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P UNTIL THE COLD WAR ENDED,

individual “prisoners of consctence,” empha-
sizing the denial of a narrow set of political freedoms.
And labour rights tended to be only the concern of
unions. Although occasionally included in human
rights campaigns as an expression of the freedom of
association, they generally took a back seat to polit-
ical freedom of expression. But with the end of the
Cold War, and with the tremendous organizing and
education done by the global solidarity movement,
from global unions, to anti-sweatshop activists, to the
world global forum, we've seen a renewed interest in

" a more robust and full expression of human rights —
one that includes economic rights.

Some of the economic rights listed in Article 25
of the United Nations' Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, signed 60 yeas ago, include the
provision that "everyone has the right to a standard
of living adequate for the health and well-being of
himself and of his family, including food, clothing,
housing and medical care and necessary social
services, and the right to security in the event of
unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old
age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances
beyond his control.” Also, explicitly listed in Article
23 is the right to form and join trade unions.

The relationship between political and economic -

rights is rather self-evident. Political rights,
including freedom of association and the right to
organize, are the foundation upon which commu-
nities build power, advocate for their
interests and seek théir share of
society’s Tesources. The inclusion of
economic rights as fundamental human
rights demands that we go further
than simply saying that the state,
employers and courts should “allow”
warkers, citizens, and communities
to form organizations to attempt to
win contracts, legislation and rights.
Rather, these institutions themselves
should be promoting organizing,
and justice, and economic equality.
For example, the default position of
labour law should be one that assumes
employees have the right to a democ-
- ratic, collective voice, and to partici-
pate in decision-making in the
warkplace, Instead, the natural state
" of the workplace is assumed to be one
where employees have no right to
participate in decision-making. And
most labour laws consist of regula-
tions over how employees will prave majority support
for unionizing, gain recognition as the sole bargaining
agent, and successfully bargain a collective agreement.
This, in fact, is why we need unions more than ever:
to fight for the economic justice that Article 25 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights describes.
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Today, union density in Canada has slipped just
below 30 per cent, with 72 per cent of the public
sector organized, but only 17 per cent of the private
sector organized. However, with just under one out
of three workers a union member, unions still set
the standard for wages and working conditions, not
only for their members, but often for the non-union
sector as well. So, this decline in strength, density
and influence of the labour movement as a whole
must be a concern for everyone — whether union
member or not. The decline in union density has
led to stagnating and/or declining wages and bene-
fits of private sector workers, undermining the
entire community. In a Hobbesian world of labour
markets, Nno one sector or group can remain an
island of good wages and working standards in a sea
of declining standards and conditions.

In addition to the economic impact, the decline
tn unions has also had a detrimental impact on our
democracy. Rights at work, including freedom of
association and the right to form unions and collec-
tively bargain, are key underpinnings of a democ-
ratic society. Unions, as institutions, and union
members as skilled organizers, supported and
provided resources, activists and inspiration for

Employees should have

the right to participate in

workplace decisions
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Unions seek to practice social solidarity: winning benefits first for their
members, through collective bargaining, and then spreading them to the
rest of the workforce through political action and support for government
social programs. PHOTO: Annette Brucester, a member of the Canadian
Office & Professional Employées Local 378 (COPE), works for the

Insurance Corporation of British Columbia (ICBC).
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A crucial but little appreciated role of the labour movement is that it builds democratic communities. PHOTQ: Terri Van

Steinburg (centre), president of the faculty association at Kwantlen Polytechnic University, is 2 member of the Federation

of Post-Secondary Educators of B.C.

many other social movements. As well, unions
sought, through public policy initiatives and polit-

ical action, to practice social solidarity: winning

benefits first for their members, thorough collective

bargaining, and then spreading them to the rest of

the workforce through political action and support
for government social programs.

Alexis de Tocqueville, writing in the early 1800s,
observed that “in democratic countries, knowledge
of bow to combine is the mother of all other forms of
knowledge; on its progress depends that of all the
others.” Where, but through the labour movement,
do millions of workers in Canada learn how to
-democratically combine, not into an exclusive
community of their own choosing, but, as a work-
force hired by an employer, moulded into a commu-

- nity though union organizing.

The centrality of work in people’s lives, both as a
location where we spend considerable time but also
‘as the only source of income for the majority of
people, makes the issue of labour rights and what
happens to people in the workplace vital for all
Canadians. The workplace is a unique location
within which most of us spend many of our waking
hours, and where many important decisions are made
that affect our lives and the lives of our neighbours.
Without a union as a vehicle for collective voice and
action, individuat workers are powerless. How can
workers spend eight or more hours a day in work-
places where they have no right, legal or otherwise,
_to participate in crucial decisions that affect them,

and then engage in robust, critical dialogue about our
saciety after hours? Eventually the strain of being
deferential servants with few rights from nine to five
diminishes our after-hours liberty and sense of civic
entitlement and responsibility.

