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AMERI CAN LABOR | N | NTERNATI ONAL LEAN PRODUCTI ON
by Ki m Mbody

The decline of organized | abor as a social force in the
United States now appears so old in origins and so advanced in
toward finality as to defy any |linkage with particular econom c
ci rcunstances or periods. Yet, there is a difference between the
decades of the 1950s through nost of the 1970s when econonic
growt h and industrial mgration sinply outstripped a conpl acent
| abor movenent, on the one hand; and the era of dramatic economc
change and restructuring that becanme evident in the 1980s when
| abor's ranks in the U S. first dropped in absol ute nunbers, on
the other. Somewhere in the late 1970s, the U S. politica
econony passed fromthe era of Keynesi an-based |iberal or
corporatist statismto that of neoliberalism |Increasingly, much
of the world followed suit in both policy and practice.

The era of neoliberalismcan be described as that of a
rapidly accelerating internationalization of econonmic |life and
t he subsequent increase of world market forces; the
transformati on of the Keynesian or corporatist state through
deregul ati on and privatization linking donmestic markets to
i nternati onal market forces; the al nbst constant reorganization
of business through nergers, acquisitions, and divestnents under
the pressure of conpetition; and the spread of a new production
par adi gm general ly known | ean production that constantly attenpts
to adapt to these forces. Taken together these changes have | ed
to a world in which market forces are both nore powerful and
vol atile. The bulk of this paper is concerned with the inpact of
| ean production on workers and their unions, particularly in the
U.S. But sone background on the international context is required
to understand the dynanmics of | ean production itself.

THE NEW WORLD ECONOMY

The first aspect of the new world econony is, in fact, an
ol d one. Despite decades of investnent in and trade with the
econoni ¢ South, the world renains characterized by uneven
devel opnent and severe econonic inequality. The proportion of
worl d (market econom es) manufacturing output within the CECD
(devel oped) nations of the North was 85.4%in 1970 and 81.6%in
1988 (World Bank 1988: 236-237) That is, the devel oped industria
nations | ost |ess than 4 percentage points of output in al nost
two decades. Looking at world trade (anong the market economi es),
t he devel opi ng econoni es increased their share of world
manufacturing trade from 11%in 1966 to 14%in 1986. Mst of
these shifts were accounted for by 6 devel oping countries (United
Nati ons 1990: 70).

One result of this persistent unevenness is the huge gap in
i ncomes between the OECD nations and the rest of the world. While
per capita GNP averaged $21,530 in the CECD countries in 1991, it
was $2,480 in the "middle i ncome" nations and a di sastrous $350



in the low incone countries of Africa and Asia (Wrld Bank 1993:
238-239). In terns of hourly rates of compensation costs, workers
in the more industrialized countries of the econom c South made
only a fraction of those in the U S. In 1990, with U S. hourly
costs in manufacturing in Mexico were 12% of U. S. costs, in
Brazil 18% and in the Asian NICs 25% (U.S. Departnent of Labor
1991: 5). Econonic integration overlays this deep divide as
investment is attracted to | ow wages. Indeed, this North-South
divide is a highly visible and provocative feature of

i nternational production and the energing system of econom c
regions. Indicative of capital's attraction to this enornous cost
gap is the growth of FDI inflows to devel oping nations from $25
billion in 1987 to $40 billion in 1992 (UNCTAD 1993: 16).

The second key el enent of the energing global econony is the
central role of FDI in both trade and the structure of the new
econonic order. FDI outflows fromthe devel oped nations grew at
four times the rate of exports from 1983 t hrough 1988 (Juli us:
14) . Thus, the trade boom of that period was |argely investnent
driven. The bulk of this trade and the investnent that drove it
originates and term nates in the OECD nations. Indeed, it is
estimated that the OECD nations account for 98% of all Foreign
Direct Investnent (FDI) (Council of Econom c Advisers, 1991: 257)
and that 5 nations (U. S., UK , Japan, France, and Gernmany)
account for 75% of that (Julius: 22).

Following fromthis is the dom nant role of the
transnati onal corporations (TNCs) as channels and regul ators of
econonmic activity. It is estimated that the TNCs now control 70%
of merchandi se trade. Sonme 40% of this trade is intra-firmtrade
conducted within the channels of individual TNCs (World Bank
1992b: 22-23). This is not, however, a world of nonopolists. The
nunber of TNCs has grown and, by virtually all accounts, the
| evel of international conpetition is extrenely high--one of the
mai n factors behind the gl obal "downsizing" novenent of these
same corporations.

What is nost inportant about the influence of the TNCs on
the world econony, however, are the patterns of FDI they have set
and the energing systens of international production that result.
As the United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel oprment has
shown, regionally-based systens of international production have
formed around the najor econom c powers to create a Triad of
econoni ¢ regions: the European Union, the North Anerican Free
Trade Agreenent, and the nmore informal system of |inkages between
Japan and East Asia (UNCTAD 1993: 166-176). Although trade,
particularly intra-firmtrade, tends to follow these FD
patterns, these are not primarily trade or currency blocs such as
t hose that devel oped between the two world wars. Trade and
i nvest ment between these regions is also extensive. What matters
nost for the analysis of this paper is the regional nature of the
i nternational production systenms and the new role of the TNCs as
common enpl oyers of workers in different countries engaged in the
same production chain.



The North Anerican Free Trade Agreenent was but one turn in
this energing system of econom c regions clustered around the
worl d's | eadi ng econom ¢ powers: the United States, Japan, and
t he European Union. Seeking conpetitive advantage through
econoni es of scale and | ower costs, nultinational and, now,
transnati onal corporations (TNCs) have laid the regi ona
foundati ons on which the regi ons have arisen. At differing paces,
their "hone" states have noved to formalize these economic |inks
in varying degrees. Though the regions thenselves interlock
through the circuits of international investnment and finance,
they are the platforns fromwhich fierce struggles for globa
mar ket share are waged.

CHANG NG FUNCTI ONS OF THE STATE

Measured by al nost any conventional yard stick (budget,
enpl oyees, litigation, police function, mlitary), nearly two
decades of neoliberalismhave not reduced the state as an
institution despite its theoreticians' and practitioners' clains
or objectives. From 1980 through 1992, arguably the era of
neol i beral practice, government revenues as a percentage of GNP
rose for nost nations, falling slightly in only a few Third World
countries like Mexico or Brazil where privatizations were heavy
(World Bank 1994: 182-183). It has, however, changed sone
i mportant pieces of state architecture and its relationship to
econonic activity.

At the npbst obvious level is the extensive privatization
and/ or deregul ati on of state-owned or highly regul ated
enterprises and services. The UNCTAD estimates that the nunber of
privatizations per year rose fromabout 20 in the mid-1980s to
nore than 150 in the early 1990s. Nationalizations, on the other
hand, virtually disappeared (UNCTAD 1993: 17).This includes not
only enterprises that conpete with private corporations in
produci ng commodities, for exanple, France's Renault, but
services long regarded as infrastructural and, hence, too costly
in terms of sunk capital to be profitable. To the neolibera
m nd, however, even traditional public services |ike water
provi sion, electricity, telecomrunications, port services, and
both urban and | ong distance transportation can be "unbundl ed"
into service delivery firnms conpeting in the market. The Wrld
Bank, a |eadi ng advocate of neoliberal "unbundling"” in public
services, attributes this in sone neasure to inpact of
i nformati on age technol ogy on networked services (Wrld Bank
1994: 22-25, 52-55). The break-up and then total deregul ati on of
tel ecomruni cations in the U.S. was based on a simlar theory
devel oped by Peter Huber and known as Open Network Architecture
(Davi es: 213-215). The irony is that many of these "liberated"
utilities are rapidly becom ng global TNCs. No where is this
truer than in tel econmuni cati ons (Comuni cati ons Workers of
America: 7, 8, 26; Business Wek, April 8, 1992: 64-87;

Econom st, Septenber 30, 1996: Survey 5-28).



