REUTERS/Mike Finn-Kelcey

Cleaners from the Houses of Parliament stand on a picket line outside the House of Commons
in central London, July 20, 2005. The cleaners were expected to be joined by members of
parliament on their picket line as they held a one-day strike for fairer pay and conditions.
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By Stephen Lerner

GLOBAL UNIONS
A Solution to Labor’s
Worldwide Decline
AT NO TIME IN HISTORY HAS THERE BEEN A GREATER URGENCY OR OPPORTUNITY TO FORM
real global unions whose goal is to organize tens of millions of workers to win
economic and social justice by counterbalancing global corporations on the
world stage even as the power of the state

face of the growing power of global corpora-

declines.
Over the last twenty years we have debated,

tions and the declining power of the state. Instead, global unions need to be formed whose

organized, experimented, and struggled to rebuild our movement. In looking back at some

purpose is to unite workers to negotiate global
agreements with global corporations. The prop-

of what I and others have argued, we’ve developed pieces of an analysis and strategy, but it

erty services sector, which includes janitors and
security officers, has many of the critical char-

has often been too narrow and too isolated from
the extraordinary realignment of power in the

acteristics and immediate conditions needed to
organize a true global union, and provides an

world economy.1 Through reexamining what
we’ve learned about organizing, and by devel-

important, but not unique, model of how a global union is possible.

oping a more coherent analysis of today’s global economy, we can develop a strategy and plan

Globalization is creating change at an even
faster pace than during industrialization. We

to organize global unions with the strength and
vision that would give workers real power in

need to understand how it is reshaping workers’ lives and power around the globe, so that

the twenty-first century.
Global labor solidarity, as currently prac-

instead of being swept away by globalization,
we can harness it to transform ourselves and

ticed, is failing and will continue to fail in the

the world. To win real power, workers and their
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unions need to build a movement defined not
by what we are against, but by what we are for:

world. In 1600, there were 500 global corporations. In 1914, there were 3,000; in 1992, 30,400;

a movement inspired by hope for a better world
and a plan to achieve it. Anything else puts

and by 2000, the total number of global corporations had ballooned to 63,000. Today, they

unions at risk of becoming as irrelevant as those
who opposed industrialization in the hope of

are bigger and more powerful than ever before
and they no longer have allegiance to the coun-

defending artisans and small craftsmen.

try in which they were formed or are now headquartered.

UNDERSTANDING
GLOBALIZATION:
THE WORLD IS TILTING

As multinationals have grown, wealth and
capital have become increasingly concentrated.

T

Of the one hundred largest economies in the
world, fifty-two are not nations—they are glo-

HE WORLD IS TILTING AWAY FROM WORKERS AND

unions and the traditional ways they’ve

bal corporations. Looking at Table 1 below, the
top five companies are each financially larger

fought for and won justice—away from the
power of national governments, national

than twenty-four of the world’s top one hundred nations. The problem isn’t that corpora-

unions, and national solutions developed to
facilitate and regulate globalization. It is tilting

tions operate in more than one country—it is
that multinational corporations are so power-

toward global trade, giant global corporations,
global solutions, and towards Asia—especially

ful they increasingly dominate what happens
in whole countries, hemispheres, and the en-

China and India. We can no longer depend
on influencing bureaucratic global institutions,

tire globe.

like the ILO, or fighting the entities that ultimately are accountable to or controlled by global corporations, like the WTO. Workers and
their unions need to use their still-formidable
power to counter the power of global corporations, before the world tilts so far that unions

F

TILTING AWAY FROM
THE STATE
OR

150

YEARS , TR ADE UNIO NISTS AND

progressives have viewed influencing and
trying to gain control of the state as central to

are washed away, impoverishing workers who
currently have unions and trapping workers

any strategy of winning a more just society. National governments still have enormous influ-

who don’t in ever-deeper poverty. The power
equation needs to be balanced before demo-

ence, but their power is diminishing every day.
As corporations grow in power, the state

cratic rule and institutions are destroyed.

will find it increasingly difficult to mediate their
behavior to protect workers and their unions.

