Win or Lose: Lessons from
Two Contrasting Union Campaigns
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hese are hard nmes for the labor movement.

Tradinonal organtzing approaches, however

effecove in the past, are now simply obsolete,
The few unions thar have been successful in recent veirs
are those that have developed new strategles tilored to
the radicallv altered condibons of the neoliberal era that

the

began in the 1970% A look at two recent strug
iconic *fusoce for [anirors” campaign that ook off i the
L9900 and fast vear's reagic supermarker sike and lockouwr
— flustrates this point vividly. The unions mvolved are
rwo of the largest AFL-CIO affiliates, the SEIU and the
UFCW. SEIL membership has topled over the past
guarter-century o about 1.7 milion today, while the
LUFCW has rémained srable wich abour 1,3 million

members over the same period, (Both Geures include

gamns resulong from merpers with other umons)  What
accounts for the contrastr
Virst, consider what has changed sinee the 19700, Ac the

end of that decade, unions still represented one-fourth of
all wage and salary workers inthe LLS. and over 20

peecent of thosein the povate secton. For four deeades,

beginning with the orzanizing upsurge of the 193005,
unionized workers' wages, fringe benefirs, and working
condinons had steadily improved. Many unorganized
workers enjoved parallel gains in these vears, as their
employvers mied to ward off unionization by matching the

compensaton level of the organized sector. In the
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nation’s leading industries, firms compered on the basis of
quality and producnvity, rather than by squeezing labor,
Strong unions were accepred as a fact of life by corporare
management, if only grudgingly, and labor wielded
extensive political influence as well. Thanks largely to the
leveling influence of unionism, inequalities berween rich
and poor were reduced to the point that millions of
working class people could plausibly consuder themselves
“middle class™

Bur rhar is the world we have lost. Starting 10 the 19705,
emplovers launched an aggressive assault on the major
fortresses of union power,
driving private-sector union
density down into the single
digrits in a few shorr decades.
Real wages collapsed for the
non-college-educared
workforce, pensions and other
fringe benefits evaporared, and
inequality skyrocketed. The
“race o the bottom.” s0
ubiquitous roday thar it is
already 2 cliché, began in the
nation’s manufacrunng sector,
as producton was oursourced
to sites where labor was cheap
and unorganized. But union d- . $

density also declined 1giis.
precpitously in place-bound sectors like construcaon,
communicanons and transpormanon, as well as in many
service industries, thanks ro business’ successful effort o
impose dercguladon and o a simultaneous employer
attack on unionism in the legal arena.

The SEILs spectacular expansion over this period of
rurbulence was predicated on a straregic reorganizagon it
undertook in response to these ransformations. By
contrast, the UFCW's sragnanon reflects its continued
adherence 1o tradidonal approaches. The UFCW has

fared better than some, to be sure, managing 1o maintain a
steady level of membership while many other unions have
suffered dramatc declines. But now the emplover arracks
that emerged in other sectors decades ago are exploding
with a vengeance in the retail food industry, posing a grave
strategic crsis for the union. The comparison herween
the UFCW's efforts to defend its turf in lase vear’s massive
strike and lockour, and the SEIL janitors’ campadgn, which
included a conteact stoke in 2000, is relhng,

For over a decade and a half, the Justce for Janitors
campaign has been on the move, sconing a seres of
stunning vicrories in Los Angeles and other cities around
the nation, and helping o propel the SEIL into its current
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Starting in the 1970’s,
employers launched
an aggressive assault
on the major
fortresses of union
power, driving private-
sector union density
down into the single

positon as the AFL-CIOY tastest growing union. With
this organizing success, the union took back terdrory that
it had lost in the 1970%5 and eardly 1980%, when emplover-
driven restrucruring led ro rapid deunionizanon in the
building services indusery,  Durng those vears, janitors
wages collapsed, working condinons dereriorated and
fringe benefits evaporated in cities like Los Angeles, afrer
savvy emplovers effectvely eliminated the union from the
industey. Bur then the SETU began to regroup, After a
fow vears of intensive organizing among the low-wage
immigrants that dominate the industry, culminatng in a
strike and a brural police beanng, the big breakthrough
came in 199 when SEIU won
union recognifion for janitors
mn Los Angeles. The union
then built on this tninal
victory, winning steudy
Improvements in wages and
benefits over several contrace
rounds, By the ome of the
2000 strike, ™M) percent of the
area’s janitors were unionized,
and SEIU had divided the
local union rthar previously
included both hospiml workers
and janitors to credte & new
regional janitors” local