The gl obal counterpart of deregulation is, of course, free
trade. The new Worl d Trade Organi zati on, NAFTA, the European
Single Market, and other simlar trade agreenents have in commn
the limtation of what national governnments can do to influence
trade and its inpact on the domestic econony (U. S. governnent
Printing Ofice, 1992: passim Ofice of the United States Trade
Representative, 1994: passim Lang and Hi nes: passin. |ndeed,
these agreenents go beyond trade matters to view all sorts of
econoni c and social policies as barriers to free trade, posing
anot her massive limtation on the state (Ginspun and Caneron:

passim.

Looki ng at these trends and the institutional set-up that
curbs state action, Brecher and Costell o concl ude:

Nat i onal governnents have ceded nuch of their power to a
“"New Institutional Trinity"--the |M-, World Bank, and

GATT/ WIO. These agencies increasingly set the rules within
whi ch individual nations nust operate, and they increasingly
cooperate in pursuit of the sane objectives--objectives
general ly indistinguishable fromthe Corporate Agenda.
(Brecher and Costello: 62)

To this we would have to add the near tyranny over government
fiscal and nonetary policy exercised by the global financial and

currency markets is another linmt of state social policy.

The state, however, is not a hapless victimin all of this

so much as a willing acconplice. Privatization, deregul ation,
cut backs in social prograns, hostility to unions, etc. are, after
all, chosen policies and not sinply inevitable responses to the

world market. In this sense, the state has not so nuch declined
as a force as it has beconme what one critic calls "the authorized
agent of the international systenl (citation). As the state has
been a major actor in labor relations for decades, this altered
role has powerful inplications for organized |labor in the U S
and el sewhere.

THE BUSI NESS OF REOCRGANI ZATI ON

The TNCs that span the world are no nore static as
organi zati ons than the markets they shape and are shaped by. It
is nmore than a clever turn-of-phrase to note that the constant
reorgani zation of business is itself a major business. Billions
of dollars change hands in the nmergers, acquisitions and spinoffs
that recreate these global actors, as well as in the incessant
internal restructuring designed to inprove business functioning.
In the U S. alone corporate nergers and acquisitions hit a record
of $458 billion in 1995 while the U S. SEC s global tabulation
of such transactions hit $866 billion--the world record (Wal
Street Journal 1996). This growh represents the nore recent
nmerger novenents in Western Europe, where the nunber of nergers
rose from 208 per year in 1984-85 to 492 by 1988-89 (Marginson
and Sisson: 15-23). It also reflected the continued purchase of



overseas firms by major U S., European and Japanese TNCs. | ndeed,
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 85%of U S. FDI was in

acqui sitions rather than new i nvestnment (Thomsen and Wbol cock
1993: 22) A particular explosion of overseas acquisitions in
those years occurred in the tel ecommunications industry (UNCTAD
1993: 83).

The reorgani zati on of corporations and even their growth
t hrough nergers or buyouts is only a part of the internationa
reshuffling of business activity and relations that characterize
the new worl d econony. Synmbolic of the new flexible fornms of
production and marketing are the formation of countless
alliances, joint ventures, and contracting rel ati onshi ps between
firms of all sizes, nationalities of ownership, and |ocations.
These are frequently the basis of "flexibility" in both nationa
and i nternational production chains that characterize the era of
| ean production (UNCTAD 1993: 141-146; Harrison: 150-188).
Ext ended i nternational production chains are particularly
pronounced in industries such as autonpobiles, electronics,
garnment, and aircraft; but increasingly appear in other
manuf acturi ng and service industries as well( Gereffi and
Kor zeni ewi cz: passim; van Lient: passim).

Two crucial facts enmerge fromthis picture of changing
busi ness structure and organi zation: a clear hierarchy of
busi ness organi zation and the internationalization of |ean
production. The earlier attenpts to describe the rise of
di sintegrated production with its increased role for small
production units as "flexible specialization" (Piore and Sabl e:
passim) or nore broadly as "flexible accunul ati on" (Harvey 1989:
passim, with the inplication that the snmaller units play sone
uni que and i ndependent role has proved wong. It is now clear
that all these changi ng and sonetines even unstable rel ationships
arise within a well defined hierarchy of control exercised by the
bi gger players--the TNCs. Harrison concludes, "the enpirica
evi dence seenms overwhel mi ng that the evol ving gl obal system of
joint ventures, supply chains, and strategic alliances in no
sense constitutes a reversal-let alone a negation-of the 200-
year-ol d tendency toward concentrated control within industria
capitalism even if the actual production activity is
i ncreasi ngly being decentralized and di spersed (Harrison: 171)."

THE RI SE OF LEAN PRODUCTI ON

In the North America of the 1980s, cost-cutting efforts by
U.S. corporations launched a shift of production facilities in
several major industries fromthe U S.-Canadian Rust Belt to | ow
wage areas in the U S. and to northern Mexico or the Caribbean.
For U.S. capital this process is a regional response to econom c
ground | ost to Japan and Europe on a world scale. In trade in
manuf act ured goods, the U. S. share fell from 16 percent in 1966
to 14 percent in 1986--although the gl obal operations of U S.
firms remained a stable 17-18 percent (Reich, 1990; G i nmwvade,
1989: 75). In manufacturing, the U S. share of the 124 nations



reporting to the Wirld Bank fell from 35.1 percent in 1970 to
24.5 percent in 1987 neasured in val ue-added. Mst of this |oss
was accounted for by Japan's 9.2 percent point gain in the sane
period (World Bank, 1991: 188-189).

U.S. capital sawits position in foreign direct investnent
(FDI) fall by nmore than half. The US went from 68.9 percent of
the FDI of the leading five OECD nations in 1961-68 to 28.3
percent during 1981-88. Japan's share rose from 1.9 percent to
25.6 percent in these two decades and Germany's from 4.2 percent
to 12.3 percent (Julius, 1990: 114-122). Mich of the gain by
Japan and Germany cane within the geographic regions that
conposed their energing economc regions. As with lost world
mar ket shares, this shift represents a sharp relative loss to
U.S. capital in opportunities for global profitability and the
potential to inprove depressed profit nmargins. The creation of a
continental or even hem spheric region seens to offer the U S.
new paths to increase FDI and profits.

Si mul t aneous with the shift to | ower wage areas in the 1980s
was t he adoption of new production systenms. Mbdelled on
i nnovati ons at the Toyota Mdtor Conpany pioneered by Taiich
Ohno, the new, "lean" production systemrepresents the joining of
fl exi bl e workforce depl oynment, the | atest technol ogy, increased
out sourci ng and subcontracting to | ower cost facilities, and the
uni fication of the systemthrough just-in-tinme delivery of
conponents at the final assenbly point. Product and production
design are nodi fied for constant inprovenent (kaizen) in overal
ef ficiency, which is what underlies the demand for greater | abor
flexibility (van Lient, 1992: 3-23; Wmack, et al, 1990: 48-69).
Critics have called its | abor process "managenent-by-stress"”
(Parker and Slaughter, 1988). In its origins in Japan it was
usually clustered in one geographic setting. But the need to trim
costs in order to maintain conpetitive advantage has led to an
i ncreasi ng geographic decentralization of production (van Lient
1992).

