TALKING ABOUT ORGANIZING

IMAGINE
THERE'S NO

LABOUR BOARD:

ORGANIZING WORKERS, ON THE FACE OF
it, should be far easy than it is. Twenty-first century
Canadian workers, after all, are not slaves, nor are
they indentured servants. They have extensive rights
as workers, which have long been codified in provin-
cial, federal and even international treaties, regula-
tion and law. Put plainly, and as Rov Adams point
out, whether or not workers are union members, they
have the right to organize collectively, negotiate with
their emplovers and even engage in collective action
to promote their demands and interests. On paper,
it all seems remarkably straight forward and simple,

And vet, as Adams again correctly points out, 70
per cent of Canadian workers are neither union
members, nor do they collectively negotiate the
conditions and terms of their employment. So, what
is the problem here? Do the majority of Canadian
workers simply not know that they have these
rights? Or, as right-wing pundits jvould have us
believe, have these workers made an informed deci-
sion to not bargain collectively and to accept,
instead, the unilateral, unencumbered, but hopetully
benevolent rule of their employer?

Opinion poll after poll of Canadian workers show
that considerably more than the current 30 per cent of
unionized workers would like to have collective repre-
sentation. The problem lies in what it takes to execute
that desire. Uinformunately, having a right does not
automatically mean vou can exercise it. One of the
reasons that the vast majority of workers who orga-
nize in Canada do so with the aid of an
existing union is because moving from
having rights to actually exercising them
takes considerable resources

Organizing is darn hard work that requires much
time and effort. Simply knowing you are allowed to
organize may not be sufficient enticement to do it. And
there is the added disincentive of employer resistance
and disapproval. Few workers would want to be known
to their boss as a “troublemaker” and an “organizer” of
other dissatisfied employees. Indeed, countless workers
fired and discriminated against for attempting to exer-
cise their rights would attest to the fact that it is
dangerous work. As LLS. slavery abolitionist leader
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Frederick Douglass noted, “Power concedes nothing
without demand. It never has and it never will."

The weakening of labour laws, and the exclusion of
large groups of employees from the protection
provided by labour law, make the road to successful
representation much more precarious these days. Yet
labour law and labour boards, in spite of all of their
weaknesses, continue to provide at least some protec-
tion to workers attempting to organize by limiting the
full coercive power of the emplover. Thats why unions
seek to include as many workers as possible within the
protective provisions of labour law. Yes, workers can
organize whether they are covered by labour law or
not — but it's a very, very hard road to travel.

The choice of unions to not expend too much of
their resources on going down this road is not a
failure of imagination but a sober appreciation that
organizing is more likely to succeed where
employer interference is legally constrained. Also
unions understand that for organizing to succeed,
workers need to see that they not only have voice
in the workplace, but that their voice has power.
The right to be heard, but ignored, is not worth the
eftfort. Organizing succeeds where it can demon-
strate that collective action gets results.

Organizing is a skill that successful organizers craft
and develop through experience over time. Bringing
a diverse group of people together to forge a
common sense of community and commitment and
leading them to take action in face of powerful oppo-
sition rarely happens spontaneously, and
always requires at least some people
prepared to dedicate considerable time
and effort to the enterprise. The vast
majority of workers, of course, do not seek employ-
ment with the objective of becoming an organizer
or union leader. And it is the rare and exceptional
waorker who decides to risk their emplovers wrath
and their co-workers' fear or indifference and goes
ahead and organizes for collective representation and
action. It is therefore not the least bit surprising that
the majority of workers who seek to organize reach
out to unions and invite experienced unionists to
assist in “organizing” their workplaces.
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