TILTING TOWARDS
GLOBAL CORPORATIONS

The state must be pressured now to assist
unions in gaining the ability to deal directly

S

INCE THE FORMATION OF EARLY GLOBAL COMPA-

with multinational corporations both in their
own countries and across the globe. This is a

nies, like the English East India Company
(1600) and the Dutch East India Company

crucial distinction. Instead of depending on
national governments to control global corpo-

(1602), multinationals have spread around the

rations, as states become weaker and corpora-

24

• New Labor Forum

S. Lerner

Table 1
Corporate vs. National Economic Clout: The Top 100 World Economies2
Rank Countries

2002 GDP

Rank Corporations

2002 Sales

($ mil)

($mil)

1
2

United States
Japan

10,416,820
3,978,782

19
24

Wal-Mart
General Motors

246,525
186,763

3
4

Germany
United Kingdom

1,976,240
1,552,437

26
28

Exxon Mobil
Royal Dutch/Shell

184,466
179,431

5
6

France
China

1,409,604
1,237,145

29
32

BP
Ford Motor

178,721
163,871

7
8

Italy
Canada

1,180,921
715,692

34
36

Daimler Chrysler
Toyota Motor

141,421
131,754

9
10

Spain
Mexico

649,792
637,205

37
42

General Electric
Mitsubishi

131,698
109,386

11
12

India
Korea, Rep.

515,012
476,690

43
47

Mitsui
Allianz

108,631
101,930

13
14

Brazil
Netherlands

452,387
413,741

48
49

Citigroup
Total

100,789
96,945

15
16
17

Australia
Russian Federation
Switzerland

410,590
346,520
268,041

52
54
55

ChevronTexaco
92,043
Nippon Telegraph and Telephone 89,644
ING Group
88,102

18
20

Belgium
Sweden

247,634
229,772

57
58

Itochu
IBM

85,856
83,132

21
22

Austria
Norway

202,954
189,436

59
61

Volkswagen
Siemens

82,203
77,205

23
25

Poland
Saudi Arabia

187,680
186,489

63
64

Sumitomo
Marubeni

75,745
72,165

27
30

Turkey
Denmark

182,848
174,798

66
67

Verizon
American International Group

67,625
67,482

31
33

Indonesia
Hong Kong, China

172,911
161,532

68
70

Hitachi
Honda Motor

67,228
65,420

35
38

Greece
Finland

132,834
130,797

71
73

Carrefour
Altria Group

64,979
62,182

39
40

Thailand
Portugal

126,407
121,291

74
75

Axa
Sony

62,050
61,335

41
44

Ireland
Iran, Islamic Rep.

119,916
107,522

76
77

Nippon Life Insurance
Matsushita Electric Industrial

61,175
60,744

45
46

South Africa
Argentina

104,235
102,191

79
80

Royal Ahold
Conocophillips

59,455
58,384
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Table 1, continued
Rank Countries

2002 GDP

Rank Corporations

($ mil)

50

Malaysia

2002 Sales
($mil)

95,157

81 Home Depot

58,247

51
53

Venezuela, RB
Egypt, Arab Rep.

94,340
89,845

83
84

Nestle
McKesson

57,279
57,129

56
60

Singapore
Colombia

86,969
82,194

86
87

Hewlett-Packard
Nissan Motor

56,588
56,040

62
65

Philippines
Czech Republic

77,076
69,590

89
90

Vivendi Universal
Boeing

54,977
54,069

69
72

Hungary
Chile

65,843
64,154

91
92

Assicurazioni Generali
Fannie Mae

53,599
52,901

78
82

Pakistan
New Zealand

60,521
58,178

93
94

Fiat
Deutsche Bank

52,612
52,133

85
88

Peru
Algeria

56,901
55,666

95
96

Credit Suisse
Munich Re Group

52,122
51,980

97
98

Merck
Kroger

51,790
51,759

99 Peugeot
100 Cardinal Health

tions stronger, we need to pursue a strategy that
anticipates the continued decline of state power
and works to rebuild workers’ strength today
so we can deal independently and directly with
global corporations in the future. We need to
do so quickly, while states still have some power
to regulate corporate behavior.

