Allled Forces

Unions and environmentalists can work together for jobs

MAE BURROWS

In BC, the summer
of 1997 showed how

ugly it can get when

labour and

environmentalists

clash.
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ATSURO “BUCK” SUZUKI was a Fraser

River fisher and an activist in the United

Fishermen and Allied Workers’ Union.

Known as “Gumboot Suzuki”, he worked

to protect the health of BC’s rivers and coastal waters

in the early 1950s, long before concern about the en-

vironment was popularized. Early accounts de-

scribed Suzuki lobbying and organizing to protect

marsh habitat and to stop the dumping of untreated

sewage into the Fraser River, home to one of the

world’s largest salmon populations. To Suzuki and

other fishers, there was never a division between the

environment and jobs. A healthy environmentand a

conservative attitude toward resource extraction
meant economic security and community stability.

This is a lesson that unions and environmentalists
are still struggling with today.* When unions and en-
vironmentalists work together, they can be
very good friends and achieve environmental
and economic goals. When they don’t work
together, both sides, as well as the environ-
ment, lose badly. In British Columbia, the sum-
mer of 1997 showed how ugly it can get when
labour and environmentalists are pitted against
each other.

A coalition of European environmental
groups, including Friends of the Earth and
Greenpeace, were leading a boycott of BC
wood products derived from the old growth
rainforests of the central coast region.?
Greenpeace had met with the forest companies
to discuss objectionable forest practices and the
potential consequences of a boycott on corporate
bottom lines. However, it held no formal meetings
with the unions that represented the workers in-
volved, the Industrial, Wood and Allied Workers of
Canada (IWA), the Canadian Energy and
Paperworkers (CEP), and the Pulp and Paper Work-
ers of Canada (PPWC). Nor was there any discussion
about the likely consequences of the boycott for the
workers, i.e., lost jobs.

Also missing from the coalition’s action plan was
any mention of strategies that could help workers,
their families and communities make the transition to
an economy based on forest conservation rather than
clear-cutting. In doing so, the environmental groups
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and ecological sustainability

had ignored a key belief of trade unionists: if society
decidesto raise environmental standards, then society
as awhole should share the social and economic costs.
Workers and their communities should not bear the
full brunt of the changes.

In response to the boycott, the IWA took a page
from the environmentalists’ own tactics book. As part
of their “Fight Back For Forest Jobs” campaign, union
members set up blockades against two Greenpeace
ships in Vancouver harbour.® A number of key
unions, including several that had otherwise good
relationships with Greenpeace and other environ-
mental groups, joined the protest. Their support for
the IWA action was a message to environmentalists
that they needed to communicate with workers before
engaging in actions that could hurt them.*

The summer of 1997 had already seen environ-
mentalists pitted against resource workers in BC.
Greenpeace — along with the Western Canada Wil-
derness Committee, the Sierra Club of Western
Canada, and other organizations — had demanded
that a salmon fishery be shut down to preserve coho
stocks.®> The union complained that it was neither
consulted nor notified of the demand, which was
delivered through the media. Nor had fishery work-
ers forgotten what occurred a year earlier when
Greenpeace protested a fishery that had already been
authorized by the federal Department of Fisheries and
Oceans (DFO). Instead of protesting at the corporate
offices of the fishing companies or at DFO headquar-
ters, Greenpeace activists chose to confront workers
at their work-site. On one occasion, Greenpeace ac-
tivists went so far as to damage a fisher’s nets.

Such conflicts about “jobs and the environment”
caused enormous distress to workers and environ-
mentalists alike. Hostility escalated to the point where
some environmental activists received death threats,
bullets in the mail, and sexually explicit hate calls.®
The provincial government even got involved, label-
ing environmentalists as “enemies of British Colum-
bia.”” BC’s summer of 1997 exemplified environmen-
talists and labour at loggerheads.