The growi ng recognition of just-in-tine delivery of
conponents in the overall efficiency of the | ean production,
however, created a trend toward regi onal specificity in
out sourcing during the 1980s. Japanese el ectronics and auto
out sourcing, for exanple, was concentrated in Sout heast Asia and
that of German textile in the Mediterranean (Gri mvade, 1989: 233-
236; United Nations, 1992: 58). As incone differentials closed
between the northern and southern United States (the traditiona
region of outsourcing within the U.S.), American auto parts,
appliance, electronics, and garnment firms shifted increasingly to
northern Mexi co where connections with the U S interstate
hi ghway system allowed for a nodified just-in-tine production
chain (Bluestone and Harrison, 1982: 84-103; Herzenberg, 1991:. 8-
15). Where products or conponents are |ight enough, production
sometines shifts to even nore rennte areas in East Asia
(Henderson: 258-284). The growing role and cost of transportation
and tel ecomuni cati ons (Harvey, 1982:376-380, passin) in this



hi ghly synchroni zed, but spatially decentralized production
system however, generally reenforced the desire for geographic
proximty.

In some ways, the nost familiar aspect of |ean production in
the U. S. has been the various |abor-managenent cooperation and/ or
enpl oyee participation progranms. In the early phases of the
i ntroduction of this new way of working in the U S. much was
written about worker "enpowernent," rnulti-skilling, and job
satisfaction. Wile teamworking still often plays an active role
in "continuous inprovenent," by the m d-1990s | ean production was
i ncreasi ngly understood by those working under it to be an
exhausting and unheal thy system Standardi zing tasks, tightening
work cycles, reducing relief time, winging "unworked" seconds
fromeach mnute, all far beyond the rigors of Taylorism were
the stuff of |ean production by the m d-1990s. (Parker and
Sl aughter: passim.

Furthernore, it was a changi ng system Teans sonetines fel
by the side as higher standards of achi evenent coul d be measured
by "benchmarki ng" the gl obal best practice (Robertson:) New,
conpl ex work schedules with 10 and 12- hour work days were
i ntroduced to allow for 'round the clock operations of capita
and the greater return on investnment this would bring. In sone
i ndustries, overtinme work becane an epidem ¢ (Mody and Sagovac).

Anot her aspect of cost-cutting | ean production is to replace
full-time workers with contract workers of all sorts, giving rise
to an arny of "contingent" part-tinme, tenporary, and contract
wor kers, which now conpose a quarter of the U S. workforce
(Mattera, 1991: 77-97). These are the workers that Business Wek
(1986) called "di sposabl e" enpl oyees. The Machini st (1992),
nmont hl y paper of the International Association of Machinists,
says a 1992 survey of 60,000 nenbers in the U S. showed that 72
percent had been threatened with the subcontracting or exporting
of their work. As |ean nmethods worked their way through nuch of
the service sector, the proportion of new jobs that were
contingent in nature rose. Between 1993 and early 1996, 47% of
the net job increase were either part-tinme of through tenporary
agencies (U. S. Departnment of Labor 1993, 1996).

As the 1990s unfol ded, the contracting out of work, always a
feature of |ean production, was becomng a torrent as
corporations "downsi zed" their workforces and sonme of their
operations. Downsizing does not refer to the size of the
corporation, its revenues, or profits. In fact, downsizing
t hrough extensive contracting out of nore and nore phases of
production or service delivery is a neans to aggressive market
expansi on through cost-cutting.

By 1996, contracting out production and/or work had becone
the strategy for conpetitiveness. Conpanies as different in
product and production nethods as General Mdtors, AT&T and the
Baby Bells sought to contract all manner of work. It was no
| onger a question of contracting cleaning or food services, but



of basic production jobs (New York Tines, April 11, 1996). The

i ssue was underlined in the public mnd by a 17-day strike at two
GM brake plants in Dayton, OChio that closed down al npst the
entire GM systemin North America in protest of the conpany's
attenpt to outsource its ABS production to a nonunion plant in
North Carolina owned by German auto parts naker Robert Bosch
(Labor Notes 1996).

RUNNI NG FOR THE BORDER

The spread of |ean production nmethods in the U.S., with its
ext ended chai ns of subcontracted production, coincided with the
extension of these chains beyond the traditional Sun Belt cites
of "runaway" plants across borders into the Caribbean, Asia, and
above all Mexico. Mjor corporations such as General Mdtors,
Ford, Chrysler, and Ceneral Electric, as well as many snaller
firms had operated in Mexico for decades. But this earlier
i nvestment was linmted in many ways by the Mexican governnent's
i mport substitution industrialization strategy and its production
was al nost exclusively for Mexican consunption (Barry, 1992: 79-
81; Cockcroft, 1983: 157-165). The investnent in nmanufacturing
that accelerated during the 1980s, particularly after 1985,
produced al nost entirely for export, nostly to the U S
Furthernore, it was nostly "outsourced" operations |inked to
production systens in the U S., largely through "intra-firnt
trade within the channels of the corporations thensel ves (United
Nat i ons, 1992: 58).

Ameri can outsourcing in Mexico was initially based in a
system of "in-bond" production governed by special trade |aws
that prefigured "free trade" in many ways. Known colloquially as
the maquil adora program it allowed U S. firms to by-pass
Mexi co's restrictions on foreign ownership and operate whol | y-
owned plants along the winding 2,000 mle border, using US. -
originated materials and produci ng exclusively for re-export into
the U S. Although the nmaquila system was | aunched in 1965, it did
not take off until the 1980s when it grew from 620 plants
enpl oying 119, 000 workers in 1980 (Grunwald and Fl anm 1985: 137-
179) to 2,069 plants and 508,505 workers in 1992 according to the
(U.S.-Mexico Free Trade Reporter 1992c).

As investnment grew and plants proliferated, the |evel of
technol ogy rose and the early | abor intensive plants, though
still present, were eclipsed by those with a rising capital-Iabor
rati o. Enpl oynent in auto conponent plants, for exanple, rose
from?7,500 in 1980 to 93,278 in 1989, while garnment and textile
enpl oynment rose only from 17,570 to 41,517 in the sanme period
(Shai ken, 1990: 11). Anpng these autonotive nmaquilas, Jorge
Carillo (1991) notes: "The grow ng nunber of high technol ogy
pl ants among | MA (autonotive maquilas), traditionally thought of
as intensive assenbly plants with an unskilled | abor force and
| ow wages, represents a significant change." Another indicator of
the growing capital -labor ratio, according to La Jornada (1991),
was the 17 percent decline in the average nunber of workers per



maqui l a plant from 1982 to 1990. In addition, the U S. Big Three
auto nakers began to build capital-intensive assenbly and engi ne
pl ants outside the naquila system but located in the north and
oriented mainly toward export to the U S. (Shai ken, 1990: 9-44;
Fer nandez, 1989:103-105).

Ironically, for Mexico the net result of its deeper
integration into the towering U S. econony to the north has been
a decline of manufacturing enploynment below its 1980 | evel. An
i ndex (1980=100) prepared by the Banco de Mexico fell to 86.7 in
COct ober 1988 and was still at 85.6 in March 1992 (Casta$eda,
1993: 65). One reason was the policy of liberalizing trade and
i nvestment regul ations, which brought disaster to many Mexi can-
owned busi nesses. Unable to conpete with nore efficient U S
busi nesses, Mexican operations in furniture, shoes, garnent, and
ot her labor intensive industries went out of business in |arge
nunbers, while a sinilar trend began in auto parts (U.S.
Congress, 1992: 11-12, 137). Unlike Mexico's declining ol der
donmestic industries, the new production sites were "encl ave"
operations linked to U. S.-oriented | ean production with no
nati onal or even regional devel opnental |ogic (Fernandez,

1989: 103-104; Herzog, 1992: 63; U.S. Congress, 1992: 65-67).

