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Harmonization Upward 

U
NORGANIZED WORKERS IN an 
unregulated labor market must 
work for whatever the most des

titute among them will accept. Com
petition for jobs drives wages and con
d itions down . Workers fonn labor 
movements largely to counter this ten
dency. 

Workers have created unions so they 
can bargain collectively with em
ployers. rather than competing against 
one another. They have promoted laws 
setting minimum wages, maximum 
hours . and other labor standards that es
tablish a floor below which no worker 
should fall. They have supported na
tional policies which use public 
employment and fiscal and monetary 
policy to reduce unemployment. And to 
achieve these objectives they have 
fought for the right to organize, bargain 
col lectively , and participate in the 
poli tical process. 

reducing the ciegradation that results 
from competition among workers. 

Of course, a global strategy cannot 
be identical to the national labor 
strategies of the past. There are greater 
variations in culture, economic condi
tions, political jurisdictions, and power 
structures in the world than within any 
one country. New technologies, chang
ing fonns of economic organization. 
and expanded emphasis on such con
cerns as environmental protection and 
gender equality mean that all labor 
strategy, local and national as well as 
transnational, will be different from the 
past. To pursue transnational coopera
tion, labor movements will often have 
to function far more independently of 
their national governments. work more 
closely with allies , and encourage 
rather than impede the networking ac
tivities of their own rank and file . 
Nonetheless, at the core of a one-world 
strategy for labor must lie the tradition
al labor orientation toward hannonizing 
conditions upward so that they don 't in
stead hannonize downward. 

Upward harmonization is essential 
not only for labor standards but also for 
the entire range of economic, social. 
and environmental concerns that deter
mine the quality of'life-and the social 
costs for which TNCs are required to 
pay. An international strategy for labor 
must also be an international strategy 
for environmental protection, sus
tainable development, and human wel
fare. It can therefore be built on the 
basis of an international coalition of all 
those concerned with these goals. 

Unfortunately, today 's transnational 
corporations (TNCs) are able to out
flank the structures created by national 
labor movements and put workers all 
over the world into competition with 
each other. TNCs can simply locate 
their facilities where costs for such 
things as wages. health and safety, 
worker benefits. and environmental 
protection arc lowest. They thus put 
workers , their communities, and even 
entire nations in competition with each 
other to see who can provide the 
cheapest-meaning for workers the 
worst..-::onditions. The tendency, as in 
the days before labor organization, is 
for all workers to be forced toward the 

Harmonization upward is both a 
means and an ultimate goal. It is a 
means to improve the lives of those 

conditions of the most destitute--now, whose conditions are harmonized up
the most destitute in the world. ward and to reduce their downward 
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pull on the conditions of others . Fully 
realized. it means a life of greater 
quality and equality for all. 

Harmonization upward does not 
imply that everyone can or should be
come like the wealthiest citizens of the 
wealthiest countries-the goal is 
ecologically sustainable well-being for 
all . not conspicuous consumption and 
unsustainable waste. Nor does it mean 
unifonnity of products and lifesty les: 
hannonization upward is compatible 
with cultural diversity. But it does 
mean a cumulative increase in both 
power and well-being for those poorest 
and least powerful within the present 
setup-poor and working people. 
women, discriminated-against groups. 
and their communities. 

During the 1980s. the avowedly pro
business governments of the major 
capitalist countries . under the banners 
of "neoliberalism." "monetarism." "free 
trade," "deregulation," and •·supply-side 
economics," deliberately tried to estab
lish the conditions for worldwide har
monization downward. They launched a 
series of offensives explicitly designed 
to weaken the labor movement: sup
ported governments that den y basic 
labor and human rights; pushed interna
tional trade agreements that forbade 
restrictions on TN Cs' behavior; resisted 
agreements to effectively protect the 
global environment; and imposed low
wage, high unemployment policies that 
have ensured economic stagnation and 
rising poverty in most of the world. 

