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. Labor Perspecti-ves on Economic Integration
- and Binational Relations

' Raﬂ Blackwell

‘NAFTA GENERATES NEW RESPONSE FROM LABOR AND
SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS

-Tn 1991, when national labor, environmental, and farmer organizations
. met on Capitol Hill to declare that they wanted a role in the NAFTA
debate, it marked the beginning of a new position for social organiza- *
tians in confronting international ecenomic integration in North Amer-
jta. We in organized labor recognized that economic-infegration had
‘been proceeding in North America for years. Looking back, the ex-
periment with the “Bracero Program,” for instance, was a major mo-
merit in that integration process and revealed some of its key features.
The Mexican debt crisis was another. But neither of these earlier efforts
. 1aised the issue of U.S-Mexico integration itself, and neither one pro-
duced very powerful responses—at least in the United States—to inte-
gration, despite the efforts of many activists. It was the run-up to
' NAFTA that provoked an unprecedented response from labor and so-
¢ial organizations ko economic integration in the region.
- "Although we recognized that the trade pact itself was not the source
. of integration—that it was just a proposal to change the rules of inte-
. gration, at least on the trade and investment front—NAFTA neverthe-
- 1ess had the effect of posing the challenge of integration to all the peo-

_ ple-of North America. Between 1991 and 1994 and, to a lesser exient,
" after the passage of NAFTA and the 1995 economic crisis in Mexico,
. there was an elevation of the issue of integration, in afl of its facets, in
. the public consciousness. No proposal prior to NAFTA had preduced
such an enormous amount of cross-border social interchange nor a iri-
national reflection on what was happening and what ought to be done.
Because of this, it was a very promising period.

~ Many of us recognized that the simple passage of NAFTA did not
qualitatively change the relationship, but it did present a political op-
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porh.mity to change the rules in our direction, more in favor of the pec-
pig, instead of the corporations, of North Anwrica. This became the fo-
cus of our activity during that time.

_ It is notable and disappointing that this type of activity did not con-
tinue at the same pace after the passage of NAFTA in 1994 nor in re-
sponse lo the economic crisis in Mexico in 1995. The building of bina-
tional popular organizations and forums in the labor, environmental
and farm sectors did not grow apace, and it even seems to have sub:
sided somewhat. Although cross-border dialogue and cooperative ef-
forts among social seckors in terms of economic integration are now on
a much higher plane than before, the level of participation seems to
have plateaued.

LABOR’S FIRST RESPONSES AT THE TRANSNATIONAL LEVEL
AND THE QUESTION OF PROTECTIONISM

One of the first responses of the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile
Wcrl‘ters ‘Union {ACTWL)} in the run-up to NAFTA was to convene a
meeting in Venezuela of clothing and fextile workers’ unions from all
over the Americas to take up the challenges of integration. As a result
of that meeting, we could represent the viewpoint of workers through-
out lhe continent in the political debate-on-international economics in
the United States. The meeting was an extremely educational event for
ACTWU, and it brought us to an awareness that in this sector, which
has .alwa}rs been one of the Jead sectors of integration, the fate of work-
ers in the North and in the South was tied together. We also under-

stood that the strategy of simply stopping imports at the border to save -

our jobs was not one that was going to succeed and, further, that a dif-
ferent strategy tad to be adopted to “protect” jobs and relatively high
iwms standards in the United States and Canada. The new strategic
premise was to fight for the establishment of worker rights as a part of
any trade and invesiment agreement {one of the efforts that led to the
establishment of a labor side agreement to NAFTA),

We recognized during this period and as a result of the NAFTA de-
bate that the conditions of working people in the United States and
C;?nada cannot be protected in the face of international integration
without protecting the standards of workers in the South. As a conse-
quence, we tried very hard to reform the strategic focus of the ACTWU
anq the entire labor movement to complement this view. That was the
period during which, for the entire labor movement, trade-based
worker rights became the lead demand placed before all international
Erade agreements and bodies, including the Wotld Trade Qrganization
(WTO). Today it is the central demand that the world labor movement
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places on international integration agreements: protection of workers’

rights as a condition for trade and investment.

This was a historic advance. Previously there was no widespread
recognition that the protection of workers’ standards in the United
States required the protection of standards elsewhere. Nor was there an
ifernational demand that workers” rights be a candition of trade and
investment. T believe that this was one of the permanent accomplish-
ments of the struggle around NAFTA.

This was not a shift away from protectionism. Protectionism is a
cote mission of unions and all sorts of social organizations. They must
protect themselves and their members from the brutality of the mar-
ketplace, in this case the internafional marketplace, which otherwise

“will structure itself to advantage capital and employers and disadvan-
" _tage workers and their unions. But it is “protectionism” as used by Karl
Polanyi that is society protecting itself from the utopia of markets as the
.only institution required to establish a just and sustainable economy.
"+ As the market becomes international, so too must that which is to be
" -protected.