Proponents of NAFTA frequently assert that it will elimnate
the encl ave character of U. S. investnment and encourage
devel opnent. As in Taiwan and the other Asian "Tigers," Mxico's
export-oriented industrialization is supposed to create backward
i nkages. As W/l son (1992: 27-35) argues, however, the fuller
devel opnent of these Asian econonies through backward |inkages
was the result of conscious state intervention. She wites:
"Wt hout state guidance to ensure local |inkages fromits
manuf acturi ng exports, the free trade agreement with the United
States could nmean sinply the further maquilization of Mexico's
manufacturing industry." It is exactly this sort of state
i ntervention that NAFTA is designed to preclude.

Linked as they are to U. S. transportation networks and
production centers, the bul k of new manufacturing cites have been
in northern Mexico. There, the speed of industrialization has
been rapid and recent. Although, it has been legal to |locate
maqui | as anywhere in Mexico for 20 years, 80% of themare in the
northern border area (Barry: 143), while nine out of ten new
maqui |l a plants were located in the northern frontier area
(Herzog, 1992: 63-64, 113-127). In Ciudad Ju rez, according to
the daily paper Norte de Ciudad Ju rez (1991a,b,c), maquila
enpl oynment went from 39, 402 workers in 121 plants in 1980 to
128,845 in 280 plants in 1991. Not even the l|iberalization of
non-maqui |l a i nvestment policy since the nmid-1980s has altered the
direction of investment or its enclave nature substantially.
According to the United Nations (1992: 21-34), FD in non-
maqui | adora i ndustries in 1987-88 was only slightly above that of
1980-81. Another indication of this restructuring was that worker
registrations with the IMSS grew at five or six tinmes as fast in
the north as in Mexico City (M ddl ebrook, 1991: 64).



While total U.S. FDI grew by 138% from 1985 through 1993, it
tripled in Mexico during those years. Furthernore, two-thirds of
U.S. FDI in Mexico was in manufacturing, conpared to 39% worl d-
wide. US. FDI grew even faster in Asia, but only about 40% of
this was in manufacturing by 1993. Only Brazil ran ahead of
Mexico as a Third World cite of U S. manufacturing investnent
(U.S. Departnment of Commerce: 809). The peso crisis of 1994
appears to have shifted the focus of investnent to acquisitions
as Mexican firms becanme an instant bargain.

The spread of internationalized |ean production in the U S
and its extension into regional systens in select parts of the
Third World during the 1980s and 1990s created a crisis for
organi zed |l abor and for U S. society as a whole. Not only were
uni on j obs being cut by the tens of thousands nonth in and nonth
out either through "reengi neering" work or relocation abroad, but
the new j obs spawned in | owwage areas fromthe deep South to the
edges of inner cities across the country were contributing to a
decl i ning wage and benefits structure, the increase in the nunber
of working poor, and a level of insecurity not known since the
Great Depression. Anmerican society was increasingly characterized
by a shrinking nunber of high-paid industrial workers and a
growi ng nunmber of | ow wage, benefitless "contingent" workers
(Head: 47-52). Enblematic of this trend was the fact that
Manpower, Inc. the tenporary hel p agency had becone Anerica's
| argest enployer (Osterman: 71) What was beconing clearer every
day was that the unions thenselves had contributed to this crisis
t hrough the very cooperation and partnership prograns they had
hoped woul d al l eviate their decline.

"THE FALSE PROM SE OF PARTNERSHI P"

In their hymm to | ean production, The Machi ne That Changed
The Worl d, researchers fromthe MT International Mtor Vehicle
Program had dubbed the system not only efficient, but "fragile"
(Wnmack, Jones and Roos: 102-103). Indeed, the tightly fitted
links in the production chain, stripped of buffers of any sort,
were easily disrupted as strikes fromthe m d-1980s in Europe
(van Liem: 17-18) and nore recent ones in the U S. had
denonstrated (Labor Notes 1996). This fragility, as nmuch as the
need for inproved productivity through harder work and
flexibility of tasks, called for a cooperative workforce and
union. Driven by both fear of job |oss due to their enployer's
real or alleged |loss of conpetitiveness, on the one hand, and the
prom ses of "working smarter," on the other, both | eaders and
rank and file frequently took up the offer of partnership (Parker
and Sl aughter: 1-6, 121-134).

In its 1994 report, "The New Anerican Wirkpl ace" the AFL-
ClOs Cormmittee on the Evolution of Work put forth a sweeping
endorsenent of "a new | abor-nmanagenent partnership." Like nost
| abor pronouncenents on the topic, it is filled with caveats
about unenlightened enployers. It is, neverthel ess, a pronotion



of | abor-nmanagenent partnership based on the analysis that "the
failings of the traditional system of work organi zati on have
contributed to the much-di scussed conpetitiveness crisis (AFL-CIO
Committee on the Evolution of Work: 7)."

Measuring the spread of worker participation structures in
| ean production is difficult because the terns used to describe
various practices are vague, nevertheless, it seens clear that by
the early 1990s, such prograns were w despread and producing the
sorts of cost cutting results that are the real objects of |abor-
managenment cooperation. In a review of surveys, Paul Osterman
found that 54.5% of conpani es surveyed used work teans 43. 4% had
job rotation, 33.5% had TQM (a relatively new variant), while
40.8% had Quality Circles (an older variant). A survey dealing
wi t h downsi zi ng reveal ed that 64.3% of conpani es had cl osed sone
facilities, while 50% had sol d business units. The same survey
found that over 90% of managers were either "sonewhat" or "very"
pl eased with the results. This 1991 survey was taken before the
1993-1996 tidal wave of downsizing. Osterman's findings, however,
al so suggest that many of these "participation" progranms are only
partially inplenented and frequently abandoned after a few years
(Csterman: 76-90).

What this suggests is that the participatory side of |ean
producti on has becone nore a neans to an end than a permanent
feature of the system The neans, as the surveys reveal, are to
draw both workers and their unions into the conpany's plans for
becom ng nore conpetitive and profitable. Wether these prograns
are sinple teanms in a single workplace or the el aborate Jointness
program at GM or the Workplace of the Future at AT&T or sinmilar
progranms at other telecomruni cations conpanies with their multi-
tiered joint committees (Leary; Communications Workers of Anmerica
1994), the evidence is that they have worked for managenent, but
not saved jobs as prom sed. As managenent has achieved
productivity and cost-cutting results with union and/or enpl oyee
cooperation, they have abandoned the structures of participation
or let them atrophy. As Dave Robertson research director of the
Canadi an Auto Workers told a gathering of European auto workers
in 1995:

Managenment can get to |l ean w thout collaborative appeals. It
doesn't need teans. It doesn't even need continuous

i mprovenent groups. It can get to | ean by changi ng
production net hods, process flows and the design of our jobs
(Robertson: 7).

In fact, as | ean production took hold union jobs were being
destroyed at a faster rate than enploynment declined in industries
with relatively high unionization rates. In durable
manuf acturi ng, the nunber of union nmenbers dropped 19% from 1990
t hrough 1995, while enploynent fell by only 5.5% 1In
comuni cations and utilities the number of union nenbers fell by
18% whi | e enpl oynent actually grew slightly (U. S. Departnent of
Labor 1996; G fford 1992: 65). El aborate partnerships such as



those at GM AT&T and many Baby Bells did not stop the
henorrhagi ng of union jobs--nost likely they aided it.

CRI SIS AT THE TOP

Havi ng battered dozens of unions for years, the crisis of
this historic transformation, or rather its results and synptons,
have now caught the attention of those at the very pinnacl e of
organi zed | abor. The events that determned the tim ng of the
AFL-Cl O rebellion I ed by John Sweeney of the Service Enpl oyees,
Rich Trumka of the M ne Workers, and Linda Chavez- Thonpson of the
State, County, and Municipal Enployees were certainly those in
the political realm above all NAFTA (Jennings and Steagal: 61-
75). But it is the henorrhagi ng of nmenbership and | oss of power
that has created tensions within the consensus regi me of the AFL-
Cl O, The Fortune 500 downsi zing that accelerated in 1990 could
not be ignored. It is this relentless decline in the private
sector that has also given birth to the major panacea of recent
years: general unionismthrough union nergers and random
organi zi ng outside the union's traditional jurisdiction.

