
UNIONS MATTER TO CED, &

CED MATTERS TO UNIONS

I’m wearing the shirt my sister gave me as

I write this. It says: “No justice, no

peace.” This was the rallying theme of

OPSEU’s province-wide strike against

the arris government earlier this year,

which sought fairness and dignity for pub-

lic sector workers in the government’s

deficit-reduction exercise. Like labour’s

work stoppages in London and Hamilton,

the OPSEU strike gave courage to many

Ontarians that collective action is possi-

ble in the late 1990s.
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“NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE:” A

GLOBAL PRINCIPLE

“No justice, no peace” is a principle that

holds true everywhere on the globe. The

much vaunted global economy, heralded

noisily and ad nauseam in the business

media, has generated many benefits for

big corporations and elites, but is not

delivering a better life to the citizenry at

large. In both developed and developing

nations, a backlash is building against glo-

balization and neo-liberalism. The recent

riots in the streets of Paris were but an

early round of a wider economic battle

that is being enjoined by the employed

and unemployed in many parts of the

world, and organized labour is at the cen-

tre of this effort. Mainstream politicians

are picking up these strains of resistance,

and have begun (cautiously, though!) to

call for business to behave in a more so-

cially responsible man-

ner, especially by saving

and creating more jobs,

and to share more of the

pain of restructuring

with workers and com-

munities.
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Even the World Bank,

a leading advocate of

market economics, has

recognized the danger-

ous imbalance at play to-

day. In its 1995 report,

Workers in an Integrating

World, the Bank suggests

that market reforms will

succeed only when gov-

ernments establish a

framework of industrial

relations that safeguards workers’ rights

and introduce labour market policies pro-

moting flexibility and mobility, “design-

ing transfers targeted to the casualties of

transformation, and by adopting certain

measures designed to help workers find

employment.”
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This approach clearly re-

lies on a state that is, rather than merely

minimalist, an active player in managing

economic change and working with labour

as a legitimate social actor.

A broader perspective is offered by the

International Institute for Labour Stud-

ies, an arm of the International Labour

Organization, in a series of publications

on poverty and the ILO, prepared for the

World Summit on Social Development.

The IILS argues for “an approach which

combines both socially-sensitive macro-

economic policies with the more direct

policies associated with the promotion of

employment and distribution of assets

and income towards the poor.”
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These

strategies must address -

in a co-ordinated fash-

ion, at the same time -

both the organized,

high-wage, formal econ-

omy and the unorgan-

ized, low-wage, informal

economy, which co-exist

in all nations, regions

and localities. This pol-

icy mix therefore must

include, at the macro-

level, expenditures and

transfers to ensure social

security and social con-

sumption, and, at the

micro-level, measures to

provide credit, training,

advice and labour mar-

ket access for the unemployed and vul-

nerable groups.

CED MATTERS TO UNIONS

In fact, as often happens, current practice

runs well ahead of these policy recom-

mendations. Demonstrating that CED
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matters to unions, organized labour has

worked hard to build innovative new

models of employment and enterprise

development in workplaces and commu-

nities across Canada and the United

States. These initiatives seek to create

opportunities in both the formal and in-

formal segments of the economy, and

they offer considerable promise. Here are

some:

Labour-Sponsored

Venture Capital Corporations

After the current RRSP season, labour-

sponsored venture capital corporations

(LSVCCs) - publicly-traded venture eq-

uity funds sponsored by unions and la-

bour centrals and supported by

government tax breaks - will control a very

substantial proportion of all private ven-

ture capital in Canada. The 1996 federal

budget reduced tax credits to individuals

who buy shares in these funds, and the

remarkable asset growth enjoyed in re-

cent years by LSVCCs is, accordingly, ex-

pected to slow. Now the focus is on the

funds making impacts, through their in-

vestments, on job-generation and produc-

tivity gains by their investee-firms.

Available evidence suggests that, where

such funds take their public policy man-

date seriously, significant impacts are

generated at the firm level.
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Notably, five funds (Québec’s Solidar-

ity Fund, B.C.’s Working Opportunity

Fund, the Crocus Fund of Manitoba, First

Ontario Fund, and New Brunswick’s

Worker Investment Fund) have signed an

agreement to pursue socially-responsible

policies that will encourage job creation

and retention, regional development,

employee participation and ownership,

high-performance work processes, busi-

ness-labour co-operation, and environ-

mental protection. While most of the

impacts of LSVCCs will be concentrated

on SMEs in the formal economy, these

five funds in particular are likely to be

willing and able partners in CED initia-

tives in the informal sector, as well.
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Other Forms of

Worker-Directed Capital

As Jack Quarter’s excellent new book,

Crossing the Line shows, organized labour is

active in designing and implementing

other mechanisms for mobilizing worker-

directed and worker-friendly capital to

create and retain jobs.
7

Expert invest-

ment corporations, which channel pen-

sion-fund money into viable SMEs in

specialized technical areas, such as ma-

chine-tool manufacturing, have been de-

signed. Unions have also carried out

research on social investment funds that

would lend money for affordable housing

and environmental projects.