A

TILTING AWAY FROM
NATIONAL UNIONS

51,466
51,136

rienced an increase during the 1970s and 1980s,
density declined in the 1990s. While the specifics and timing are different in each country,
what is remarkable over the last thirty years is
how similar the story and the results are.
No country, no matter how strong its labor movement or progressive its history, is immune from these global trends. Density is starting to decline in Scandinavia, South Africa,
Brazil, and South Korea, countries that until

power declines, national unions are shrink-

recently had stable or growing labor movements. In France, general strikes and mass

ing in membership and power. Union density
is down across the globe. From 1970 to 2000,

worker and student mobilizations have slowed
the rollback of workers’ rights, but these are

seventeen out of twenty countries surveyed by
the OECD had experienced a decline in union

defensive strikes desperately trying to maintain
standards that workers in surrounding coun-

density. Though many of these countries expe-

tries are losing.
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Figure 1. Density is down around the world: 1980–2000
In country after country, unions began

to help them. Unionized workers saw workers

declining from their peak at first slowly, and
then more and more quickly. As density de-

in other countries as potential competition for
their jobs rather than their allies. There was not

clined, so has the ability to protect both collective bargaining and legislative gains.3

an immediate, compelling reason or pressure
to go beyond national boundaries.
It is an ironic twist of history that global-

THE ANTIDOTE TO GLOBAL
CORPORATIONS:
GLOBAL UNIONS

ization is itself creating one of the greatest opportunities to organize global unions among

W

HY AREN’T THERE GLOBAL UNIONS ?

the poorest and least-skilled workers employed
in the historically least organized sectors of the

FOR 150

years much of the argument for global
unions has been abstract, theoretical, and
ideological. The simple argument was:
Capitalism is global, therefore worker organizations should be too.
However, even though capitalism
was global, the reality was most employers weren’t. Theoretically, workers were
stronger if united worldwide, but the dayto-day reality of unionized workers enabled them to win in developed and some
developing countries through organizing and

world economy that are increasingly dominated
by giant corporations. Even as manufacturing

… we need to pursue a
strategy that anticipates
the continued decline of
state power and works to
rebuild workers’ strength
today …

bargaining and using the power of governments

and mobile jobs—aided by new technology—
are being shifted and dispersed around the

Global Unions
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globe, the infrastructure of the FIRE sector (finance, insurance and real estate) and the jobs

out, the increasing scope and complexity of the
global economy leads multinational corpora-

needed to support it are increasingly concentrated in some forty global cities.

tions to massive growth in the demand for services (legal, accounting, insurance, real estate,

These economic hubs directly depend on
these service jobs, dramatically increasing the

etc.) by firms in all industries. These service
firms tend to gather in forty to fifty “global cit-

potential power of these workers. It is among

ies.”4 In some ways, these global cities act as “engine rooms” for multinational corpora-

… the opportunity [to
organize] is greatest in
service jobs based in cities
that are driving the world
economy.

tions, or as Sassen puts it, they are the
“sites for concrete operations of the global economies.”5 The concentration of
service firms also leads to a massive disparity in wealth in these cities, an increase
in the number of blue-collar jobs, such
as janitors, mechanics, and security officers, and an increase in the numbers of

the most invisible and seemingly powerless

immigrants and minorities. As Sassen
states, we can think of these cities “as one key

workers that we can build a global movement,
reinvigorate trade unions, and face global cor-

place where the contradictions of the internationalization of capital either come to rest or to

porations with genuinely countervailing power
sufficiently strong to ensure that workers have

conflict.”6 Ironically, the poorest and least
skilled workers employed by global corpora-

the chance to lift themselves and their communities out of poverty. This is not to argue that

tions in these cities may be in the best position
to challenge growing corporate dominance.

global unions can’t be formed in manufacturing or other sectors characterized by mobile

In the Justice for Janitors campaign during the 1980s and 1990s we grappled with how

jobs, but instead to say that at this time in history the opportunity is greatest in service jobs

to respond to outsourcing within the United
States, as large contract cleaning companies

based in cities that are driving the world
economy.

consolidated on a national basis. We figured out
how to turn these dynamics into a vehicle for

G

growth and power, translating our gains in one
city into gains in others as we raised standards

STARTING IN
PROPERTY SERVICES

SEIU’S PROPERTY
Services Division, it will come as no surIVEN MY BACKGROUND IN

prise that I start by imagining a global union in
this industry. But this is not merely a personal
choice—rather, it reflects the central role the
FIRE infrastructure plays in globalization.
As sociologist Saskia Sassen has pointed

28

• New Labor Forum

for janitors by organizing owners and their contractors on a national basis. But even as we
made these gains, the industry continued to
mutate under the pressure of globalization. By
2000, the largest owners and contractors in our
sector were becoming global companies operating in dozens of countries.
Companies that clean, secure, and main-