General unionism the practice of recruiting anyone
regardl ess of industry or occupation, is by now the unspoken
faith of alnost all |abor Ieaders in the U S. Mergers, which
until recently reflected the trend toward general unionism and
away fromindustrial unionism have been the other ngjor
def ensive response to decline for sonme tine (Mody: 196-206).
Only with the merger of the two garnment unions into UNITE and the
announced nerger of the Auto Wrkers, Steelworkers, and
Machi ni sts into one big nmetal workers union has this trend taken
a tentative turn toward an industrial union strategy appropriate
to the era of |ean production (Labor Notes 1995a).

Mergers with unions in decline and ruthless conpetition with
ot hers for random workers, however, were not enough to stemthe
decline in the private sector, where the unions |ost 827,000
menbers in the "downsi zing" from 1990 t hrough 1995 (U.S.
Department of Labor 1996; G fford: 65). Indeed, the drift toward
general unioni smwas one of the synbols of the |ack of focus that
characterized the decade and a half of Lane Kirkland' s reign as
AFL-Cl O chi ef. Random organi zing failed to address the |oss of
bar gai ni ng power even where it alleviated the probl em of
shrinking finances. Organi zed | abor sinply could not avoid the
need to organize the nmllions of new unorgani zed workers right
down to the "contingent" workers. As much as | abor | eaders m ght
bl ame the decline of organized | abor on poor |abor laws or free
trade, it had becone evident even at the top that soneone has to
organi ze the mllions who have conme into the workforce in the
| ast decade or so. This, in turn, required the recognition that a
| arge proportion of these newer workers were wonen or people of
color. And that neant change.

And so, the contest between Sweeney's "New Voice for
Ameri can Workers" slate and the old guard slate of fornmer AFL-CIO



secretary-treasurer Tom Donahue and Comuni cati ons Workers
secretary-treasurer Barbara Easterling was characterized by a
debate over who would throw t he npst nopney at organi zi ng and who
was nore serious about race and gender diversity. Despite the
presence of Easterling and Chavez- Thonpson on their respective

sl ates, the question of diversity renmained nore a posture than a
reality in the canpaign up to the convention. The Coalition of

Bl ack Trade Unionists, which stayed neutral in the contest, put
forward an 11-point program for increasing diversity, including a
focus on organi zing industries with high proportions of people of
col or (Labor Notes 1995h).

At the convention, however, the question of diversity in
| eadership cane up in two counterposed proposals for changes in
t he Executive Council. Sixteen unions in the Donahue-Easterling
canp, led by Morty Bahr of the Comunicati ons Workers, proposed
that the presidents of the federation's 78 affiliated unions
conpose the Executive Council. This would have precluded any kind
of election and neant that all but a couple of the counci
menbers woul d be white mal es. The Sweeney forces proposed to
expand the Executive Council from33 to 51 and that it continue
to be elected by the convention. This proposal passed and a
conprom se slate, in which forner Donahue supporters actually
have a slight majority, was elected that included seven wonen and
si x people of color--hardly a total transformation, but the npst
di verse | eadershi p body the federation has ever seen (Labor
Educat or 1995).

The 1995 | eadership clash was a contest of seasoned | abor
prof essi onal s who made precious few waves in the years that Lane
Kirkland | ed the federation down hill. Donahue went right from
college to union staff jobs--his |ongest in Sweeney's honme | oca
SElI U 32B/ 32J. Sweeney worked as a grave digger in New York before
becom ng a local officer, but since beconm ng president of the
SEIU in 1980 made up for lost tine by continuing to draw his
32B/ 32J salary along with his hefty presidential salary of
$210, 00. Last year he reduced his 32B/32J) salary from $79, 000 to
$10, 000, perhaps in anticipation of his role as rebel. Now he
will dropit.

Furthernore, neither the notion of partnership nor |ean
production itself were a part of the debate at the top of the
AFL-Cl O. I ndeed, soon after he won the presidency of the
federation by 60% Sweeney was telling New York business
executives that just such a partnership was needed. While he
warned themthis would nean sonme give on managenent's part, he
told them

I want to build bridges between | abor and nmanagenent so that
Ameri can busi ness can be nore successful and Anerican
wor kers can share in the gains (New York Tinmes 1995).

Thus, sone of the npst pressing issues for Anmerica's organized
wor kers went unaddressed with the change in | eadership of the



AFL-ClI O
GRASSROOTS CHANGE

The spirit of rebellion, however, is contagious. Sweeney
hi rsel f al ready faces brushfires of opposition in the SElU
Servi ce Enpl oyees for Denocratic Reform a caucus of |oca
officials and activists based mainly in the western U.S., calls
for a denocratized SEIU and pushes for direct election of top
of ficial s--sonmething Sweeney vocal ly opposes. Sonme of the wi nd
was taken out of the sales of this reform group, however, when
Sweeney endorsed the sl ate headed by noderate progressive Andy
Stern in the elections at the 1996 SEIU Convention. Even nore
symbolic of the future may be the rebellion in SEIU Local 399 in
Los Angel es, birthplace of the nmobst successful Justice for
Jani tors canpaign. Here a unique alliance of rank and file
African American health care workers and Latino janitors forned
the Multicultural Slate in the union's 1995 el ections. The slate
won every position it challenged. When the new executive board
tried to rein in the power of the incunmbent president, who they
didn't chall enge, Sweeney inposed a trusteeship (Labor Notes
1995a, 1995d).

An even nore powerful advertisenent for change is the
graphi c exanple of the benefits of real union reformto be seen
in the successful admnistration of Ron Carey, who swept the
Teansters' corrupt old guard fromoffice in 1991. Carey's reform
regime, with heavy participation fromthe Teansters for a
Denocrati c Union, has been responsible for a string of successfu

strikes at a tinme when these are still the exception in the |abor
wars. His high profile fight against old guard ci pher Janes
Hoffa, Jr. will broadcast throughout the |abor nmovenent the

di fference change can nake.

Nowhere mi ght the reverberations of Carey's exanple be felt
nore strongly than in the nmerger process opened by the Auto
Wor kers, Steelworkers, and Machinists this June. While the three
ol d bureaucratic machines will weigh heavily on this process,
they must wite a new constitution all can live with. According
to Steelworkers president George Becker, the new union will have
direct vote on top officers, as the Steelwrkers and Machinists
do now. While this is no guarantee of denmpcracy in itself, it is
a wi de opening of the door for those forces prepared to fight for
change, notably the UAW New Directi ons Myvenent and sone snmall er
groupings in the Machinists. At its October conference in
Detroit, New Directions voted to organi ze neetings of activists
fromthe three unions to discuss the nerger process.

Per haps nmost inportantly, the nerger and the likely direct
vote spell an end to the near nmonopoly of power the UAW s
Admi ni stration Caucus has wi el ded for nearly half a century.
Perhaps it was this realization that |ed new UAW presi dent Steve
Yokich to tell a gathering of 200 appointed officials recently
that the UAWwas a two-party systemin which respect for dissent



woul d be observed--a distinct shift in official attitude toward
New Directions. Wether sincere or not, it seens clear that the
type of headquarters-to-workplace machi ne the Adm nistration
Caucus constituted cannot be extended to the new nerged union.

