
UNIONS
IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Third Edition
2013

Work, Money and Power





arwash workers in the Los

Angeles area faced serious

problems. Their bosses would tell

them to show up at a certain time,

but wouldn’t start paying them

until a customer arrived. They

didn’t make much money,

sometimes only tips. Sometimes,

they were cheated out of even 
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that. They were refused lunch breaks and issued no protec-
tive gear when exposed to dangerous chemicals. Workers
reported kidney failure, respiratory problems, and nerve
damage.

One of these workers was
Bosbely, who worked at
Vermont Handwash in Los
Angeles for nearly two
years as a dryer and detail-
er. Bosbely and many of his
co-workers suffered health
effects from using acids
and other toxic chemicals
without goggles or gloves.

So workers turned to the
Community-Labor
Environmental Action
Network, or CLEAN. With
CLEAN’s help Bosbely joined his co-workers in taking 
successful legal action against the owners of the carwash
for not paying minimum wage or overtime pay, and not
allowing workers to take meal and rest breaks. He also
reported the dangerous working conditions to the California
Occupational Safety and Health Administration. But as
another carwash worker said, “A lawsuit doesn’t change
anything. You need a union contract to change conditions.” 

It took two years, but in October 2011 Bonus Car Wash
workers became the first in southern California to unionize.
Following that victory, workers at two more carwashes
voted for unions. These workers received raises, a guarantee
of meal breaks, health and safety protection, and grievance
procedures through a union contract. 

Most workers aren’t so lucky. Even when the laws are
observed, work in today’s economy can be rough. The 2007
Wall Street crash and economic recession that followed left
millions of workers without employment. Most of those
with jobs don’t have the protections that unions provide.

In the U.S., more than one out of four working families

with children is low income. In these “working poor” 

families, people work hard but still can’t make ends meet,

and are just one or two paychecks from homelessness.

These workers at the bottom of the economy are the people

who could benefit the most from belonging to a union. But

over the past half century,

the percentage of union

members in the workforce

has shrunk, from about 

33 percent to just over 

11 percent today. Plenty of

new jobs were created 

during that time, and a lot

of new wealth. But the new

jobs have tended to be either

high skill/high wage, or low

skill/low wage. Jobs in the

middle—the jobs that used to

be available in manufactur-

ing, with decent wages and

benefits, enough to support

a family—have been disappearing. These are the jobs that

used to belong to union members. 

Some people think the decline of organized labor means

unions belong to the past, and have no role to play in the

21st century global economy. They say that workers are

choosing not to join unions anymore. In reality, most

workers would prefer to belong to unions if they could. But

many are being prevented from joining. 

Conservative state legislatures have passed laws attacking

the rights of workers to form unions and bargain collec-

tively—rights that workers fought for and protected for

decades. In these states, thousands of workers and their

allies have responded with protests, in some cases occupy-

ing state capitols for weeks at a time, or, as in Ohio, pass-

ing a state ballot measure overturning the anti-union law.

Why the protests? Why do workers organize? Because

unions remain the best guarantee of economic protection

and political advocacy for workers. But as unions shrink,

fewer people know what unions are and what they do. And

fewer remember what unions have to do with the prosperity

of working people.
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Aunion is a group of workers 

who have organized themselves

for mutual aid and collective action.

It is a tool developed by and for

working people, to provide them with

a collective voice in their place of

employment and in the broader

society. Like any tool, it can be used

well, badly, or not at all. Used

properly, a union provides workers

with a means to improve their lives

in many ways. 

What is a
Union?
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Unions bring working people increased pay and benefits,

and legal, legislative, and political remedies addressing the

issues workers and their families care about: secure jobs

and safe communities; necessary social services like public

education, health care, and public safety; and a measure of

support in old age through employee pension plans and

advocacy for government programs such as Social Security

and Medicare. 