These conflicts are occurring at a time when the
need for environmentalists and labour unionists to co-
operate has never been greater. Labour standards,
jobs, environmental protection, social programmes,
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COURTESY OF THE FISHERMAN

1994 convention, when it adopted a set of
“Basic Principles for Struggling with Con-
flicts.” The key insight behind the docu-
ment was that unions and environmental-
ists must think strategically in dealing with
tensions that arise between them. Thinking
strategically means that environmentalists
and workers engage in constructive dia-
logue about the issues at hand. The goal is
to understand each other’s positions, and —
ideally — to design a unified campaign that
allows both groups to advance their inter-
ests.

An example of a unified campaign was
the successful effort in the early 1990s to
convince the BC government to imple-
ment zero-dioxin-discharge regulations.
The campaign brought together fishers,
pulp workers and other labour unions, First
Nations, and environmentalists.® Ironi-
cally, the alliance included many of the
same organizations that would end up fac-
ing off against each other in the rainforest
boycott of 1997. In 1998 a similar alliance
of environmentalists and unions are work-
ing toward a comprehensive strategy to
eliminate chlorine compounds from pulp
production, a situation that would benefit
the environment and workers’ health, and
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Mainstream media often portray the jobs versus environment attitude. Under-reported
are the social activities of unionists and the thousands of volunteer hours environmentalists . %
devote to restoring habitat or participating on advisory panels. Here Salmon ordinated many campaigns that have seen
Enhancement Program worker Russ Davies (left) and UFAWU-CAW member Elvin unions, environmentalists, student, church
Phillips rescue salmon fry and smolts from Coquitlam’s withering Hyde Creek. In this and poverty groups and others working
effort about four to five thousand smolts were rescued from drying sections of the creek.  together for common cause. This has in-

not necessarily lead to job losses.!
The Council of Canadians has co-

and community stability are threatened by corporate
concentration, globalization and investment and
trade agreements. To be effective against this corpo-
rate onslaught, environmentalists and labour need to
work together.

Some labour unionists and environmentalists have
recognized that co-operation is in their best long-term
interests. Over a decade ago, at a 1987 Canadian
Labour Congress convention, Bob White, then presi-
dent of the Canadian Autoworkers’ Union (CAW),
recalled the Bread and Roses struggle of women in
the early 1900s. A tragic fire at the Triangle Shirt Waist
factory in New York City took the lives of many
women workers. The popular labour song “Bread
and Roses” was born out of the fire and spoke of how
workers need more than decent wages — they need a
safe and healthy environment within which to work.
He argued that this struggle expressed the “best ele-
ments” of the labour movement by rejecting the re-
duction of human needs to a subsistence wage. White
drew an analogy between the meaning of “Bread and
Roses” and the meaning of “jobs and the environ-
ment.” Employers’ frequent assertion that the issue is
jobs versus the environment has posed a false choice:
both workers and the environment will continue to
suffer as long as the need to make this choice is
uncritically accepted.®

The CAW reiterated at its 1997 convention, the im-
portance of working with environmentalists at its
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cluded opposition to the original Canada-
US Free-Trade Agreement, the expanded North
American Free-Trade Agreement and the current
Multilateral Agreement on Investment. Great Lakes
United is an international coalition of environmental,
conservation, labour, community and recreation
groups. Since the early 1980s, this coalition has been
bringing citizens together to improve the environ-
mental quality of the Great Lakes.*?

Formal alliances or unified campaigns are possible
when it is clear that conservation of resources and
protection of the environment will result in more
economic security in the longer term.® However,
such campaigns are less likely when, in the short term,
jobs are threatened by environmental demands. In
these instances, labour and environmentalists might
try working in strategic parallel campaigns.