Furthernore, deprived of the convention del egate system of
electing top officers, it loses its power to intinmidate the
"voters" on the spot as it did at UAWconventions. Wile the
Machi ni sts and Steel workers have powerful top-down structures
that reinforce their respective | eaderships (including the
ability to nullify local union elections in the Machinists),
nei t her possesses an organi zed political vehicle for perpetua
rul e as conprehensive and deeply rooted as the UAW s
Admi ni stration Caucus. Wth the direct vote on officers, the
mandatory retirenment of Yokich by nerger conpletion in 2000, and
a lot of organizing in the next few years, the reformforces in
the new union could nount a credi ble challenge just as Carey did
in the Teansters.

In general, the | eadership change at the AFL-CIO reflects a
broader | eadership transition occurring in many unions that is
partly generational and partly political. Changes at the top have
been commn in the | ast several years throughout organized | abor
Most of these were not acconplished by organi zed reform novenents
even when there was a contest. But nost did involve the noving up
of | eaders whose experience is rooted in an era of crisis and
i ndustrial transformation, rather than in the period of growth
and relative prosperity that the Kirkland generation cane to
office in. Wiile this certainly doesn't guarantee a progressive
or left outlook, there is still nore of sense that the sane old
met hods won't work. Trunka is in many ways representative of this
generation of |eaders and frequently makes this point hinself.
There are others, such as Bob Wages of the G|, Chenical and
Atom ¢ Workers and Ron Carey of the Teanmsters who are nore
consistently progressive and mlitant. There are others who are
| ess consistent than Trumka, such as Yokich of the Auto Workers.
Behi nd this generational |ayer is another now taking office in
countl ess | ocal unions whose |life experience is even nore
affected by a sense of econonic and social crisis. Sone, |ike the
New Di rections caucus in Transit Workers Union Local 100 in New
York's transit system are both racially diverse and politically
to the left of the |abor nainstream

The contest at the top is in many ways a reflection of this
broader transition and of the disgruntled rank and file that is
pushing the process along in nore and nore unions. Wth the |ash
of | ean production and the nore general fall in working class
living standards forcing nore people to take action, even when it
is likely to end in one or another degree of defeat, the engine
of political change within organized |labor is likely to continue
and even gain nmonentumin the next several years. The inportance
of the change at the AFL-CIOis not to be found in the
personalities who now run the show, so nmuch as in the overal
process that propelled themto action--a process that wll



continue driving themtoward sonme approximtion of their stated
commtnment to organi ze the unorgani zed. This al one woul d change
t he bal ance of forces in the U S. for the better and open stil
greater political possibilities.

MEAN JOBS, ANGRY WORKERS

Asi de from organi zi ng the unorgani zed, the biggest question
that confronts organi zed labor is howit will respond to the
continued transformati on associated with the spread | ean
production throughout the U S. econony. Though this new
production paradi gm has a nunber of consistent characteristics,
it is no nore identical fromcountry to country, conpany to
conpany, or plant to plant than the "Fordist" version of nass
production it nodifies and replaces. Lean production will
certainly retain the nodified just-in-time inventory system of
parts delivery, the reconfigured assenbly |ines, the high |evels
of technol ogy, the extensive outsourcing and subcontracting, the
hi erarchi cal rel ationshi ps between assenblers and suppliers, and
the constant attenpt to reduce | abor input and job cycle tinme to
the absolute minimum But there is nothing inevitable about the
speci fics of worktinme, production speed, degree of outsourcing,
or the new 10-hour day "alternative work schedul es" and
flexibility schenes favored by managenent in nore and nore
i ndustries (Mody and Sagovac). \Were there are unions all of
these questions are open to negotiation and chall enge, as the
recent strikes and conflict at GM show.

The introduction of |ean norms of work has been nore
problematic in the U.S. and Canada than in Asia or Europe because
of the tradition of what is nmisleadingly called "job contro
unionism" The termis n sleading because not even unioni zed
wor kers have much direct control over their job. What is refers
to, however, are the specification of work rules, job
classifications, and denmarcations in the union contract (usually
at the local level) and the role of seniority in job assignnents
(O Grady: 3-19). Parker and Slaughter have described the inpact
of changes in work rules and the role of seniority on workers
(Parker and Sl aughter 1994: 80-82), but it needs to be underlined
that this type of "job control unionism is in clear conflict
with the flexible workplace envisioned in | ean production. One
North Anerican study conducted in 1990-93 found that 45% of al
di sputes in the firnms covered were because of "new work
organi zation "(teans, nulti-skilling, etc.), while 57% st emred
fromjob conmbinations related to downsizing (O Grady: 36-37). In
short, the introduction of |ean norns produced a great deal of
resi stance in the workpl ace

While the systemin its broad outlines is certainly the
wi nni ng gl obal paradigm there remains a vast terrain of "detail"
i n production organi zation, standards, speed, work |oads, etc. to
be contested. As the incredibly sloppy nmeasurenments enployed in
the much-heral ded hymm to | ean production, The Machi ne That
Changed the World, shows, the very notion of the systenis



efficiency is itself hard to pin down in a scientific way. Most
of the work measurement techniques in | ean production are those
i nherited from Taylorism In effect, all the traditional issues
of workplace conflict remain central to unioni smunder the new
systemonce it becones de-nystified and "unbundl ed" in the eyes
of the workers (Babson: 1-33).

Mor eover, due to the pressure of |ean nethods for constant
productivity increases; the speed, intensity, length, and safety
of work become ever nobre pressing issues. |In auto assenbly
pl ants, where | ean nethods are nmost advanced in the U S., injury
and illness rates are running four to five tines higher in the
1990s than they were in the 1980s. Exposure |levels of toxic
substances originally neasured by OSHA on the basis of the eight-
hour day becone irrelevant as workers are exposed for ten or
twel ve hours (Mbody and Sagovac: 31-32). Questions of working
time, staffing of work stations, |ine speed, outsourcing,
subcontracting, and work schedul es are at the root of npbst of the
maj or strikes and struggles of the |last few years.

Three recent disputes in Illinois at A E Stal ey,
Caterpillar, and Bridgestone/Firestone all broke out at conpanies
wi th el aborate | abor-nmanagenent cooperation or enpl oyee
participation programs. The main issues in each were | engt hened
wor kdays and weeks (10 to 12-hour day schedul es), workforce
reductions coupled with increased output, and drastic
deterioration of health and safety conditions. The Detroit
newspaper strike was al so about future reductions in staffing and
flexibility in worktinme, while the Teanster strikes fought
various forms of subcontracting, part-timng, and work
intensification (Slaughter 1996). The 1995 strike by the
Machi ni sts at Boeing is over subcontracting. Dozens of smaller
strikes, often too small to make the official statistics, around
the U.S. reveal a sinilar pattern of resistance to many of the
contested aspects of |ean nethods as applied to different
i ndustries. Alnost all of these struggles were defensive in
character.

The 1994 strike of UAW Local 599 at GMs Buick City conpl ex
in Flint, Mchigan was significant as the first offensive strike
agai nst the excesses of |ean nmethods: understaffing,
intensification of work, excessive overtime, etc. The union's
central demand was sinple: the hiring of nore workers to relieve
overwork. This anpbunted to "de-leaning" many parts of the plant.
Local 599 prepared its nmenbers by nonths of education on the
i ssues and the "false prom se of partnership,”" as |ocal president
Dave Yettaw put it, and by accumul ati ng hundreds of grievances
over which the UAWcontract allowed a strike. The |l ocal won its
central goal of nore workers, 779 in all, by turning the | ean
system s just-in-time supplier chain on its head. Since Buick
City was both a supplier and receiver of parts within the GV
system a strike was certain to close down several other plants
in short order, with nore going down each day of the strike. And
so it was, with GM plants around the ni dwest closing down one



after another they won after four days.

As the workers in different industries | earn the weak points
of the new systemas well as what is negotiable and what can be
changed, they will learn howto fight it nore effectively, as the
menbers of Local 599 did. Just as it took years and even decades
to devel op the confidence to unionize and take on the nass
production and the corporate giants who shaped it, so it wll
take some tine to invent a unionismappropriate to |ean
production that is not sinply a surrender to it.

