisms that 
may be able to surmount some of these 
barriers. The fact that much of the im
petus for the industrial democracy initi
atives came from key management of
ficials underlines a third area of interest: 
the importance of managerial values as 
a prerequisite for the success of industri
al democracy. A fourth area of concern, 
is the relationship between state owner
ship of an enterprise and the possibility 
of promoting industrial democracy in 
that enterprise. Finally, a continuing 
theme in the analysis is the significance 
of the larger socio-political context for 
the successful promotion of industrial 
democracy. 

An analysis of the events surrounding 
the attempts to promote industrial de
mocracy in the Potash Corporation of 
Saskatchewan suggest that, in a North 
American context, environmental con
ditions unique to Saskatchewan were 
key factors behind the industrial democ
racy initiatives. Saskatchewan's strong 
social democratic traditions and its gov
ernment's emphasis on "Crown" (state
owned) enterprises for economic devel
opment created a context which enabled 
a small number of key management of
ficials who maintained an interest in in
dustrial democracy, along with willing 
union lea�ership and provincial Labour 
Department personalities, to attempt 
experiments in industrial democracy. 
However, it was precisely a change in 
this context, notably the electoral defeat 
of the Saskatchewan social democratic 
government and its replacement by a 
conservative one, that resulted in the de
mise of the industrial democracy initia
tives. Before discussing in detail the in
dustrial democracy initiatives under
taken at the Potash Corporation of 
Saskatchewan, a definition of the con
cept of industrial democracy is needed 
- a task to which we now turn.

The concept of 
industrial democracy 

Industrial democracy is an enigma. A 
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possibility, and a desire by many of the 
key personalities involved in the crea
tion of the initiative, that this strategy 
could have resulted in a significant shift 
in managerial prerogative from mana
gement to the workforce. Such a shift in 
managerial prerogative would consti
tute a movement towards industrial de
mocracy according to our "frontier of 
control" based definition. To better un
derstand the relationship between occu
pational health and safety, the Work 
Environment Board, and industrial de
mocracy, it is useful to briefly examine 
the work and ideas of the first chairman 
of the WEB, Robert Sass. 

Sass, in his views on work reform, 
made a clear distinction between cos
metic management-directed employee 
participation schemes designed to in
crease productivity but that did not 
necessarily alter the "frontier of con
trol", and those reforms that did provide 
workers with actual greater decision
making abilities. Work reform, to be 
genuine, needed to generate "democra
tisation"; that is, a gradual restructuring 
of power relationships in the workplace 
to offset the dominance of managerial 
authority. "I have no objection to quali
ty of work life experiments ... " Sass 
stated, but "the real issue is democrati
sation, which is quite different because 
it gets into the power relations in pro
duction'.' 8 

Sass, in his position as Director of Oc
cupational Health and Safety in the 
Saskatchewan Department of Labour, 
had done extensive promotional work 
across Canada to put forward his ideas 
on occupation health and safety and 
work reform. He continually empha
sized the importance of power relation
ships in the workplace, and the rele
vance of these relationships to the well
being of workers. Good occupational 
health and safety, according to Sass, 
meant workers participating in and 
having significant control over the work 
process. This interpretation went be
yond the conventional approach to oc
cupational health and safety emphasiz-
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ing quantitative measurements of the 
environment and a static conception of 
worker "safety". Sass utilized short
hand concepts, such as the "social in the 
technical" to underline his belief that in 
any question involving "technical" is
sues relevant to the work process, there 
were parallel "social" or political di
mensions. That is to say that many deci
sions that affected working lives, such 
as choice of technology, place of work, 
work organization, etc were made not 
just on the grounds of technological 
constraints but, more importantly, on 
the basis of the power relationships in 
the workplace. 9 The power relation
ships in the workplace, believed Sass, 
were weighted heavily in favour of man
agement to the detriment of the work
ers. 

Sass believed that this imbalance 
could be redressed in part by providing 
workers with more control over occupa
tional health and safety. Also, greater 
worker participation in occupational 
health and safety could act as a bridge 
to greater worker control and industri
al democracy. This could be done by 
stretching the definitions of occupa
tional health and safety and "risks", 
from concepts emphasizing quantita
tive measurements of health hazards to 
one centred on qualitative factors in the 
work environment, such as choice of 
technology, work scheduling and job 
design. It was Sass's view that greater 
worker control over the work environ
ment was a logical extension of worker 
participation in traditional health and 
safety issues and also an important step 
towards industrial democracy. 

