Union Renewal: the example of the FAT

By Richard Leitch, 2007

This article analyses the work of two independent unions - the US United Electrical workers (UE) and Mexico's Authentic Labour Front (FAT) - in relation to current debates on union renewal. It covers the history and major dimensions of their joint practice as it has evolved in changing economic conditions, bringing to the attention of UK and European audiences a little-known, but arguably highly significant, tradition of struggle and resistance in harsh circumstances. Can their cross-border strategic alliance and social movement style approach provide us with any lessons?  Our contemporary concerns with community unionism and joint public sector campaigning certainly find a strong echo in the UE - FAT story.
1 Introduction and Origins

The prospects for a rejuvenated trade unionism are now being keenly debated on both sides of the Atlantic. Looking on the TUC ‘Union Ideas Network’ website, significant contributions to the debate have been posted in 2007 by Dirk Kloosterboer and Antony Ince, surveying innovative union strategies and the dimensions of social movement unionism respectively. Two main themes highlighted here are those of international solidarity and a broad social focus for union organising (beyond the traditional ‘bread and butter’ issues of the workplace).

Surprisingly given the length and breadth of their coverage, neither piece pays much attention to the pioneering and long-running efforts of two independent unions and their joint cross-border campaigning along these very lines – namely the US United Electrical Workers (UE) and Mexico’s Authentic Labour Front (FAT). Others have recounted their struggles to develop new forms of unionism however – for example, the works of Dale Hathaway and David Bacon, and an excellent comprehensive website run by the UE, Mexican Labor News and Analysis (MLNA), that provides a monthly record of events. From this I simply want to lay bare the bones of the FAT approach to trade unionism, raising awareness in UK union and labour movement circles of its efforts. We may not be able to simply copy this as a ready-made solution to our own situation; it does however show one way that the vectors of a social and international organising agenda can be met. I would also like to record my thanks here to Robin Alexander, UE International Director, for help in providing information for this article. 

Firstly however a bit of historical background. The origins of the FAT lie in the struggles to establish independent trade unionism in the face of  overwhelming control by the corporatist political machinery of mid twentieth century Mexico. Here the dominant political party, the PRI, effectively policed labour disputes and struggles through an expansive network of official union bodies and a labour law system structured to maintain the status quo, backed up by an all too ready recourse to state repression. Tying together state, official union and employer interests, a powerful triple alliance ruled the social order, creating a hostile environment for any independent force to establish itself and gain ground. 

And yet that is exactly what the FAT began to achieve in its first two decades - the organisation was officially launched in 1960. Emerging out of a coalition of Catholic organisations and relying on workers education centres to launch pioneering organising drives, its earliest successes in gaining union recognition were in the states of Guanajuato and Chihuahua, in low tech production (shoe manufacture, bottling plants). Bolstered by a wider movement of political opposition to the PRI regime from the late 1960s onwards, FAT organising continued, after 1974 independently of its Catholic origins, but increasingly confronting a range of obstacles put in its way by the power nexus to block its advance – activist sackings, production relocation, state repression (Hathaway 2000 p 52 – 105).

The 1980s brought a radical change of circumstances for FAT activity, akin to those facing unions across the capitalist heartlands. This involved the customary shift in state policy towards neo-liberalism, with export-led production, increased foreign investment and widescale privatisation displacing state-supported production and consumption. Conditions for union organising now dramatically deteriorated – employers covered by FAT contracts went bust, domestic industry as a whole lay in ruins, and overall wage and benefit levels for Mexican workers plummeted. Existing employer blocking tactics continued to be deployed, all combining to create an ‘era of crisis’ for workplace organising (Hathaway op cit p 109 – 124).  

2 The Social Movement Union

If the 1980s brought further constraints on workplace organising, new strategic directions were beginning to be explored by the FAT that were to have significant consequences for its future profile. Today they would warrant the description of ‘social movement unionism’. This broader social approach, addressing an array of social needs and groups beyond those traditionally seen as belonging to trade unionism, is now at the centre of FAT as an organisation.

“The FAT is not just a union, we are also a social movement, active in the workplace, in the neighbourhood and in the countryside” (Bertha Lujan, FAT leader quoted in MLNA Oct 1996). 

As Dan La Botz noted, their 1997 convention explicitly committed the FAT to “… a program of social movement unionism intended to change not only the FAT, but also the Mexican labor movement, society and politics” (MLNA Dec 1997).