Such campaigns might look like this. An environ-
mental group that strongly opposes clear-cut logging
feels that a boycott is the only effective tactic to op-
pose the company’s practices. A union that produces
pulp from an area that has been clear-cut by that same
company doesn’t necessarily agree with the environ-
mental group’s views on clear-cutting, but the union
does have serious working condition and other con-
tract issues. If the union and environmental groups
were to discuss strategy — the environmental group
sharing information with the union about its boycott
tactics, and the union engaging in its own job action
against the company, an action supported by the

ALTERNATIVES JOURNAL 24:4  Fall 1998 19



There is plenty of
opportunity for

dialogue on the

environmental

issues surrounding
worker health and
safety, and on public
health issues such as

sewage disposal, and

air and water
quality.
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environmental and larger community — both
groups could benefit. Unions and environ-
mentalists could address their issues with the
company as well as continue educating each
other, rather than attacking each other and
feeling attacked. So far though, lack of com-
munication and strategic planning have in-
hibited such initiatives from taking place.

The recent history of conflict between
them shows that environmentalists and
unionists are still learning to work together.
Both strategic alliances and parallel cam-
paigns will more likely emerge if the two
sides communicate clearly about their inter-
ests and goals. The first step in this process is
to develop a mutual understanding of differ-
ences, whether this be in terms of organiza-
tional structures, how decisions are made, the
issues of concern, or methods of campaign-
ing. Besides arriving at a better understand-
ing of their cultural and organizational differ-
ences, unionists and environmentalists also
need to become more aware of how differ-
ences are magnified by the media and ex-
ploited by corporate interests.

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

A major stumbling block to collaboration between
unions and environmental groups is their differing
organizational structures. In unions, member work-
ers are hired by employers who have the power to
exclude certain people from joining the group. Mem-
bers of a local union are brought together by the fact
they share a workplace. They don’t necessarily share
political values or beliefs. This may mean that com-
mon positions arrived at have to be flexible enough
to accommodate a broad range of views. Environ-
mentalists, for their part, join groups by choice and
are usually like-minded on the particular environ-
mental issue that brings them together. This allows for
amore single-minded, stronger position on an issue.

Union leadership is elected by a democratic struc-
ture, such as an annual convention. There is a direct
line of accountability to the range of interests in the
union. Leaders must listen to the membership, oth-
erwise they will not be re-elected. In contrast, envi-
ronmental groups seldom hold elections for leader-
ship positions. However, there is a trend, reflected in
groups such as the BC Environmental Network and
the Sierra Club of Western Canada, towards designat-
ing spokespeople who are accountable to an elected
steering committee or board of directors. Some envi-
ronmental organizations, such as BCWILD have no
membership and are accountable primarily to their
foundation funders. Other environmental organiza-
tions, such as Greenpeace, have an appointed board
of directors that sets policy, even though the
organization’s funding may come from individual
contributor-members. In such cases, there is no active
formal membership and no formalized direct ac-
countability to the contributors.

These different organizational structures can un-
dermine communication and co-operation. On the
one hand, union members and leaders often question
how the direction and tactics of major environmen-
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tal campaigns can be determined by an individual or
asmall group within a large organization with little or
no democratic legitimacy. Union members are often
puzzled by the plethora of environmental organiza-
tions, the interests they represent and the ways in
which they relate to each other. This lack of under-
standing can lead unions to bunch all environmental-
ists together and tar them with the same brush. Envi-
ronmentalists, on the other hand, are often at a loss as
to how to gain access to union leaders in a structured
hierarchy or how to approach members to discuss a
particular issue.

DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

How unions and environmental groups make deci-
sions is also very different. Environmentalists gener-
ally prefer horizontal decision-making structures and
have a number of spokespeople and “co-chairs”.
Meetings are informal and may or may not be
chaired, although they are usually “facilitated”. Min-
utes may or may not be taken. Often decisions are
reached through consensus. Formal resolutions are
rarely put forward. As environmental activist Paul
Senez described the environmental sector’s approach
to participating in a land-use process: “[We operated]
in a non-hierarchical, non-patriarch-dominated,
interest-based approach. We were a 13-member team
that did not have a traditional hierarchical structure
with spokesperson, steering committee, and second
and third row. We were all it.”