Furthermore, pension funds co-man-

aged by unions in the construction trades

in British Columbia have for many years

invested in real estate and construction

projects that employed their members.

The Vancouver Land Corporation, under

broad union ownership, channelled pen-

sion funds into urban development and

housing projects, as well. On the east

coast, the Cape Breton Labourers Devel-

opment Company uses a benefits fund to

finance housing construction for the

families of labourer-union members.
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In fact, the more general issue of how

trusteed pension funds can be brought

under greater employee control, to create

rather than decimate employment, is

emerging as an increasingly important

challenge for unions today.
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Pension funds presently finance job

loss through mergers, acquisitions and

downsizing processes, and shareholders

and management profit handsomely. But

the employees who lose their jobs and

homes and hope for the future because of

corporate manoeuvres financed by work-

ers’ deferred wages see no sense in this.

Alternatives can only be achieved through

political pressure and legislative change,

as well as through actions by individual

pension funds where unions already have

a significant role in fund governance.
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Social Entrepreneurship

In the absence of positive responses on

jobs and business development from mar-

ket forces, unions have increasingly be-

come involved in social entrepreneurship,

that is, actually creating or growing busi-

nesses that sustain employment for their

members and other community resi-

dents. The term “social entrepreneur-

ship” may be controversial in some union

circles, but the role it-

self is becoming less so.

To date, private-sector

unions have taken this

route more than public-

sector ones, but labour

leaders in both sectors

have been supportive.

One key strategy for

social entrepreneurship

by unions has been the

promotion of employee

ownership. Crossing the

Line examines the high-

profile worker buyout

by 6,000 employees of

Algoma Steel in Sault

St. Marie, Ontario, led

by the Steelworkers.

Also reviewed in the

same book is the case of

CETAM, a worker-co-

operative ambulance

company in Québec supported by the

Confédération des syndicats nationaux.
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University of Saskatchewan’s Richard

Long is tracking 20 Canadian cases of

substantial employee ownership, most in-

volving unions, originating from various

circumstances, including distress, re-

structuring, or owner-retirement.
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In

Ontario, the Canadian Co-operative Asso-

ciation has promoted the use of worker

cooperatives in public-sector restructur-

ing.

Access to adequate capital is crucial for

successful worker ownership, and some

LSVCCs, particularly the Crocus Fund

and the First Ontario Fund, view them-

selves as friendlyequitypartners toworkers

engaged in viable buyouts and start-ups.

Long and others have called for the fed-

eral government to set up a national clear-

inghouse on employee ownership to

support and expand the impact of this

strategy. Further research on the impacts

of employee ownership on productivity

and financial performance at the firm

level is required in the future, as well.
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Another strategy of

organized labour for so-

cial entrepreneurship is

economic conversion.

In the United States,

under the Clinton Ad-

ministration, federal

funds have been pro-

vided to states and la-

bour groups to convert

production from mili-

tary to civilian uses. In

Washington State, for

example, a local union of

the International Asso-

ciation of Machinists

and Aerospace Workers

(IAM) has created a

community develop-

ment corporation to de-

velop new businesses

and partnerships in al-

ternative products that

will maximize IAM members skills and

sustain their jobs, which until now have

been totally reliant on defence contracts.

A national network on economic conver-

sion in the U.S. is supported by a news-

letter, the Economic Conversion and

Development Update, published by the

Center for Economic Conversion in Cali-

fornia.
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A third strategy for social en-

trepreneurship is the formation by labour

centrals of economic development and

job retention committees. Again, in

Washington State, the State Labor Coun-

cil has established just such a committee,

which sponsors workshops on job creation

and employee ownership, lobbies for new

legislation and in-state procurement poli-

cies, nurtures business networks, and

even recently brokered negotiations be-

tween a unionized manufacturer and a

unionized customer in the shipbuilding

sector. “Being at the front-end of busi-

ness development should give unions an

advantage in fostering innovative rela-

tions between workers and manage-

ment,” writes one participant in the

Washington initiative. “Unions can advo-

cate the high performance workplaces

they want, rather than merely reacting to

management proposals. Initiating net-

works and establishing community devel-

opment corporations gives labor in

Washington additional tools . . .”
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Another approach to social entrepreur-

ship is the formation of labour-commu-

nity coalitions. The interests of

community residents, whether they are

members of unions or of the chamber of

commerce, are closely aligned when local

jobs are at stake. Organized labour can,

should and does join forces with local

governments, business leaders, and relig-

ious and social groups, to save jobs. In

Canada, this has happened often in the

case of single-industry towns, though not

always with successful results. In the

United States, there is now a national

organization, the Federation of Industrial

Retention and Renewal, which groups 30

local labour-community coalitions that

promote participatory planning for a

“high-wage, high-skill future.”
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The Calumet Project for Industrial

Jobs was especially active in fighting plant

closings in northwestern Indiana in the

late 1980s. A new book, Fighting for Jobs,

assesses the experience of that labour-

community coalition in five plant closure

cases, and finds that one of the keys to

successful fightbacks was defining the is-

sue in terms of community welfare rather

than in corporate or private market terms.