Later convention declarations continue the theme, relating this expansive strategic approach to the unfolding destructive logic of globalisation: “Facing transnational globalisation, the labor union agenda cannot be limited to the defence or extension of gains for labor, nor to alliances with the working class alone. The mission of labor organisations must be to develop relations and alliances with other sectors and to take up other issues in addition to labor and union matters” (MLNA Dec 2001). Of particular concern here was the global transformation of all productive processes, displacing masses of people into informal, temporary, subcontracted and other precarious employment situations in both urban and rural sectors. Uniting such a disparate mass would require new forms of union organisation, broad alliances and an equally “broad sense of identity as workers that includes the factory, the field, wage workers and independent producers” (MLNA Dec 2001).

Today the FAT describes itself as follows:

“The Authentic Workers Front or Frente Autentico del Trabajo (FAT) is an independent federation of labor unions, worker owned cooperatives and farmworker and community organisations” (MLNA website).

Hathaway’s discussion of FAT activity illustrates some of the ways it has been able to link with and address the needs of this range of groups, utilising social movement style tactics. He argues that all this is underpinned by a common goal of pursuing social change via democratic grassroots activism, ‘autogestion’. In its internal structure the federation now moved to incorporate a number of separate sectors for groups such as peasant producers (campesinos) and urban shantytown dwellers (colonos), alongside its labour core. Other groups, in particular the women’s movement, would be integrated not as a separate sector, but through an effort to introduce a gender perspective across all area of FAT activity (see MLNA Dec 1997, Dec 2001, March 2006).

For those workers and unions outside its orbit, the FAT engaged in ‘para-sindical’ work, offering training, legal advice and material support, thereby establishing a presence within workers’ communities. Novel outreach strategies centred on health, nutrition and gender roles began to address concerns of the women’s movement, attracting non-union groups and serving as a springboard for political awareness and later unionisation. In its work with the rapidly expanding numbers of urban colonies (shantytown dwellers, often economically displaced by neo-liberal state policies) the FAT engaged with community drives to develop local infrastructures (of transport, education, sanitation and energy) as well as setting up economic activities. Its FOCEP community organisation in Gómez Palacios, Durango state, was an early successful example of this (Hathaway op cit p 149 – 166).

Economic crisis conditions also led the FAT to look towards cooperatives as a means of preserving employment and taking advantage of the economies of scale of mass purchasing, chiming with its commitment to democratic self-management (‘autogestion’) and its pre-existing consumer and credit organs of this type.  One of the most ambitious projects has been that of the Bandera coop in Cuernavaca, combining basic needs provision with popular education practices and forms of democratic organisation. The educational strand here is one long favoured by the FAT, reflecting its origins in Catholic liberation theology (and its stress on consciousness-raising, or ‘formacion’), and found also in its union organising activity. 

The cooperative sector has itself undergone significant changes. As Linda Stevenson noted back in 1997, new forms of social and economic activity developed by peasant farmers and indigenous women, charged with combining waged work and reproductive labours, were forcing the FAT to expand the scope of its cooperative sector, to include “self-governing groups working ‘with a cooperative spirit’” (Jorge Robles, FAT representative quoted by Stevenson in MLNA Dec 1997).

Within all this activity what is noteworthy is the commitment of the FAT to reappraise its strategies and internal structures in the light of changing social and economic contexts.( Further examples of this can be found in the MLNA archives in the Dec 2001 and Nov 2004 issues).

The nature of the FAT alliance with community and social groups, opening its organisation to embrace the mobilisation of community members, is clearly a crucial issue for us to consider. Such a close form of coalition could potentially maximise the social power available to push forwards its distinctive campaigns. However this depends to a great degree on the character of the relations between the constituent parts of this expanded alliance. Co-optation and suppression of community group activity is an ever present threat here (on which the recent studies by Vanessa Tait and Janice Fine on community/social movement – trade union alliances in the US make interesting reading). 

Reports from FAT conventions carried on MLNA suggest this is a less likely outcome here, given the priority of democratic organisation and the active role of its members within the federation, especially at the conventions themselves:-

“…this was a grassroots convention where rank-and-file workers and secondary leaders chaired the sessions, presented the reports, and dominated the discussions, while FAT’s top leaders sat in the audience taking note. The FAT convention is the union’s highest body, and clearly the convention has been constructed in such a way that the delegates could direct the leaders “(Dan La Botz, MLNA Dec 1997).