The reason why workers need unions boils down to this:

employers have far more power than workers do, especially

if workers have to negotiate with them over wages and

working conditions as individuals. On the side of employers

we find greater financial resources, favorable laws, and 

the power that comes from the ability to hire and fire 

people who need to work for a living. However kind or

well-intentioned they might be as individual human beings,

employers are motivated by maximizing profits in their

businesses. All too often, that motivation overrides fair

treatment of employees. 

By forming unions, workers gain the power that comes

with being part of a group created for collective action. As

a group, workers can negotiate with their employers with

greater chance of success than they can as individuals. 

This is why Cesar Chavez became a union organizer. After

many years attempting to address the poverty and power-

lessness of California farm workers through community

organizing, Chavez decided that a union was the most

effective vehicle for achieving a better life for farm work-

ers. His singular achievement was to build the first farm

workers union that lasted more than a few years—the

United Farm Workers of America. As a result, tens of thou-

sands of farm workers enjoy higher salaries, have health

care insurance and old age pensions, and experience a

greater measure of safety on the job. 

Every year Californians honor the memory of Chavez on 

his birthday, March 31. But he would have been the first to

acknowledge that a union succeeds only through the com-

bined action of its members. He may have been the leader in

the effort to form the United Farm Workers, but he succeeded

because he was joined by dozens, then hundreds, and finally

thousands of other people aligned with that purpose. 
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Aunion is formed when workers 

agree that they need the strength

of numbers and a collective voice on

the job. In most cases this means that

they seek the assistance of an

organizer from an already existing

union. The organizer helps the workers

to form a committee, which provides

an effective way of reaching out to 

How Do
Workers

Organize?
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more workers until a majority has decided to establish 

a union in their workplace. This is the key to effective

unionism: it is the result of the democratic process, the

actions of workers themselves, and the backing of an

organization with resources. 

Once a majority of workers have indicated they want a

union, the employer has the opportunity to recognize the

organization as the official representative of the workers,

and to sit down and negotiate a contract with them. This is

known as collective bargaining. If the employer does not

readily agree to recognize the union and bargain, then usu-

ally the workers move to an election. In the private sector

this is overseen by the National Labor Relations Board

(NLRB); in the public sector it is overseen by various agen-

cies (for example, in California, New York, and other states,

the Public Employment Relations Board, or PERB). 

If a majority of those voting cast a ballot in favor of 

the union, and the employer does not file a challenge to the

election results, then the union is certified as the exclusive

collective bargaining agent for the workers. (An alternative

to this method is called “card check,” in which the employ-

er recognizes the union through a simple presentation of

cards signed by a majority of workers indicating they want

representation by the union.)

After a union has been elected by the workers and certified

by the NLRB or a public sector labor agency, the law

requires that the employer begin the collective bargaining

process with the union. (This is how the process is supposed

to work. The National Labor Relations Act, however, has

become far less effective in safeguarding organizing and

collective bargaining. We will discuss this topic in more

depth on page 21.) Collective bargaining means worker 

representatives sitting down with management representa-

tives to discuss and decide matters such as how much

workers will be paid and how to resolve conflicts, when

they arise, in a manner fair to everyone involved.

But a union is often much more than that. It is a measure

of dignity for workers on the job. It is a kind of extended

family, where workers take care of each other. It is a broth-

erhood or sisterhood; indeed, many unions, reaching back

to their 19th or early 20th century origins, include the

word “brotherhood” in their name, like the International

Brotherhood of Teamsters. In other words, a union is a

form of community.

The impact of unions—combined into the labor movement,

or “organized labor”—on American society has been great.

As a result of the successes of the labor movement, much

of the nation’s working class was able to rise to achieve the

“American Dream” of homeownership and a relatively 

comfortable and secure standard of living. Strong collective

bargaining brought union members wage and benefit gains.

But also, thanks to unions, many progressive laws protect-

ing and enhancing the lives of all workers were passed. In

this way, the positive effects of unions and the labor move-

ment were not limited to their members, but spread

throughout society.


