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BUILDING A WORKERS’ RIGHTS BOARD

A Manual
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WORKERS’ RIGHTS, COMMUNITIES’ FIGHTS

Jobs with Justice Workers’ Rights Boards Build Power for the Right to Organize

WHAT IS A WORKERS’ RIGHTS BOARD?
A Workers’ Rights Board is made up of concerned local leaders, drawn from a broad spectrum of the community.  The WRB draws together the power of clergy, elected officials, academics, and other community leaders to exert moral and political pressure to support the right of workers to organize a union and bargain collectively.
The WRB is a community alternative to the National Labor Relations Board.  Existing labor law provides very little protection for workers who are treated unfairly or who try to organize collectively.  Even though it has no formal legal power, a WRB can be the moral voice of the community when labor laws fall short.

In over 20 cities, Jobs with Justice Workers’ Rights Boards have become a powerful tool for focusing public attention and moral pressure on employers who violate workers’ rights.

A BRIEF HISTORY

By 1993, unions and other groups had realized that one of the greatest impediments to the meaningful practice of the labor rights supposedly guaranteed under U.S. law was in fact the very body that had been established to enforce these rights, the National Labor Relations Board (or NLRB). The NLRB was established in 1935 as a federal body whose job was to act as an advocate for workers who were being prevented by their employers from exercising their right to organize.

However, trade unionists knew that the NLRB had not only failed to adequately fulfill its federal mandate to safeguard workers’ rights, but instead increasingly actually functioned to defer, delay, and sometimes even block the ability of women and men working in the U.S. to exercise their rights on the job without fear of intimidation or retribution.

As a way of drawing national attention to this failure, Jobs with Justice, a coalition of labor, community, faith-based and student organizations organized a National Day of Action against the NLRB on May 27, 1993. The action included sit-ins and other strategies that shut down NLRB offices in 26 cities around the country. These actions made their point as more than

10,000 people took part, and 1,000 were arrested.

But those involved in organizing the Day of Action knew that it had to be the beginning of a longer-term campaign, rather than an end in itself.  Transforming the NLRB, if it could be accomplished at all, would be an arduous and time-consuming process; in the meantime, workers trying to exercise their right to organize were still being intimidated and often fired. They couldn’t wait for far off reforms. With the help of well-paid union-busting law firms, the boss was still able to use the NLRB process as a way to stall action on worker complaints, often drawing out cases for years. Workers needed immediate attention to their situations-they needed an alternative to the NLRB.

Conversations then began between Jobs with Justice and the unions involved in the NLRB actions on establishing an alternative structure to advocate for workers’ rights, and especially the right to organize. What was needed was a formal body that would be willing and able not just to hear worker complaints, but also to ACT on those complaints, promptly and strategically. This need was met by the formation of the WORKERS’ RIGHTS BOARDS.

POWER OF A WORKERS’ RIGHTS BOARD
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Workers’ Rights Boards are one of the most visible ways to demonstrate community support for workers.  A Workers’ Rights Board is always anchored in a strong Jobs with Justice coalition, and more specifically in the context of a strategic campaign the coalition is working on.  Boards don’t function in isolation, but always as part of a campaign, as one tool among many in building support and resources for workers. 

WRB members exercise creative combinations of “moral persuasion” and public exposure tactics to put pressure on employers who engage in unfair labor practices, including blocking their workers’ right to decide, if they choose, to be represented by a union. The WRB seeks to provide a collective and unified voice in support of workers, and to establish community standards for employer behavior. 

Workers’ Rights Boards are not simply limited to work-site struggles.  Many WRBs often weigh in on broader issues of economic justice such as jobs creation, immigrant rights, healthcare, living wages, day labor, occupational and community safety and health, and welfare reform among others.  Engaging in these broader efforts actually strengthens the legitimacy of a Workers’ Rights Board when it does support a specific union organizing drive.
Workers’ Rights Boards admittedly have a bias. Although a workers’ rights board may invite employers’ perspectives when they invite workers’ perspectives, they don’t claim to merely hear all sides equally.  They are set-up to level the playing field—a field clearly tilted against workers. So the WRB never claims to be neutral. They are pro-worker institutions!  Despite this, Workers’ Rights Boards—like Jobs with Justice—do remain independent of any one particular union or worker center and therefore are free to choose which campaigns they work on. 