Expanding the activity of FAT in this way has another positive consequence. Through this, the federation itself has come to adopt a broader social vision and become a leading political force on the Mexican national stage. It has clearly committed itself to searching for an alternative to neo-liberalism, in an era when “Politics has ceased to have a social agenda” (FAT Triennial Strategic Proposition, MLNA Dec 2001). New forms of social economy and their associated struggles, excluded from the political mainstream, have thus become key areas for FAT engagement. This is reinforced by the range of external alliances and national protest movements the FAT has joined in the last decade or so, all oriented against the neo-liberal regimes of Zedillo, Fox and Calderón.

An early example of this was its involvement in founding a new independent union federation (the UNT, National Union of Workers), one promising to break free from the stifling legacy of official unionism.(For an up to date review of its first decade see Dan La Botz MLNA Nov 2007). 

More recently the FAT has been a constituent member of both the UNT and Assembly of Border Social Movements, two of the many organs making up the National Front for Unity and Union Autonomy (FNUAS) that emerged in 2006 in opposition to state repression of Mexican miners’ unions. It has also been active in the 2004 national 1 day strike called by the UNT; and part of broad umbrella opposition movements such as FSCISP (the Union, Peasant, Indigenous, Social and Popular Front) and the 2007 National Dialogue against neo-liberalism (MLNA May 2006, Oct 2006). 

Supplementing these general protests against neo-liberal state policies, the FAT has also tackled specific political reforms designed to weaken the position of labour and independent trade unionism. Fox’s proposed labour law reform of 2004 was effectively halted through a combination of worker mobilisation – national demonstrations under the banners of FSCISP, UNT and another independent union federation (FSM) – and international solidarity action that saw US and Canadian unions (including the UE) file a complaint under the NAFTA labour side agreement (MLNA Nov 2004, Feb 2005, Apr 2005).

What all this political engagement by the FAT does show us is the gulf between a vibrant social movement unionism, putting itself at the forefront of wider political movements against the neo-liberal order, and our own less adventurous practice. Kate Bronfenbrenner has recently suggested that in a global economy, effective trade unionism must be both of a comparable geographical scope and willing to take on the wider political – economic context of its activities. She acknowledges that Latin American unions’ political challenge to neo-liberalism is far in advance of unions in other regions of the global economy (Bronfenbrenner 2007 p224). Indeed where are our comparable practices and projects??

3 International Solidarity

Another major strand of FAT activity is its internationalism:-

“…a new kind of international solidarity focused on organising and based on rank-and-file involvement” (What Is FAT?  UE International website).

The immediate cause of this lay in the introduction and subsequent devastating impact of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) upon Mexican society. Free trade’s ‘miracle’ here quickly revealed itself in terms of domestic industrial and agricultural collapse, mass internal migration and a disproportionate economic boom in the maquiladora export processing zone along the US border, dominated by a fiercely anti-union foreign capital. For the FAT, these economic shifts created new organising opportunities in the expanding border region, where up to 1.3 million workers were now employed. Its development of international linkages and organising alliances with US and Canadian unions, especially the US United Electrical Workers (UE), would prove crucial in undertaking union organisation in such a hostile climate. These new allies were equally concerned with the changes, jobs and production slipping across the border, and sought to block potential national divisions between workforces of the same multinational companies and their manipulation in an employer-led competitive race to the bottom. (1)

Initial cross-border organising efforts began with the UE – FAT collaboration at border plants owned by General Electric and Honeywell to establish independent unions. Not surprisingly, foreign capital worked here in concert with the existing power nexus to obstruct their efforts through a variety of means – sacking activists, manipulating union plant recognition elections, a story repeated many times over in the years that followed (and one thoroughly covered in Bacon’s work).

Subsequently the UE – FAT approach shifted towards establishing independent workers centres in maquila towns like Juarez (CETLAC), that could be used to build a base amongst the newly arrived workforce, engage in popular education programmes, and provide a secure space (immune to management infiltration) to plan organising campaigns free of fear and intimidation (Bacon 2005 p 169-170). This was to pay dividends in the later struggles at the EES plant where the workers organised an effective challenge to the inactive official CROC union leadership and gained better representation from this base (Bacon op cit p 171-172). More recently two new worker centres have been established in Chihuahua and Monterrey, where FAT organising drives in the transport and municipal worker sectors have proved successful. The original Juarez centre has meanwhile had further success in organising street vendors and colonia residents (MLNA Dec 2003).

