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Union leaders at Air Canada say they would rather deal with the devil they know than one they don't during the expected bitter round of labour talks 
ahead and with ownership of the airline up in the air. 

Last week, Robert Milton, the head of ACE Aviation Holdings Inc., effectively put the company's majority stake in Air Canada up for sale, having 
already held talks with private-equity players and pension funds interested in the airline. 

He also didn't rule out including Air Canada in the current round of consolidation south of the border. 

The news stuck in the craw of the airline's unions -- pilots, flight attendants, maintenance personnel and other employees -- that are digging in their heels 
ahead of labour agreements that expire in summer 2009. 

ACE became a holding company for Air Canada's various subsidiaries when the airline emerged from bankruptcy in 2004. It has since whittled its 
ownership stake down in its frequent-flyer program, Aero-plan, its regional carrier, Jazz, and its maintenance unit, ACTS, and distributed the billions of 
dollars in proceeds to ACE's shareholders. 

The distributions have embittered the unions, which gave up $1.1-billion in wages and benefits during the airline's restructuring. ACE intends to unwind 
itself in the first half of this year but will have to dispose of its 75% stake in Air Canada before it does. 

Paul Lefebvre, president of IAMAW Airline Central Lodge 2323, which represents roughly 11,000 Air Canada employees, said, "They've basically strip-
mined as much cash as they can out of it, and it's time for them to cash in all their chips and leave." 

Mr. Lefebvre said IAMAW will look to win back some of the $220-million in wage cuts, lost vacation time and other work rules it gave up in the 
restructuring, especially now that the airline is profitable. 

He said the union is willing to strike. "I'm asking people to start saving money to prepare for a strike. We believe there is no other alternative." 

Meantime, IAMAW members are already sporting "Walk the Line in '09" paraphernalia on the job. 

Air Canada's management has been trying to improve relations with unionized employees. For instance, it implemented an employee prof-it-sharing 
program, which produced $29.2-million last year. 

But these efforts have fallen short of making any real change, according to Leslie Dias, president of the CAW's Airline Division, which represents 5,000 
Air Canada customer sales and service agents. She described the management style at Air Canada as being from the "dark ages." 

"The whole concept of treating your employees right and they will treat your customers right ... is a concept that is lost on them," she said. 

Still, Ms. Dias said, she would rather negotiate a new labour pact with the current owners than try to carve out an agreement and relationship with a new 
owner. 

"There's at least some comfort level in the devil you know because we're really heading into the unknown if the sale does take place," she said. 
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