As they learn this | esson, workers are also | earning that
the new systemis closely related to the social crisis they
observe across the U.S. One hears at all the picket lines and
rallies that it is the downsizing, the |Iengthening of the work
day and week, the intensification of work that is killing high
wage jobs, on the one hand, and all the outsourcing,
subcontracting, part-timng that is creating | owwage jobs on the
other. Increasingly, workers in the blue collar comunities
affected by these trends see themas part of the |arger socia
crisis. The belief that corporations are attacking these
comunities and, indeed, future generations of working class
people is now widely held in blue collar Anerica.

Even much of what is seen as service sector growth is in
reality a shift of jobs fromthe goods-producing to the service-
produci ng colums via massive contracting of functions formerly
performed i n-house by industry. For exanple, at Boeing, where
32,000 workers went on strike in Cctober, 1995 agai nst
subcontracting, 48% of the work is perforned by outside
contractors, at hone and abroad, whose workers will not show up
in the "manufacturing" category of official |abor statistics. The
| argest creator of new jobs over the last five years were
tenmporary | abor agenci es who now supply workers to factories and
construction sites as well as offices.

THE RI SE OF CROSS- BORDER SOLI DARI TY

Though NAFTA and | ean production may bind the continenta
region for a tine, their own "lean" logic portends limted
enpl oynment growth and a yawni ng social chasm As in new
production systens of the past, the transnationalized workforce
based in | ean production is likely to find its way toward
rebellion against the conditions that are redefining its
exi stence on the job and in the community. About northern Mexico
in particular Fernandez states (1989:112) and visits and
interviews confirm "the zone on both sides of the border is
popul ated al nost entirely by mgrants | ooking for social change

and econonic inprovenent." |If they don't find these through the
wor ki ngs of the market, they will alnost certainly seek other
nmeans.

As LaBotz (1992: 76-160) has shown in detail, the |ast few
years have seen considerable | abor mlitancy in Mexico's nore



traditional industrial centers. Struggles also take place in the
maqui |l a plants. The Ciudad Ju rez | abor | awer CGustavo de | a Rosa
Hi ckerson (Septenber 21, 1992) says that protests and strikes are
conmon even where no union exists. Under Mexican | abor |aw,

enpl oyees are allowed to formtenporary "coalitions" in their

pl ant to make demands on management and, in theory, even to
strike. Even though, contrary to the witten | aw, npst such
strikes end in firings, they occur again and again. One reason
may be the high turnover in the plants. Mst maquilas in C udad
Ju rez or Tijuana regularly display signs advertizing job
openings. Until the recent devel opnment of blacklisting, finding a
new j ob was not that difficult. At the same tinme, however, high
unenpl oynment both feeds these plants and keeps wages | ow and
wor ki ng conditi ons harsh--1laying the basis for the next round of
strikes.

As nmore U.S. and Canadi an union activists pay attention to
Mexi co, support for Mexican workers is coming nore frequently
fromtheir unions. Since 1990, nembers of United Auto Workers
Local 879 in Ford's far away St. Paul, M nnesota assenbly plant
Il ed a nation-wi de novenent in solidarity with workers at Ford's
Cuautitl n plant near Mexico City (Mbody and McG nn: 44-48). The
prol onged struggle for better pay and union denocracy at
Cuautitl n that included the fatal shooting of one worker in 1990
by thugs wearing Ford Mtor conpany uniforns, also gained the
support of the Canadian Auto Workers. Wth this support, a |ot of
courage, and several set-backs, the denmpcratic dissidents at
Cuautitl n took control of their 3,000 menber |ocal union in
1992. The dissident officers were illegally renmoved by the
government -control | ed Confederation of Mexi can Workers, but
continued to influence events in the plant. In early 1994, UAW
Local 879 took the unusual step of signing a "contract" of
solidarity with the denocratically officials and the workers in
the plant. Local 879 agreed to support a full-time staff person
at the Cuautitl n plant. Also, the two unions agreed to support
one anot her and to exchange information about Ford' s strategies
and conditions (Labor Notes 1994).

These contacts |led the Transnationals |Information Exchange,
a European-based international organization with an office in
Detroit, to organize two conferences of auto workers from Mexi co,
Canada, and the U S. The first conference held in Caxtepec,
Mexi co in Novenmber 1991 brought together activists froma nunber
of the larger Ford, Chrysler, and General Motors assenbly plants
in all three countries. The second conference held in Ciudad
Jurez in 1993 included workers fromauto maquilas as well as
assenbly and parts plants in the three countries. These
conferences set up networks to exchange i nformati on on wages,
benefits, working conditions, and health and safety matters, as
well as to assess the strategies of the major auto corporations
(TIE, 1991, 1993).

Strikes swept Mexico's Ford assenbly plants in Cuautitl n,
Hermosill o, and Chi huahua in early 1993 as the unions there



attenpted to break the governnment's 9.9 percent wage increase
cap. Labor activists in Los Angel es heard about this and began

pi cketing Ford dealerships in the area. They formed a coalition
and eventually got Ford's west coast public relations manager to
nmeet with them The workers at all three plants succeeded in
breaki ng the wage freeze when Ford agreed to grant wage i ncreases
above the 9.9 percent cap under the table (Labor Notes 1993). In
1996, the Ford Workers Denocratic Movenent once again prepared
for both Collective bargaining and a new election in the

Cuautil n local union. A tour of two Mexican Ford activists was
organi zed in March under the auspicies of TIE. This tour visited
over a dozen cities in the U S. nidwest and Ontario reachi ng out
to auto workers and the Latino conmunities of that region. It was
too late to inpact bargaining, under which the Ford workers won a
25% wage increase in the face of 50% inflation, but started the
process of recruiting el ection observers for the union election
later in 1996 (TIE 1996).

The struggles in maquila plants are now receiving greater

support as well. Official unions of the Confederation of Mexican
Wor kers striking maquila plants throughout Matanoros in 1992
recei ved financial support fromthe United Auto Workers. In

Tijuana in March 1993, ten workers were fired from Pl sticos
BajCal, a U S.-owned firm maki ng coat hangers, for passing out a
| eafl et protesting conditions (Labor Notes, 1993, 1994). These
wor kers caught the attention of local comrunity activists who got
in touch with U.S. union activists in San Diego. Together they
set up the Support Comrittee for Maquil adora Workers to help the
Pl sticos enployees win denocratic representation. U S.

uni oni sts in southern California have been holding rallies and
rai sing nmoney to support organizers for the Pl sticos plant. Mich
like the Cuautitl n workers, those at Pl sticos saw their union
el ection stolen by the governnent-backed union and t he conpany,
but the support coalition has stayed together to work on other
campai gns.

A nore anbitious plan for cross-border organizing is the
strategic alliance between the United Electrical Workers (UE) in
the U.S. and the Authentic Workers Front (FAT in Spanish) in
Mexi co. The plan calls for the UE to organize in the U S. and
I end financial support to FAT organizers in northern Mexico. They
will focus on plants owned by the sanme |arge multinationa
corporations on both sides of the border. In |ate 1993, severa
FAT supporters at Ceneral Electric plant in Cudad Ju rez were
fired. The UE | aunched a national canpaign in the U S. to support
these workers and pressure GE into recognizing their union. A
simlar event occurred at a Honeywell plant in Chihuahua, where
the Teansters were supporting a FAT organi zing drive. The
Teansters, too, have taken on support for genuine union
organi zing in norther Mexico as a regular activity.