""" We are obliged to respect the demand of workers to protect their
_jobs and living conditions. Unions have to assess the objective interest .
_of working people in Mexico, the United States, and Canada, along
-with their perception of how their world has changed and how unions
. serve their interests and their most deeply felt work-related concerns. It
-is here that there has been some evolution. There is still a visceral de-

mand that workers must defend the security of their jobs and the living
 conditions of their families and communilies. In its initial form, this isa
“heavily protectionist impulse. And one can see it manifested in both
 Mexico and the United States. In Mexico, it is expressed as national-
: ism—that sentiment that arises from the constank challenge of living so
" close to a power like the United States without yielding up an identity,
~-a culture, or a way of life. Likewise, protectionism is expressed in the
“same way in the United States. But beyond thal, there is an evolution in

thinking about how to serve legitimate protectionist impulses, and
there has been a movement away from the simple demand of stopping
.imports and integration and toward a position that we need to engage
~and shape the rules of integration to atlow us to serve protectionism in
. the broader sense, both here and in Mexico.
" “But. the debate continues. There is-a spectrum, running from the
-most immediate reaction to the challenges of integration (just wanting
_the world “to stop”) to a more reflective response to integration in
~which an attempt is made to change the rules.
" " Current conventional wisdom promotes the notion that integration
is inevitable; it is not. Nothing in human affairs is. And neither is it by
nature necessarily good; that all depends on the rules that shape it. Ex-
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ting rules were instituted by our governments and our employers,
i nd their interests are not those of workers. For the rutes o refiect the
< \tevests of workers, we had to participate. That is what the fight was
1l about. So there remains, in the working populations of both the
‘nited States and Mexico, a spectrum of views about the best way to
eal with integration, about the trade and immigration agreements and
roposals—and the debate is ongoing. This was manifested when mo-
ilization of a coalition generally portrayed as a left-right alliance con-
«ibuted to the denial of fast track authority to the president. Although
left” and “right” might not be the best way to characterize this spec-
rum of aclors, it was a coalition motivated on one side by people act-
ag from an immediate impulse lo iry to stop integration at any level
nd, on the other, by those who were fighting to change the rules in a
vay that gave working people a chance to survive. This is a continuing
wlitical dynamic.
. But even though the demand or strategy for defending workers’
0 nterests intensified, the actual changes that were made in the agree-
™ nents are, as we know from experience with the NAFTA side accords,
rery unsatisfactory. The labor side agreement was a concession by then
sresidential candidate Bill Clinton to gain the political support of labor.
Jut the side agreement took the shape it did because, had it changed
he rules in the direction that labor wanted, emptoyers wouid simply
save walked away. They would have withdrawn their political sup-
sort, the Republicans would not have supported it, and the agreement
would not have won passage in Congress. So Clinton promised us
‘hanges to NAFTA, but he could not deliver. Hence I see the side
igreement as really only a step in the right direction, a concession that
recognized, for the first time and after biiter debate, that trade policy
nad to recognize not only the interests of capital but also the concerns
of waorking peaple and the environment. Even more importantly, it was
an expression of a change in power relationships in the shaping of
rrade agreements.

=
E ECONOMIC INTEGRATION LINKS WORKERS ACROSS BORDERS

o [ntegration and the notion of a free trade area are just part of what in
< the rest of the world js referred to as “neoliberal economic policy.” This
u policy encompasses clements other than trade, including “independ-

