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Whither Norma Rae? A Face-Off Over Unionizing Rules
By Tom Zeller Jr.
New rules for unionizing?
A new version of legislation dubbed the “Employee Free Choice Act” — a bill heavily supported by labor unions that foundered in committee during the last Congress — was introduced in the House last night. At its heart, the measure seeks to amend the National Labor Relations Act and allow for a more “efficient system to enable employees to form, join, or assist labor organizations.” 

In practical terms, that means that workers would be able to unionize simply by having a majority sign up. As labor law is currently written, employees must hold a government-supervised secret ballot in order to form a union. 

With the new Democratic sway in Congress, odds are good for passage in the House, Reuters reported, but things are less certain in the Senate. The measure has some staunch opponents, including the United States Chamber of Commerce, which Reuters said was preparing a marketing campaign to defeat the bill. 

“I think people can understand the hypocrisy of the unions pretending to protect workers’ rights, but taking away the secret ballot to decide if they want a union,” Randel Johnson, the chamber’s vice president for labor policy, told Reuters. Opponents of the bill argue that in the absence of a secret ballot, workers would be submitted to harassment and intimidation by union organizers. But the AFL-CIO, the largest labor organization in the United States, is mounting its own push. Writing at the AFL-CIO Web site today, the union’s president John J. Sweeny said: “Management-controlled balloting does not allow workers the freedom to make their own choice about whether to have a union. Its one-sided rules give the boss all the power and all the choices.” And James P. Hoffa, president of the Teamsters Union, chimed in as well, issuing his own statement today:
The current system is broken. Workers, after expressing their desire to form a union, usually endure nasty, bruising, and lawyer-dominated elections, as the employer fights to block its employees’ choice.

The University of Illinois at Chicago’s Center for Urban Economic Development released a study in December 2005 that found outrageous instances of employer resistance when workers decide to form a union: 30 percent of employers fire pro-union workers; 49 percent of employers threaten to close a worksite when workers try to unionize; 82 percent of employers hire union-busting consultants to fight organizing drives; and 91 percent of employers force employees to attend anti-union meetings one-on-one with supervisors.

Not only is a process that allows such intimidation outrageous, it’s anti-American. According to a recent Cornell University study, three-quarters of Americans think employers should be neutral in union elections. More than 50 million Americans are interested in joining a union, but lack fair mechanisms to do so.

The percentage of workers in unions is down to roughly 12 percent — the lowest in more than 60 years, according to Times coverage of the looming legislation in December. 
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The American culture emphasizes individual effort and achievement. We are socialized into believing that we should all strive to make it, or fail, on our own.

Paradoxically, we accept the idea that capital can and should be pooled for greater success and power, but we reject the idea that labor should likewise be pooled. The notion that employees should act collectively to increase their bargaining power has never gained acceptance amongst the American workforce. At best, it’s as “European” an idea as big government, acceptable in the big cities of the Northeast but widely rejected elsewhere.

The only time unionism became widespread here was in the Depression, in the most extreme of economic conditions, and under a law (the original NLRA) that only forbade employer unfair labor practices. Irrespective of illegal immigration, union labor as a percentage of the workforce has steadily declined since World War II, and will continue to do so unless and until we fundamentally change the way we socialize our youth into this society. 

— Posted by Paul '52

http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2007/02/06/whither-norma-rae-a-face-off-over-unionizing-rules/
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