Sass's views on greater worker partici
pation in work environment decisions 
had been especially influenced by the 
Norwegian and Swedish approaches to 
work reform. Legislation and research 
on work reform in these two countries 
had been studied closely by Sass; especi
ally influential were the Norwegian and 
Swedich Work Environment Acts. 10 The 
Scandinavian approach to work reform, 
with its emphasis on integrating scien-

tific research and worker pa�ticipation, 
I 

is reflected in the writings of Berti! Gar-
dell, a prominent Swedish work-reform 
intellectual. Gardell writes that in Scan
dinavia there has been a merging of sci
entific outlooks that has focussed on 
concepts like worker well-being and 
worker control and that: 

"These concepts constitute the 
core or the psychosocial aspect of 
the working environment which is 
now included in the legal frame
works in Scandinavia as well as in 
action programmes officially ac
cepted by the central worker orga
nizations. I think this approach is 
very powerful and will make it 
possible for research to play an 
even more important role both 
with respect to health aspects and 
to democratic aspects of future 
production systems, in industry 
and elsewhere'.' 11 

The merging of work environment re
search with efforts to provide workers 
with greater control over their working 
environment is central to the contempo
rary Scandinavian approach to industri
al democracy. This approach, which 
emerged in the mid-1970s, tried to pro
vide more opportunities for worker in
put into decisions affecting working life. 
Amongst many Swedish and Norwegian 
trade unionists and work reform intel
lectuals, it had become increasingly 
clear that such approaches as worker 
representative on corporate boards had 
only limited effectiveness in promoting 
industrial democracy. The major dis
appointment with these industrial de
mocracy mechanisms was their appar
ent irrelevance to workers' day to day 
working conditions. In contrast to indi
rect, "representational" approaches to 
industrial democracy, greater worker 
control over the working environment 
could provide workers with direct and 
immediate improvements in working 
conditions and life. 

Sass essentially shared these views, 
and saw the WEB as a vehicle through 
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which workers could gain greater con
trol over their working environment. 
His work in creating and directing the 
WEB can be seen, to an extent, as an at
tempt to transfer the Scandinavian ap
proach to work reform to a North Ame
rican context. He was provided an op
portunity to attempt this, when in 
March, 1981, he was asked by the Potash 
Corporation of Saskatchewan to draw 
up an agreement between PCS manage
ment, unions, and the provincial De
partment of Labour to create the Work 
Environment Board. 

The newly-created Work Environ
ment Board had a number of unique 
features. First of all, it offered workers, 
through their union representatives, an 
opportunity to have a say in how the 
funds on research into occupational 
health and safety would be spent. Al
though potash miners face numerous 
potentially hazardous conditions, such 
as continual exposure to high concen
trations of dust and diesel fumes, rela
tively little scientific or medical research 
had been done in this area. Furthermo
re, some of the management-initiated 
research that had been undertaken at 
the Potash Corporation of Saskatche
wan had not been trusted by union 
representatives. 12 However, since there
was union participation in the creation 
and operation of the Work Envi
ronment Board there was a much greater 
likelihood that the research results 
would be acceptable to the worker. 

A further striking feature of the Work 
Environment Board was that not only 
was there official parity of union and 
management representatives; there was 
even potential union domination of the 
board through the fact that its Chair
man, which was designated as the Pro
vince's Associate Deputy Minister of 
Labour, was Bob Sass. Sass was clearly 
identified as "pro-labour" and had a 
close rapport with many of the union 
figures on the WEB. 13 Potential union
domination of a corporate organ would 
be anathema to most North American 
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managers, but the President of PCS at 
the time of the creation of the Work En
vironment Board, did not see this situa
tion in negative terms. In fact, he ap
proved of Sass as Chairman and was the 
corporate official who asked him to 
draw up the initial WEB agreement. 14

A third major innovation that the 
Work Environment Board represented 
was that it was mandated to research not 
only traditional areas of occupational 
health and safety but also a wider area 
labelled as the "psycho-social" aspects 
of the work environment. This was a key 
clause in the WEB agreement that was 
to provide, in the eyes of figures such as 
Sass and various union leaders, an evo
lutionary approach to providing work
ers greater control over their working 
environment. This would be done, by 
gradually providing workers with great
er input into such issues that affected 
the "psycho-social" aspects of work, 
such as job design, scheduling, and the 
selection of new technology and equip
ment.15