The barriers to cross-border organising are obviously considerable, as the struggles against the Echlin corporation and its plants north and south of the border (Friction and ITAPSA) in the late 1990s showed. Friction was the only unionised Echlin plant in the US represented by UE, but its support for the efforts of its counterparts at ITAPSA to follow suit rapidly brought about its closure in 1999, interpreted by many as a deliberate act of political revenge by the company. At ITAPSA, independent union organising began in 1996 with the workers trying to enlist the FAT metalworkers union STIMAHCS as their representative rather than the incumbent official CTM union, a move initially blocked by the power nexus. 

What followed was a ground breaking international response from unions at Echlin plants across the continent, resulting in the tripartite Echlin Workers Alliance (including the Canadian Autoworkers, the UE and the Teamsters). Their support for the ITAPSA organising drive, with the UE local at Friction leading the way, could not however stop the customary anti-democratic subversion of independent union representation that led to STIMAHCS’ defeat (Hathaway op cit p 190 – 194; Bacon op cit p 172 – 182).

Despite this and other defeats the cross-border organising alliances introduced here signalled the beginnings of a genuinely new organising strategy for trade unions in an increasingly global economy, where job insecurity, low wages and a lack of labour rights are coming to affect us all. The UE – FAT alliance has continued to develop, using worker to worker exchanges and the establishment of a cross-border organising institute to further their cooperation and deepen the ties of international solidarity (MLNA Dec 2001, Aug 2004, Dec 2004). And indeed a memorable victory at the Vaqueros Navarra garment production plant in late 2007, where the FAT September 19th union gained recognition rights in a plant election marred by the usual intimidatory tactics, is testament to their persistence in pursuing the difficult work of cross-border action. Here the international linkages involved not only the UE but also other unions from the US (UNITE HERE, the AFL-CIO) and Canada as well as NGOs like the Maquila Solidarity Network (MLNA Nov 2007).   

It shouldn’t be thought that international solidarity flows only one way, North to South. The UE has called upon FAT organisers to help with campaigns at plants employing migrant Mexican labour; and its recent attempts to secure bargaining rights for US public sector workers in North Carolina have also been reinforced by FAT sponsored challenges in the arena of international law.

The latter campaign has involved submissions to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and the Mexican National Administrative Office under the NAFTA labour side agreement, citing the lack of collective bargaining rights enshrined in North Carolina state law as violations of their respective conventions (MLNA Dec 2005, Oct 2006). The background to these challenges lies in the recent efforts of UE and FAT to move into public sector organising – taking their international solidarity beyond its initial agenda of cross-border cooperation against multinational capital and into the realm of confronting the neo-liberal assault on state/municipal employment. In the North Carolina instance, the UE has a statewide local which represents “thousands of public employees who work for state agencies and municipal governments” (MLNA Dec 2005). There has also been a role here for supranational public sector union organisations, with the Public Services International (PSI) and the International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions (ICEM) joining the legal challenge made to the offices of the ILO.

Public sector international solidarity has become more significant for UE and FAT in these circumstances. International conferences held under the banner of Public Sector Convergence – bringing together US, Mexican, Canadian and Japanese public sector unions – have been arranged to confront the common problems thrown up by privatisation, job loss and outsourcing. Alongside these, worker to worker exchanges between FAT and UE locals are underway (MLNA Sept 2003, Sept 2004, Mar 2007, June 2007).

What we ourselves can draw from this is that international solidarity as a practical act involves long-term commitments to cross-border organising and campaigning between unions, and their collaboration with interested NGOs. There is a clear benefit to be gained from worker-to-worker exchanges at grassroots level in terms of developing actual ties of international cooperation and mutual understanding, that can be later drawn upon for particular campaigns or organising drives. 

Equally significant is the UE - FAT development of cross-border links amongst public sector workers, now facing common challenges from neo-liberal state policies. International solidarity today means a cross-border focus and orientation beyond its original goal of combating footloose TNCs. Some European unions are now addressing such an agenda through their campaigns to protect public services, utilising the PSI as a coordinating body – our own Public and Commercial Services union (PCS) being one example. Clearly more needs to be done to halt the privatisation juggernaut. 