ent” central banks regulating economic growth and the pressures of the
labor market, privatization, balanced budgets, and labor market flexi-
pility. Economic neoliberalism is unfolding in every country of our
hemisphere, and we know that there are parallels in the rest of the
world as well. One of necliberalism’s effects is that it threatens the liv-
ing conditions of workers as income is redistributed from working
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people to employers, from labor to capital. And insofar as unions de-
fend workers in the Sght against this redistribution, neoliberal eco-
nomic policies threaten to weaken the labor movement.
But not al! of the policies opposed by labor movements around the
world link workers across borders. The free irade aspect of neoliberal-
ism, its unique feature, is thal it did just that: it required workers to
seek out their counterparts in the South, as we did in our meeting in
Venezuela. It was not just an issue of privatization, which we all ex-
perienced in our own countries; economic integration was something
" that immediately united international workers’ interests. We had to
. deal with the same companies in many countries. And our ability to
- .. deal successfully with those companies depended on our ability to
© work together—from exchanging information and research on a corpo-
. _ration that affected our common interests, to mounting strategic cam-
: paigns in defense of those interests, to acting together in the policy
.- arena with common positions. In fact, out of the Venezuela summit, we
_produced a joint document entitled “No 2 la Integracién sin la Partici-
- pacién Laboral” (*No Integration swithout Labor Participation”), a title
-that sums up a new continental consensus among counterpart unions.
“This consensus resulted from the neoliberal project, and it was labor’s -
- resistance to “standard” neoliberalism that pulled labor movements
" together, whether they saw it that way or not.
“”On the other hand, the economy was changing in the North as well
" as in the South. The South was not just a colony, ancther place to ex-
- tend business. Many of these companies were active in Mexico before
"~ the integration process began. But they were not integrating their pro-
duction processes between the Uniled States and Mexico. They were
. producing for internal markets. In this new period, businesses in the
-United States and Canada are now internationalizing their production
' process. It is not only trade and investment flows; it is an integration of
- the international relations of production that places workers in coun-
:_tries with high living standards in direct competition with much poorer
“and more oppressed workers in the South. Therefore, U.S. and Cana-
“dian labor movements have to think about the South in a way that
- poses southern workers’ interests as complementary to their own. They
.~ are doing that, and this is a developing story that is crucial for the fu-
‘ ture of this debate—an element that was not present ten years ago. The
. ‘other consideration that was a distorting factor in labor’s international
: policy was a precccupation with Cold War concerns. But ken years affer
" the fall of the Soviet Union, those concerns are now moot. The current
" challerige is not Communism; it is the international operations of mul-
- “tinational corporations and the geopolitical project of “imperial” pow-
ers.
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LABOR’S CHALLENGE: CONFRONTING TRANSNATIONAL
[
g CAPITAL

& Fhe discussion to this poini has concerned the way in which labor was
attempling to engage in the realm of public policy, in the regulatory
regimes of North America. There is also a second track, which is a
change in strategy in the labor movement’s direct dealing with workers
and companies in the context of integration. It is one thing to promote
the rights of workers internationally; it is another to build the structures
that help those workers exercise their rights. On this front, through the
early run-up to NAFTA there was a lot of cross-border activity among
workers. There were shared visits by unions, by workers in the same
companies, and by leadership and memberships of unions. But that
kind of activity appears to be plateauing, and that is disappointing.
There are a few agreements among unions in North America, but we
do not have international unions, or internaticnal joint ventures among
unions, or even strateic alliances among unions. We still have a level
of union cooperation in tactical situations, and we are very helpful to
one another. But we are not at a point where we have broad strategic
alliances or unions in both countries that are dealing with the same
employer, that are self-consciously building a strategy to deal with the
operations of that employer in changed conditions.

There are reasons for this. One of the major obstacles is the differ-
ence in power between companies and workers and the geographical
scope of their operations. It is much easier for capital to move intema-
ticnally than it is for working people, who are much more tied to the
communities or the couniries in which they live.

ID:

We have to recognize that the heart of integration is that businessis -

the leader. The corporation is the most powerful political force, not
only in North America but around the globe, in this post-Cold War
period. Business and government are moving rapidly to define the
process of economic integration. Some of us who are involved in social
organizations feel that we need to “catch up.” We are lagging behind.

with transnational corporations and governments. We are struggling in
response ko a game whase rules we did not make, a game directed by
forces that are much more powerful than we are. We must appreciate
this power, understand the dynamic under which this power is mov-
ing, and find, wherever we can, opportunities to fight more effectively
to defend the social interests we represent.

We have been successful in a few cases, but efforts to date have
been largely exploratory. We cannot simply ask the peoples of North
America to stand up against the corporate and government worlds. We
must be patient—but at the same time understand the urgency, because
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But keep in mind that this is not “our” game; there is no cakching up
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government and indusiry are moving with great speed and power (o
implement their defined strategies, strategies that can only work at the
expense of the peoples of North America. Whether it is in the labor sec-
tor, the environmental secior, or the agricultural sector, we must find
our own strategies with which to fight back.

- ‘The.engine of this process is the corporation, the dominant institu-
tional form of capital in our time. Private corporate interests are
exercising compelitive strategies that increase their success and
compensate their executives handsomely by redistributing income from
poer and working people to the people who own these companies.
Private corporate interests also attack the state in the process,
disregarding environmental concerns or the rights of people. Their
tendency to overreach is our hope. But let us not mistake the central
character in the process of integration. To talk about this process
without talking about these corporations is to discuss Hamlet the play

without mentioning Hamlet the character.

- The structure of power behind this process also includes the subor-
dinate role that governments play in relation to corporations. At the

" same time, there are differences in the geopolitical interests of the

United States and the corporate interests of General Electric, and we -

" ought to be able to mine that for opportunilies to divide them and fight

back. But only when that relationship is understoed—both economi-
cally, in terms of the projects of corporations, and politically, in terms of

" the structure of state power in this part of the world—can the terrain on
~which this battle befween social sectors and corporations is being
- fought be identified. From this, one can devise more effective sirategies

for.defending the interests of workers, their families, and their comeu-
. nities throughout North America.

