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Thanks to the UNISON Staff Sabbatical leave scheme, I was very privileged to spend 7 weeks, as a volunteer, on the American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organisations’ (AFL-CIO) Labor 2008 Campaign to elect Barak Obama as President. 

They allocated me to work with their Team in the Akron and Canton area in the key state of Ohio. The State was divided into 11 zones each with a Union Campaign Team. Each team had a Union Staff member, either from the AFL or an individual union plus other union staff and volunteer activists and members. The cities of Akron and Canton are in the industrial heartlands of North East Ohio but have become increasingly post industrial after 8 years of Bush’s policies with 156,000 jobs lost in the state.Our Team had union staff and others drafted in from Washington DC, Texas, Louisiana, New York and West Virginia – places where the results were already foregone conclusions. 

Whilst our Unions do campaign for the Party and Labour candidates, the US Unions were largely responsible for canvassing and voter ID of the following groups: 

•
 Union members (including retirees) 

•
 Union households (eg partners, children, parents at same address 

•
 Working America Supporters and Households. 

Working America is a campaigning and lobbying organisation, affiliated to the AFL, and supports non union workers whose employers do not recognise unions. Typically they are in low paid service industries. 

The AFL ‘Programme’ was for Unions, either through the Labor Campaign or by their own effort, to contact members/households by:- 

•
 Worksite or mailed leaflets These could be accessed through the ‘Working 
Families’ online toolkit, customised for individual unions and ordered for delivery 
from 
local unionised printshops. They were paid for centrally by the AFL. 

•
 Phone Banking 

•
 Labor Walks (Doorstep Canvassing) 

The essence of the Campaign was ‘Union member speaking to Union member about the issues’.This, in my experience in Ohio, proved very powerful and effective, both on the phone and doorstep or rather the porches. I got a particularly warm welcome when doing both although they were bemused by a British Trade Unionist doing it! They don’t get many tourists in North East Ohio. 

Many Unions had supported either Hilary Clinton or John Edwards in the primaries and the white working class vote in Ohio had largely gone to Hilary. It could not be assumed that votes would simply transfer to Obama or that union voters automatically voted Democrat. As the President of the Steelworkers Local (Branch) in Canton explained to me ‘Well there are Democrats and there are Labor Democrats’. Thankfully Obama was in the second category due, largely, to his outspoken support for the ‘Employee Free Choice Act’ which, if passed, will make it much easier for Unions to get recognition from the largely, very hostile employers. Another little problem was the considerable element of conservative and described locally, as ‘3G’ voters, – Pro Gun, Pro God and Anti Gay, who leaned towards McCain. 

Doubters and undecided received simple and direct messages from their fellow workers – ‘I’m voting for my paycheck and helping my Union’, ‘Obama’s for Working Families, McCain’s for the Rich’, ‘McCain will tax your Health Benefits’ (a vital part of most Union negotiated contracts), ‘Obama wants Healthcare for All’. A very powerful message to the 3G’s was ‘Barack Obama won’t take away your gun but John McCain will take away your Union’. Whilst I wished he would take away their guns this message struck home and largely removed it as a doorstep/phone call issue. Many people welcomed the contact from ‘the Union’ and we were always explicit in saying just that when calling. A number did question what Union I was calling from! Also they often seemed more receptive to our message as opposed to those from the Democratic Party or the relentless negative/positive Obama TV ads. 

I recognise that due to different relationships and structures it would not be possible to replicate the AFL’s campaign here. However is it not possible, in the key seats, to consider setting up a targeted campaign, involving our Unions, to reach out to Union members and households? Many key constituencies will have thousands of TU members whose votes will be the difference between winning and losing not only that seat but whether we will continue to have a Labour Government. 

Lastly, on a more technical note, can we please find a way to get the software programme called ‘the Predictive Dialler’. We had access to 3 machines, linked to laptops, which call the phone numbers on your list, eliminating wrong numbers and answerphones and connects you to a live person. Their name and your script then appear on the screen and when you’ve got the response click the buttons to record the answer on the database! On Saturday the 1st November we contacted a total of 14,932 people in one day including 7,613 using the dialler! Think how we could use this in campaigns, elections and in key seats!
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