In contrast, trade unions operate under a hierarchi-
cal structure, with one designated spokesperson at the
head. Compare the environmentalist approach to that
described by the forest union sector participant in the
same planning process: “Our sector will have one
spokesperson, as we believe that it is imperative to
keep the number of representatives at the table to a
minimum in order for the negotiations to be success-
ful. The spokesperson will have full authority, as all
issues will be dealt with through the steering commit-
tee.”’> Trade union meetings usually follow
Bournidot’s (if a Canadian union, or Robert’s if an
American-based union) Rules of Order, so there is a
chair, and minutes are kept. Resolutions are presented
and voted on, and there is an expectation of group
discipline in supporting a majority decision.

Environmentalists are often frustrated with what
they see as a rigid and time-consuming consultation
process within unions that prevents them from mak-
ing timely decisions, for instance, on whether to par-
ticipate in specific actions. Union activists, on the
other hand, question whether a legitimate decision-
making process was undertaken when environmen-
talists make public statements or announce positions.
To trade union members it often appears that environ-
mental spokespeople make statements on their own
rather than on behalf of a constituency to whom they
are accountable.

ISSUES OF CONCERN

Not only are there organizational differences between
environmentalists and labour, but the two groups
tend to focus on different issues. In British Columbia,
environmentalists have focused on creating pristine
protected areas, i.e., preserving big trees in big parks.
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Resolution

| n August 1997, at the Canadian Autoworkers Constitutional Convention in
Vancouver, BC, the following resolution was agreed upon.

THE ENVIRONMENT
BAsic PrinciPLES FOR STRUGGLING WITH CONFLICTS

The environment is not an issue involving “others”.

« The environment is first of all a public health issue, affecting the air we
breathe, the water we depend on, the food we eat, the soil our children
play in;it’s about chemicals, poisons and carcinogens in our community.

* It's about the future resources we leave for the next generation; it's about
preserving and therefore sharing the beauty of nature.

Environmental issues can’t be separated from the economic

system we live in.

 An economic system that treats humans as commaodities, interested
only in their contribution to profits and discarding them at will, is
unlikely to give much priority to our natural environment.

Our economic system divides us regarding our concerns over

jobs vs our concerns over our environment.

* Although the long-term effects of environmental damage will negatively
impact on all our lives, the need to earn a living in uncertain times
pushes workers to focus on the short term, which often means laying
environmental issues aside.

» Somehow we must address both the short-term (jobs) and long-term
(environment) aspects of survival.

We can learn from our experience over health and safety.

« In the early days of the health and safety movement, workers were often
confronted with the choice between trading off health (the work
environment) for profits and competitiveness (i.e., jobs).When we
resisted — with significant success — was this anti-social and a false
choice?

» We demanded both a safe environment and decent jobs, and we are
making substantial progress in this area.

Tensions will occur and we must think strategically in dealing

with them.

« The most difficult choices involve jobs that affect a specific group vs
environmental implications that primarily affect a broader and different
group.To deal with this, both sides must think strategically.

 Those who make the environment the centre of their political activities
can’t build a constituency if they're perceived as being insensitive to jobs
and people’s livelihoods.

« Workers and unions can’t build the broader alliances they need in
today’s times — especially with young people — if we're cornered into
being seen as insensitive to the wider community and the kind of
environment we will leave for future generations.

* We need public education and will to achieve that campaign goal, unions
and environmentalists need to think and work strategically, but we're
barely talking to each other.

Many workers are deeply concerned about preserv-
ing the natural environment, but the issue of protected
areas does not touch them in their daily work life.
Rather they are centrally concerned with survival
issues such as pay, working conditions and job
security.

However, this does not mean that there is no over-
lap or room for co-operation in issues of concern. In
fact, there are fertile grounds for creating dialogue
about environmental issues around worker health
and safety, and public health issues such as sewage
disposal, and air and water quality. Transportation
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and its effects on the atmosphere, recycling and urban
livability are other environmental issues that may be
of concern to specific groups of workers.

