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Jonathan Kissam, historian and Communications Director for United Electrical Workers
Union, digs into the past for some ideas for the future, in a post originally written for their

website blog.

In 2016, presidential candidate Donald Trump stood in front of the Carrier manufacturing
plant in Indianapolis and promised Carrier’s workers that he would save their jobs. In 2017,
as Republicans in Congress prepared a massive tax giveaway to corporations and the
wealthy, they named their bill the “Tax Cuts and Jobs Act,” promising that the beneficiaries
of their largesse would turn around and invest that money in creating good jobs.

Donald Trump was elected president, and 1300 Carrier workers lost their jobs anyway. The
Republican tax giveaway passed, yet job growth has been lackluster. It turns out that
corporations’ insatiable desire for low-wage and non-union labor cannot be restrained by a
couple of presidential tweets, and that cash-rich corporations, if given more cash, will
simply use it to enrich their managers and stockholders.
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Furthermore, the problem facing working people in the U.S. is not just lack of jobs, but lack
of good jobs. The loss of jobs at Carrier was such a blow to their local community because
they were good, union jobs, paying $30 per hour and under a Steelworkers contract.

In the Midwest, one of the areas considered hardest hit by economic insecurity, and where
the jobs issue helped propel Trump to victory in the swing states of Pennsylvania, Ohio,
Michigan, and Wisconsin, unemployment among working-age adults is actually slightly
lower than in the rest of the country. A recent report by David Madland of the Center for
American Progress concludes that “[w]hile the Midwest—along with the rest of the
country—could use additional jobs, what is especially plaguing the region is a lack of strong
wage growth. Since 2000, Midwestern workers have experienced the worst wage growth of
any region in the country.”

If presidential bluster and tax cuts don’t produce good jobs, what does?
Trade, Tariffs and Industrial Policy

The most obvious culprit in the loss of good jobs over the past several decades has been so-
called “free trade.” The enactment of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
and the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) during the Clinton
administration, and similar free trade agreements with Central America (CAFTA) and South
Korea (KORUS FTA) negotiated during the George W. Bush administration, helped
companies move hundreds of thousands of jobs to countries with lower wages, labor
standards and environmental protections. In many of these countries, wages are low in part
because right-wing governments have violently suppressed the labor movement, often with
financial and military assistance from the U.S. government.

Furthermore, companies have used the mere threat of relocation to defeat union organizing
drives and extract concessions from organized workers. NAFTA and other free trade
agreements have driven down the standard of living of U.S. workers not only through the
direct loss of jobs, but because they have changed the balance of power between bosses and
workers.

A renegotiation of NAFTA that raises labor standards would be an important step in
stopping the continued loss of jobs. The current Canadian government, elected with crucial
support from UE’s Canadian allies in Unifor, has put forward proposals that would
significantly improve the wages and bargaining power of Mexican workers, thus removing
one of the incentives for U.S. and Canadian corporations to move jobs to Mexico. They have
also proposed NAFTA provisions that would prohibit “right to work” laws in the U.S., as an
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unfair limitation on the bargaining rights of U.S. workers.

President Trump repeatedly made headlines this year by imposing tariffs on the import of
steel and aluminum from Canada, Mexico and the European Union, solar panels and
washing machines, and a wide variety of goods from China. Tariffs — taxes on imported
goods — are the bluntest instruments of trade policy and, as the UE General Executive
Board declared in March, ‘Protectionist measures in a capitalist economy of global “free”
trade are not adequate tools for building a sustainable US infrastructure and improving the
lives of workers.’

While imposing tariffs on other countries may feel good after seeing corporations move so
many jobs overseas, it will not bring jobs back to the U.S. Manufacturing industries that rely
on steel, and will be hurt by the tariffs on imported steel, employ far more workers than
steel-producing ones — by some estimates, as many as 80 times as many. The retaliatory
tariffs imposed by Canada, the EU and China in response are already leading to layoffs.
Most importantly, tariffs will not improve the low wages and poor working conditions of
workers in Mexico, China, or anywhere else — the real reason corporations move jobs.