The common interest of working 
people and their allies all over the 
world is the diametrical opposite: 
defending the rights, raising the living 
standards, improving the working con
ditions, and protecting the environment 
of those at the bottom. Their interest. in 
short, is hannonization upward. 

This article will review a series of 
fronts that have been opened in the 
struggle for worldwide upward har
monization. They include transnational 
solidarity and mutual aid among 
workers and their allies: making the 
protection of labor rights a condition of 
international trade, investment. and 
lending; international co'1'oratc cam-



paigns to force TNCs to comply with 
codes of conduct ; challenges to the 
ruinous "structural adjustment" polic ies 
of the World Bank. International 
Monetary Fund. and other international 
financial institutions; national economic 
strateiz ies based on 11:rassroots economic 
de vel~pment , expa~ding employment. 
and rising wages: and resistance to the 
use of international "free trade" agree
ments to impose worldwide harmoniza
tion downward. All involve transnation
al coalitions of people 's organizations 
helping themselves by helping each 
other. 

Labor Rights 

IT WAS ONCE a crime to organize a 
union or call a strike in the United 
States and most other countries. 

Trade unionists were regularly fired, 
blacklisted, beaten, arrested, and some
times murdered. Establishing the rights 
to assemble, organize, bargain collec
tively. strike , and participate in the 
political process was the focus of a 
century of struggle. That struggle was 
fought out on the ground, strike by 
strike. region by regior:i, and industry 
by industry; it was ·also fought out in 
courts and legislatures in an effon to 
establish and enforce these rights as the 
law of the land. 

From Korea to South Africa and 
from Chile to China (not to mention 
pans of the U.S.). workers in much of 
the world are today struggling to estab
lish these same rights. An international 
labor rights movement has developed to 
support them. Like Amnesty Interna
tional and other well -known human 
rights organizations. it publicizes 
abuses and mobilizes support for the 
victims. Beyond that, it aims to incor
porate labor rights requirements in na
tional and international trade, invest
ment. and lending policies. 

In the U.S., the first target for the in
ternational labor rights movement was 
the Generalized System of Preferences 
(GSP), a program designed to help 
developing countries by letting them 
bring products into the U.S. duty-free. 
Noting that GSP was encouraging 
countries like Korea and Taiwan to 
produce goods for the U.S . market 
under tyrannical conditions, labor rights 
advocates in 1984 persuaded Congress 
to declare a country ineligible for GSP 
if it "has not taken or is not taking 
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steps to afford internationall y recog
nized worker rights. " The rights 
specified were: 

• The right of assoc iation 

• The right to organize and bargain 
collectively 

• A prohibition on the use of any 
form of forced or compulsory labor 

• A minimum age for the employ
ment of children 

• Acceptable conditions of work with 
respect to minimum wages, hours of 
work, and occupational safety and 
health. 

Economist Peter Dorman, who has 
written extensively on labor rights, 
points out that such rights, like other 
rights, "are simply those which workers 
have been able to win in particular con
texts, generalized to everyone." They 
do not necessarily imply arcane 
theories of social contract or natural 
law; rather, they are values and policies 
expressed in a language which makes 
them potentially enforceable. 

Labor rights advocates in the U.S., 
now institutionalized as the Internation
al Labor Rights Education and Re
search Fund (ILRERF) , won another 
victory when Congress in the 1988 
Trade Act defined the denial of interna
tionally recognized labor rights as an 
"unfair and unreasonable trade prac
tice" against which unilateral action 
could be taken under international trade 
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rules . Den ial o f labor rights was 
declared. in effect. ··social dumping." 

Not surprisingly, the Reagan and 
Bush administrations have done little to 
appl y the labor rights provisions of 
U.S. trade law. Indeed. they turned the 
law to their own political purposes . ap
plying the GSP restr ictions to such 
countries as Nicaragua and Romania. 
while refusing even to hold hearings on 
such blatant vi olators (but U.S. 
"friends") as El Salvador. Guatemala. 
Indonesia, the Philippines. Thailand. 
and Turkey. 