Another key success factor was mobilizing

sufficient political pressure to persuade

Organized labour has

built innovative

models of employment

& enterprise develop-

ment in workplaces &

communities across

Canada & the United

States, creating

opportunities in both

the formal &
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the economy.
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government to play a role as a populist

intervenor in alliance with worker and

community interests. The book con-

cludes that labour-community coalitions

can bring new strength to unions and offer

a new avenue through which unions can

activate their membership, and that un-

ions, for their part, represent an ally of

importance to community activists in in-

dustrial regions.
16

Work Organization

Trade unions have also worked hard at

finding ways of increasing worker partici-

pation in decision-making in the work-

place which do not diminish or

undermine the process of collective bar-

gaining. In the private sector, the Com-

munications Energy and Paperworkers

Union, for example, has played a leading

role in testing such workplace innova-

tions. Research on high-performance

work-practices by Queen’s University

and the Canadian Labour Market and

Productivity Centre indicates that

worker participation and gain-sharing,

flexible work processes, and family-

friendly corporate policies all contribute

to increases in enterprise productivity

and economic performance.
17

On the other hand, labour must remain

vigilant in light of management efforts to

relentlessly scale back labour costs. The

Canadian Autoworkers, for instance, have

studied the automotive industry’s shift

from “lean production” to “agile manufac-

turing,” which “threatens to make many of

the trades redundant by absorbing more

and more of the workers’ skills and experi-

ence into computer software programs.”
18

Concludes the CAW’s Bruce Roberts:

“Effective workplace technology

committees that have input into

the design and implementation of

the new technology, and that advo-

cate for worker-centred techno-

logical change, are critical in order

to effectively confront the chal-

lenges imposed by agile manufac-

turing.”
19

CEP union educator D’Arcy Martin

has likened labour’s participation in

workplace reorganization to taking down

the wall that separates workers from man-

agement and their decisions. “We’re more

comfortable pounding on doors,” he says.

The role of labour education, he argues,

involves “[s]tanding back to take in the

full dimensions of the

wall.... Then we have to

gain a critical perspec-

tive on our traditional

ways of thinking about

management.”
20

Monitoring Systems

for Plant Closings

The current velocity

and sophistication of

capital flows today are

unprecedented, and it

is difficult (though not

impossible) to track

corporate strategy and

tactics on a global basis.

However, it is also true

that workers and citi-

zens are experts in their

own workplaces and

communities. They are

well-positioned to

monitor corporate ac-

tions at the local level.

The experience of Chi-

cago’s Midwest Center

for Labor Research has

shown that union members on the shop

floor, union research departments, mu-

nicipal governments, and community

groups can work together to build effec-

tive early-warning systems to monitor and

deter possible plant closings. Recently,

labour councils in Toronto and Kingston

have taken steps to build similar capacity

in those localities.

The Midwest Center has worked

closely with CED groups and has main-

tained a focus on several issues, including

the quality of jobs retained or created, and

the quality of links between enterprise

development efforts and the commu-

nity’s overall development strategy. The

Center has advocated what it calls a

“manufacturing-centric” approach to

CED, emphasizing local ownership and

control of manufacturing firms as the

foundation for further community devel-

opment.
21

UNIONS MATTER

TO CED

To be sure, CED practi-

tioners operate in a dif-

ferent world than

industrial and public-

sector unions. CED-

generated jobs have

tended to be low-wage

and non-unionized and

lodged in fragile and

very small enterprises,

either individually or

collectively owned.

CED professionals

themselves often strug-

gle for a paycheque, not

to mention the partici-

pants in their projects.

Almost by definition,

CED has been on the

margins of the economy,

and this has spawned a

particular culture and

set of expectations in

the field.

Organized labour’s experience and

culture are very different. Unions have

independent sources of power and

money, while CED groups, in Canada at

least, have been heavily dependent on

government grants. Unions serve large

memberships, while CED projects typi-

cally involve small numbers of people.

Unions are political structures with com-

mand systems and intense rivalries

among one another. By and large, al-

though there are turf problems in the

CED sector, there is nevertheless consid-

erable commitment to openness, inclu-

CED practitioners

operate in a different

world than industrial

& public-sector

unions. CED-

generated jobs have

tended to be low-wage,

non-unionized &

lodged in very small,

fragile enterprises.

But they share a

cause: economic

justice, dignity

& social peace.
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siveness, and non-hierarchical communi-

cation. Despite these and other differ-

ences, unions and CED share a common

enemy: the destabilizing and disabling

pain caused among the population by re-

structuring due to globalization and neo-

liberalism. And there is common cause:

economic justice, dignity and social

peace.

The struggle for this cause promises to

be long, and it will demand permanent

solidarity and great endurance. As OP-

SEU’s President, Leah Casselman, has

said though, it is important just “know-

ing that you are not fighting alone, and

knowing that others have fought and

have survived.”
22

No justice, no peace. CED matters to

unions, and unions matter to CED.�
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