The statement adopted by the GEB in March points out that:

What American workers need is not partial half-measures, but a trade and
industrial policy that is based on international cooperation, respect for workers’
rights, and environmental sustainability — one that raises living standards for
workers across industries and across borders through investment in
infrastructure, jobs and social programs.

Without a conscious and coordinated policy to boost manufacturing employment across
multiple sectors, tariffs merely protect certain sectors at the expense of others.

Recent research by the pro-worker think-tank The Century Foundation lays out what could
be an industrial policy that would actually revive American manufacturing:

e Public investment and innovation policies that provide the basis for productivity
growth — investing in the kind of infrastructure that has been demonstrated to be
more effective in supporting small and medium manufacturing enterprises than the tax
cuts favored by most politicians.

* A commitment to education and training, not only through investment in K-12
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education and making college more accessible, but also in helping those who don’t get
a college degree develop and maintain the skills necessary for a modern economy,
including greater public support for apprenticeships, vocational education and sectoral
training partnerships.

e Labor standards and social supports, including increasing the minimum wage,
protecting workers’ legal rights to overtime pay, expanding workers’ right with new
legislation on maximum hours and fair scheduling, and, most importantly, greater
legal support for organizing and collective bargaining.

A Tale of Two States

Reviving the manufacturing sector is important, but manufacturing is not the only provider
of good jobs. A study by David Cooper of the Economic Policy Institute looks at the
economic performance of two similar Midwestern states, Wisconsin and Minnesota, to
assess the overall impact of state-level policies on jobs, wages and benefits.

Wisconsin and Minnesota (both home to UE members) were chosen for the study because
“the two states’ geographic proximity—as well as their similarities in population,
demographics, culture, and industry composition—make comparing outcomes in Wisconsin
versus Minnesota a useful natural experiment.”

They were also chosen because, since 2010, their governments have pursued different
political agendas. Governor Scott Walker of Wisconsin came to national prominence in
2011 when his ultimately successful attempt to strip public-sector workers of collective
bargaining rights provoked a weeks-long occupation of the state capitol building, but he and
his Republican supporters in the state legislature have also pursued a host of other anti-
worker policies, including passing a so-called “right to work” law, handing massive tax cuts
to corporations, and cutting funding for public education and social services.

In contrast, Minnesota’s Governor Mark Dayton has raised the minimum wage, supported
workers’ rights to organize, and expanded unemployment insurance, access to paid sick
days, and healthcare access. Together with a Democratic state legislature, he has raised
taxes on the wealthy and used them to finance projects that benefit the common good, such
as infrastructure, education, and aid to low-income families.

Minnesota, the state which has pursued policies that are much more in line with UE policy,
has seen better job and wage growth than Wisconsin by nearly all measures. Specifically,
the report found that:
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* Job growth since December 2010 has been markedly stronger in Minnesota than
Wisconsin;

e From 2010 to 2017, wages grew faster in Minnesota than in Wisconsin for workers at
every wage level;

» Gender wage gaps shrank more in Minnesota than in Wisconsin;

e Median household income and median family income both grew faster in Minnesota
than in Wisconsin;

» Minnesota made greater progress than Wisconsin in reducing both overall poverty and
child poverty;

» Minnesota residents were more likely to have health insurance than their counterparts
in Wisconsin; and

e From 2010 to 2017, Minnesota has had stronger overall economic growth than
Wisconsin.

A National Program for Good Jobs Now

While the so-called “Tax Cuts and Jobs Act” of 2017 did not produce many jobs, it did
demonstrate one thing: the so-called “fiscal conservatives” of the Republican Party are
anything but. Former Republican strategist Bruce Bartlett noted in an op-ed last fall that
“if Republicans are willing to increase the deficit by $1.5 trillion, let’s use that money for
something the country really needs that will create a vastly greater number of jobs. That is a
giant infrastructure program.”

The Congressional Progressive Caucus, in their “People’s Budget” for Fiscal Year 2019,
have proposed exactly that. The People’s Budget calls for investing nearly $2 trillion (over
ten years) in infrastructure, in order to “eliminate our lead-contaminated water system,
address our overburdened mass transit system, and rebuild our schools, crumbling roads,
and bridges.” The budget also “transforms our fossil-fuel energy system to ensure our
children have an inhabitable planet, and provides funding for worker re-training and
apprenticeship programs.” The Economic Policy Institute’s analysis of the People’s Budget
estimates that, if enacted, it would create 1.8 million jobs.