S. Lerner

tain commercial, residential and other properties around the globe comprise an industry that

The sheer scope of the industry makes the
organizing task look daunting. But the chal-

annually grosses more than $170 billion, and
multinational property services companies di-

lenge of building a global union isn’t to ask how
we can be everywhere in the world, but instead

rectly employ more than three million workers.7 The top four global security companies

to ask: What is the minimum number of countries and cities we need to be in to build enough

employ more than one million workers, and the
two largest in the United States are in fact

power to exercise the maximum influence over
specific corporations and the industry as a

owned by European corporations.
Increasingly, the building owners are glo-

whole?
A global union needs to be in these cru-

bal, the investment capital is global, the contractors are global, and the workers are global.

cial “engine rooms” of global capitalism. It
needs to be in six continents—Africa, Asia,

Rather than jobs being off-shored, in the property services sector migrant and immigrant

Europe, North America, South America, and
Australia. It needs to be in the biggest, most

workers are moving to jobs in global cities. And,
as global property services companies expand,

important political and financial capitals within
those continents that allow us to engage with

they re-create the same employment
outsourcing relationships we have successfully

the key real estate, financial, and multinational
corporations that dominate the industry. But it

resisted in the United States. Commercial office rents in global cities and corporate profit rates are pegged to world
levels, as are executive salaries and benefits, but workers’ wages are set by
the locally defined minimum amount
necessary to sustain life. We have captured this inequality as the rent/wage
ratio, where on average the ratio of
commercial rents per square meter is ten
to twelve times a contract cleaner’s hourly
wage. This holds whether the worker is

… the challenge of
building a global union
[is] … to ask: What is the
minimum number of
countries and cities we
need to be in …

employed in Johannesburg, Jakarta, London,
or Atlanta. The difference comes with union-

doesn’t need to be in every country or major
city to have the breadth and reach to tackle the

ization: by organizing cleaners in the United
States, Justice for Janitors has managed to re-

largest global corporations.
For example, although International Ser-

duce the gap to 2:1 in union cities like Chicago,
while providing benefits, stable full-time em-

vice Systems (ISS), a global property services
corporation with more than 200,000 employ-

ployment and a voice at work. Nowhere is
globalization’s impact on workers sharper than

ees operates in forty-three countries, more than
50 percent of the company’s revenues are from

in this sector, yet nowhere is the prospect for
organizing better.

just four of those countries—France, United
Kingdom, Denmark, and Sweden. More than

Global Unions

New Labor Forum •

29

three quarters of the company’s revenues comes
from nine countries, (France, United Kingdom,

and equality. The three million workers directly
employed by property service multinational

Sweden, Denmark, The Netherlands, Norway,
Finland, Belgium, and Luxembourg).8 In these

corporations can provide the platform to
strengthen and expand existing unions and to

countries, all of the workers are covered under
collective bargaining agreements, and union

organize and establish new unions in cities and
countries where they don’t exist. Strengthened

membership ranges from a low of 10 percent
in the Netherlands to 70 to 90 percent in

by agreements with global multinationals, national unions can expand their unions, uniting

Scandinavia.9
The following map demonstrates how we

workers employed by smaller local employers
as part of a broader strategy of uniting a major-

might shrink the world to a manageable number of multinational corporations in the cities

ity of property services workers on a national
and global level.

and countries in which they operate in order
to start to develop a campaign to win global

Building a global property services union
and winning with the poorest workers will

agreements and a global union for millions of
workers in both the developed and developing

demonstrate that workers can win when they
organize globally. It offers a concrete example

world.
Property Services allows us to organize in

of how workers from many different countries
can unite in a union that makes everyone stron-

a global industry that offers unique opportunities to build off the strengths of both existing

ger. It also suggests that campaigns can be
launched and won in other sectors that have

unions and movements for justice in the world
as part of a new movement for global fairness

similar characteristics, such as trucking, ports,
hotels, and retail where global corporations are

Figure 2. Six Continents, 15 Countries (1 billion people), 20+ Key Cities,
20+ Multinational Property Services Companies.
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consolidating, jobs are grounded in specific cities and workers experience growing disparities

while making decisions and governing nationally. And so will it be in forming global unions.

of wealth.

