
On 3 May, 167 of the AFL-CIO’s 426employees reported to work to findthat their positions had beeneliminated. Whole divisions were beingscrapped, publications abolished, programmesterminated. Some departments were beingconsolidated, and 61 new positions beingcreated within them, but the house that AFL-CIO President John Sweeney had built was, bySweeney’s own decree, being partially torndown.Two days later, many of the staff gatheredto meet with Sweeney and his chief of staff,

Bob Welsh. Amid understandable wailing andgnashing of teeth, Welsh was emphatic aboutone point: Those who had lost their jobsshould direct at least some of their anger at acoalition of insurgent unions who had putforward various proposals to reduce the staffcomplement of the federation. Unionsrepresenting 40% had demanded that thefederation all but dismantle its existingstructure in order to devote half its resourcesto organising. Sweeney and his supporters hadrejected these moves, but now, facing thepossibility that some of those unions might

leave the federation altogether, they wereinstituting a smaller ($15m) organisingprogramme of their own, which was onereason for the retrenchments.With a sometimes-startling ferocity, unionleaders are accusing one another ofindifference to the erosion of labour’sstrength and a chronic incapacity to doanything about it. While the first accusationis largely bogus, the second is sadly true -save for a handful of unions that havetransformed themselves into successfulorganising machines. Today, the leaders of
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Union leaders in the US face huge pressure to address the crisis facing organised

labour as unionisation continues to decline – currently to 12,5% of the workforce or

7,9% if you only count the private sector. The crisis has caused huge tensions and

divisions within the AFL-CIO. Harold Meyerson reports on these developments and

the upcoming AFL-CIO conference.
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some of those unions have embarked on acampaign - which may take the form of arancorous challenge to Sweeney’s re-election- to reshape the movement along the lines oftheir own organising-oriented unions. At thesame time, some of them are threatening toleave the AFL-CIO if Sweeney prevails - aparting likely to weaken labour’s vauntedpolitical operation and possibly set unionagainst union in a scramble for members. It’sa moment of both peril and opportunity forlabour, though peril looms as much the largerof the two. 
ORIGINS OF THE TENSIONIt’s nearly a year since Andy Stern, thepresident of the Service EmployeesInternational Union (SEIU), first threw downthe challenge to Sweeney and the AFL-CIO,telling delegates gathered in San Francisco forthe union’s quadrennial convention that itwas time either to ‘change the AFL-CIO orbuild something stronger’. Of all the attacksSweeney had weathered, this might havebeen the unkindest cut. The SEIU was his oldunion, and Stern had been the youngfirebrand whom Sweeney had plucked out ofa Harrisburg, Pennsylvania local 25 years

earlier and promoted to organising director.Stern had done his job too well - while therest of the labour movement was shrinking,the SEIU doubled its membership duringSweeney’s tenure to 1.2 million, adding anadditional 600 000 new members since Sternsucceeded him in 1996. It was now thefederation’s largest affiliate, home to 11% ofthe federation’s members and source of 11%of the federation’s budget. And now Sternwas hurling ultimatums: The federation hadto put vastly more money into organising andcompel the merger of smaller unions, unableto organise, into larger ones. Either the AFL-CIO would shape up or the SEIU would shipout.And not just the SEIU. For several years, ithad allied itself with a number of otherunions with ambitious and successfulorganising programmes. The unions includedthe Labourers, headed by Terry O’Sullivan; theUnion of Needletrades, Textiles and IndustrialEmployees (UNITE), headed by Bruce Raynor;and the Hotel Employees and RestaurantEmployees International Union (HERE), headedby John Wilhelm (the latter two merging in2004 as UNITE-HERE). Alarmed by labour’sdecline, these leaders had long been calling