In addition to investing in infrastructure, there are other actions that Congress could take
immediately to improve job and wage growth. Guaranteeing every U.S. resident the right to
healthcare through a single-payer, “Medicare for All” healthcare system would remove a
significant cost from businesses, freeing up resources for wage increases. Providing free
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college tuition and guaranteeing retirement security by expanding Social Security into a
true universal retirement program would also put more money in working people’s pockets,
growing the economy. All of these policies are popular with the American people — a Kaiser
Family Foundation poll in March found that 59 percent of Americans support Medicare for
All, and support for free college tuition is even higher.

Facing the Climate Crisis: An Opportunity to Create Millions of Good
Jobs

Considering the stronger storms, increased flooding, longer heat waves, crop damage, and
sea level rise caused by global warming, delegates to UE’s 75th Convention last August
demanded “massive investments by state and federal governments and U.S. businesses to
convert to a clean-energy economy and create millions of good jobs in the process.” UE has
joined a wide variety of labor, community, environmental and Indigenous organizations in
demanding a “just transition,” one which guarantees that workers who are displaced from
occupations like coal mining are guaranteed job training and new, good jobs in the
renewable energy sector.

The good news is that the transition to a clean-energy economy has the potential to not just
replace jobs lost in fossil-fuel-based industries, but create far more new jobs. Transitioning
to renewable energy, a cleaner transportation system, and a more energy-efficient built
environment will require new manufacturing capacity to build equipment and vehicles,
drivers and maintenance workers for expanded public transportation, and all sorts of
workers in the building trades, as well as electricians, engineers, architects and technicians.

Various UE allies have put forward concrete, workable plans to achieve this. The Off Fossil
Fuels Act introduced by Congresswoman Tulsi Gabbard, and endorsed in June by UE’s
General Executive Board, would cut greenhouse gas emissions by 80 percent while creating
jobs in the renewable energy sector, establishing clear pathways for renewable energy
workers to exercise their right to join and organize a union, and providing wage and benefit
protection and job training for workers in the fossil fuel industry.

Working with economist Frank Ackerman, the Labor Network for Sustainability and the
environmentalist group 350.org have put together a “Clean Energy Future” plan that would
cut greenhouse gas emissions by 80 percent by 2050, while creating half a million jobs,
primarily in manufacturing and construction. The Clean Energy Future plan focuses on
transforming the electric system, creating jobs in energy efficiency programs, renewable
energy production, and auto manufacturing (making electric cars). In addition, by providing
savings to working people in the form of lowered energy costs, the Clean Energy Future
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stimulates the economy as a whole.

Trade unionists in Great Britain have laid out an even more ambitious plan for 1.5 million
climate jobs, while cutting their country’s CO2 emissions by 86 percent. The Campaign
Against Climate Change Trade Union Working Group’s 2014 plan proposes to establish a
National Climate Service that would directly create one million jobs in renewable energy,
transport, and construction. They estimate that this would generate a further 500,000 jobs
at the companies that would manufacture products and provide services to the National
Climate Service. A similar plan in the U.S., whose economy is more than seven times the
size of Great Britain’s, could easily yield ten million new jobs.

Crucial to a just transition to a clean energy future is a policy initially demanded by UE
members in the 1970s, and now given greater urgency by the climate crisis: public
ownership of the energy industry. Trade Unions for Energy Democracy, of which UE is a
member, states in their working paper “Preparing a Public Pathway” (2017) that “only a
planned, coordinated, publicly driven approach to investment [in renewable energy] has a
credible chance of delivering the dramatically scaled up deployment of renewable power
that we urgently need.” Only public ownership can protect a successful transition to
renewable energy — necessary for our very survival as a species — from the caprices and
whims of private profit-chasing owners, of the kind that have subjected so many UE families
and communities to disruption and dislocation from layoffs and plant closings over the past
half-century.

Collective Bargaining: The Not-So-Secret Ingredient for a Thriving
Economy

As UE members know from long experience, employers — even those who are accountable
to voters or the members of cooperatively-owned businesses — do not create good jobs out
of the goodness of their hearts. In order to ensure that job-creating policies translate into
real improvements in working people’s standard of living, collective bargaining is absolutely
necessary.