Nationalism is growing in some countries, and
unions from the United States are viewed with

THE PLAN: A NEW
GLOBAL UNION MOVEMENT

suspicion, not only because of their past ties to
the CIA but due to general distrust of Ameri-

LOBAL UNIONS SHOULD BE TRUE INTERNATIONAL

can initiatives given U.S. economic and political dominance. National unions worry about

unions rather than unions that operate in
the United States, Canada, and Puerto Rico, and

loss of autonomy. These issues and many more
create greater obstacles to forming global

call themselves Internationals. They must organize workers and negotiate contracts to raise

unions than workers faced in forming national
unions.

G

living and working standards across the globe.
They need to focus on organizing and negotiating agreements with global companies, while
they support and help organize companies and
workers within national borders. They must be
global unions that grow to amass real power,
so they are not relegated to making policy suggestions, but have the strength to negotiate with
the entities that set the rules under which global corporations operate.

WHAT GLOBAL UNIONISM
SHOULD LOOK LIKE

W

unionism is, and what it is not. It is not
enough to finance worker tours of another
country, leaflet a common employer in multiple countries, or pass a resolution of support.
Funding or supporting the activity of a union
in another country, or engaging in any kind of
solidarity activity, cannot be all there is
to global unionism.

Funding or supporting the
activity of a union in
another country, or
engaging in … solidarity
activity cannot be all
there is to global
unionism.
There were tremendous obstacles to
birthing national unions within one country:
battles over leadership, balancing local versus
national interests, protecting democracy locally

E NEED TO BE CLEAR ABOUT WHAT GLOBAL

To understand the difference between global campaigning and global
unions, we need to understand what existing global organizations currently
do, and their capacities and limitations,
and consider recent successful global
campaigns.
The International Confederation of
Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) is a federation of national labor federations. Global Unions Federations (GUFs), are federations of national unions, loosely organized
along sectoral lines. Historically, ICFTU and
most GUFs have been under-funded, with limited resources and capacity. A need to balance
the politics of national organizations, combined

Global Unions
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with a lack of fundamental commitment from
national affiliates to provide resources and sup-

with language that concretely helps workers
around the world win a union and higher stan-

port global activity, has severely limited what
these organizations can take on or

dards. These new agreements should be part

… global framework
agreements … are too
weak and … cannot be
enforced. They should be
abandoned …

achieve.10
Broadly, their work can be divided
into five areas:
1.

Policy work, including meetings to
adopt proposed sectoral policies;

2.

Development work, including global framework agreements (GFAs),
which are often little more than dec-

larations of a commitment to core ILO
standards on labor rights. GUFs raise
money from European governments (similar to USAID money) for meetings and
training to assist unions in the developing
world. They direct assistance to both organizing campaigns and campaigns to establish global framework agreements that
open dialogue and set broad principles for
the right to organize in the developing
world;
3.

of plans to organize companies on a global basis to establish unions where they aren’t as well
as rebuild union strength in open shop countries where membership is in decline. No employer should be allowed the cover of a global
agreement when it resists workers organizing
in other parts of the world.
To harness our strength to build global
unions we need to:

•
•

Solidarity work, including coordinating
appeals for assistance from the affiliates;

4.

Information sharing, including organizing
meetings among affiliates to report on best
practices and to share ideas;

5.

Legislative and sectoral employer relations
work at the European Union level, which
dominates significant amounts of the time
and capacity of these organizations.

The time for these types of global framework agreements has come and gone. These
general statements of principle are too weak and
it is proven that they cannot be enforced. They
should be abandoned in favor of agreements
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Focus on growth
Use the strength of a national union or
multiple unions to win organizing rights
for workers in other countries who share
common employers

•

Coordinate activity in multiple countries
to both organize workers and pressure global corporations to allow workers to form
unions

•

Dedicate the financial resources, staff or
other resources to assist the campaigns

The International Transport Federation
(ITF), the global union federation for transport,
and Union Network International (UNI), the
global union federation for services, provide
examples of campaigns that united workers and
unions in multiple countries to grow and raise

S. Lerner

standards. They illustrate the potential to go beyond defensive “solidarity” and instead to go

come toward global union growth campaigns,
and assign key leaders and staff to work on or-

on the offensive in dealing with global corporations.

ganizing global unions. National unions need
to invest their full organizational support at