on the AFL-CIO to do more to address thecrisis.As early as 2002, Wilhelm asked thefederation to consider a huge campaign,beyond the capacity of any one affiliate, tounionise Wal-Mart, America’s largestemployer, whose policies and practicesreduced the living standards not only of itsown 1,2 million employees but of countlessothers at its thousands of suppliers andsubcontractors. With labour under assault,Wilhelm said, unions had to make toughchoices. The federation, he argued, should bespending 75% of its budget on politics andorganising. This was war; sacrifices wouldhave to be made. ‘We have to blow up theAFL-CIO bureaucracy,’ he told a Los Angeleslabour forum in February. ‘The staff should becut by at least 50%’.At the AFL-CIO Executive Council meetingin March, the insurgents presented theirproposal that the federation rebate half thedues (affiliation fee) payments of thoseunions with substantial organising campaignsin their core industries. If unions were togrow, every dollar not spent directly orindirectly on organising was a dollar wasted. Vegas proved to be a bloody ground. A
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coalition of unions representing 60% of thefederation’s membership beat back theinsurgents’ resolution. Led by the AmericanFederation of State, County and MunicipalEmployees (AFSCME) and theCommunications Workers of America (CWA),the majority grouping argued that seriousorganising was impossible given the erosionsin labour laws once intended to protectunions’ rights to organise. The proper goal ofthe AFL-CIO, this faction argued, should be toelect a Democratic Congress and presidentwho would pass new laws permitting workersto organise again.To that end, the executive council, in ameeting marked by rancorous exchangesbetween Stern and AFSCME President GeraldMcEntee, passed a resolution doubling thesize of its political budget. Stern, whose union has organised 49 000child-care workers in Illinois and 41 000home-care workers in Michigan, said: ‘Otherthan when jobs are going overseas there’s notan employer where - with enough time,money, and strategy - you don’t have alegitimate shot at building a union. Othersthink you have to legislate ourselves out ofthe problem - elect friendly officials, passlabour-law reform. We think you have togrow your way out of the problem.’ Stern is allbut contemptuous of those leaders whodespair of organising, calling them ‘a group ofleaders who are defeated, who believe theycan’t grow.’ 
SWEENEY UNDER THREATBy the end of the Vegas meeting, themovement’s cracks had widened to chasms.UNITE-HERE considered disaffiliation;Teamster officials talked secession, too.Sweeney returned from Vegas facing a doublethreat: Some unions were threatening to pullout, and Wilhelm was sounding out supportfor a challenge to Sweeney (whose currentterm will be up at the AFL-CIO’s Julyconvention in Chicago). The threats wereinterconnected: If Sweeney couldn’t keep theunions from leaving, perhaps Wilhelm could. In April, Sweeney’s problems werecompounded when four of the insurgentunions - the SEIU, UNITE-HERE, theTeamsters, and the Labourers - abruptlymoved to dismantle the crown jewel of the

federation’s operation, its politicalprogramme. They informed the federation thatthey were withdrawing the names of theirmembers from the AFL-CIO’s political files,the computerised list with which labourwages its national, state, and local campaigns.The action threatens to undermine theforemost voter-mobilisation campaign in theDemocratic Party’s universe. Facing mounting threats, Sweeneyresponded. The May retrenchments, heannounced were part of a massiverestructuring of the federation along the linesthat his critics had suggested. In addition tothe $15m set aside for organising, he calledfor the establishment of Industry CoordinatingCommittees to plan organising campaigns,like the Wal-Mart effort, that no one unioncould take on. ‘If this had happened two yearsago, the NUPsters would have applauded,’ onefederation insider noted. But the dissidentleaders quickly made clear that Sweeney’sreforms were too little too late and thatSweeney himself had become the issue. Thiswas made clear during a Teamster conferencein May where Stern, Wilhelm, Raynor,O’Sullivan, and Teamsters President JamesHoffa made cumulatively clear the growingintensity of the split in labour. ‘The Americanlabour movement at the level of the AFL-CIOhas lost its way,’ Wilhelm told the Teamsters. Ever since the merger of UNITE and HERE,Wilhelm had been the logical candidate tochallenge Sweeney. His credentials as anorganiser and strategist were beyond dispute.It was Wilhelm who persuaded the AFL-CIO toreverse its historic opposition toundocumented immigrants and to become, infact, the nation’s leading advocate ofimmigrant rights. Unlike Stern, he had takencare to maintain good relations with most ofhis fellow union presidents. As AFL-CIOpresidents are elected by the presidents of thefederation’s affiliated unions, and not therank and file (which means just 15 mendetermine the outcome of the election), thiswas no small virtue. For American labour, the season of bloodand knives has arrived. Longtime allies haveturned on one another; personal relationshipshave frayed. Sweeney himself, endeavouringto hold things together, ascribes some of thetension to the times. ‘We have to understand,’