One reason this overlap is not regularly exploited
is that environmentalists, and the public in general,
are normally exposed to a narrow spectrum of union
activities in the media. Mainstream news media usu-
ally report on unions when angry workers set up
picket lines, protest job losses or confront environ-
mentalists. This may fit the image of unionism that a
corporate-controlled media wants to project, but it
omits aspects of workers’ lives that are more socially
oriented: organizing fundraisers for inner city school
hot-lunch programmes, defending workers against
harassment by employers, organizing pieceworkers
forced to work long days for less than minimum wage,
or campaigning against child labour. Nor do the
media provide adequate coverage of the large num-
ber of workplace deaths due to unsafe working con-
ditions and debilitation resulting from working in
toxic environments.

Environmentalists, too, are victims of distorted me-
dia coverage. Underreported in the media is the
hands-on work done by environmentalists to restore
habitat, and the thousands of unpaid hours put in by
environmental volunteers as they participate on ad-
visory panels.®

Media coverage of union activities is blind to the
fact that not all unions are the same in terms of the
scope of their concerns. At one end of the spectrum
are “business unions”, which see their role mainly in
terms of signing up members and negotiating good
wages and working conditions. They tend to wed
their fortunes to those of their employers, and nor-
mally do not look beyond the workplace for direc-
tion, vision or solutions. This is the type of union usu-
ally characterized in labour stories in the media and
the type that environmentalists usually have in mind
when they criticize the union movement for being
narrow-minded in its interests. However, there is
another type of union that receives much less atten-
tion: these are the “social unions”, which take a
broader view of the union’s role in society. For in-
stance, the current hand-out from CAW called “State-
ment of Principles: Environment” says:

Workers must have the right to choose both economic secu-

rity and a healthy environment for ourselves, our families

and future generations. By taking a stand for a cleaner envi-
ronment through tougher controls on our employers, we

reject the blackmail of choosing job security over the envi-
ronment.”

Business and social unionism represent two ends of
aspectrum —individual unions usually include shades
of both types. Itis important for environmentalists to
recognize this basic reality and to work with the so-
cially progressive elements within all unions.

CAMPAIGN STYLES

Unions and environmentalists also differ in their ap-
proaches to campaigning. Unions are involved in
day-to-day economic, health and safety issues. There-
fore, their approach to bargaining tends to be about
concrete topics with a clearly defined agenda towards
which they work systematically. Unions identify con-
tract goals, prioritize them, and systematically nego-
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]
Alliances between
unions and
environmentalists
scare the hell out of
industry and the

mainstream media.

tiate to win as many as possible, while recog-
nizing that some items will fall off the list. Once
an objective is reached, an agreement is ac-
knowledged and a period of peace is expected.

Environmentalists don’t work this way. For
example, those engaged in a campaign to save
a pristine watershed from logging may see
their cause in terms of some high moral value.
They may feel that compromise, and even the
process of bargaining itself, is morally wrong.
The focus of such environmentalists is on a
single goal —while ignoring the larger context
of community stability, jobs, and the economy
—and their unwillingness to compromise alien-
ates many workers. Such campaigns are per-
ceived as unsympathetic to workers, their families
and their communities.

Moreover, many environmental campaigns are ini-
tiated by groups with their headquarters outside lo-
cal communities, and are carried out by individuals
with no connection to local grassroots elements.
There is often no consultation nor communication
with workers. This allows corporations to divide
workers and environmentalists further by devising
public relations strategies that underline environmen-
talists as “outsiders”.

Finally, the language of campaigns can also differ.
Coming from a workplace perspective, unionists
sometimes use language that is interpreted by envi-
ronmentalists as exhibiting disregard for environ-
mental values. Fishery workers, for example, may call
salmon “pieces” — each of which has an attached price
tag — while environmentalists may call salmon
“icons”. These differences need to be understood and
bridged.