The ITF negotiated a global maritime
agreement covering 75,000 seafarers with the

every level, using their collective bargaining
power, and mobilizing their members to sup-

major shipping companies and with their global employer association. The ITF represents

port global organizing campaigns.
Workers could become members of both

seafarers globally and negotiates a global
minimum wage and certification.11

their national and global unions, so they take

UNI’s Telecom sector has signed two
global agreements in telecommunica-

National unions that grow
as a result of … global
campaigns should agree to
dedicate 20 percent of new
dues income toward
global union growth
campaigns …

tions. In 2001, UNI and its Spanish affiliate, UGT, signed an agreement with
Telefónica, a Spanish-based telecommunications company which had some
200,000 employees in Spain, Portugal,
and Latin America. A second agreement,
which added 18,000 members in Brazil
was signed in January 2006 with Portugal Telecom, a Portuguese company active in Brazil, requiring the company to

adopt a “neutral view” toward organizing and
respect the right to organize. A committee of

pride, symbolically and practically, in being part
of a global union, recognize the name of the

labor and three management representatives
meets annually to review its implementation.

new union, have a sense of ownership, and feel
solidarity with workers in other countries. En-

UNI’s property services sector signed an agreement in March 2006 with Securitas, a global

gaging leaders and members in developing and
implementing global organizing plans will in-

security company, that calls for union recognition in any country they operate in globally.12

crease their ability to negotiate with their
unionized employers and with their governments to put pressure on global corporations
to recognize and negotiate with workers around

WHAT IT TAKES TO BUILD
STRONG GLOBAL UNIONS

the globe.

Global unions need organizational support.
A global union needs ongoing funding, staff,

Global unions need the ability to negotiate
with global employers. As part of an agree-

and other resources to lead comprehensive
campaigns to unite the workers of multinational

ment where corporations commit to recognizing workers’ rights to have a union and bargain

corporations. National unions that grow as a
result of successful global campaigns should

collectively, they will want an end to the global
accountability campaign that led to the agree-

agree to dedicate 20 percent of new dues in-

ment. There is no incentive for a company to

Global Unions
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settle globally if the agreement doesn’t lead to
improved labor relations. National unions that

1. Negotiate global agreements with multinational property services contractors and

support negotiating global agreements will
need to be bound by the terms of agreements

the companies that hire them. Negotiating
agreements that reflect how the global service

that are negotiated.
This will be one of the hardest parts of forg-

economy is organized requires winning global
agreements with property services corporations

ing a global union. It raises important issues
about democracy, national traditions, and

that directly employ workers, corporations that
outsource property service work to them, and

member involvement and control. A national
union’s natural reaction is to fear that it will lose

the entities that both own property and finance
real estate. Such agreements will allow workers

control of the union, lose autonomy, or be
dominated by other unions if it agrees to cede

to organize and increase the membership and
strength of unions so that they can make real

authority to a global organization to negotiate
a global agreement. In fact the opposite is true.

improvements in their lives.

National unions are increasingly powerless in
the face of global corporations and being part
of a global union will increase their power and
ability to win in their home country, when glo-

2. Enforce responsible investment policies at
pension funds. To ensure that workers have a
voice to negotiate such agreements and establish fair standards, unions should enforce responsible investment policies at pension funds
that are the largest pool of investment

National unions that
support negotiating global
agreements will need to be
bound by the terms of
[these] agreements ...
bal agreements give them greater rights and
authority. A critical challenge in forming global unions will be to protect and increase union
democracy, as global organizations become
larger and more complicated.

A GLOBAL PROPERTY SERVICES
UNION STRATEGY

C
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in capital. Much of this money is set aside
and then invested as the result of unionnegotiated or legislated pension agreements. Unions representing the participants in these pension funds should ensure that these pension funds adopt responsible investment policies that guard
against poor human resource practices and violations of labor law. Such practices and violations often result in litigation, disruption of
operations, low productivity and labor disputes
that cause unnecessary economic and
reputational risk to the value of a company and
to the pension funds’ investments. To act as effective stewards of their members’ pension capital, unions should monitor the governance and

REATING A GLOBAL UNION FOR PROPERTY SERvices workers could be based on five in-

terrelated strategies:

capital. The world’s three hundred largest pension funds have 6.9 trillion Euros

investment policies and practices of these pension funds in the cities and countries in which
they are based.

