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nations nurtured local industries by limiting imports through tariffs, and
states owned industries considered key to a country’s economic devel-
opment. National sovereignty severely limited capital’s mobility. Today,
global financial deregulation instituted through international trade
agreements has changed the landscape for capital. Capitalists have
spent the past thirty years perfecting their ability to maximize profit
and minimize risk at everyone else’s expense.

Labor, however, has been slow to develop adequate responses, since
by definition it is less mobile than capital or technology. While labor
concentrated on protecting its position in national economies, those
economies were dissolving into one giant global industrial structure
linked by fiber-optic communication lines.

Not long ago, most trade unionists could leave international affairs
to an obscure bureau at the AFL-CIO and a handful of union officers.
While everyone pledged allegiance to “international solidarity,” in fact,
international labor activity was considered peripheral to the central task
of surviving the “Reagan Revolution” at home. Union budgets as well
as strategies reflected their lack of commitment to international soli-
darity and still do.

Labor activists did not immediately connect the “Reagan Revolu-
tion” to a global shift. The Reagan agenda reached far beyond U.S. bor-

“It’s not my fault! He bumped my arm and then poof...20 billion
Deutsche marks disappeared into Antarctica!”
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ders. It was an international agenda instituted through free trade agree-
ments and the structural adjustment programs of the World Bank and
the IMF. The international “Reagan Revolution” took power out of the
hands of publicly accountable governments and put that power into
highly centralized but unaccountable private economic forces.

In keeping with its national perspective, the labor movement initially
responded to job loss and foreign competition with a “Buy American”
campaign. Very poignant TV ads still use the slogan to try to stem the
tide of imported textile goods. While these ads are somewhat effec-
tive, all this strategy buys is a little time, at best. It does nothing to pre-
pare American labor for the world that is emerging, nor to cope with
the forces that pit U.S. workers against Mexican, Chilean, Indonesian,
or Chinese workers to the detriment of all. However appealing, this
strategy is in the end a loser, for it loses valuable time to organize for a
changing world.

For better or worse we are part of a global economy and our strate-
gies for the future must take that into account. Whether we are in the
private sector or public, in agriculture, manufacturing or services, what
happens to workers in other countries has an immediate impact on our
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Global integration of the 1990s requires that labor
strategies change, and quickly.

T

own job security, and our ability to organize or negotiate meaningful
contracts. That impact can come from corporate investment decisions,
terms of a trade agreement, sudden shifts in commodity prices, or the
conditions of an international development bank loan. But whatever the
source of that impact, it is quickly felt in the U.S. by a wide range of
workers and communities.

The global integration of the 1990s requires that labor strategies
change, and quickly. For each hesitation leaves labor weaker against its
primary antagonist, the multinational companies who scour the world
for maximum leverage against workers and governments. Labor’s response
must include: international as well as domestic labor rights advocacy;
ratification of ILO conventions as well as domestic labor law reform;
information sharing among unions in the same company in several
countries; solidarity with threatened labor activists overseas or near at
hand; and challenges to transnational companies through communities,
states, stockholders, and consumers.

Labor needs to join hands with communities that are buffeted by
extortionary corporate threats. Labor and environmental groups need




Confronting Global Power 98

to recognize their common interest in broadening international envi-
ronmental and health and safety standards so that evasion of regula-
tion is less of an enticement to corporate flight. Most important, however,
labor needs to work toward the twin goals of universal labor standards
that protect the rights of independent unions within the global trad-
ing system, and international collective bargaining.

INDEPENDENT UNIONS AND UNIVERSAL LABOR STANDARDS

First, let’s consider the question of independent unions. Why target
this first? Without independent partner unions in the countries where
multinationals move, we cannot develop an international labor strat-
egy. We discovered this stumbling block during the fight on NAFTA.
Mexico’s largest union federation, the Confederacion del Trabajadores
Mexicano.(CTM) was not sufficiently independent of the government
to speak with its own voice during the NAFTA debate. Having survived
and flourished as a part of Mexico’s ruling structure, it had become
dependent on that apparatus and could only echo the Salinas-govern-
ment position. Whatever internal fights the CTM leadership may have
had within the ruling party, it could not risk its relationship with the
government by joining forces with the AFL-CIO or the Canadian Labor
Congress.

Some in Mexico thought this lack of international solidarity was due
to irreconcilable differences between U.S. and Mexican labor’s needs.
They argued that Mexican workers had to preserve their cheap wage “com-
parative advantage” in order to benefit from the trade agreement. How-
ever, the small independent unions allied with the non-government-related
Frente Autentico del Trabajo (FAT) took a different stance. FAT rejected
the notion that Mexico’s comparative advantage of low labor costs
should be preserved by nonenforcement of labor law. The independent
Mexican unions worked with labor and other civic organizations in the
U.S. and Canada. By doing so, they helped the U.S. labor movement
take an approach to trade that was international in perspective, rather
than one focused solely on questions of national interest. We were all
stronger for it.

Preserving and strengthening independent trade unions must be our
top international priority. Setting international labor standards that
protect independent union autonomy and free associational rights is an
important part of an international labor agenda. (See the article, “...And
the Twain Shall Meet?,” p. 51, for an in-depth discussion of interna-
tional labor standards.)

In addition to pressing for the inclusion of labor standards in inter-
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national trade agreements, the labor movement should support other
policy proposals currently before Congress. For example, there is a bill
now pending before Congress that would enforce a corporate code for
the overseas operations and contracts of companies that receive gov-
ernment contracts or export services. Bills barring the import of goods
made by exploited child labor have been introduced in both the House
and Senate annually for the past five years, without action by the pow-
erful Trade Subcommittees, and without commitment to their passage
by either the Bush or Clinton administrations.