. Another reason we “lag behind”—aside from the existing power
stractures and those who make the rules—is that corporate interests are
clear, while we are still identifying the broad scope of the social inter-
ests affected by economic integration. Our interests are social interests;
they are particular to us, and it takes us a while to find each other.
What do unions have to do with fighting for a just society on the bor-

" der? What do farmers have to do with workers? What do both have to
. do with environmentalists? It takes us a while to find ourselves, iden-
" tify our common interests, and then devise inierest-based strategies

that work. Then, of course, there are the differences in interests within
and between social sectors in each country.
But what we share—the basis for organizing and developing collec-

- {ive action—is the need to build up our own power in relation to corpo-

rake power so that we can, in our direct dealings with corporations, ef-
fectively organize, bargain, and campaign for our interests, as well as
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ncrease our capacity to fight political battles over the shape of trade

i igreeinents and other policles.

2 Evenas workers' fates become intertwined across borders, the logic

L 5f the development of their consciousness, of their identity, does not
-hange as a result—not automatically, at least. Workers” consciousness

and identity must be changed by the people who go about organizing,

those who see the bigger picture. This is parallel to the dynamic around -

responses to free trade: the evolution from an immediate response to

the “threat” to one's living conditions (the narrow sense of protection-
.sm) to a_more effective strategy that develops over time. The question. -

then. becomes, why have workers” organizations not moved more ag-
gressively to help educate and lead workers to defend their interests

under these conditions? Some have, and much has been accomplished.

But what has not yet rooted itself securely throughout the American
and Canadian labor movements—and, 1 suspect, in the Mexican labor
movemnent—is the need to rethink strategically the relationships be-
tween counterpart organizations to educate workers and provide them
with channels for collective action that respond more effectively to the
challenges they face.

ID:-

LESSONS LEARNED -

What was Jearned by U.S. labor in the run-up to NAFTA is that no la-

‘bor movement can respond to the necliberal project and the policies of

integration unilaterally, without relating to labor movemenis in other

countries. And within each country, one cannot succeed without rela-
ing to nonlabor sotial sectors as well—farmers, envircnmentalists,
wormnenr, and s on.

We must recognize the changes that have taken place in the Jeader-

ship of labor unions in Mexico and the United States, and recognize the

need to understand the context of these new relationships. In terms of
what has changed in the United States, the international operations of
the AFL-CIO are now more centered on influencing the rules of inter-
national trade and exploring the possibilities of strategic alliances
among workers, That is the real challenge for the future.

Unless the labor movement can succeed in changing the rules to-
ward a more socially just and environmentally sustainable international
regime and succeed in building strategic alliances to lend it the strong
support of workers and others, we will not be able to protect workers
here or in the South, nor will we be able to influence the historic
changes under way in North America.
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The Authentic Labor Front in the NAFTA-Era

' Regional Integration Process

Manuel Garcia Urrutia M.

" - In early 1990 President Carlos Salinas de Gortari toured Europe with

the goal of attracting foreign investment fo support Mexican modemi-
zation. The trip did not meet expectations. But Mexico seemed to be

‘unwilling to consider ancther altemnative that could satisfy Mexico's

investment needs—a trade agreement with the United States. Presi- -
dents Ronald Reagan and George Herbert Walker Bush had both pro-
posed a U.S.-Mexico trade agreement, primarily as a means to counter

‘the- power of regional economic blocs arising elsewhere in the world

and to increase US. competitiveness in strategic productive areas

‘whete countries like Japan and Germany already excelled. However,
~ ~Mexico still felt it was not ready to enter into such an accord, In fact, in
"March 1990 Secretary of Commerce Jaime Serra Puche specified several

conditions that Mexico had to meet before it could even contemplate a
Nosth American trade agreement—lower inflation rates, improved
buying power, and a technological resiructuring of Mexico’s produc-

tive apparatus.

' Nevertheless, just twe months later the Mexican government was

" convinced that investment flows into Mexico would be insufficient
without more U.S. participation, and it decided to put a new spin on its

previous statements against a free trade agreement. Despite a wide-
spread uneasiness over the idea of increased economic integration with
the neighbor fo the north, the Mexican Senate convened business lead-
ers; academics, and social leaders to a forum that legitimized its rec-

- . ommendation that Mexico enter into a North American Free Trade

Agreement (NAFTA) with the United States.
In June 1990 the Mexican and U.S. governments announced their in-
terest in negotiating a trade agreement. They were later joined by a re-

Translated by Gerardo Licdn, Alexandra Armenta, David Brooks, and Jonathan Fox.



