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and organizing committees that unions need to succeed in such
organizing.

Opening up to these new members would entail some admin-
istrative challenges. Many unionists will worry about the cost
of servicing workers outside union security clauses and regular
dues collection by employers. But the economics of the Internet
have changed this cost equation in fundamental ways. At essen-
tially zero marginal cost, unions can communicate with an ever-
expanding number of new members, and they can deliver all
manner of services to them through the Internet.

A labor movement that embraced this vision—taking its own
historical lessons with diversified membership seriously and re-
lying more heavily on the Internet in membership communication
and servicing—would be practicing what we call “open-source
-unionism™ (OSU).

he case for OSU begins by recognizing that traditional
unionism and strategies for advancing it are not succeeding,.
Seven years after John Sweeney’s “new voices” team took
over at the AFL-CIO, only 9 pex%ent of private-sector work-
ers belong to unions—a lower proportlon than when he took
over, indeed lower than a century ago. Unions look healthier
in the public sector, but public-sector unionization has natural
boundaries on its importance. Public employment is only 15 per-
cent of total employment, and public-sector wage and work
norms cannot be maintained
indefinitely at-sharp odds
with the private economy.
To give workers greater say
in the American economy,
unions must increase their
power vis-a-vis private employers. This they have failed to do.
The failure is by no means-because workers reject unionismi.
American unions operate under a labor law that is the least favor-
able to collective worker action in the developed world. They are
pummeled daily by a powerful business community uniquely hos-
tile to unions. And for all their PAC giving and get-out-the-vote
drives on behalf of Democrats, labor suffers from a party that gets
more excited about fighting for free-trade agreements and the
interests of high-tech companies than fighting for worker rights.
Admitting all this, however, tells us little about what labor

should do. Should it lobby once again for a labor law reform

that Congress failed to deliver when unions had a larger share
of the work force? Persuade business that labor can be its friend?
Reinvent the Democratic Party? Not likely, at least not anytime
soon, and almost certainly not without first growing the member-
ship base that could create movement on these fronts. A declin-
ing union movement falls into a vicious downward spiral, as
lower density reduces resources and ability to reverse the fall.
To break the spiral, unions need more bodies and more broad
public support. :

It seems very unlikely that unions can achieve the necessary
scale and recognition through traditional majorities-based organ-
izing alone. Because of work-force growth and steady churning
in the job base, unions must organize hundreds of thousands of
workers annually merely to-maintain their present private-sector
density—far more than they currently do. To increase density a
percentage point, they need to organize about 1 million peryear.

The case for open-source unionism begins by
recognizing that traditional unionism and
strategies for advancing it ave not succeeding

To get back to the position they were in when Ronald Reagan took
office, they would need to do that for about twelve years running.

A useful rule of thumb puts the cost of acquiring a new union
member at $1,000; some estimates are as high as $2,000-$3,000
per new member. So a million new members would cost at least
$1 billion; or about 20 percent of unions’ annual income. It was
on this reckoning that Sweeney, upon taking office, challenged
AFL-CIO affiliates to dedicate at least that share of their budgets
to organizing. But nobody has seen organizing on the scale of
millions of workers since the 1930s, and only a handful of unions
have come even close to meeting Sweeney’s benchmark. If current
trends hold, then, density will continue to decline.

‘What is needed is a larger transformation in strategy that would
change the broader balance of forces in the organizing equation by
getting a lot more workers into the labor movement, and spreading
labor’s influence more widely in society. Labor needs to open itself
up. OSU would accomplish that, while complementing the tradi-
tional powers that labor still retains.

o clarify the direction we believe labor should ge, let’s contrast
the proposed open-source union model more explicitly with
the existing one. Under the current model, workers typically
become union members only when unions gain majority
support at a particular workplace. This makes the union the
exclusive representative of those workers for purposes of col-
lective bargaining. Getting to
majority status—‘ein the trade,
“50 percent + 17—is a strug-
gle. The law barely punishes
employers who violate it, and
the success of the union drive
is typically determined by the level of employer resistance. Unions
usually abandon workers who are unsuccessful in their fight to
achieve majority status, and they are uninterested in workers
who have no plausible near-term chance of such success.
Under open-source unionism, by contrast, unions would wel-
come members even before they achieved majority status, and
stick with them as they fought for it—maybe for a very long time.
These “pre-majority” workers would presumably pay reduced
dues in the absence of the benefits of collective bargaining, but
would otherwise be normal union members. They would gain
some of the bread-and-butter benefits of traditional unionism—