S. Lerner

3. Unite millions of property service workers in forty global cities. Global cities are cen-

equal distribution, while directly serving and
protecting the privileged elite.

tral to the function of the global economy, corporate power and political control. Organizing

We have found that because property services workers in global cities don’t compete with

in these cities is critical to building power for
property services workers who make them run,

workers in other countries for jobs, and because
their buildings can’t move, they don’t have the

and in creating a counterbalance to
global corporate dominance.
Immigrants and migrant workers
who dominate property services work
in many countries are fleeing poverty,
civil wars, and political persecution. In
London, workers are East Asian, South
American, and African. In Chicago
they are Eastern European and Latino.
When you travel to global cities, you

… property services workers
in global cities don’t … fear
that organizing will result
in their jobs shifting to
another country.

find people from all over the world who do the
dirtiest, most difficult jobs for the rich and

fear that organizing will result in their jobs shifting to another country. Workers doing the same

powerful, and often have risked their lives to
travel to a new country in search of a better

work, for the same companies that operate in
multiple countries, see the need to organize

life. They witness the wealth of the global
economy and experience the poverty of its un-

across borders, even when they speak different
languages and come from different countries.

Figure 3. Pension fund assets (in millions of euros) of the 300 largest pension
funds14
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4. Build broad based public support. In these
key global cities, workers and their unions

gotiate to increase their standards on an
industrywide basis. Laws need to be passed in

rarely have the strength to win alone. They need
the support of community, religious, and po-

corporations’ home countries that require multinational corporations to respect workers

litical leaders. Janitors who clean fancy buildings for the richest corporations can win sup-

rights as they expand around the globe. Finally,
international labor rights need to have enforce-

port and sympathy from many who are not
normally pro-union because immigrant work-

ment mechanisms as effective as those provided
to multinational corporations in enforcing in-

ers so vividly capture the moral contradictions
of poverty amidst plenty.

tellectual property rights.
Immigrants and migrant workers need to

Those moral distinctions are easy for the
public to see. Corporations value the image of

be brought out of the shadows of second-class
status in the countries in which they work.

their companies and care if their image is tarnished and their prestige tainted by the high-

Unions need to take the lead in each country,
and globally, to defend the rights of immigrant

lighting of the terrible conditions of those who
clean, maintain, and secure their property. By

and migrant workers. We need to pass laws that
give immigrant and migrant workers full legal

building broad public support, property services workers can magnify their strength in the

rights so they can organize, unite with nativeborn workers, and help lead the fight for na-

cities in which they are organizing.

tional and global unions.

5. Push for legislation for global union recognition and immigrant rights. Even as borders fade, and multinationals grow, local, regional, and national governments will retain
some ability to enact laws and regulations that
limit the movement of jobs, allow workers to
organize and raise standards both in their own
countries and other countries. As property services unions grow larger and stronger in the
key global cities by adding members and building broad community support, they will have a
greater ability to pass laws that support property service and other workers.
In much of Europe, in Argentina, in Quebec, Canada, and other locations, there are clear
laws that lead to union recognition and
industrywide agreements. Laws need to be
passed at all levels, from local government, to
national, and regional (i.e. European Union),
that allow service workers to organize and ne-
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A MOVEMENT FOR
GLOBAL UNIONISM
HE WORLD ECONOMY HAS CHANGED AND IS

integrating globally. To have a meaningful
role in the twenty-first century we must create
true global unions whose vision, goals, purpose,
and governance combine national interests in
the same way that national unions were formed
in the twentieth century. The global unions that
result must be capable of coordinating, directing, and transferring power and resources to
counter the power of global corporations. Experience makes it abundantly clear that this isn’t
possible by just federating national unions
whose primary mission, resource allocation,
and internal political identity are limited to one
country. Global corporations don’t subordinate
their interest to individual countries, nor can
workers. Either through the transformation of

S. Lerner

existing institutions or by creating new ones,
workers need unions that unite them globally

ism, global unions must be part of a campaign
to protect and expand democracy in the face of

to increase their power, instead of fighting global corporations from a position of weakness

worldwide mega-corporations. Global unions
must be seen as and be part of global campaigns

and with limited coordination on a countryby-country basis.

for economic and social justice. Their mission
and role is nothing less than to replace the de-

In addition, the mission and goals of global unions cannot be limited to just economic

clining power of the state with global unions as
the equal and counterbalance to global corpo-

improvements. To unite hundreds of millions
of workers, and build support for global union-

rations on the world stage. And the time to start
is now. 
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