BUILDING TRUST

Many of the obstacles to strategic co-operation be-
tween unions and environmental groups could be

RESUME

EN COLOMBIE-BRITANNIQUE, les intenses confrontations entre les
milieux environnementalistes et syndicaux ont retenu I’attention. Pourtant, ces
deux groupes pourraient au contraire étre des alliés dans des luttes économiques
et sociales plus grandes, comme par exemple contre la mondialisation des
marchés, les nouvelles ententes économiques, les concentrations d’entreprises ou
le portrait défavorable que les médias peignent d’eux. L'auteure de cet article
soutient qu’ils auraient tout a gagner d’une coopération stratégique. Celle-ci
serait possible si syndicats et environnementalistes avaient une meilleure
connaissance des nombreuses différences culturelles et structurelles qui les
distinguent, que ce soit au plan des modes de prise de décision, de leurs sources
de financement, de leurs obligations, de leurs militants, de leur langage, de
leurs styles de négociation ainsi que de leurs objectifs respectifs. D’un coté, les
syndicats doivent éduquer leurs membres sur les liens qui existent entre la
sécurité d’emploi a long terme et un environnement sain. De I'autre, les
environnementalistes doivent adopter des stratégies visant une «transition
équitable», afin de soutenir travailleurs et communautés déplacés a cause de
changements dans les normes environnementales. De plus, les deux groupes
devraient tendre vers une analyse économique conjointe et un mouvement
écologique social. Une coopération stratégique entre eux créera un climat
favorable a la protection de I'environnement, au respect des droits des
travailleurs et & la stabilité des collectivités.
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addressed through better information sharing. Work-
shops attended by both unionists and environmental-
ists could provide a venue for such sharing. Union
representatives could explain the workings of the
Canadian Labour Congress, provincial federations of
labour, district labour councils and regional and lo-
cal union organizations, and how they fit together.
Environmental representatives could describe their
membership, funding and decision-making struc-
tures, and outline their relationships with provincial
and national environmental networks. Each “side”
could explain the issues of concern to them and to-
gether the participants could look for areas of poten-
tial overlap. The occasion could also be used to ex-
pose media and corporate attempts to paint
unfavourable pictures of either labour or environ-
mental groups and to present more accurate portray-
als.

Unionists and environmentalists could also under-
take a variety of activities within their own constitu-
encies to improve understanding and the atmosphere
for co-operation. Social activists in trade unions
should educate their members about the relationship
between long-term job security and a healthy envi-
ronment. They need to work to insert environmental
statements in their union constitutions and to present
environmental statements for debate at conventions.

For their part, environmentalists need to address
livelihood issues as an important ingredient in their
programmes for long-term environmental protection.
They need to acknowledge that improvements in
environmental standards sometimes lead to immedi-
ate job loss, and they need to support “just transition”
policies in their press conferences, presentations to
government, and in joint efforts with unions. Just tran-
sition policies assist individuals and communities that
have been disrupted by changes in environmental
standards and are based on the principle that work-
ers should not be required to bear the full brunt of the
environmental measures concerned.!® Such a policy
could include a number of goals, such as “restructur-
ing and re-training to provide employment opportu-
nities for displaced workers, as well as a placement
programme, severance pay and counseling. Just tran-
sition may also provide support for affected commun-
ities,” especially in single-industry or resource-based
towns, so that the community can get assistance to
diversify its economy.®

Together, environmentalists and unions need to de-
velop an economic analysis about jobs and the
environment, and to challenge the jobs-versus-
environment argument. Environmentalist Miranda
Holmes believes an “alliance between unions and en-
vironmentalists scares the hell out of industry and the
mainstream media, who like to perpetuate the jobs-
versus-environment attitude.”?° Unions and environ-
mentalists need to formulate a green social movement
and economic development plan. Workers and envi-
ronmentalists also need to work together to develop
an economic analysis that deals with environment
and work-related changes due to globalization and
trade liberalization policies. More broadly, both
groups must address conspicuous consumption and
the Western industrial paradigm of continued growth
and development. If environmentalists and labour
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don’t form strategic alliances, then jobless growth and
continuing ecological decline will be our legacy for
the new millennium.

Mae Burrows is executive director of the T. “Buck”
Suzuki Environmental Foundation, Environmental
Director of the United Fishermen and Allied Workers’
Union/Canadian Autoworkers’ Union, and chair of the
Vancouver and District Labour Council’s Environment
Committee.
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