EXERCISING THAT POWER

Workers’ Rights Boards investigate complaints from workers regarding unfair treatment, discrimination and suppression of democratic collective activity as well as other issues in a community that may limit a workers ability to make a living and support their families.  In doing so, they both make public recommendations in support of workers while also uniting with workers against a bad employer or other decision-maker.

Workers’ Rights Boards undertake a range of activities as part of an ongoing campaign to put pressure on the boss including writing letters to management, or to customers or Boards of Directors; making delegation visits to management or relevant public officials and offices to request positive action, including neutrality during elections; conducting card check elections; appearing on television or radio programs to publicize the workers’ cause and/or debate representatives of management; speaking with the press, writing press releases and letters to the editor; disrupting the flow of business for an employer until they respond to workers, and, demonstrating solidarity with workers at rallies and other public actions. 
One of the most common tactics of a Workers’ Rights Board is to host a hearing for workers to testify and make the public aware of what they are facing.  Often workers have little if any access to this kind of public forum. Worker testimony is backed up by legislators, union representatives, researchers and others who provide additional evidence of abuse, or contextualize the local situation within a larger context of systemic problems or trends.
After hearing this testimony, Workers’ Rights Boards draw up and announce a list of resolutions of actions they will take to follow-up on what they’ve heard.  Aside from hearing directly from workers, this is one of the most important things a Workers’ Rights Board does—it moves into action with and on behalf of workers.

Often campaigns request the support of a Workers’ Rights Board after they have tried in other ways to come to an agreement with an employer— meeting or attempts to meet with management, filing grievances, organizing rallies and actions, and even filing complaints with the NLRB.  While these emergency requests are often important, it is best to assess when to leverage of a workers’ rights board closer to the beginning of a campaign in order to maximize its impact.
Obviously, the most important benefit of the Workers’ Rights Board is the community support and power it provides for workers in the midst of struggle.  But there are many other benefits as well. The Workers’ Rights Board can increase public consciousness about the centrality of workers to their communities, and the extent to which abuses of workers’ rights impact everyone—beyond the worksite.  Workers’ Rights Boards increase community awareness of the positive social role played by unions, and contributes to the ability of unions and community groups to work together toward common victories.  They provide much needed publicity for labor issues that are often under-represented, if they are represented at all, in the media. And they increase awareness on the profound long-term benefits of building solidarity.

WHO IS ON A WORKERS’ RIGHTS BOARD?

Jobs with Justice Workers’ Rights Board include faith-based leaders, elected officials, leaders of community and student organizations, people with specialized knowledge about the issues confronting workers like lawyers or academics, and other prominent members of the community who are willing to take a stand to support workers’ rights.  Some WRB members will be able to play a more active and varied role than others.  But all should commit to “be there” to defend workers.
Based on this general breakdown alone, you can see that a Workers’ Rights Board is often an organic outgrowth of a strong Jobs with Justice coalition.  

Further, the make up of a Workers’ Rights Board emphasizes the underlying point that workers’ rights are civil rights, and even more—human rights.  That is, they aren’t or shouldn’t be a matter of concern only for labor unions, or for individual workers or their families, but for everyone.

Workers, after all, aren’t “just” workers; they are also neighbors, members of communities, people of faith, students and parents of students, taxpayers, caregivers, heads-of-households, and family members. Assaults on workers’ rights are also assaults on the stability and well being of neighborhoods, religious communities, school systems and universities, and families.

Therefore Workers’ Rights Boards draw members not only from the ranks of solid union supporters but also from amongst those who simply believe in respect, fairness and dignity and are looking to do something in service of those principles. 
Importantly WRB members are recruited on this basis as well as with the presumption that their power in the community will either have a direct impact on employers or on the workers involved in local economic justice struggles.  The point of a workers’ rights board is to leverage community power over an employer or decision maker on the side of workers.  So WRB members must be recruited with this in mind.
SIX STEPS TO STARTING A WRB
There is no perfect way to build a Workers’ Rights Board.  All WRBs are built based on the struggles and culture of the area they operate in.  There are, however, some general steps that can help get you started.  Here they are below, along with some concrete examples from the experience of Portland Jobs with Justice in building a Workers’ Rights Board.
· IDENTIFY A CAMPAIGN
Just because you have individuals committing to be on a Workers’ Rights Board does not mean you have organized a Workers’ Rights Board.  In order to keep these excited community leaders engaged, you must be ready to throw them into a fight where they can see how their contribution can aid workers.  The first thing you should do is identify a campaign to engage new WRB members, and help recruit them into the fight.

