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At Work; A Union Buster Confesses 

By BARBARA PRESLEY NOBLE 

FOR years, unions have complained that companies do not fight honorably when they fend off organizing drives. Instead, the unions say, the tactics range from questionable to scurrilous. For years, unions have grumped that the legal system favors business, blunting all of labor's potential strategic arsenal, including the strike, and fostering loopholes the size of Henry Frick's art collection for the bosses to prance through. For years, unions have accused companies of using the National Labor Relations Board to delay, undermine, disrespect and generally sashay around enforcement of the National Labor Relations Act. 

Tish tosh, labor's adversaries said. Unions were (choose one, two or all): whiny, wimpy, ineffective, irrelevant, delusional. 

Sometimes, it turns out, many of labor's paranoid fantasies are true. In "Confessions of a Union Buster," soon to be published by Crown Books, Martin Jay Levitt recounts his 20-year career as a Pinkerton-in-pinstripes who subsidized a spectacular and turbulent life style practicing "preventive labor relations," the Orwellian circumlocution for the art of keeping a company union-free. 

Mr. Levitt entered the field in the 1960's as a young man with no particular feelings about unions but with a desire to use his considerable wits and smooth manner to get ahead. He was, in his own view at least, one of the multimillion-dollar industry's best talents, stiffing coal miners here, health care workers there, and caught up in the money and intellectual pleasure of the pursuit. 

The pursuit often began in a regional office of the N.L.R.B., where petitions for representation are filed by local unions. Mr. Levitt culled company names and then set out to persuade the company it had a problem that required his services, at several hundred dollars a day for an open-ended period. 

Mr. Levitt said in an interview last week that some companies were so eager to keep out unions that he is certain they paid him many times what it would have cost to improve wages or working conditions. "They were obsessed," he said. "They think unions pose a threat to control of the company. They don't want an intruder." 

Once in a company, Mr. Levitt typically turned the front-line supervisors, the nominally-management buffer between the company and its workers, into his foot soldiers. During a campaign in the early 80's at a coal company, Mr. Levitt homed in on the supervisors, most of whom were strongly allied, by kinship and tradition, with the United Mine Workers of America, and forced them to take the company line home. Those who refused or responded half-heartedly eventually lost their jobs. 

The struggle went on for months while the company -- with Mr. Levitt as its puppetmaster -- maneuvered. He said he filed delaying petitions with the N.L.R.B., provided legally mandated information on employees in barely usable form to the union, engaged in a disinformation campaign by mail and, with personal information gathered by eavesdropping, spread rumors about pro-union employees. By the time the union lost, families and whole communities had been devastated. Lest anyone think that Mr. Levitt's tactics were common only in so-called dirty industries like coal, with their bloody histories of inharmonious labor relations, he points out that he has worked for every type and size of company. "I worked for religious organizations, for nonprofit charitable organizations. It didn't matter what the cloak of business was. The sentiment was universal." Did companies know how dubious some of his ploys were? "They were aware of 90 percent," he said. "It didn't matter what we told them. They went along." 

As he admits in the book, which he wrote with the help of Terry Conrow, Mr. Levitt skated so close so often to the boundary between licit and illicit behavior, in both his business and private life, that the line's existence came not to matter much. He appears to have taken few legal or moral restrictions seriously, and was usually awash in cash, if living from paycheck to paycheck. 

His attitude toward the banking statutes got him in far more trouble than any dirty trick he ever played on a union. Eventually Mr. Levitt went to jail for writing bad checks, an interlude that had no visible effect on his ability to do business, and later pleaded guilty to failing to report a crime, namely, that his wife -- now ex-wife -- had committed insurance fraud so she could buy a Jaguar. 

Was Mr. Levitt a bad apple, or is the field inherently slimy? He seems to take a compromise view that his more unfortunate personal proclivities meshed -- greased by scotch and vodka -- with the tendencies of a wormier-than-thou business. He claims alcohol allowed him to avoid his conscience for many years and admits his book is an act of contrition for victims of his campaigns. 

Mr. Levitt, who is 48, says he now lives a sober life. For the last five years he has been a consultant on union-busting to unions. He thinks his knowledge will help expose what is still a thriving business and hopes it will contribute to the fight for labor-law reform. But his biggest contribution may be in helping union people feel they aren't crazy. 