Nonetheless. experience so far indi
cates that the law could have a potent 
effect. In 1988, for example. the AFL
CIO and human rights groups, working 
closely with unions in Malaysia, sub
mitted a petition charging that industry
wide unions were outlawed in the 
electronics industry there. When the 
United States Trade Representati ve 
(USTR) stated it would accept the peti
tion for review, the Malaysian 'govern
ment announced that such unions 
would henceforth be permitted in the 
electronics sector. Within a few days 
organizing efforts were under way in 
the electronics plants . But when the 
USTR ruled Malaysia was " taking . 
steps" to afford worker right s and 
therefore qualified for GSP, a relieved 
Malaysian government, under strong 
electronics industry pressure , restored 
the union ban. 

An economic model developed by 
Peter Dorman indicates that "progres-
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sive reform of worker rights in most 
developing countries can result in in
creases in manufacturing wages on the 
order of one-quarter to one-half." In 
Korea. he notes. wages in 1985 were 
10 percent of the U.S. level. By 1988 
they were 18 percent-an increase far 
greater than other East Asian exporters. 
The principal reason? .. The upsurge of 
democratic and union rights which took 
place at the time. ·· Evidently. expanding 
labor and political rights really can har
monize wages upward. 

In 1990. the ILRERF and 22 other 
labor and human rights groups began 
exploring possible legal avenues to en
force labor rights law. Their first step 
was to sue President Bush and six. 
cabinet officers. charging that the 
government had failed to conduct in
vestigations of labor rights compliance 
required under the law and that the 
filing of petitions charging labor rights 
violations had become a "largely empty 
ritual. .. Judge Gerhard Gesell (of Iran
contra fame} heard and dismissed the 
case. refusing to interfere with "the 
President's discretionary authority in a 
broad area of fore~gn relations general
ly" or to "resolve broad issues of public 
policy that are properly only the special 
concern of the Congress." The ILRERF 
has notified the court it will appeal. 

Meanwhile. the ILRERF launched a 
campaign to incofl'()rate labor rights 
provisions in the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GAIT). Under con
gressional pressure and with growing 
support from European governments, 
USTR proposed that GAIT establish a 
working party on labor rights. 

Such Third World governments as 
Mexico. India, Singapore, the Philip
pines, Thailand. Indonesia, Zaire. Cuba, 
and Egypt opposed the working party. 
The representative of Pakistan said it 
was "more important to have workers 
employed than to be concerned with 
whether they are making one dollar or 
twenty dollars an hour." South Korea's 
spokesperson was strongly opposed to a 
"working party to look at worker rights 
like freedom of association, [which] 
should be left to each country to decide 
for itself." As ILRERF head Pharis 
Harvey commented, "Their trade 
negotiators evidently don't represent 
their country's workers: they represent 
governments and. indirectly. business." 

No labor rights working party was 
established before GAIT negotiations 
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collapsed in December 1990. Now. 
Pharis Harvey notes, "With the rapid 
shift toward regional trading pacts. it 's 
not clear if GAIT will even survive. 
But all the members of the Organiza
tion for Cooperation and Development 
(OECD-an organization of most in
dustrialized nations) voted for a work
ing party on labor rights. So the nex.t 
focus is likely to be inclusion of labor 
rights provisions in the OECD and/or in 
regional trade agreements ... The ul
timate goal. according to John Cav
anagh. co-director of the World Econ
omy Working Group at the Institute for 
Policy Studies and a longtime labor 
rights activist. is " to make labor rights 
protection part of both national and in
ternational law and policy, a condition 
that must be met to get the benefits of 
GAIT. the World Bank. and access to 
other country's markets." 

The Maquiladora Coalition 

O
NE OF THE clearest cases of 
"hannonization downward" has 
occurred along the U.S .

