




Union political organising: labour to labour
Jason Hunter 
All American unions pulled out all the stops and united behind Obama in what was seen as a “make or break” election  for trades unionists. Leo Garrard, United Steelworkers workers president, called on members to give four shifts of door knocking to stop four more years of union bashing. He was proud to announce the 650 000 strong union had got 10 000 of its members to be active in the campaign. Unions worked closely together nationally, regionally and locally through  the AFL/CIO (like our Trade Unions Congress) . We met union activists in Philadelphia who were organising the “Labour to Labour” scheme. Union activists contact union members directly and talk to them about union issues. 
In that city alone 100 000 phone calls had been made, 80 000 doors knocked on. 500 union activists were out on one Saturday, 25th October 2008. This was seen as too important to allow traditional barriers to contacting members to frustrate the campaign. Meeting members before shift, at home in the evening were seen as vital. This was going on in al the key union cities in the USA. They used state of the art technology to underpin good old fashioned campaigning. Like the ‘Barney Bus’, a steel hut with 14 phone stations where automatically individualised scripts help the activist talk to the union member answering the call. The teachers union did their stint while we were there, helping to generate 2000 calls a day. The unions conducted their own campaign, separately from the main Democrat operation, and keep canvass records on how members feel on key issues. They have built up this operation over ten years, not just for Obama. This helps guide all their political work and campaigning. It also helps them build union membership and activism. 

The Steel Blitz For Obama – Opposing “McSame and Failin”. 
We saw the United Steel Workers Union campaign close up. They committed the whole machinery of the union, 320 union staff working full time for at least 6 months, 200 seconded directly from steel plants paid by the union. This included one Activist Corps Captain for each steel town. Each of these enthused members locally to get stuck in for Obama. During the day, these local leaders engaged directly with members under the union education programme. Yet all were expected to lead by example, doing activity before and after the standard shift campaigning amongst the general public. Chuck Rocha, USW Political Officer explained after 10 years of hard work, 70% of steel workers back the Democrats and they are much more likely to vote. We saw the ‘steel blitz’ at work in Pittsburgh, 3 rallies on a Saturday in different localities. The Union President, local activists and Dan Mooney, owner of “the Steelers”, the local football club , exhorted 100 union members at each to go straight out door knocking, to sign up for some activity and to take the union specific Obama t-shirts 

and materials. 

Throughout was a frank discourse on the thorny issue of race. Many steel workers were happy to back Hilary Clinton, but struggled with the idea of a black candidate. But all unions took this head on. As Leo Garrard put it “ do you care more about a white man in the White House than you do about your jobs, pay, homes or families?”.

