Alt-unionism: why businesses may be better with the devil they know
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Business groups in Australia have been engaged in a long-term effort to increase the legal
regulation of unions to constrain union activities . But this crackdown on the traditional union
movement has created a void starting to be filled by “alt-unionism” - a more amorphous, less
predictable vehicle for workers to voice their dissatisfaction.

Arguably the restriction of union activity has had some success. For example, the legal right to
strike is heavily circumscribed, as highlighted by new secretary of the ACTU Sally McManus .
In addition to this the Australian Building and Construction Commission

has been re-established

meaning tighter restriction on the activities of building unions.

Over the past 30 years the percentage of unionists in liberal market economies has been
falling . Inthe
wake of this decline steps alt-unionism (also known as “alt-labor” and “improvisational
unionism”). It operates outside the established processes of collective bargaining to

improve the wages and conditions of workers by other means.

Alt-unionism is a catch-all term that can refer to spontaneous actions by workers that don’t
conform to the traditional pattern of strike behaviour or other industrial action. An example of
this is the numerous protests by Uber drivers in Australia and around the world.

It's also characterised by the fluid campaigns (often digital) launched outside of regular
channels of representation. Take for example the online petition signed by Starbucks workers
and individual supporters last year that resulted in an increase of up to 15% for Starbucks US

employees

Alt-unionism can also refer to relatively stable associations of workers that aren’t registered
organisations in the way traditional unions are and consequently are not constrained by the
institutional history and rules of formal unions. These organisations are also not subject to the
specific provisions of labour law aimed at regulating union activity.

These organisations in Australia include those representing rideshare drivers, such as the Ride
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share drivers association

and

Rideshare Drivers United

and others like the Retail and Fast Food Workers Union, an unregistered body. In the US, the
Freelancers Union

and the

Independent Drivers Guild

each have thousands of members but are not allowed to represent these members in the same
way as other unions, because their members are notionally independent contractors.

Why businesses should take notice of alt-unionism

The rise of alt-unionism may not seem like an immediate threat to businesses. Many of its
manifestations are ad hoc and small scale and consequently easy to ignore.

However, alt-unionism is not uniformly institutionalised and its constituency is broader than a
workplace or even an industry. Its development is erratic and much more difficult to contain
through existing systems of industrial regulation such as tribunals.

Also, it’s often focused on inflicting reputational damage on a business in order to leverage an
outcome by meshing workers’ grievances and concerns of ethical consumer groups. For
example, the OUR Walmart campaign in the US leveraged the anti-sweatshop movements
and the Walmart bribery scandal in Mexico to support their actions for better working conditions
at Walmart and in the retail industry. Walmart was also confronted with unprecedented
alt-unionism in China, where a spontaneous movement

lead to strikes across the country

In our ongoing research into the experience of rideshare drivers in Australia and the US, the
main frustration expressed by drivers is the lack of a way to channel their voices . One New
York member of the Independent Drivers Guild noted that:

Before the guild the drivers had no voice — no one was listening, no-one was caring.

2/4


http://www.rsdaa.com/
http://ridesharedriversunited.com/
https://www.freelancersunion.org/
https://drivingguild.org/
http://scholarship.law.berkeley.edu/californialawreview/vol104/iss3/1/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/17/world/asia/across-china-walmart-faces-labor-unrest-as-authorities-stand-aside.html?_r=0
http://www.uts.edu.au/research-and-teaching/our-research/centre-business-and-social-innovation/our-research/future-work

Alt-unionism: why businesses may be better with the devil they know

Written by The Conversation

Workers whose concerns are not heard through established mechanisms may look for other
modes of association and voice. This may expose business to potentially robust and
unpredictable reaction from workers.

The most recent example is from France. Uber faced a coalition of the old transport union and
the new independent association of drivers to contest changes to the pricing policy that resulted
in reductions in commissions received by drivers. Protests and sporadic violence led to the
appointment of a public mediator. Negotiations to date have been unsuccessful and a
continuing impasse might lead to a state-regulated minimum price which is counter to Uber’s
business model.

Though unprecedented in recent decades, business could acknowledge some of the problems
with the industrial relations system from the union side. It could seek to improve the system to
allow unions a legitimate place, with the capacity to adequately represent workers.

After all, Australia is at historic lows of industrial action and most employers never have to deal
with it. But if the system continues to reduce the capacity of unions to undertake their
representative role - we may see worker dissatisfaction expressed through action.

This might not be the known type of garden variety industrial action - namely strikes during
bargaining - but an increase in a spontaneous phenomenon, not bounded by the Fair Work Act
or whatever supersedes it. This could pose a challenge for business and make current industrial
relations settings and traditional unions seem - if not attractive - then perhaps at least palatable.

Sarah Kaine has received funding from unions on a oral history project on women in unions.
She is a member of the NTEU.

Emmanuel Josserand does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any
company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant
affiliations beyond the academic appointment above.

Read more http://theconversation.com/alt-unionism-why-businesses-may-be-better-with-the-d
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