Mexican border. U.S. and other foreign 
companies have established 1,800 fac
tories-known as "maquiladoras"
employing nearly half-a-million Mexi
can workers , 80 percent of them 
women. Wages in the maquiladoras, ac
cording to Business Week, are half 
those in the rest of Mexico--and one
tenth those in the United States. The 
Wall Street Journal reports "abysmal 
living conditions and environmental 
degradation." 

This February, a group of U.S. and 
Mexican organizations are announcing 
the formation of the Maquiladora 
Coalition, whose goal will be in effect 
to harmonize upward the standards for 
maquiladora workers and their com
munities. Their statement of mission 
declares. "We are a binational coalition 
of religious. environmental, labor, 
Latino and women 's organizations that 
seek to pressure U.S. transnational cor
porations to adopt socially responsible 
practices within the maquiladora in
dustry, that will ensure a safe environ
ment on both sides of the border, safe 
work conditions inside the maquila 
plants and a fair standard of living for 
the industry's workers." 

The Coalition has developed a "Ma
qu iladora Standards of Conduct" to 
provide "a code through which we 
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demand that corporations alleviate criti 
cal problems created by the industry ... 
Its 22 provisions address a wide range 
of the abuses with which the ma
quiladoras have been charged. 

The code spells out provisions for 
environmental protection. such as dis
closure of all tox.ic chemical discharges. 
use of state-of-the-art environmental 
control technologies. and return of all 
hazardous materials to country of 
origin . It requires that workers be 
notified of hazardous materials and that 
worker-management health and safety 
commissions be established. It bans 
employment discrimination based on 
sex.. age. race. religious creed. or politi
cal beliefs. requires equal pay for equal 
work. protects workers· right to or
ganize . and demands discip-tinary 
measures against sexual harassment. It 
discourages barrack-style living arran
gements. demands regular inspection of 
existing barracks by an internationally 
recognized human rights organization. 
and calls for contributions to trust funds 
for infrastructure improvements in ma
quiladora communities. 

The code incorporates many labor 
and environmental standards already re 
quired by Mexican law but poorly en
forced in the maquiladoras. According 
to Betty Baumann. until recently ma
quila project director for the American 
Friends Service Committee. ·•Mexican 
labor law is probably the most progres
sive in the whole world. but nobody 
pays any attention to it." 

The Maquiladora Coalition's efforts, 
according to its mission statement, "are 
grounded in supporting worker and 
community struggles for social. econ
omic and environmental justice in the 
maquiladora industry ... The tentative 
strategy for the Maquiladora Coalition 
is to select in each part of the border 
region one target company where or
ganizing efforts arc already under way. 
On the U.S. side. stockholder meetings 
and resolutions will be used to publi
cize abuses and demand corporate 
responsibility. Supporters on the Mexi
can side will organize the public and 
members of the Mexican Congress to 
press for enforcement of Mexican law. 
The campaign will not attack the ma
quiladoras themselves. which have sup
port from the government-affiliated 
Mexican labor federation. but rather 
will emphasize the need to enforce 
reasonable standards. 



Resisting Austerity 

L
ABOR HAS LONG supported na
tional policies for full employ
ment as a means to reduce com

petition for jobs. But the globalization 
of the economy has meant that when 
one country on its own pursues full 
employment, the result tends not to be 
expanded production but inflation and 
trade deficits. Jimmy Carter and Fran
cois Mitterand both tried Keynsian 
growth strategies, encountered inflation. 
trade deficits, and financial crises, and 
abandoned the attempt. In 1986, after 
five years of Thatcherite monetary 
restraint, Margaret Thatcher herself 
began stimulating the British economy. 
expecting strong · economic growth. 
Steven Ratner of Lazard. Freres & Co. 
notes that. "when the British economy 
was stimulated, the result was not 
higher domestic output but higher im
ports and higher inflation"-inflation of 
over 10 percent a year. Evidently. 
economic stimulation in a single 
country backfires, whoever attempts it, 
in today's deregulated international 
economy. _ 

