














that have not generally been able to achieve the level of
unity and discipline required for such multi-union
campaigns.

This is the third structural conundrum that confronts
building trades leaders struggling to revitalize their
movement. Each of the fifteen building trades affiliates
would probably concede that they cannot individually

otganize their own craft in the nonunion industry and

Many building trades
leaders admit...that
there are simply too
many affiliates in the
unionized sector of the
industry.

expect to survive as an island of strength in a sea of
weakness, This recognition has fueled a number of multi-
union organizing efforts in the construction industry in
the last ten years. The most notable was the Building
Trades Organizing Project (BTOP), which was conducted
in Las Vegas, Nevada, between 1997 and 1999, during a
building boom. This ambitious undertaking was informed
by a grand scheme of cooperation and coordination
among fifteen different affiliates and helped increase
membership in the Las Vegas building trades from 18,820
to 25,400. But it was exceedingly difficult to devise a
common organizing strategy that each affiliate pursued
with equal fervor and dedication. At the end of the day,
the voluntary nature of affiliate participation meant that
cach union ultimately chose its own path. In some cases,
unions genuinely embraced the project’s mission; the
Roofers, for example, organized hundreds of
untrepresented immigrant workers and unionized the
largest open shop roofing company in the state. But in
other cases, a rhetorical commitment to organizing was
not reflected in real world activity and some affiliates
abandoned the project when it was convenient to do so.
The voluntary nature of the building trades structure — at
the local and national levels — precluded the possibility of
establishing and enforcing clear standards of
accountability and discipline that multi-union organizing
campaigns like BTOP require.

Would individual affiliates voluntarily divest some of their
own power and invest it in a building trades formation
that would then possess the legitimate authority to

coordinate multi-union activity? Would affiliates be willing
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to collectively determine a set of standards that each
would adopt? Would they consider common standards
requiring the commitment of sufficient resources and
Would

they allow a more powerful building trades council to hold

skilled staff to organize in their core jurisdiction?

each affiliate accountable to meet those agreed upon
standards? Does the experience of coordinated
bargaining, for Project Labor Agreements for example,
provide a model that might be transferable to the
challenge of coordinated organizing? ‘T'hese are questions
worth exploring

Some argue that this intrinsic weakness of building trades
councils compounds the fourth structural problem: the
mismatch between the craft based unionized sector and
the actual organization of work in the dominant nonunion
sector. Many building trades leaders admit — though
rarely for public attribution — that there are simply too

many affiliates in the unionized sector of the industry.

Historically, these affiliates grew out of well-defined crafts
and have jealously protected their jurisdictions for over a
hundred years. But this rigid craft orientation, and the
fifteen affiliates it supports, poses a two-fold problem.
First, work in the unionized sector of the industry has

evolved in ways that sometimes blur these craft lines.




Without a strategy for union growth, the frequency and
intensity of jurisdictional disputes within the unionized
sector have increased. Unionized projects are sometimes
delayed because individual affiliates fight over which trade
will install a particular building component. As a
consequence, the costs of union construction rise and the
principle of cross-trade solidarity is threatened. Second,
when building trades unions attempt to organize the
nonunion market, they discover that their strict craft
jurisdictions are neither reflected nor respected in the
organization of open shop work. It is not as if specialty
contractors employing individual crafts are not present in
the nonunion sectot of the industry. But there are not
fifteen separate and distinct
crafts. The structure of the
building trades — with fifteen
different affiliates — does not
match the structure of the
nonunion industry that must
be organized.

Some building trades leaders d
are convinced that their own crossroadas.
movement is at a crossroads.

How might they proceed? The Building and Construction
Trades Department could establish a national “Futures
Committee” to explore a broad range of strategic issues
that are critical to the future of construction unionism.
The committee could be comprised of leaders who believe
dramatic change is needed and could be charged with
making a set of recommendations after several months of
deliberations. The committee’s work could be very
inclusive: leaders and staff of national as well as local
unions; state and local building and construction trades
councils; and outside experts and allies.

A Futures Committee could help answer important
questions:

- What innovative strategies are needed to organize
the nonunion segments of the industry, including
the vast residential market and the growing
immigrant workforce?

- How can organizing activity be expanded and
elevated to a pace and scale necessary to re-
unionize the industry?

- What kinds of internal changes and capacity
building are needed within individual affiliates?

- Should national building trades unions be
restructured so they can more effectively organize
regional, national, and even global contractors? If
s0, what structural changes make the most sense?

- To the extent that rebuilding union density in

Some building trades
leaders are convinced
that their own
movement is at a

construction will require nationally coordinated,
multi-union organizing campaigns, what is and
ought to be the proper role of the Building and
Construction Trades Department and its
constituent councils?

- What, if any, standards — in terms of organizing
resources, capacities and strategies — should
national and local affiliates be required to meet in
order to retain a jurisdictional claim to work now
being done in the nonunion sector?

- If consolidating some of the fifteen building and
construction trades unions into fewer affiliates
would facilitate organizing
nonunion construction, what
would be the fairest way to
effectuate strategic mergers?

- What can building trades
unions do differently to
decisively reverse their
declining power in the
industry?

A Futures Committee that
seriously grapples with these and other questions and
recommends bold and thoughtful proposals could make a
significant contribution to union renewal. Any course of
action designed to re-establish the power and presence of
unions in the construction industry will be fraught with
risk. But the risk of inacton is far greater. Our nation’s
construction workers — union and nonunion, alike — need
and deserve a revitalized building trades union movement.

Editor’s note: An annotated version of this article is available
at www.socialpolicv.org. A longer version of this article, co-
authored with Mark Erlich, of New England Regional Council
of Carpenters, will appear in Labor History.
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