 (1)  FAT on Globalisation:- the Front has offered a consistent critique of neo-liberal globalisation and it’s supporting international economic relations and bodies in recent years. It has protested against the WTO and NAFTA, joined World Social Forum and US Border Social Forum gatherings; and within the wider body of the UNT, put forward alternative proposals for a just social order (MLNA Sept 2003; May 2004; Nov 2004; Oct 2006). Strategically the FAT advocates building 

“a globalisation-from-below to be carried out by an alliance of labor unions, social movements and political opposition parties” (MLNA Dec 1997) including cross-border linkages with other labour unions and federations. It calls for “unity of action without borders” to counter the grave consequences of corporate globalisation:-

“The new global order has cost us jobs, lowered our wages, worsened our working conditions and has impoverished our living conditions” (MLNA Dec 2001).

More recent neo-liberal programmes – the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) and the Mexican state’s ‘Plan Puebla Panama’ have also been targets for its protests. 

4 Organising Today

The FAT began its union organising over forty years ago in low tech manufacturing industries like garment assembly. Today its focus is far wider. Recent organising drives have brought groups such as taxi drivers, bus drivers, gas station attendants, municipal cleaners, white collar federal agency staff, financial services employees and adult education teachers within its ranks. Indeed, one of the areas of greatest growth for the FAT is among municipal workers in the state of Chihuahua and more recently, Nayarit (MLNA Dec 2001, Nov 2002, Sept 2003, Dec 2003, Feb 2004, Aug 2004, March 2007). From a First World perspective this could look like something of a scattergun approach lacking any strategic or sectoral union focus. In the Mexican theatre however, the struggle to achieve independent union representation for workers - in the face of stern opposition from employers, state bodies and their associated ‘official union’ bodies – is the immediate priority underpinning FAT activity.

One significant example of international solidarity is that of the adult education staff in Guanajuato state. In a series of manoeuvres found in many other labour struggles across Mexico, the demands of these state employees for independent representation for their union SITESABES have been obstructed by the appearance of hitherto unknown official union bodies claiming contractual rights with the employer. SITESABES activists have then been fired for continuing their campaign. Supported by the FAT and backed by an intensive e-mail campaign by their international allies the UE and the New York State United Teachers (NYSUT), a legal challenge presented to the local labour board surprisingly resulted in the hosting of the first ever secret ballot to determine which union – independent or ‘official’ – would represent the workers. More usually, such elections are held in the open at the plant, in front of employer, state and official union authorities, and marred by extensive intimidation and manipulation, skewing the results in the favour of the ‘official’ candidates (Bacon’s book contains chapter and verse on this ‘procedure’).

Having achieved this advance FAT’s international links were further activated to provide a team of international observers at the election – representatives from the UE, AFL-CIO, NYSUT and NGOs like Enlace – in May 2005. Their broadly positive verdict on the proceedings and acceptance of the defeat for SITESABES points towards a more favourable context for future plant elections:

“The FAT/SITESABES victory in winning a secret ballot election represents an unprecedented development and a major step forward for Mexican workers” MLNA Jan 2006; also Feb 2004, May 2004, Oct 2004, Sept 2005).

5 The Lessons

Obviously the FAT’s approach to trade unionism has been crafted in response to a set of social and economic conditions that are not identical to those faced elsewhere. We have no equivalent of the official union – state – employer relationships that frustrate independent organising and effective representation. Equally, there are no campesino or colono groups to ally with in the name of developing alternative economic models. Having said that, the FAT’s practice of social movement unionism and cross-border strategic organising does point towards some promising lines of development. And the expansive logics of globally organised economic activity and neo-liberal state policies are forcing more and more unions, in both private and public sectors, to confront the need for broader common and linked responses.

So what pointers can we take from the FAT experience then?

Along the international dimension, the virtues of long-term commitments with allies (in and beyond the union movement) and a grassroots development of links between them stand out. Moving cross-border strategic organising beyond its private sector origins to encompass public sector responses to neo-liberal attacks is also significant. And adopting a wide ranging perspective on global economic developments, and developing campaigns around this, will surely help to frame and reinforce such an internationalist programme.

In terms of its social movement unionism, the opening up of FAT organisation to a range of oppressed social groups and their active role within the new structure are exciting developments. This is neither a cooptation/pacification of community movements and struggles within a pre-existing (and unaltered) bureaucratic organisation, nor a loose alliance between union and social movement where each retains its own separate structure and agenda.

What could such an organ operating in the European context be able to achieve? Well it would at least move it towards a broader social agenda through the infusion of new members and groups, thereby raising its political profile through this very broadening. Could such a ‘social movement union’ move us towards the party we are looking for in an era of mainstream political retreat? (On the political role of the social movement union see the suggestive comments in Moody 1997 

p 23, 289 – 292).
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