However, it is important to point out 
that although Sass, some of the union 
representatives, and some of the PCS 
management representatives on the 
WEB, such as the PCS Executive Direc
tor of Personnel and Industrial Rela
tions, saw the board as a vehicle for 
greater worker control over decisions re
lated to the work environment; these 
views were by no means shared by all the 
PCS management representatives. 16

Many management representatives who 
sat on the board, rather than interpret
ing the WEB as a vehicle for greater 
worker control, interpreted it as mainly 
a consultative organ. This more conser
vative view of the WEB and work re
form is important in that after the 
change in the Saskatchewan govern
ment in April, 1982, many of these fig
ures were given promotions within the 
corporation (one was to become presi
dent). In the view of these personalities, 
the WEB was certainly not a vehicle for 
industrial democracy.17 

How did the operation of the Work 

Environment Board compare with its 
initial objectives? First of all, it must be 
underlined that since many of its objec
tives, such as to conduct research into 
occupational health and safety, were of 
a long-term nature, caution must be · 
used when making any judgements on 
its performance. During its life, how
ever, the WEB did sponsor major re
search projects, such as a lung function 
survey of miners, blood testing and an 
audiometric test. During its first year of 
operation, the Potash Corporation of 
Saskatchewan had allocated 250 000 
CAD for its operation, most of which 
was channeled into research; the 
amount of funds allocated represented 
an outstanding commitment to occupa
tional health research by a single mining 
firm.18 

The research into traditional areas of 
occupational health and safety that ini
tiated during the first six months of the 
board's operation generated little con
troversy. However, when the question of 
the board moving into areas of the 
"psycho-social" and possible greater in
dustrial democracy was raised by Sass 
during his first annual report as chair
man, there was considerable dissension 
from some of the management repre
sentatives present. These figures count
ered Sass's report with a milder brief 
emphasizing worker participation and 
"Quality of Work Life" rather than in
dustrial democracy as the most desira
ble route for the WEB to follow. To get 
around the deadlock of the different 
views on how the WEB should proceed 
on the psycho-social question, an out
side consultant was invited to identify 
areas of labour-management concensus 
on possible future areas of cooperation. 
Dr Gerry Hunnius, a York University 
(Toronto) social scientist and Canadian 
worker control theoretician, completed 
the study. However, his report, which 
suggested a long-range approach to 
work environment reform, had little im
pact as it arrived in the final months of 
the WEB's life. 

During the life of the WEB, there was 
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an attempt by Sass, as chairman, to 

bring to the attention of the president of 

the corporation the WEB's interest in 

psycho-social aspect of its mandate. 

The theme of employee involvement in 

the selection of new equipment, as part 

of a WEB resolution passed earlier in 

1981, was mentioned in a letter from 

Sass to the President of PCS. 19 How

ever, the President referred the question 

to a lower level of management, and 

there was no real follow-up in the 

matter. 

The Work Environment Board had a 

short life (March, 1981 to November, 

1982). Its demise can be closely linked to 

the defeat of the social democratic New 

Democratic government by the Progres

sive Conservative Party in the provincial 

election of April, 1982. Shortly after the 

election, the President of PCS who had 

overseen the creation of the Work En

vironment Board, was asked to resign by 

the government. Also removed by the 

new Conservative government was Bob 

Sass, Associate Deputy Minister and di

rector of Occupational Health and 

Safety in the provincial Department of 

Labour. Sass's removal from his depart

mental post had serious consequences 

for the Work Environment Board. 

The WEB agreement stated that its 

Chairman was to be the Associate De

puty Minister of Labour. Consequently, 

at the first WEB Executive meeting held 

after the dismissal of Sass from his de
partmental duties, PCS management 

officials demanded that he relinquish 

the chair. This started off a procedural 

wrangle with the union representatives 

present, who wanted to see Sass stay on 

as chairman. The union representatives 

then succeeded in passing a motion to 

amend the WEB agreement to allow 

Sass to continue on as chairman. How

ever, management then stated that 

amending the basic WEB agreement 

was beyond the scope of the meeting 

and walked out. Shortly thereafter, on 

November 17, 1982, the Acting Presi

dent of PCS mining wrote the WEB par

ticipants stating that: "the impasse has 
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Dr E Spratt, Head of Agronomy 

PCS Sales, inspecting the results 

of K fertilizers for no-till corn. 

made it impossible for the Board to con

tinue its work" and that the Potash Cor

poration of Saskatchewan would not 

consider further funds for its work.20 

In analyzing the sudden demise of the 

WEB, there was clearly more at issue 

than whether Bob Sass remained as 

chairman. Sass represented a philo

sophical approach of increasing work

ers' control over the production process, 

a view that was simply not shared by 

most of the PCS management. 21 Al

though PCS management blamed the 

demise of the WEB on union intransi

gence over the issue of Bob Sass as 

chairman, it was clear that many of the 

union officials on the board saw the re

moval of Sass as an attack on the con

cept of the Work Environment Board as 

they perceived it. They were not willing 

to sit on an emasculated Work Environ

ment Board. 