Extensive research backs this up. A May 2018 study by four economists, looking at newly-
available data on union membership, demonstrates that high rates of unionization during
the 1950s and 60s were crucial to the lower rates of economic inequality during that period,
and that the benefits of unionization were especially important for women and people of
color.

David Madland, a senior fellow and the senior adviser to the American Worker Project at
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American Progress, argues in the April 2018 paper “Wage Boards for American Workers”
that

Collective bargaining ... plays a critical role that is hard, if not impossible, to
replicate. Collective bargaining directly gives workers power to negotiate for
better working conditions. Other policy solutions increase worker power
indirectly, meaning that their ability to raise wages depends on an additional
course of action that may not always take place.

As an example of “courses of action that may not always take place,” Madland explains that
while tighter labor markets in theory provide individual workers greater “bargaining power”
with their employers, that depends on workers being willing to constantly “shop around” for
new jobs.

Eliminating “right to work” laws, strengthening protections for workers who are organizing
a union in their workplace, and protecting the collective bargaining rights of public-sector
workers in every state are therefore all critical parts of a program to create good jobs. The
Workplace Democracy Act, introduced by Senator Bernie Sanders in May, would achieve
many of these goals.

However, Madland goes further and suggests that, in order to effectively bring the benefits
of collective bargaining to all workers, the government should create “wage boards” that
would bring together employer and worker representatives, under government supervision,
to set wage floors across entire industries.

In the 1940s, when 100 percent of GE and Westinghouse workers were organized by UE,
unions were able to use the U.S. system of “firm-level” bargaining to set patterns across
entire industries. However, decades of structural changes in the economy, contracting-out
and moving work to non-union locations, and flat-out union-busting have reduced the
effectiveness of firm-level bargaining, and few if any unions have the power to set wages for
an entire industry.

As Madland points out,

Firm-level bargaining has become even less effective in recent years as
companies have contracted out work and directly employed fewer people. As
firms’ structures change, workers often have trouble negotiating with the firm
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that is actually in charge and increasingly risk receiving lower pay and losing
benefits when their employer changes.

Wage boards would also provide the benefits of collective bargaining to workers who cannot
effectively engage in “firm-level” bargaining under the National Labor Relations Act, either
because they work in industries dominated by small workplaces (such as fast food or
domestic work), or are considered “independent contractors” (such as taxi and ride-share
drivers). Organizations like the National Domestic Workers Alliance and the New York Taxi
Workers Alliance have had some success in raising wages and setting labor standards for
domestic workers and taxi and ride-share drivers through legislation at the city and state
level, a good precedent for establishing formal wage boards in those industries.

Former CWA President Larry Cohen, who currently chairs the board of Our Revolution and
addressed UE’s most recent convention, endorsed the idea of sectoral bargaining in an
article in New Labor Forum, and pointed to the recent teacher strikes as an example.
“Rather than negotiating with each school district, teachers in the four states with strikes,
at least to some extent, and with varying results, were able to negotiate statewide, not only
on key issues affecting them but also on state funding of education.” Matt Breunig of the

People’s Policy Project has argued that sectoral bargaining is the “One Big Idea” that can
effectively solve unemployment.

UE’s History of Fighting for Worker-Led Economic Planning

Building the political will to enact a bold jobs program will be a challenge — but UE
members can look to our own history for examples that were far bolder than what is being
put forward by politicians and most unions today, and were nearly successful.

Historian Rosemary Feurer’s book about UE District 8, Radical Unionism in the Midwest,
1900-1950 (University of Illinois Press, 2006), describes how District 8 leaders engaged the
broader community in forward-thinking programs for jobs before and after World War II, as
conversion to and from war production threatened economic dislocation.