· GET BUY-IN FROM JWJ MEMBER GROUPS/UNIONS

Ensure that the various union and community stakeholders in your coalition are committed to building a workers’ rights board, and pledge to help brainstorm potential members and strategic campaigns to engage it in once formed.

· BUILD A WORKERS’ RIGHTS BOARD COMMITTEE AND IDENTIFY WRB MEMBERS
Pull together leaders interested in building the Workers’ Rights Board to meet consistently and identify who should be approached to be on the Workers’ Rights Board.  With the Workers’ Rights Board committee now in tact, brainstorm a list of community leaders, faith leaders, academics, public officials, student leaders and other advocates who share our underlying values for dignity and workers’ rights, while also having power they could leverage on behalf of workers and their campaigns.  Brainstorm more than you need as not everyone will be able to commit to participating.

· GET A COMMITMENT FROM POTENTIAL WRB MEMBERS

Follow up is the most important piece of work following the creation of the WRB Committee and the creation of a thorough WRB recruitment list.

· ORIENT YOUR NEW WRB MEMBERS TO THE BOARD AND THE CAMPAIGN
Once Workers’ Rights Board members are recruited, immediately brief them on what a Workers’ Rights Board is, their role as Workers’ Rights Board members and how they can leverage that role strategically in an existing campaign.

· ENGAGE THE NEW WRB IN A CAMPAIGN
Well you didn’t build a Workers’ Rights Board just to have a bunch of names on paper.  Throw this new force into action!

IDENTIFYING CAMPAIGNS & WRB MEMBERS
	POTENTIAL CAMPAIGN
	CAMPAIGN TARGET(S)
	WHO HAS LEVERAGE OVER CAMPAIGN TARGET(S)
	HOW DO THEY HAVE LEVERAGE OVER CAMPAIGN TARGET(S)

	Solidarity with workers organizing a union at Interpark
	CEO Peck
	Rev Morris
	Respected in the community & friends with CEO’s pastor

	
	
	· 
	

	
	
	· 
	

	
	
	· 
	

	
	
	· 
	


SAMPLE WRB MEMBER ORIENTATION RAP

[Needs a lot of work]
1) Introductions – Who we are – Name, what group you work with, what do think the climate is for workers in this country?

2) Why WRB?

· WRB’s were created to help workers in this country win rights on the job. 

· Unions are the way that workers have rights on the job, better benefits and working conditions and job security. Twice as many union workers have guaranteed pensions and are much more likely to have health care. Also union members earn an average of 34% more than nonunion workers. 40% more for women, 44% more for African American workers, 53% more for Latino workers. So it’s of particular concern that the failure of US labor laws undermines the efforts of low wage workers, who are often also immigrants, women, undocumented workers and people of color who would benefit greatly from having the right to a union.

· I see the right to organize as a civil right, one that all people should have 

· Many people assume that workers in the US have the freedom to join a union and that most people don’t because they don’t need unions. On paper, workers have the right to organize. The National Labor Relations Board was founded in 1935 with the Wagner Act. What it’s supposed to do is give working people in this country the right to organize into labor unions and then to bargain collectively. The bills language suggests that it would prevent employers from intimidating workers trying to form union

· Sadly, the original NLRB has been weakened considerably. First by the Taft-Hartley act in 1947 and by court rulings that employers can do things like permanently replace striking workers. Also, the very process by how the NLRB works makes it increasingly difficult for workers to organize

· A recent report by Human rights watch stated that the NLRB hasn’t just failed in doing it’s job, but has increasingly been used to defer and delay, giving employers an unfair advantage

· For example, every year 10,000 workers are fired for trying to form a union.

· If a case of a fired worker makes it to an NLRB hearing – it takes an average of 2 years to make a ruling

· What happens in those 2 years – workers are scared to speak up because they don’t want to get fired and the fired employee has to find another job because how many of us can afford to not work?

· The firing of workers leads to a climate of fear. 

· Unfortunately, in the US there is a whole industry dedicated to making a climate of fear and harassment in the workplace. Nationally, employers spend about $300 million dollars a year hiring anti-union consultants and lawyers to block workers attempts to organize

· One company alone, Overnite trucking, spent $100 million to fight the Teamsters union 

· Let’s look at some of the things employers do

· 80% hire anti-union consultants

· 91% force employees to attend anti-union propaganda meetings

· 79% use supervisors to pressure workers in one-on-one meetings

· 77% distribute anti-union leaflets

· 58% show anti-union videos

· 32% fire workers who actively support the union

· 50% threaten to close the office or plant

· Even given that incredible amount of harassment, many workers still fight for and win unions

· And even when they win, in one third of the cases the employers never agree to a contract, anti-union campaigns continuing even after an election is won, harassment of union supporters, restructuring of work hours and stalling at the bargaining table

· For example, to use Overnite as an example again, the teamsters sat down at 159 bargaining sessions before making the decision to go on strike

3) What is the history of WRB’s around the country?

