The Falling Stock of Unions

2008 is going into the books as a watershed year in economic strategy. Not since the 1930s has the global economy and most certainly the North American markets been as fragile.

U.S. bank collapse, brokerage firms with hundreds of years of history and reputation- gone. The “Big Three” automakers- who for decades have not listened or understood the consumer market - as did their Asian counterparts- are asking for federal bailouts to survive.  GM is teetering on bankruptcy and still producing gas hogs, boats that no one wants. They must all wake up if they wish to use taxpayers’ dollars to survive.

Mismanagement at the upper levels and in the boardrooms? 
Absolutely, unequivocally. The major cause for this economic mess?
Partially.

Unionism is the other factor, especially in the manufacturing sector, which also must awake a dig themselves out of the 1930s mentality of hardcore threats, and persuasion- especially amongst its own members.

A few examples.

The average North American auto worker makes approximately $78.00 per hour if all benefits, wages, overtime, holiday/sick pay, et al are factored. This, compared to the Asian average per worker- cost adjusted- at approximately $48.00 per hour.

Without factoring the overall finish and quality of the Asian imports/and those made in North America in non-unionized workplaces-- which are generally considered by analysts as being far superior, how by any stretch of the imagination and without much thought can anyone believe this sector will survive in its current makeup?

It simply does not add up.

Do the unionized workers- do the majority of unionized workers, if provided with the opportunity of free say and speech in order to now preserve their jobs and gain the potential of a long term future in the auto sector, with new management strategies perhaps monitored by government (yes this goes against the free capitalist market to a degree), do we believe they would not move in their wage demands, and their overall compensation to bring them to a level of competitive strength versus the Asian auto makers?

To save their well paying jobs? In times of economic crisis where they may lose all they have worked for? A free vote- with no union pressure (find that in some of the more militant groups- good luck!), would bring sane, reasonable results.

But many union leaders live in the past. This is not the manufacturing, industrial age of the 1930s. We are moving quickly into a knowledge based economy and away from industrial manufacturing. Where can the union have any relevance?
Often, they are finding, they do not.

Collective bargaining, the basis of delivering fair and equitable returns for union members provided an underlining message that collective voices are stronger and more powerful in negotiations with management, then the single voice. This also means that a collective agreement is for all- even those that are not productive, or may produce or work less then their peers. Productivity, means little. And in the 1930s manufacturing era, the skills or talents of individuals were not critical on assembly runs.
Where in today’s knowledge and information based economy do unions play their game? Assembly production and the technology over the past decades have provided efficiencies unheard of twenty years ago. The workplace is looking for individuals who can offer insights, strategy, and creativity in order to move ahead. The economy is moving quickly into knowledge transfer, managerial skills, and technical; abilities. In this domain, the relevance of unionism is generally non-existent and counter-productive.
Workplaces are depending upon the creative force, and technical skills of individuals. And the all encompassing typical union contract which covers all- and protects the weak and unproductive is unwanted by these workers. Today’s worker wants to be recognized for what they bring to the table; for their knowledge and skill set and how they can help a company or organization move ahead. And they wish to be fairly rewarded and compensated. For those who do not produce- they receive little more then a stable wage, or they may not stay employed. As James Sherk a policy analyst in the Center for Data Analysis states,” Union-negotiated, seniority-based promotions and raises feel like chains to workers who want to get ahead.”

And we must have this train of thought, this work ethic is we are to move forward, and compete. Unions threaten the competitive flow. They threaten creativity; they stagnate individual strengths and ideals and provide in many instances a lassiez-faire workplace.

Most union employees are now, I believe, seeing the traditional manufacturing based union agreements and organizations are like the dinosaur. Quickly becoming extinct.
A recent sign of the ‘old school’, disruptive, threatening union antics of the past is being witnessed in Ottawa, Canada. Last week the union (ATU) representing bus drivers, dispatchers, and mechanics went on strike. They did not agree with the City of Ottawa offering salary increases of: 
• 3%, retroactive to April 1, 2008 

• 2% on April 1, 2009 

• 2% on April 1, 2010 

The union has also not agreed to the offer concerning sick leave amounting to:

 as employees are currently entitled to up to 17 weeks of sick leave paid at 90 per cent. the City has offered to also include: 

• Two additional uncertified sick leave days per year. This raises the number of uncertified sick leave days to eight days in each and every year. 

• The ability to bank up to 12 days of uncertified sick leave for use in future years.
As well as a host of other concessions.

So of course the union members flatly rejected this offer as presented by their union president to the membership who so dearly pay those lovely union dues and lose money during ridiculous strike action.

But what’s that you say? They were never presented with the offer? Never presented with this offer? To vote on? Democratically? As a member? Who supposedly has a voice?

Never presented?

Right! Never presented. This offer was never voted on!
The union president acted on his own convinced members that a strike was the only way to get their demands met.

Problem with an autocratic union head (can that be considered a “dick head?”) is that if they actually went to a membership vote he may well find out that most do not wish to strike, that many believe the offer is fair, and given the economic times, reasonable. Bus drivers in Ottawa are livid, and the public has turned on them. Many of the drivers are disgusted with their own union and embarrassed to face the public- and they did not even vote on their faith.

Old school- undemocratic and appealing to the very weak, spineless and miserable. Just like the union president who is the way of the dinosaur.
Wall Street is not the only place where stock values are dropping- the relevance of the union is spiraling down as well.

A sign of times to come. Feel the freedom- unlike the members who were unable to voice their opinion in a vote. 
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