District 8 was based in St. Louis and encompassed Missouri, Iowa, Kansas, Arkansas,
southern Indiana and southern and western Illinois. As the U.S. government began
mobilizing for the war in 1941, the policy of awarding defense contracts overwhelmingly to
large corporations, combined with restricted production of consumer goods, threatened to
devastate the small- and medium-sized manufacturers who employed the bulk of District 8’s
membership.
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In Evansville, Indiana, where UE had initiated an organizing drive in 1938 among multiple
shops, UE leaders launched a campaign to “Prevent Evansville from Becoming a Ghost
Town” that quickly gained support from Evansville’s mayor, William Dress. According to
Feurer,

District 8’s tentative proposal called upon union and civic and business leaders to
request the establishment of a federal program that would “be administered
through joint and bona fide union-management-government cooperation” at the
local level. It would ensure that before reductions in the production of consumer
goods were instituted, government must give enough primary war contracts and
subcontracts to “take up the slack” of unemployment caused in cities such as
Evansville. It also proposed that laid-off workers would get “first claim on jobs
with other companies in the community,” while excessive overtime would be
eliminated until unemployment was reduced. (p. 140)

UE’s program for regional economic planning for jobs had appeal in Evansville and across
the industrial Midwest. Mayor Dress, at UE’s urging, organized a conference in Chiacago of
1500 delegates from 500 Midwestern towns for a conference on economic

priorities. Although only 80 of the delegates were from labor — 54 of them UE members —
District 8 President William Sentner reported that the delegates “were depending on the
labor people to help steer the meeting. Before it was over, labor was not only steering it, but
was giving it tone and direction.”

As a result of UE agitation, Evansville and Newton, Iowa (where UE had organized the big
Maytag plant) were named “Priority Unemployment Plan” areas, which, according to
Feurer, “attempted to coordinate the transition from consumer goods production to defense
contracts on the community level ... Under these plans, companies would keep workers
employed and provide training to upgrade workers’ skills in the transition to war work, in
part through the use of unemployment insurance funds.” (p. 141)

After Pearl Harbor, the vast increase in war contracts, combined with the tighter labor
market created by so many working people joining the military, lessened the urgency of
combating unemployment. Sentner’s vision of expanding this grassroots, community-based
approach to economic planning for jobs was never taken up nationally by the labor
movement, as he had hoped. Nonetheless, the prestige of the successful Priority
Unemployment Plan helped UE win representation elections in Evansville during the war,
and as the war wound down, Sentner and other District 8 leaders revived their models of
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community-based jobs campaigns to address the far greater challenge of post-war
conversion back to a peacetime economy.

— ]

UE District 8 Shop delegate conference, 1944, St. Louis, where rank and file workers
voiced concerns for jobs and desire for job planning.

In 1944, District 8 held five conferences on “Community Leadership for Reconversion and
Postwar Employment” throughout the district. Two men and two women were elected from
each factory department in UE shops to discuss what UE members thought the post-war
economy should look like, and guests were invited from government, churches, community
organizations, and African-American and women’s groups. Conference attendees not only
demanded government planning to guarantee continued high levels of employment after the
war ended, they also contested the notion — widely promoted by employers — that the large
numbers of women who began working in factories during the war wanted to give up their
jobs after the war. Instead, UE members demanded the provision of nurseries and other
forms of assistance so that women who wanted to raise a family could continue to work, as
almost all UE women in attendance at the conferences expressed as desire to do.

UE members concerned themselves not only with the number of jobs that would be
available, but also whether they would contribute to the broader social good of building a
democratic society. Feurer reports that:

Sentner called for planning for an economy that would create more interesting
jobs and suggested that one part of this planning would involve reducing working
hours to thirty per week. “We will have a 30 hour week as a policy because when
we increase the American standard of living it does not just mean buying so
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much as more time for study, development of family life, more time for
recreation, physical development of American men and women.” (p. 161)

Sentner also stressed the importance of “advancing democratic opportunities” for African-
American workers who “will not willingly leave their industrial jobs ... to take menial jobs
and domestic service,” the only kind of work that had been available to most African-
American workers before the war. (p. 162)

The Road Not Taken: Jobs, the Environment, and the Missouri Valley
Authority Campaign

UE District 8 members combined their demands for good jobs with a forward-thinking
environmental vision in one of the most visionary labor campaigns in American history, the
campaign to establish a Missouri Valley Authority. In 1944, the Missouri River flooded
dramatically, causing over $110 million in damage and prompting calls for government
action to control flooding.