he said, ‘that the political climate of the pastfour and a half years is the worst in modernlabour history. It’s made us angry andfrustrated.’ 
ATTACK ON LABOURIndeed, whole sectors of organised labour lookto be on the brink of crumbling. Airline unionsare powerless to stop the shredding of theirmembers’ contracts. The once-mighty UnitedAutomobile Workers (UAW) is stuck in anindustry whose two largest employers,General Motors and Ford, seem poised forhuge cutbacks. The Bush administration isgunning for unions as well.Even at the time of the merger, a smallnumber of labour leaders, particularly, theUAW’s legendary Walter Reuther saw thatunions had to do radically more to boost theirmembership, which had not grown as apercentage of the workforce for a decade.Reuther’s sense of urgency was not widelyshared, as Solomon Barkin, the in-houseintellectual for the old Textile Workers Union,noted in a brilliant paper, prefiguring today’sdebate, that he wrote in 1961. Unions wereresting their great organising drives of the 30sand 40s at their own peril, Barkin argued. Theeconomy was growing in those sectors whereunions were missing. Barkin’s fears proved prophetic. For 40years after the merger, the AFL-CIO, and mostof the union movement it headed, wasindifferent to organising. In the 60s effortswere made to organise public sector workersbut the decline of private-sector unionismcontinued unchecked. Not until 1995, aftertwo decades of decline, when Sweeney oustedlongtime AFL-CIO President Lane Kirkland ona platform of boosting labour’s organising andpolitical clout, did the federation even turn itsfull attention to the challenge of rebuildingthe movement. For a time, all was bright. Hiring SteveRosenthal as the AFL-CIO’s political director,Sweeney poured resources and talent into thefederation’s election work. Labour’s politicalprogramme became the model for all voter-mobilisation efforts, and by 2000, labour’sshare of the electorate had risen to 26%(from 14% in the last Kirkland-era election of1994). Sweeney created an organisingdepartment within the federation, and he
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raised the organising budget, for a while, atleast, to 30% of total expenditure and setthat goal for member unions. He told affiliateunions that labour needed to grow by amillion members a year for the next 20 yearsto regain its strength at the time of themerger.Only a handful of unions have reached the30% target, and many unions haveabandoned organising altogether. The unionsthat have made the change to organisingmode come from both the pro- and anti-Sweeney camps: the SEIU, UNITE-HERE, andthe Labourers among the oppositionists;AFSCME and the CWA among supporters; andthe American Federation of Teachers (AFT),whose presidential preference remains murky.But changing to organise entails persuadingmembers to increase their dues heavily tofund such a transformation, the hiring and/ortraining of hundreds of organisers, and thedevelopment of crack corporate researchteams. Though the AFL-CIO organisingdepartment has offered excellent trainingprogrammes, most unions haven’t beenwilling to make that leap. In the eyes of his critics, Sweeney did notpush his colleagues hard enough for change.Raynor calls him ‘a consensus builder’. WhenStern (SEIU) began arguing that the AFL-CIOshould abandon a search for consensus, adebate erupted over the how-tos of unionorganising. CWA executive vice-presidentLarry Cohen and a number of other CWAleaders criticised the SEIU for top-downorganising, arguing that educating andmobilising the rank and file, through a systemof hyperactive shop stewards, is the only wayto ensure union democracy and growth. In theCWA’s view, the SEIU moves more like anarmy than a democratic union. But it moves. Cohen’s arguments aren’tentirely wrong, but they are prescriptions fordisengagement with the bulk of the Americanworkforce until such time as the law changesor American workers revolt en masse. 
SWEENEY’S SUCCESSORAs president of HERE since 1998, Wilhelmbuilt what is surely the leanest union staff ofany major international, hiring organisers and