Anmong t he groups of workers that have taken sinilar "baby
steps" toward international solidarity are tel econmunications
wor kers. The rapid changes taking place in tel ecormunications



have now been put in an international context that threatens
wages, working conditions, and even unions thenselves (Mody and
McG nn: 64-69). Links between U.S., Mxican, and Canadi an workers
becanme an inperative as tel ecomrunications firns began operating
t hroughout North anerica for the first tine. Northern Tel ecom a
Canadi an- based equi pnent nmeker and installer began operating in
the U.S. and Mexico in the late 1980s. The U. S.-based regi ona

t el ephone conpany, Southwestern Bell becane one of the prinmary
owners of Mexico's privatized nmgjor phone conpany, Telfonos de
Mexico (Telnmex) in 1991. In 1993, AT&T, the Anmerican |ong

di stance carrier bought into Bell Canada and nore acquisitions
and nergers appeared certain and cable TV and nobil e phone
conpani es got into the conpetition. By 1995 AT&T, MClI, Bel
Atlantic and GTE all had Mexican allies and investnents in |ong
di stance or cable capacity in Mexico (Institute for Agriculture
and Trade Policy).

In 1991, the three major unions in tel ecomunications in the
three countries signed an agreenent of alliance. Inspired by a
long fight with Northern Tel ecomin 1990, the Conmuni cati ons
Wor kers of America, the Commruni cations and El ectrical Wrkers of
Canada and the Tel ephone Wrkers Union of the Republic of Mexico
(STRM i n Spani sh) agreed to support each other in bargaining and
ot her areas of conflict with the conpanies. In 1995 STRM joi ned
the CWA in fighting for the jobs of 235 workers at Sprint's
Spani sh-1 anguage tel emarkei ng subsidiary La Conexion Faniliar who
had been fired for trying to unionize. The STRMfiled a charge
with the National Administrative Ofice under the terns of the
NAFTA | abor side agreenents. The Mexican NAO agreed the firing
was unfair, but had no influence over Sprint in the US. The
fight by the STRM and CWA has conti nued, however. In the sumer
of 1995, STRM and CWA held a joint cross-border organizing
trai ning school (Comunications Workers of Anmerica 1995).

Grassroots nenbers of these unions began touring one
anot her's countries and conparing conpany policies as early as
1993. In February 1994, 60 tel ecommuni cations activists from six
unions in the three countries net outside Mexico City to exchange
informati on on the | atest devel opments in technol ogy, business
reorgani zation plans, and union responses (Transnationals
I nformati on Exchange 1994).

The | ongest standing and nost devel oped case of cross-border
| abor solidarity involves a degree of joint collective bargaining
by unions in the U S. and Mexico. The U.S. m dwest-based Farm
Labor Organizing Conmittee succeeded in signing a three-way
contract with farnmers and the Canpbell's Soup Conpany in 1986. No
sooner had they won this unique victory in the U S. than
Canmpbel | 's threatened to nove its farm contracts and processing
to Mexico. FLOC President Bal demar Vel zguez contacted the |arge
farm workers uni on, SNTOAC, in Sinaloa, Mexico and the two unions
entered an agreenent to support each other and to nove toward
coordi nat ed bargai ni ng. Each union accepts the other's nenbers as
their own when they are working as migrants. They have al so



agreed to a commn wage "parity" formula based on the relative
living standards of the two countries--betting on a nore rapid
rise in Mexican real income. These unions work together on
housi ng, health care and other common problens faced by m grant
farm | aborers (Mody and McG nn: 49-50).

The TNCs are now the heart of the energing world econony and
nmust becone the central focus of any international |abor
strategy. They enploy sonme 65 mllion workers globally, 43
mllion in the "hone" countries and another 22 nillion in "host"
nati ons (Lang and Hines 1993: 34). MIlions nore are indirectly
enpl oyed by TNCs in thousands of joint ventures and hundreds of
t housands of subcontracting agreenents (UNCTAD 1993: 19). Wile
much of the cross-border solidarity activity so far has been
limted to support for specific organizing drives and strikes or
to the formati on of grassroots networks in auto and
t el ecomruni cations, the direction of solidarity points to
i nternational coordinated bargai ning. In Europe the first
experiments in cross border bargaining my cone with the EU-w de
corporation works councils mandated under the social chapter of
the Maastricht Treaty. In North Anerica, the goal of coordinated
bargaining is nmuch farther fromrealization, but this nust becone
the direction of both the unions and the grassroots networks that
are now taking shape in the context of North Anmerican econonic
i ntegration.

No where is the old adage that "capital acts, |abor reacts"
truer than in international production. Capital has rearranged
the terrain of production and distribution, while |abor has
largely followed along w thout much resistance. The tinme for a
reaction is, if anything, overdue. But which way to react? There
is the all too fanmiliar path of national interest. For U S. |abor
| eaders this frequently nmeans falling back on protectionist
measures or pushing for America's rather battered version of
| abor rights as the normfor all; while at the sanme tine
rati fying as the shared goal of the nation the gl oba
"conpetitiveness" of the Anerican worker through the | abor-
managenent cooperation schenmes that are typical of |ean
production. For the |leaders of Mexico's official unions it neans
uncritical endorsenment of structural adjustnent, |ean production
and NAFTA. In both cases, the primary alliance is with the
enpl oyers, who are thoroughly international in operation, rather
than international |abor.

The other reaction, international solidarity, is nore
difficult and less famliar for unionists in all countries. But
capital has done nore than redraw the map of industry. It has
linked workers fromdifferent nations together in comon
producti on systens under the unbrella of a single enployer,
either directly or through a chain of contractors. As Sassen
(Brecher, Childs, Cutler, 1993: 61-66) has argued, it is the
mul ti nati onal corporations that have replaced the U. S. as the
central regulator of the world economy. TNCs increasingly
deterni ne which nations, regions, and even continents will grow



econoni cally and which won't. The nultinational corporations that
dom nate this enmerging | andscape are easily identifiable. The

pi oneers of solidarity are using these |landmarks to find their
fell ow workers beyond the border. Their goals are clear and quite
different fromthose who have enbraced the contradictory

combi nation of protectionismand "conpetitiveness." They seek
what unioni sts have sought for over a century, to "take | abor out
of conpetition" by bringing the | owest conditions closer to the
hi ghest. To attenpt this on an international scale is obviously a
very long termand difficult project. But just as

i nternationalized regional production systens bring workers under
comon enpl oyers, so the regional systemlends this project a
nor e manageabl e geographic starting point.

TOMARD A NEW AGENDA FOR AMERI CAN LABOR

The deepeni ng of econonmic internationalization and
regi onalization, along with the spread of |ean production are
forcing U S. trade unionists to rethink many ol d assunptions and
practices. This process, however, is continually bl ocked by
decades of bureaucratic practices and institutionalization.
Still, the forces of change clash nore frequently with those of
inertia even at the highest |evels of organized | abor. Wile the
preci se dynam cs of change in what was once known as the | abor
novenent are far from obvious, it does seemclear that resistance
to | ean production anong the rank and file, increased awareness
of and action around regionalized systems of internationa
production or |inkage, and a higher |evel of debate at the top
are reenforcing trends that point toward bi gger changes in the
future.

Changi ng the | abor nmovenent in the U S. will involve nore
than a change of faces or even a good deal of restructuring for
greater participation and nobilization. It nust also nean a new
agenda that deals consistently with | ean production and
i nternationalization in new ways. Labor carries a good deal of
Cold War and ol d-time protectionist baggage, as well as false
starts and failed experinments in | abor-nanagenent partnership as
it approaches the turn of a new century. A viable agenda for the
21st Century will require a new union-based nodel of workpl ace
organi zation, a nore rational and denocratic approach to
i ndustrial organization than the top-down general unionismof the
1980s, and a practical and active nodel of internationa
solidarity to deal with internationalized production. So far
only the enbryos of these agenda points are visible. But we can
at | east hope now, that a new direction has been charted.
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