Various corporate interests and government bureaucracies saw this as an opportunity to
propose “flood control” plans that would massively re-engineer the natural river. The U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers, close to shipping interests, proposed making the river deeper in
order to accommodate navigation, while the Bureau of Reclamation proposed an additional
series of dams and reservoirs to provide irrigation to corporate agribusinesses operating in
the upper part of the valley.

UE saw this as an opportunity to instead put forward a plan that would address both
economic and environmental concerns, and would bring together working people, farmers
and small businesses throughout the region. Drawing on the popularity of the Tennessee
Valley Authority, UE District 8 produced a pamphlet called One River, One Plan, calling for
the creation of a Missouri Valley Authority (MVA) which would have broad authority to
engage in economic and environmental planning for the region. Half a million jobs would be
created directly through irrigation, electrification, soil conservation and reforestation
projects, with the MVA employing workers directly at union wages. Widespread
electrification would create demand for products made by UE members, boosting
employment as war contracts ended. Flood control through soil conservation and
reforestation — rather than massive geo-engineering projects — would address the concerns
of small farmers and rural communities throughout the region.

The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), created by Congress in 1933, was widely seen at the
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time as a model of decentralized, democratic planning. A publicly-owned entity, the TVA
pursued economic development, flood control, electrification and recreation projects
throughout the Tennessee Valley. TVA hired workers directly rather than through
subcontractors, and recognized labor unions. (The TVA still exists and remains the largest
regional planning agency of the federal government.)

President Roosevelt proposed creating other river-based planning authorities in the 30s, but
was stymied by corporate opposition to such “socialistic” schemes. UE proposed to counter
corporate influence with a broad community campaign that would unite labor, farmers and
consumers.

Legislation to create the MVA was introduced in August 1944. The idea was endorsed and
prioritized by the national CIO, as well as by AFL and building trades bodies throughout the
region. The 250,000-member National Farmers Union enthusiastically embraced the idea
and used the UE pamphlet as an organizing tool. The MVA also won support from the
Cooperative League, whose two million members advocated for public power, and the
Consumers Cooperative Association. President Roosevelt endorsed the MVA, and a summer
1945 poll indicated that 75 percent of people living in the Missouri Valley supported the
project.

Despite such a groundswell of support, corporate forces were ultimately successful in
derailing the MVA and preventing its passage. The Army Corps of Engineers and Bureau of
Reclamation hastily merged their proposals into what became the Pick-Sloan Flood Control
Act of 1944, allowing opponents to claim that the MVA wasn’t necessary. Opponents also
engaged in the same red-baiting used against UE in this period, claiming that the proposal
was “socialistic” and “un-American,” even going so far as to produce an anti-MVA pamphlet
called “Totalitarianism on the March.” Meanwhile, red-baiting attacks against Sentner and
other leaders of District 8 meant that UE — by far the largest CIO union in St. Louis, and
the key leader of the diverse coalition supporting the MVA — was increasingly consumed
with defending our very existence.

The defeat of the MVA was not only a loss to the working people of the region. The Pick-
Sloan Act led to the seizure and flooding of over 200,000 acres of Native-owned land (over
20 percent of the land requisitioned for flood-control projects throughout the valley), and
the displacement of over 1,500 Native Americans. The dam and reservoir projects favored
by Pick-Sloan over soil conservation eliminated the millions of cubic feet of silt the Missouri
had previously dumped into the Mississippi. The lack of this silt led, by the 1990s, to the
disappearance of barrier islands in Louisiana, contributing directly to the destructiveness of
Hurricane Katrina in 2005.
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Looking Ahead: A Democratic Economy

According to Sentner, the MVA proposal was wildly popular with UE members, and “caught
on like no pork chops issue ever did.” UE members wanted their union to address wages
and working conditions, but also the quality of jobs and the quality of life for working
people. Feurer writes that Sentner’s

visionary hopes for the postwar period resonated with many industrial workers ...
Many of these same workers shared Sentner’s enthusiasm for recreational
activities such as fishing in Missouri’s rural regions. They showed concern not
only for jobs but for a broader enhancement of life in the postwar world. (p. 166)

The MVA proposal was a vision of a democratic economy. It sought to improve the lives of
working people through the creation of an entity that was publicly owned, and accountable
to an advisory body made up of representatives from labor, farmer, business and citizens’
groups. Its purpose was not to create profit, but to meet the needs of the people and
communities of the Missouri Valley. And its proponents envisioned that, through widespread
unionization, workers would have a high degree of control over their workplace —
something District 8 shops had been militant about during the war, as they won cases at the
National War Labor Board that management saw as demanding a share in “managerial
functions,” and engaged in community-based campaigns to force employers to hire more
African-American workers.