A crucial but little-appreciated role of the labour
movement is that it builds democratic communities
— that's one of the key things that unions do. By
bringing together workers, who have few rights,
who are isolated as individuals and often competing
against each other, unions forge a community in the
workplace among workers, They help workers
understand that they have rights, and they provide
a vehicle for exercising those rights. Beyond the
defence and promotion of individual union
members’ rights, unions also provide a collective
voice for workers. They provide a powerful check
to the almost total power of management in the
workplace. And they fight for the right of workers
to participate in decision-making in the workplace.

But labour movements and other communities of
common interest don't just happen. They have to
be consciously constructed, with a lot of hard work,
discussion and organization. Constructing democ-
ratic communities in the workplace or anywhere is
an ongoing process, rather like democracy. And,
like democracy, it’s a process that can be rolled back
or reversed.

Organizing is important, but it needs to be more
than simply signing up new members. Rather, the
future of unions and their power rests with an
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informed, committed membership who understand
that they are the union and that the power of the
union rests with them. Today, the vast majority of
union members were not won to the labour move-
ment through their participation in organizing
campaigns. Rather, they became union members by
getting a job in a unionized workplace, with
membership seen as simply one more automatic
deduction from a dwindling pay cheque. Occasionally,
workers might purposely seek out a unionized
workplace because they are aware of the union
advantage. However, just as often, they associate
the “good job with good benefits” as simply a
feature of the industry or company. So, a further
organizing challenge for unions is learning to trans-
form these inactive and potentially reluctant “dues
payers” into informed, committed, union activists.

Why are workers who come to the labour move-
ment through an organizing campaign different than
those who simply join an existing union? Because,
when workers decide to organize, they are deciding
to take a stand, and to transform their workplace.
And, in the process, they transform themselves and
their co-workers. An organizing drive may start with
a few workers talking about specific problems and
grievances but, beforé long, they are broadening
their critique to include general issues of dignity and
their right to a say in the workplace. Successful orga-
nizing campaigns are not just an explosion of griev-
ances against the employer; they are also a positive
assertion by workers that they are more than hands
for hire and that they have a right to negotiate the
terms and conditions of their employment. Not
surprisingly, union members gained through new
union organizing are among the most committed
and enthusiastic activists.

And for all of the discussion about density and
structures, the key place where this transformation
happens is in the local union, New members don't
join the national office, or even the regional body.
The union local is: _
¢ where members join the union;

* where members experience the union;

* ‘where members become involved in the union;

* and where members shape the character of the
union.

The hundreds of local unions across Canada are
the keystone of the labour movement because
they're the springboard for membership participa-
tion and leadership development {whether in
unions, politics or community). I¢'s the experience
members have at the local level that determines
whethér they will see their union as just an agency,
or whether they will grow to understand that the
power of the union is not in its full-time staff and
officers (with the power entering and leaving the
workplace with the visits by the staff reps) but
rather is embodied in the membership and is in the
workplace at all times whenever union members are
present. And it is committed activist members who

Unions set the standard
for wages and working

conditions for the non-

union sector as well

By bringing together workers, who have few rights, whag

are isolated as Individuals and often competing against
each other, unions forge a community in the workplace
amang workers. PHOTO: Philip Belleau is a member of

the International Union of Painters and Allied Trades.

are the best promoters and organizers of unions.
This raises an important challenge: as unions seek
to centralize resources and build regional and
national capacity, do they weaken locals and their
role as a vehicle for membership engagement?
Unions must build quantitative strength through
growth, but, equally, they must meet the challenge
to build qualitative strength through involving
greater numbers of members in the activities of the
union. Unions, to succeed, must be more than instiu-
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When workers decide to organize, they are deciding to take a

stand, and to transform their workplace.
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as a whole must be a concern for everyone,

ments for winning wages and resolving workplace
grievances. The vital role of unions is as schools for
democracy in a society where there are very few
places where we actually get to practice democratic
decision-making. And there is no more important
place for workers to be able to exercise their rights
than at the centre of the production or provision of
goods, services and caretaking — the workplace.

In short, unions are the premier institution of a
free, democratic society, promoting democracy in
the workplace, as well as economic and social
justice, and equality. They have this role because
they are instruments of transformation of members
and of society at large. And in this wonderful trans-
formation rests the real power of unions and their
vital role as advocates and vehicles for human rights.

Elaine Bernard, a labour educater from Canada, is executive
director of Harvard University’s Labor and Worklife
Program. She was a guest speaker at the November 2008
international symposium in Qttawa called “Labour Rights
are Human Rights,” For more information about the
symposium see page 8§, “International Rights Symposium,”

or visit www.nupge.ca.
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