advice and support on their legal rights, bargaining over wages -
and working conditions if feasible, protection of pension holdings,

political representation, career guidance, access to training and so
on. And even in minority positions, they might gain a collective
contract for union membeérs, or grow to the point of being able
to force a wall-to-wall agreement for-all workers in the unit. But
under OSU, such an agreement, which is traditionally the singular
goal of organizing, would not be the defining criterion for achiev-
ing or losing membership. Joining the labor movement would be
something you did for a long time, not just an organizational re-
lationship you entered into with a third party upon taking some
particular job, to expire when that job expired or changed.
OSU would engage a range of workers in different states of
organization rather than discrete majorities of workers in collec-
tive-bargaining agreements. There would be traditional employer-
specific unions, but there would likely be more cross-employer
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professional sorts of union formations and more geographically
defined ones. Within any of these boundaries, the goal of OSU
would not be collective bargaining per se but broader worker in-
fluence over the terms and conditions of work and working life.
Because OSU unions would typically have less clout inside firms
or with particular employers, they would probably be more con-
cerned than traditional unionism with the political and policy en-
vironment surrounding their employers and employment settings.

Unions on the Net

nions are gradually making fuller use of the Internet’s -

capacities to improye communication with their own

staffs or members. But increasingly they are also using

the web to recruit new members or to establish “virtual

communities” of union supporters in arenas not yet
amenable to the standard collective-bargaining model.

Alhance@IBM (www. alhance‘fbm org) is an example of
an effective Net-supported mmonty union, operating without
a demonstrated pro-union majority and without a collective-
bargaining contract at a traditional nonunion company. The
alliance provides information and advice to workers at IBM
through the web. A similar effort at a partially organized
employer is WAGE (“Workers at GE,” www.geworkersunited.

" org), which draws on contributions from fourteen cooperat- .
ing international unions. The Microsoft-inflected WashTech, *
(www.washtech.org) and the Australian IT Workers Alliance
(www.itworkers-alliance.org) are open-source unions that
are closer to craft unions or occupational assocjations, Both
are responsive to the distinctive professional needs of ﬂ;ese :
workers, such as access to a variety of job experiences and
additional formal education, and the portability of high-
level benefits when changing jobs. '

The National Writers Union (www.nwu. org) a UAW
affiliate, is another example of a union virtually created off
the Net. It provides information and advice—including ex-.
tensive job postings—ito members and it lobbies on their
behalf, most spectacularly in the recent Supreme Court deci-
sion it won on freelance worker copyright ri ights. But most of
its members work without a collectively bargained contract.

In Britain, UNISON (the largest union in the country) and
the National Union of Students have a website that tells stu- -
dent workers their rights and gives them advice about how to

- deal with workplace problems (www.troubleatwork.org.uk).
Itis a particularly engaging and practical illustration of how
concrete problems can be addressed through Net assistance.

Finally, for a more geographically defined labor commu-
nity, take a look at the website of the King County AFL-CIO |
(www.kclc.org), the Seattle central labor council that uses
the Net to coordmate its own business, bring commumty and
labor groups together for discussion and common actlon
post messages and general information to the broader com—
munity, and otherwise create a “virtnal” union hall with
much of the spirit and dense activity that used to be common
in actual union halls in major cities. JR.ANDRE

They would be more open to alliance with nonlabor forces—com-
munity forces of various kinds, constituencies organized around
interests not best expressed through work or even class (here think
environmental, feminist, diversity or work/family concerns)—
that might support them in this work. As a result, labor as a whole
would likely have a more pronounced “social” face with OSU than
it has today.

How realistic is this vision? Nobody knows for sure. But there
is evidence to suggest that it is feasible-——evidence of unmet
demand for unionism among workers, evidence of legal support
for minority unionism and evidence that the Internet can be a
vehicle for low-cost provision of information, communication
and work-reldted services.

The Market

pproximately 100 million private-sector American workers—
including 91 percent of the total—have no collective repre-
sentation at work. Our mid-1990s survey of worker attitudes
found that most workers want some organization—ranging
from unions to workplace committees of various forms—
speaking to their everyday concerns at work: wages and bene-
fits, statutory rights, technology and training, safety, work/family
scheduling conflicts, etc. Applying our results to today’s work
force, about 42 million workers want an orgariization with elect-
ed representatives and arbitration of disputes with management.
Another 42 million or so want an organization more focused on
information, career assistance or consultation with management,
but still operating independent of management. Together these
roughly 85 million workers—a group twelve times the size of

_present private union membershlp——are the market for open-

source unionism. Capturing even a small share of this market
could massively expand the American labor movement and
vastly extend its reach.