The sudden demise of the WEB after 

the change in the provincial government 

also reflected a different makeup of top 

management in the Potash Corporation 

of Saskatchewan. Simply put, there 

were no longer any executives at top 

management levels who could be con

sidered to be sympathetic to industrial 

democracy. (The former director of Per

sonnel and Industrial Relations, who 

had been a chief proponent of the WEB 

concept had left the corporation over a 

year earlier.) The attitudes of most of 

the traditional managers was clear: 

management must retain the final au

thority in corporate decision-making, 

including decisions over the approach to 

occupational health research. Although 

the unions considered taking legal ac

tion against PCS for its termination of 

the WEB, and brought the issue up at tis 

next collective bargaining rounds, the 

unions could give only minor emphasis 

to restarting the WEB. The termination 

of the Work Environment Board coin

cided with a major downturn in the 

potash industry and other issues such as 

job retention, pushed the WEB into the 

background of union priorities. 22 

It is clear that during its short life 

span, the Work Environment Board did 

not develop into a significant industrial 

democracy mechanism as some of its 

founders had wished. Its demise re

vealed that although there was potential 

union dominance of its decision

making, the fact that it was funded by 

management meant that, in the end, 

management retained a final veto over 

its activities. Whatever its limitations, 

the WEB had clearly been popular 
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Corporation of Saskatchewan. None
theless, had the corporation adopted 
specific programmes of education for 
both management and workers to fol
low through with such initiatives as the 
European study tour, industrial democ
racy orientations and values may have 
spread further within the organization 
and have been of greater permanence. 

Some of the advocates of industrial 
democracy within the Potash Corpora
tion of Saskatchewan regretted that not 
enough attention had been paid to the 
creation of a "corporate culture" unique 
to the corporation after it was created 
through nationalization. Simply put, 
after nationalization, most of the cor
porate managers saw little reason why 
the corporation should be run any diffe
rently than any of the privately-owned 
mines; there was no change in manageri
al values. In terms of promoting indus
trial democracy, the PCS case illustrates 
that the evolution of a corporate culture, 
by way of corporate objectives and ma
nagerial values, can be an important ele
ment in the success or failure of at
tempts to shift the frontier of control. 
This would seem to again underline the 
desirability of long-term educational ef
forts within an organization as an im
portant component of efforts to pro
mote industrial democracy. 

Barriers to industrial democracy 
in North America 

The PCS industrial democracy initi
atives help illustrate ways in which the 
North American adverserial system of 
industrial relations is in itself a major 
barrier to industrial democracy. 

In the North American industrial re
lations system, collective bargaining is 
identified as the focus of labourman
agement interaction. The adverseri
al nature of collective bargaining has in
grained values in both management and 
labour that makes attempts at coopera
tion seen as "foreign" to the system. The 
automatic distrust which seems to exist 
between labour and management makes 
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attempt at forms of industrial relations 
different from customary collective bar
gaining difficult for most on both sides 
to accept. For example, in the reports by 
the management and union officials 
upon the return of the industrial democ
racy tour, representatives from both 
sides mentioned that in countries such 
as Sweden there was a much greater 
trust between management and labour 
than existed in Canada, and that this 
had been an important basis for the 
progress and success of Swedish indus
trial democracy. Union officials on the 
industrial democracy European trip al
so remarked that in the mining industry 
in Canada, management still did not 
really accept the role unions played in 
the industry, and that there was still a 
deep undercurrent of anti-labour hos
tility. This deeply imbedded mistrust 
made talk of industrial democracy seem 
superfluous to some of the union lead
ership interviewed. 

A further, specific barrier to the pro
motion of industrial democracy inher
ent within the North American indus
trial relations system is that cooperation 
between union and management offici
als can undermine the confidence of 
union members in their elected union 
leadership. One of the PCS local union 
presidents, a participant in the industri
al democracy study group and tour of 
Europe, lost his position in union elec
tions held after his return from Eu
rope. One of the issues that seemed to 
have contributed to his defeat was an 
image amongst his union membership 
that he had been "in bed with manage
ment". Thus, even though union leader
ship may have expressed a willingness to 
become involved in industrial democra
cy initiatives, the union membership, 
wary of close contact with manage
ment, can act as a restraint. 