Meanwhile, in the grocery
industry, union strength has been deeply eroded in the
past few vears. Concession bargaining in various UFCW
jursdictions chipped away at hard-won wages and benefits
during the 1990%, and then the baule was joined in last
vear's massive strike and lockout, which put some 54000
southern California grocery workers on the street for four
months. Facing derermined and newly emboldened
emplovers, the UFCW poured enormous energy and
resources — 31 million a day — into this steuggle, but
uldmarely capiulated to management demands for a two-
der contract that radically altered the industey™s
employment structure. When Doug Dorty, then UFCW
President, declared immediarely afrer the debacle (and a
few days before his retirement) thar the conflict had been
“one of the most successful strikes in history” no one was
fooled. Instead, friend and foe alike saw it as labor’s
greatest defear since the 1981 air traffic controllers’ srike.

What explains the stark contrast between these two
dramasz Tt isn't geography. Los Angeles, which in the
1990s acquired a well-earned reputaton as a center of
labor movement innovadon, was at center stage in both
cases — although both siruggles had natonal visibility and
national repercussions. Nor is the explanation ted to




The companies joined together to launch an all-out
war on the union, demanding enormous concessions

on health care as well as
benefit structure.

globalization, the megatrend so often invoked as the cause
of labor’s current woes, Both building services and
supermarkers are place-bound industaies in which jobs
can’t be outsourced. Boch are long-unionmzed secrors
made up of old-fashioned blue-collir service jobs held by
non-college-educated workers for whom unionizaton
meant decenr wages and fringe benefis as well as job

security and protecton from emplover abuse.

In both industnes, the power structure has changed over
rhe decades. Onee locally and regnonally-based, reday the
big players in both the building service and grocery
industres are glant corpotatons for whom unions are
anathema, In the office cleaning business, restrucmirng
began decades ago when nonunion cleaning contractors —
some of them part of “double breasted” companies with
bath union and nonunion drisions = encered the feld n
the 1970% and 1980% and rapidly ondercur union
standards. The SEIU quickly losrt its grip on this highly
compennve, labor-intensive industry, which by the md

L 98(% was almost completely deunionized in Los Angeles

and several other large cites,

Restructunng came much later in the grocery business,

Justice for Janiters rally in Les Angeles, CA,

a two-tier wage and

and as last year's serike and lockoue revealed, the UFCW
(almost two-thirds of whose members work for rerail
grocers) was Ul-prepared for this day of reckoning. Unil
2004, the supermarker indusioy in southern California had
an unbroken record of labor peace going back 25 vears,
with a master contract guaranteeing uniform wages and
benefits across firms so that compennon focused on
service and qualice. Bur when the UFCW™s regional
contracts expired in 2003, Safeway, Alberson’s and Kroger
— the industry’s Big Three — suddenly shitted gears,
invoking the specrer of comperiton from Wal-Mart (even
though thar nonunion behemoth had vet o open a single
store selling groceries in the area), The companies joined
together to launch an all-out war on the umon, demanding
enormous concessions on health care as well as 0 rwo-ter

wage and benefir strucrure

The emplovers, who knew perfectly well that no union
could accept these demands withour a fight, deliberarely
provoked the massive senke. When the unton belatedly
chose o arger only Safeway, the other grocery chains
immediately announced a lockout. All three had
metculously prepared for the conthicr, hinng thousands of

replacement workers well shead of the strike deadline,
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obraining commercial drvers’ licenses for their managers,
and even recruiting truck drivers o replace Teamsters who
might go out on sympathy strikes. They peared up fora
public reladons ettore as well, with an endless stream of
ads to persuade the public thar their demands were
reasonable,

The siakes were enormous, as southern California had the
best UFCW contracrs in the counrtry at the ome, and
evervone knew that the outcome would set the nadonal
pattern. The determined employer offensive would have
been a formidable challenge for any union. Yer
management dida't hold all the cards. The pickerers were
greeted wich huge public support when they suddenly
appeared in front of the stores, Almost no one crossed
the lines, and many customers cheered on the UFCW for
its resistance to the emplovers’ efforts 1w force workers
absorh more of the osing costs of health insurance.

