
For those of you who watched (yes, it was painful) Presi-
dent Obama’s speech at the annual AFL-CIO Labor Day 
Picnic you will know that “Card Check” is not dead and 
that this President has no problem pandering to organized 
labor. 

The following editorial appeared in the Orange County Reg-
ister on Sunday, September 6, 2009, the day before the 
President’s speech, and was written by Daniel Griswold. 

“U.S. labor union leaders see themselves as champions of 
the American worker, but their movement has become 
largely irrelevant to most workers enjoying this Labor Day 
Holiday.  For the small and declining share of Americans 
who still work in unionized industries, the movement has 
proven to be a job killer. 

From their zenith in the 1950’s, labor unions have wit-
nessed a relentless decline among non-governmental work-
ers.  Fifty years ago, about one in three Americans working 
in the private sector belonged to a labor union.  Since then, 
“union density” in the private sector has declined steadily 
to less than 8 percent today. 

Labor leaders blame the decline on union-busting corpora-
tions, years of hostile Republican rule in Washington and a 
flood of imports from low-wage countries such as China, 
but the main reason behind the decline of private sector 
labor unions in recent decades is the anti-competitive na-
ture of unions themselves.  Like a virus, labor unions have 
been slowly sapping the lifeblood of the very industries 
that employ their members. 

Studies comparing unionized companies to those without 
unions find that unionized firms are less able to compete in 
the domestic or global marketplace.  Unions can help raise 
productivity and reduce worker turnover, but at a steep 
cost to unionized employers.  Through collective bargain-
ing, unions extract higher above-market pay and benefits 
from employers, while more rigid union work rules reduce 
efficiency and blunt the ability of management to adapt to 
changing market conditions. 

As a result, unions cripple the ability of the companies to 
compete in an open and dynamic economy.  Research by 

Dr. Barry Hirsch at Georgia State University and others 
has found that unionized firms are less profitable, invest 
fewer resources in physical and intellectual capital, accu-
mulate more debt and grow more slowly than comparable 
firms that are not unionized. 

The inevitable outcome of the “union tax” is that union-
ized firms inevitably yield market share to their non-
unionized rivals, whether foreign or domestic.  The union 
tax explains why almost all the job losses in manufactur-
ing from 1973 through 2006 were among unionized 
workers. 

An obvious example of this phenomenon is the Big Three 
U.S. automakers.  Since the 1970’s, General Motors, 
Ford and Chrysler have been losing ground to foreign-
owned rivals such as Toyota, Honda and Nissan. 

It is not imports that have cut into the sales of the Big 
Three but output from foreign-owned plants in right-to-
work states in the South such as Texas, Mississippi, Ten-
nessee, Kentucky and South Carolina. 

Those non-unionized foreign “transplants” offer solid 
middleclass wages and benefits to their workers.  They 
have managed to remain financially viable during the 
downturn because they avoided the gold-plated pay and 
benefit packages and stultifying work rules that the 
United Auto Workers union extracted from the Big 
Three over the years – contracts that proved to be unsus-
tainable in a competitive market suffering through a steep 
recession. 

Unionization has exacted a toll on other sectors of our 
economy as well.  Many big city newspapers that have 
been hemorrhaging red ink are also unionized.  The un-
ionized airline industry has collectively lost billions of 
dollars in recent years. 

The U.S. Postal Service is on track to lose $7 billion in 
the current fiscal year even though it enjoys a government
-conferred monopoly on first class mail.  Of course, tech-
nology and the business cycle have done the most damage 
in those sectors, but the union tax seems to be the com-
mon thread among the most critically ill employers. 
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The one sector where unions have managed to hold their 
ground is in government.  Union density among govern-
ment workers has held steady at between 33 and 36 per-
cent of total public employment.  Unions can survive and 
thrive in the government sector because by definition, 
there is no real competition.  The costs of unionization can 
be passed along to taxpayers without losing market share. 

American workers do not need collective bargaining to 
enjoy the fruits of a free and open market.  The Great Re-
cession of 2007 – 2009 has caused widespread pain, but it 
should not be allowed to obscure the long-term progress 
American workers and their families have made in recent 
decades. 

The real compensation per hour earned by American 
workers – that is, wage and benefits adjusted for inflation 
– is still 20 percent higher on average than a decade ago.  
Median household income is $6,000 higher than it was in 
the early 1990’s.  And despite the recent drop in home 
values and stock prices, median family net worth was still 
10 percent higher in real dollars at the end of 2008 than a 
decade ago, and 30 percent higher than 20 years ago. 

It remains one of the big lies of the economic debate that 
we have traded away high-paying, unionized manufacturing 
jobs for low-paying non-union service jobs flipping burgers 
and cashiering at a big-box retailer.  Since the early 
19990’s, two-thirds of the net new jobs added to our 
economy have been in service sectors – such as education, 
health care, and business, financial and professional ser-
vices – where average wages are higher than manufactur-
ing.  The American middle class today earns its keep in the 
largely non-unionized service sector. 

The Obama administration and Democratic congressional 
leaders owe a big political debt to the AFL-CIO, Team-
sters and other labor organizations that expended so much 
money and manpower to get them elected.  The so-far 
unsuccessful effort to pass “card check” legislation is just 
one example of the payback labor leaders expect to receive 
for their loyal backing. 

Known officially as the Employee Free Choice Act, the 
card-check legislation would effectively abolish the secret 
ballot in workplace elections for union representation.  It 
would also require employers to submit to binding govern-
ment arbitration if they cannot reach an agreement with 
union representatives, forcing companies to submit to con-
tracts that may imperil their very survival.  And the bill 
would compress the time period for holding elections, 
denying workers the ability to fully inform themselves of 
the consequences of their decision. 
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Those are reasons enough to be wary of upsetting the cur-
rent status quo in U.S. labor law.  But the sobering experi-
ence of unionized companies offers a further warning 
against tipping the playing field further in favor of union 
organizers. 

A resurgence of union representation in the private sector 
would threaten to plunge even more U.S. companies into 
financial distress and put more American workers in danger 
of losing their jobs.” 

 

 

In the Orange County Register August 16, 2009, an editorial 
by Steven Greenhut, entitled “Pension Reform, School 
Choice, Deunionize Government”  made some excellent 
points.  The last paragraph of the editorial states: 

“The rise of unionization in the public sector has given gov-
ernment workers political power that lets them control 
both sides of the bargaining table.  Unions own city councils 
and legislators thanks to the mandatory dues they collect 
and divert readily into political races.  There are no coun-
tervailing forces, so public employees continue to get an 
ever-higher rate of pay and benefits.  Their pay and benefit 
levels – not to mention their special protections and easy 
working hours – have reached the level of absurdity.  The 
only thing that slows any of this is economic crisis and the 
threat of bankruptcy.  Government workers already have 
plenty of protections through the civil service system.  I 
would end public-sector unionization.  As public-choice 
theory explains, government officials are not altruistic doers 
of the common good but individual humans who use their 
power and position to advance their own interests.  Public 
sector unions give them too much power to do this.” 

 

 

The California Apprenticeship Council will be holding their 
Fourth Quarterly Meeting at the end of October at the 
Sheraton Park Hotel, 1855 South Harbor Blvd., Anaheim, 
CA.  We are expecting the Council to take a vote on the 
expansion of the AGC Apprenticeship Program to train la-
borers in Orange, Riverside and San Bernardino Counties.  
We are asking all our Open Shop mem-
bers to please attend the meeting on 
October 29, 2009, when we expect the 
vote on this issue to be taken.  As soon 
as the final Council agenda is prepared, 
we will provide further details. 
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