Development Banks

The Mexican disaster, long in coming, was essentially the product of
policies forced on that country by the IMF and the World Bank since
1982. Mexico is not alone in feeling these pressures, the impact of which
has been devastating for the labor movement in many countries. In
much of Africa and Latin America, the trade union movement was
strongest in precisely those areas of the public sector targeted for pri-
vatization. In most instances, privatization has meant the dismantling
of trade unions, the loss of collective agreements, and the “flexibiliza-
tion” of the workforce. (See the article, “Privatization Bites,” p. 77.)

The IMF and World Bank continue to push governments to gut their
labor laws and privatize their state sector companies. Last summer,
however, the U.S. Congress passed a law which requires the U.S. rep-
resentative at these institutions to use voice and vote to advocate for a
reversal of these policies, and to screen all projects to make certain they
were not undermining the basic rights of workers. For this law to be effec-
tive, the trade union movement needs to actively provide information
and analysis to the U.S. executive directors of the banks about the
impact of structural adjustment loans on various countries’ work forces.
Then, it needs to monitor the government’s use of this information
and hold it to faithful enforcement of the law. Such a process is not easy,
but in terms of affecting the labor rights of workers around the world,
it may be one of the most important ways to work.

Labor Solidarity

Policy work — getting and enforcing laws that link international eco-
nomic activity to protection of international labor rights — is a neces-
sary start. However, without strong actions of labor solidarity among free
unions, it won'’t result in many gains for workers, either at home or over-
seas.

One important solidarity action is cross-border organizing. Other
articles in this issue detail efforts at cross-border organizing, whether
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by Mexican unions providing assistance to workers in Wisconsin or U.S.
unions helping Colombian mine workers. These efforts are relatively new
for U.S. unions (although Samuel Gompers was said to have learned
much from his counterparts who were active in the Mexican revolution).

Other cross-border efforts are underway in other parts of the world.
The AFL-CIO’s Asian American Free Labor Institute has given crucial
assistance to women garment workers in Bangladesh. Last December
these workers formally inaugurated the first independent, women-led
autonomous labor union in that country’s history. Dutch unions are
also providing help for a very beleaguered attempt to organize a non-gov-
ernment-run union in Indonesia. Canadian unions have a long history
of solidarity and assistance to unions in Latin America - often to unions
in countries where U.S. trade union presence was caught up in Cold
War politics, such as Nicaragua, Chile, Cuba, and El Salvador.

sl

Global companies are vulnerable to labor pressure on a
scale never seen before — but the global labor movement
must get itself coordinated to exert that pressure.

*

Individual plant-level solidarity actions have also been important.
Earlier this spring the Kirkwood Company in Mexico City, an auto parts
firm that moved much of its operation to Mexico, attempted to force
its workers to accept a pro-company union rather than choose repre-
sentation by a FAT-related union. When workers resisted they were
fired. Workers from Kirkwood’s Cleveland plant went to Mexico City
to strategize with the embattled union leaders about the company,
using their experience to help their brothers and sisters cope.

Similarly, for several years the U.S./Guatemala Labor Education Pro-
ject has worked in Guatemala with garment and coffee plantation work-
ers to strengthen their communication and contacts outside the country,
as well as to collaborate with them in the filing of petitions in the
Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) program and to bring labor
delegations from the same companies in the states to meet with them.
These cross-border contacts have strengthened labor solidarity on both
sides.

Efforts are underway, however, to limit labor’s international solidar-
ity actions as evidenced by the last decision rendered by the Bush admin-
istration’s National Labor Relations Board against the International
Longshoreman’s Association (ILA). At the request of the ILA, the Japan-
ese longshoreman’s union announced its intention to refuse to off load
cargo from a port under dispute in an organizing battle. But, the National
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Labor Relations Board found that the ILA violated secondary boycott
restrictions by pursuing this campaign and slapped the union with mil-
lions of dollars in damages. This decision is an outrageous attempt to
apply U.S. law to activities which are legal in Japan and undertaken by
an independent Japanese entity. The ruling has just been overturned
by the U.S. Appeals Court in Washington, D.C. and sent back to the
NLRB for reconsideration. The case, however it is decided, demon-
strates the extent of corporate America’s fear of international labor sol-
idarity.

Joint Collective Bargaining

Moving from solidarity and support to joint action has proved more
difficult. Negotiations in different countries take place with different
rhythms, in conjunction with different political or corporate timeta-
bles. Some initial steps are underway, as various international trade
union secretariats (ITSs) sponsor global consultations of workers belong-
ing to the same multinational, such as Nestle or Unilever. Fact-shar-
ing, comparing of collective agreements and negotiating strategies, and
sharing company data across national lines are useful first steps. But before
long we anticipate that unions will discover internationally what U.S.
unions are finding domestically: negotiating with plants that are mak-
ing key components for assembly in other countries can be much more
effective than targeting assembly plants or autonomous operations.

Forty percent of all international trade consists of intra-company
transfers from one unit of a company to another in a different country.
This form of global integration means that a few corporations are pow-
erful on a scale never seen before. It also means that global companies
are vulnerable to labor pressures on a larger scale than ever before — but
the global labor movement must get itself coordinated to exert that
pressure.

The struggle for justice for working people is global. Labor strategies
which ignore that reality will not succeed in doing more than buying
small amounts of time. If labor wants to construct the future, rather
than simply react to it, it will have to move aggressively on a global
scale. Time is not on its side. Achievement of international labor stan-
dards that are a part of the rules of trade and finance is a critical start.
Coordinating the use of these standards with international negotiating
strategies will turn around the race to the bottom we are currently expe-
riencing. We can infuse the brave new world of high-tech global eco-
nomic integration with justice and equity. u