· So why did we start Workers Rights Boards. Because it shouldn’t have to be an act of courage to form a union. Because we saw that the very body that’s supposed to enforce labor law in this country, the NLRB is not doing its job

· In 1993 Jobs with Justice had a militant day of action at NLRB offices all over the country. We shut down offices in 26 cities, with more than 10,000 people around the country and with 1000 arrests for civil disobedience. 

· The day of action was fun, militant and brought attention to what’s wrong with the NLRB but it wasn’t enough. The people organizing the actions knew that we needed to do something different – something more sustainable and strategic. A formal body that would be willing and able not just to hear workers complaints but to ACT on those complaints, promptly and strategically. So we started WORKERS RIGHTS BOARDS

· WRB’s are natural outgrowths of Jobs with Justice coalitions and there are now 21 WRB’s across the country. The make-up of WRB’s often includes politicians, priests, rabbis and other religious leaders, professors, immigrant and refugee rights advocates, educators, researchers, housing rights advocates and other community leaders

· The diversity of the WRB is indicative of why workers rights are important to the whole community. Because workers aren’t just workers, we are the community.  Assaults on workers rights are also assaults on the stability and well being of neighborhoods, religious communities, school systems and of course, families.

4) How does a WRB work?

· Always works with a strong jobs with justice coalition

· The board doesn’t function in isolation but rather as a strategic part of a campaign, one tool among many to build support and resources for workers and the community

· Not a lot of meetings, we respect the fact that people on the WRB are very busy. (talk about being as involved as they want but not req.)

· Tactics – WRB often employ “moral persuasion” and public pressure tactics to put pressure on employers who engage in unfair labor practices. Tactics include; writing letters to management, customers or boards of directors, making delegation visits to management or relevant public officials and offices, conducting card check elections, appearing in the media to publicize the workers cause or debate reps of management, speak to the press, write press releases and letters to the editor, help lead actions or demos, hold a wrb hearing, write a report and release it to the media.  Often at the hearings wrb will come up with a list of actions they will undertake to further the cause of the workers who testified. 

5) Examples of victories 

· June 2000, Portland, Powell’s books, insisted on face to face meeting with Michael Powell, contract ratified in august

· NYC wrb – heard about the egregious violations at industrial laundry. Sent 6000 letters to 6000 customers who weren’t happy to be learning about what the laundry was doing to workers and that they were inadvertently paying for it. The workers won a contract that improved wages, benefits and working conditions

· Chicago – hearing on day labor – state reps became very moved by the testimony. Wrb resolved to work with her to conduct statewide hearings on day labor issues all across the state. Wrb also resolved to meet with the city of Chicago to discuss contracts that hire temporary workers.  That meeting with the procurement office led to a process of making sure that city contracts were respecting living wage ord. 

KEY ELEMENTS OF YOUR 1-on-1 RAP
Recruitment to your local workers’ rights board requires targeted one-on-ones with individuals you are trying to recruit.  Some things you should consider in advance are:
· WHAT ARE SOME OF THE PROBLEMS YOUR COALITION IS TRYING TO ADDRESS?
Give the potential WRB member a sense of the struggles your coalition is currently engaging in.  Also outline what solutions/demands you have already outlined, and the things you have done so far to win them.
· HOW CAN THIS POTENTIAL WRB MEMBER BE A PART OF THE SOLUTION?
At this point, you may want to clarify where you have fallen short, and how you need their help to leverage a victory.  Is this the pastor of a target decision-maker?  …an elected leader in their district?  What do they have that you have not been able to leverage up to this point?
· WHAT DO YOU WANT THEM TO DO RIGHT NOW?  HOW CAN THEY HELP?