One of the interesting aspects of the 
Work Environment Board is that it 
seemed to offer a possible mechanism 
for fruitful labour-management coope
ration in an important area of working 
life, the work environment; yet it could 

also act as a vehicle for greater industri
al democracy. In its initial stages, the 
concept was accepted, (indeed, largely 
created) by PCS management, and it 
was also enthusiastically supported by 
union leadership. Most importantly, it 
provided a mechanism that went beyond 
collective bargaining yet did not unde� 
cut the collective bargaining that did 
exist in the firm. As well, the establish
ment of the Work Environment Board, 
seen by many of its initial advocates as a 
means to provide workers with greater 
control over their work environment in a 
North American mining company; 
would seem to suggest that aspects of 
the Norwegian and Swedish approach 
to work reform can have relevance and 
applicability to the North American in
dustrial relations scene, despite radical
ly different industrial relations contexts. 

Conclusions 

Earlier, it was suggested that the PCS in
dustrial democracy initiatives were 
largely the result of the actions of a 
small group of corporate officials, who 
had the cooperation of a few key union 
and government figures. It is clear that 
the relevance of the PCS industrial de
mocracy initiatives did not permeate to 
any significant extent to the general 
workforce or to lower-level manage
ment. The Work Environment Board, 
for example, consisted almost exclusive
ly of top union and management offici
als. These figures were the "elites" both 
of management and the unions; they did 
not represent a "cross section" of the 
workforce. Had initiatives on worker 
participation in selection of new tech
nology, or the creation of experimental 
autonomous work-groups (a job rede
sign approach to industrial democracy) 
been effected, the permeation of indus
trial democracy ideas in the organizati
on might have been greater. A remark by 
J F Bolweg is relevant in this respect: 

"Democracy at the shop floor 
through job redesign can only be
come effective if it emerges in a 
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democratic form, which seems to 

be a tautology but most demo

cratic reforms and systems of par

ticipation have been imposed by 

managerial, intellectual or politi

cal elites!' 29 

One of the challenges in promoting in

dustrial democracy is thus to transpose 

organizational change, instigated by or

ganizational elites, into democratic re

forms that positively affect the working 

life of individual workers. However, as 

Guest, Williams, and Dewe point out, 

worker's perception of changes affect

ing their working life do not always co

incide with those who instigated that 

change. 30 Organizational elites contem

plating democratic reforms in the 

workplace should thus keep in mind the 

desirability of using mechanisms of 

employee participation and feedback in 

the actual process of work place re

forms, if these reforms are to have true 

relevance ot the workers and if the re

forming intentions of the elite are to 

have maximum impact. 

Although the industrial democracy 

initiatives of the Potash Corporation of 

Saskatchewan did not result in any per

manent or fundamental shift in the 

"frontier of control" within the organi

zation as some of the key industrial rela

tions actors within the organization had 

wished, the experience should not be 

looked upon as being without value. 

The fact that there was major interest 

in the concept of industrial democra

cy within a firm that operated in the 

context of the Canadian mining indus

try, an industry which has often been 

marked by bitter labour-management 

confrontation, is in itself of major sig

nificance. 

Significant also, is the fact that much 

of the impetus for the initiatives came 

from top management officials who 

were prepared to surrender to labour a 

degree of managerial prerogative. What 

is especially striking about this is that 

they were willing to surrender a degree 

of managerial authority, not simply on 
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the grounds that this would increase 

profitability, but because they believed 

that workers should have the right to 

greater control over their working lives. 

In a North American industrial rela

tions context, marked by growing man

agerial emphasis on blocking the orga

nization of workers, this is indeed excep

tional. Also exceptional in the PCS 

industrial democracy initiatives were the 

appearance of what, in North America 

is a novel approach to industrial democ

racy; that of expanding worker influ

ence over the working environment. 

The perceptions of industrial democ

racy as a concept, and the mechanisms 

that are introduced to promote it, 

whether it be through the Anglo-Saxon 

focus on collective bargaining or aspects 

of the Scandinavian "work environ

ment" approach to work reform, are in

terwined with larger political and socie

tal values. Saskatchewan's agrarian val

ues of participation, and how some 

officials at the Potash Corporation of 

Saskatchewan tried to extend these val

ues to an industrial setting, provide a 

fascinating juxtaposition of pre

industrial values being relevant in an 

emerging "post-industrial" era. 
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