But the union failed to capiabize on this public svmpathy:
Even its own members entered the fray wich limired
informanon about the sirike issues, and there was
surprisingly little effort to communicate with the wider
community undl very late in the game, Seven scpacite
UFCW locals were involved, which proved a major
impediment ro a coordinared strategy. And the unton
rebuffed offers of supporr from other unions in che

The employers, who
knew perfectly well
that no union could
accept these demands
without a fight,
deliberately provoked
the massive strike.

region more experienced in the innovative tactics that have
been used to effectively confront hosole emplovers in
recent vears. Only in the endgame, after the UFCW
treaswry was virtually deplered and at a point of 1ol
desperation did they accept such assistance, but by then it
was oo late. The emplovers had achieved their basic
goals, although they wo lost billions of dollars and some
permanent share of the market over the four-month
conflict,

The janitors’ campaign was also a response ro emplover
aggression, bur here the union gave as good as it got,
launching an audacious, mulo-pronged counterartack. The
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March in dewntown Los Angeles, CA.




SEIUs “comprehensive campaign” was relentessly
confrontatdonal from the ourser, I used all swvailable
means to build union power, including intensive research
on the strucrure and dyvnamics of the building services
industry, in-vour-face guerilla ractics that put key players
on the spot, media-orenred publicity effors highlighnng
the social justice aspect of the orgamaing, building
alliances with local polincans, lingaton, as well as
extensive rank-and-file mobilizadon, Above all, the union
developed a strategy 1o take labor our of compenton,
reorganizing itself internally to maximize is leverage over
the employers. This involved shifting from a gollection of
autonomous building service locals seartered across the
country to a natonal bullding

service division with a whut I‘Eﬂl IY
common strategy.  [he union
also hned up coneract
expiration dites across the
country, in recognition of the
fact thar the building owners
and janitoral contractors are
themselves organized on a
national basis,

When the emplovers resisted
the union’ demands in the
2000 contract round, the SEIL
was ready, It had spent che
entite previous year preparing n-nns

its membership for a stnke, uni »
educatng them abour the coonomics of the industey and
about the strategic opuons, Even before the stoke began
in Apnl 2000, the umon displaved s strength ina mass
rally and a public membership vore rejecting
management’s most recent offer. What followed was a
“rolling strike,” with strikers marching in their colorful T-
shires, each dav hirang the sereers inoa differenr past of
sprawling Los Angeles. Local polincians marched
alongside the strokers, and some even got arrested for
parucipanng 1n cvil disobedience. Other umions as well as
the L.A. County Federation of Labor were actively
involved as well The janttors won the hearts and minds
of the public, spotligheng the plight of low-wage
irmunigrant workers i1 a citv of enormous — and
conspicuously displaved — wealth, Their demand for a 31
per hour raise seemed eminently reasonable o most
Angelenos. Media coverage was highly symparhene, and
even the Catholic church got invobed,

The 2000 strike was part of a long-term sarategic plan to
restore union strength in the bullding services industrey,
ourflanking the employers and empowering an ever-
growing number of janitors. In the supermarker industry,

differentiates the
recent history of the
janitors from that of
the grocery workers,
and the SEIU from the
UFCW, is the strategic
orientation of the two |

by contrast, it was the employers who seized the strategic
edge. They planned the 2003-04 southern California
lockour like a military operation. The UFCW valiantly
sought to detend its members” middle-class wages and
benefits against this assault, bur despite the best of
intentions and a huge expenditure of resources, the
conflicr ended in an ignominious rout. Only afrer months
of traditional picketing, as it became increasingly obvious
that the emplovers would not budge, did the union begin
to develop a straregy to exert pressure against the key
corporarte players through pension funds and other peoints
of leverage. That was when bargaining finally resumed in
earnest, but apart from a face-saving provision thar
preserved the existing health
insurance workers for current
workers for two more vears,
the employers achieved all
rheir goals in the fnal
settlement

SEIU, and its Jusoce for
Janitors effort in parocular, s
often seen as an example of
“soctil movement unionism,”
in large part because of the
union'’s demonstrated ability to
maobilize workers on the
ground, That perspectve is
not S50 lT.I.'L'I.Ch 'I.'E":I'Dﬂg as
incomplete. Whar really
differentates the recent history of the janitors from that
of the grocery workers, and the SEIU from the UFCW, is
the strategic orientaton of the two unions. The janitors’
campaign was firmly predicated on an analysis of the ways
in which the world has been transformed over the pase
quarrer-century. As the grocery workers” story sadly
illustrares, any union steatesy that isn’t based on an
undersranding of that wansformaton is doomed to failure,
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