The Law.

any union and business leaders believe that pro-union work-
ers'without a workplace majority have no collective rights—
that they. exist in a sort of legal black hole devoid of the
protections our national labor laws afford concerted activity.
That is not the case. In fact, all the basic rights and protec-
tions of that law apply to workers acting together in nonmajority

" situations: protection from discrimination against union activity,

the right to strike without being discharged, the right to present
demands and request negotiations with management, the right
to' designate union stewards and the right to bargain and make
a collective agreement for members, among others. Not only
does minority unionism have historical antecedents in the pri-
vate sector; but it has strong roots in the public sector, which
accounts for an ever larger share of the union movement. Most
public-sector unions in the 1960s and *70s first developed from
minority representation. Teachers’ unions, for example, emerged
through agreements negotiated ‘only with members of non-
majority associations. »

To be sure, getting robust minority umon presence in the pri-
vate sector will not be easy, as employers may react with the same
opposition to mmonty unions as to traditional ones. But there is
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nothing in the law that prevents or even discourages exploring ) — . - . )
what minority unionism might look like today. , Th e N ati onwid e B CSt S el l er
The Technology In Bookstores Now

longstanding objection to more open-ended and diverse union
membership is that with relatively low density in any given
place, the members would be too costly to service: The eco-
nomics of servicing require a collective-bargaining agreement
and the accompanying dues and union security. But here we
think the Internet is changing the economics of membership serv-
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icing in fundamental ways [see sidebar opposite]. - HATED
The Internet reduces to near-zero the marginal cost of pro- ‘
viding information, advice and some direct services to members. - By Gore Vidal

And Net usage in America is approaching 80 percent of house-
holds or workplaces. What this means is that unions can be T o Br So H ATED
continuously communicating with even a vast membership, at
a cost that is basically independent of the number of members.
Servicing and coordination of a mass labor movement, drawing
on membership more varied and dispersed than present member-
ship, is economically feasible today in a way it was not justa
few years ago. :

Of course, most workers will want human contact and direct
exchange in addition to advice and guidance through the web.
These relationships require some shared physical space, which
is one reason open-source unionism would have a strong geo- To otder: R
graphic component. But it does not gainsay the degree to which
the Net can su'ppdrt alternative organizing, especially from a mi- WWW nathn bOOkS Org
nority position of strength. The best evidence of this is what work- . = , _ .
ers are already doing along these lines. As the examples in the N T . — :
sidebar indicate, whether job-based, occupatlon—based, geographi- , '
cally based or international/local-union-based, workers can be ' !j A Z Z S T A N D A R ' '
mobilized and organized through the Net, which can also connect A .
labor with broader communities at a speed and cost unimaginable . S o S , A
even a few years ago. E18 - JU 23

The Opportunity _ | | D sTEVE RE,S :
f unions were to combine open members'hlzp, minority repre- S AN c TI F E E : y S H E LLS

sentation and low-cost, Net-based servicing and coordina-
tion—perhaps including more “direct affiliation” of new worker , WITH SPECIAL GUEST JON F ADDIS JUNE 22 & 23 ONLY
organizations to the national AFL-CIO, or regional bodies, AY, JUNE 25

or existing internationals—we believe that over the long run IN B I G E N PE 0 PLE
they would expand membership substantially. They would also -
enjoy immediate gains in labor’s public image and political - ﬂ ARY
effectiveness.

The AFL-CIO takes great pride in its recent political program, WEDNESDAY, JUNE 26 A:4 11, ‘\: JAGKS UR
clalmlng that it has dramatically increased the union household THURSDAY - SA

share of the active electorate even as its share of the working pop- D Rﬂ R

ulation has declined. Upon closer inspection, this claim proves RIﬁHAR DGE S
exaggerated, an artifact of exit-poll procedures and inconsis- i D AY cELEBBATInN
tency in question wording. But what is cleat from the pollsis
that the number of nonmembers now in the electorate who ex- JVE

press great support for unions is vastly greater than the nurber
of union members who express such support—three to four
times greater. A political program centered on labor’s interests,

with manifest general benefit, would find an audience among
these voters. Especially when coupled with human contact and
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