The dominant model of economic development for the past four decades has not been
democratic, and it has failed working people. Corporate ownership, profit-seeking, and
workplace authoritarianism have produced only rising inequality and looming ecological
disaster. The UE Policy “A Just Economy for All,” passed by delegates at last summer’s
convention, notes that:

The U.S. faces an increasing income and wealth gap. The proportion of wealth
held by the top 0.1 percent is almost as great as in the late 1920s prior to the
Great Depression. Since 1980, the average income of the top one hundredth of
percent more than quadrupled, while the bottom 90 percent had no change after
inflation. During our current period of “recovery” 95 percent of all growth of has
gone to the top 1 percent.
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The policy further declares that “[flundamental political changes are needed to reverse this
massive inequality of wealth.” Activists, policy experts and pro-worker politicians are
increasingly putting forward projects and proposals to make the economy more democratic,
by promoting alternative models of ownership, pursuing purposes other than profit, and
increasing worker control over the workplace.

In Great Britain, the Labour Party has put forward a report on alternative models of
ownership that recognizes that

The predominance of private property ownership has led to a lack of long-term
investment and declining rates of productivity, undermined democracy, left
regions of the country economically forgotten, and contributed to increasing
levels of inequality and financial insecurity. Alternative forms of ownership can
fundamentally address these problems.

The report urges government policies that would promote a mixture of cooperative
ownership, municipal and locally-led ownership (in which enterprises are jointly owned by
local stakeholders), and democratized national ownership. Recognizing the shortcomings of
the British experience with nationalizing industries, Labour instead looks to the model of
“the French nationalisation programme in the 1940s ... where for the newly nationalised
electricity and gas corporations, the 12 person board was made up of four appointees from
the state, four from technical and expert groups (including two to represent the consumer
interest) and four trade union representatives.”

Breunig, of the People’s Policy Project, has proposed a national social wealth fund, modeled
on similar (and successful) funds in Norway and Alaska. The social wealth fund would be
collectively owned by the American people, and could be used to both provide social
benefits and exercise democratic control over the companies that it invests in.

The Alaskan fund, established in 1976 under a Republican governor, typically pays
dividends of between $1,000 and $2,000 to every Alaskan citizen, including children, every
year. Norway'’s social wealth funds, including its global wealth fund which has grown to $1
trillion in assets in its 20 years of existence, are used both to fund Norway’s generous social
welfare state and to steer its economy in a more democratic direction. Breunig points out
that Norway “has combined high levels of state ownership with full employment, mass
unionization, and a generous welfare state to create one of the best societies in the world.
American policymakers would be wise to move in the Norwegian direction.”
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In Cincinnati, the Cincinnati Union Co-op Initiative is developing the infrastructure to build
a family of unionized worker cooperatives, with several already in existence and more in
various stages of developments. These cooperatives — like the UE worker co-ops New Era
Windows in Chicago and Collective Copies in Western Massachusetts — are owned by their
workers (or, in the case of a neighborhood grocery store currently in development, co-
owned by workers and consumers). They serve socially useful purposes like providing
healthy food, child care, and renewable energy. And the workers — even those who have not
become owners yet — are guaranteed a voice in their workplace through their unions.

UE District 8’s Missouri Valley Authority proposal could easily be revived and modernized,
and combined with elements of the British proposal for a National Climate Service. A
network of regional Just Transition Authorities, publicly owned and accountable to
communities and workers, could be set up to address the specific carbon-reduction and
employment needs of different regions of the country.

UE members have an important role to play in the fight for good jobs and a democratic
economy. UE’s history demonstrates that working people, organized into democratic, rank-
and-file unions, can imagine new ways of doing things, guided by values of solidarity and
democracy. Let’s get to work.
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