Make a concrete pitch.  Is there a way for them to help right now?  Identify an immediate role they can play to help the campaign.  Is it a hearing, delegation visit, direct action, etc…?  The idea is to get them involved right away.
· WHAT ARE SOME IMMEDIATE NEXT STEPS YOU NEED THEM TO TAKE?
First of all, you have determined an action they can jump right into with your campaign.  Follow up on the specifics of these to confirm their participation.  In order to make them official members of your workers’ rights board, you may also want them to attend an orientation session to learn the history, purpose and power of Jobs with Justice’s workers’ rights board.
Just like in all of your organizing, the purpose of the 1-on-1s is to begin developing a relationship with community leaders and engage them in the work of your local coalition.
MAINTAINING YOUR WORKERS’ RIGHTS BOARD

APPENDIX/SAMPLES

Jobs with Justice

1325 Massachusetts Ave, NW

Suite 200

Washington DC 20005

202-393-1044

202-393-7408 fax

info@jwj.org

www.jwj.org
WRBs in Action!





Early in 2001, janitors at the Cleveland Federal Building, working through a large and respected social service agency called Vocational Guidance Services (VGS), were facing increasingly typical obstacles in their struggle to be represented by a union.





The janitors could have tried to get the company to honor the card-signing by taking their case to the NLRB, but at that time this would most likely have meant months or even years of delay, giving VGS every opportunity to hire union-busting lawyers to defer a decision and keep the janitors in limbo. This was a job for the Cleveland Workers’ Rights Board!





The Cleveland Workers’ Rights Board alerted the city council and county commission of the injustices.  It then mobilized an unannounced delegation of clergy, community leaders and students to VGS’s office at the Federal Building.  After getting kicked out, the WRB hosted a public hearing that did not just address the details of this particular recognition struggle, but also to foreground the broader significance of the workers’ demands for card-check recognition.





The WRB released a report on the hearing at a press conference in front of the offices of VGS. The WRB announced that, together with the Cleveland AFL-CIO, two big demonstrations had been called to support SEIU Local 47 and the janitors. One would be called in front of the VGS offices, the other in front of the Federal Building.  As a part of the larger campaign, the City Council was organized to simultanously put pressure on VGS by sitting on a $5 million grant the company was seeking to build a new headquarters building. 





VGS finally responded to this combined pressure and agreed to recognize SEIU Local 47 as the bargaining agent for the Federal Building janitors.  Bargaining for the first contract was scheduled to begin just three weeks later.








Some Workers’ Rights Board Members…





Rev. Calvin Morris - Executive Director, Community Renewal Society, Chicago, IL





Sherrod Brown - United States Senate, Ohio





Rabbi Arthur Waskow - Director, Shalom Center, Philadelphia, PA





Jamie Owen Daniel - Assistant Professor of English at the University of Illinois at Chicago





Father John Celichowski - Pastor, St. Benedict the Moor Church, Milwaukee, WI





April 1999 – After assessing their capacity and ability to add a new element to their arsenal, Portland JwJ hosts a forum on WRB. The goal of the forum is to get people excited about Workers Rights Boards and what role they can play in supporting union organizing and other workers’ rights struggles. The audience for the forum is 25-30 union organizers and organizing directors who are compelled by what they hear and agree to get involved in building the WRB with Portland JwJ.





October 1999 - February 2000 – By the end of the summer, they have a list of nearly 150 potential WRB members from all parts of the community.  The WRB Committee refines list of who to follow-up with.  By and large the follow-up is done through phone calls including offers to meet with people (most people don’t require a meeting). Only two people RSVP yes to the letter itself.  Almost all of the phone contacts say yes. 11 people say no and mostly they identify that they are currently too busy.





March 2000 - WRB Committee declares outreach is done and that the WRB will be launched with 60 members. The WRB Committee creates a brochure describing and promoting the WRB. The WRB committee also sets up four orientation sessions for the new WRB members.  More than half the WRB member take part in one of the four sessions.











June 13 2000 - The WRB Hearing on the organizing and Portland activists demonstrate outside of Powell’s Bookstore. first contract campaign at Powell’s Books is the first Workers’ Rights, Communities’ Fights: Jobs with Justice Workers’ Rights Boards Build Power for the Right to Organize 13 activity of the Portland WRB. Seven WRB members sit on the panel for the hearing and they have an immediate impact. On the day of the hearing, Michael Powell calls people on WRB who he knows hoping to influence them.  In this conversation he agrees to a July 10th meeting that is quite challenging but then in the next round of bargaining things move forward dramatically and by the following negotiation session there is a contract on the table. No one claims that the WRB did this alone but it is one component along with 75% of the workers participating in a two day ULP strike and the threat of an October boycott that leads to victory.
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