corporate researchers in part through savingsachieved by killing off other departments(health and safety among them). Wilhelmtaking over the AFL-CIO might be a little likea guerrilla leader who’s fought in the hills formany years finally occupying the capital. Wilhelm’s critics complain that his unionis not merely lean but understaffed anddisorganised, that Wilhelm’s record as amanager leaves much to be desired. In manyways, a Wilhelm presidency would be less thenegation of Sweeney’s than its logicalsuccessor. An articulate speaker as well as askilled negotiator, Wilhelm would provide thekind of public presence labour needs if it is tobecome more of a movement and less of arickety federation incapable of the kind ofdeath-defying organising campaigns it needsto survive. But Wilhelm has yet to declare hiscandidacy. With most federation presidentsstill supporting Sweeney, the dissidents’campaign plan - other than to threaten thedissolution of the federation should Sweeneybe re-elected - remains unclear. ‘SEIU fouledup this campaign from the beginning,’ oneunion leader said, when Stern raised thespectre of disaffiliation during the union’sconvention in July of 2004. While the 71-year-old Sweeney is wellliked personally by labour leaders across thespectrum, it was by no means a given that hecould have engendered support for anotherterm as AFL-CIO president before the currentcontroversy began. When he took office in1995, he pledged he’d serve for ten years, andit was widely expected he’d step down thisJuly.A few union presidents fairly bristle withcultural resentment at Stern, and, to a lesserdegree, Raynor and Wilhelm, whom they seeas having set themselves up as hip leaders inan otherwise square movement. ‘Why didthey do the NUP (a short-lived rebel coalitioncalled the New Unity Partnership) thing atall?’ one leader wonders. ‘It came off as aclique, as guys who thought they were betterthan everybody else.’ On 16 May, a group of union leaders metto discuss alternatives to Sweeney. This groupincluded the presidents of the AFT, the UFCW,

the Fire Fighters, and the InternationalBrotherhood of Electrical Workers. It’s by nomeans a given that these unions wouldsupport a Wilhelm candidacy, but themeeting raised the prospect of yet anotherinsurgency and even deeper problems for theAFL-CIO’s current administration. 
WAY FORWARDIf Wilhelm and unity do not prevail, whatthen? Whether the SEIU will disaffiliate byitself or with others is as yet unclear. Someunion leaders believe that the SEIU is bluffingin order to gain leverage for Wilhelm’scandidacy. If the dissident unions were todisaffiliate and set up a rival federation, whatwould be its guiding principles? The dissidentunions may all argue for the imperative oforganising, but while the SEIU, UNITE-HERE,and the Labourers have transformedthemselves into kick-ass organising machines,the Teamsters and the UFCW have made nosuch transition. Similarly, the five unionsoccupy a fairly broad political spectrum.Whatever the case, the act ofdisaffiliation is sure to complicate the life ofthe AFL-CIO’s state federations and centrallabour councils that wage their political andlobbying campaigns with money and activistsprovided by the SEIU. The biggest question iswhether disaffiliation will help labour grow.The resources that the SEIU would gain fromnot paying AFL-CIO dues come to a littlemore than $10m a year - real money, but asmall fraction of the SEIU’s total organisingbudget. Labour needs to pool its resources,not divide them, to have even a chance togrow. It needs to redirect resources fromunions and sectors and states where unionshave maintained a presence to those sectorsand states where they do not yet exist. Itcannot wait until labour law is reformed tobegin this project. Labour’s present business,if it does not organise, is the business ofdying.
This is an edited version of an article entitled‘Labours’ Civil War’ written by Meyerson who iseditor-at-large of The American Prospect. Thearticle appeared on The American ProspectOnline, 25 May 2005.
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