This "breakdown. :·of. Keynsianism" 
has encouraged conservative economic 
policies in virtually all countries. 
Policymakers have used high un
employment to fight inflation. They 
have cut wages, public services, and 
environmental protection to reduce 
businesses· production costs and there
by make them more competitive inter
nationally. Unemployment and falling 
real wages have meant declining con
sumer demand for products worldwide, 
and policymakers no longer try to 
counter this effect. The results, accord
ing to economist Walter Russell Mead, 
have been "declining real wages in the 
United States. chronic unemployment 
in Europe, systematic underconsump
tion in the Pacific Rim, and falling in
comes in Larin America." 

So far, the principal opposition to 
these policies has come from popular 
forces in the Third World. The massive 
worker movement in Korea has under
mined the government ' s cheap-labor, 
export-orien.ted policies, forcing big 
wage increases. The so-called "IMF 
riots" in Egypt, Brazil, Venezuela, and 
elsewhere-really mass upheavals and 
political crises-have forced partial 
rollbacks in IMF and World Bank "ad
justment" plans. 
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The most recent of these upheavals 
occurred in December 1990, when a 
nationwide general strike in Morocco 
demanded labor law reforms and a dou
bling of the minimum wage. According 
to a Reuters report, rioting broke out 
and "thousands of people rampaged 
through the streets, buildings were set 
afire, guests and staffers were plucked 
from a burning five-star hotel, and cars, 
buses, banks, and shops were attacked." 
Dozens of people were killed by rioters 
and troops. The report noted that 
"hardships have been worsened by an 
austerity program introduced at the be
hest of the World B~ and the Interna
tional Monetary Fund in the mid-1980s, 
when Morocco had a foreign debt as 
high as $22 billion." A few days later. 
the Moroccan government pledged to 
raise salaries and improve social 
benefits. 

Debt has been the weapon that the 
IMF and World Bank have used to 
force Third World counaies to adopt a 
ruinous austerity. But opposition move
ments throughout the Third World have 
pledged that if elected they will reverse 
these austerity programs. Says Mexican 
opposition leader Cuauhtemoc Car
denas. "We would give priority to 
stimulating economic growth and satis
fying social needs. Only then would we 
consider payments on the debt." One 
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possibility would be "' limiting payment 
of the debt to a percentage of export 
earnings, nonpetroleum export earnings. 
or gross domestic product." And he 
concludes. "If it takes a suspension of 
debt servicing to get the banks to 
negotiate with us on those terms. then 
we must suspend debt servicing." ' 

So far. when individual countries 
have halted debt payments, they have 
eventually been brought to heel by the 
denial of new loans. But cooperation 
among debtor nations-the much-dis
cussed "debtor 's cartel"----<:ould threat
en the stability of the world financial 
system and thereby quickly force a 
reconsideration of the entire question of 
debt repayment Workers in the North 
would be the beneficiaries of such ef
forts to end austerity and reject low
wage export-oriented policies in the 
South. 

In 1986 a group of non-governmen
tal organizations (NGOs) concerned 
with environmental and development 
issues formed a People 's Network for 
Eco Development and began holding 
protest gatherings at the annual joint 
meetings of the IMF and World Bank 
to begin coordinating North/South 
resistance to their policies. In Septem
ber 1990, 160 participants from more 
than .50 countries came 10 the Interna
tional NGO Forum in Washington. D.C. 



The Forum ·s report called for a cam
paign against the "structural adjustment 
policies" the IMF and World Bank have 
been imposing on Third World coun
tries as a condition for loans. These 
policies include opening markets to 
foreign products. services. and invest
ments: development based on export 
rather than local need: privatization of 
resources and their consignment to 

foreign companies; and the use of 
GATI as a weapon to impose deregula
tion-in short. the very policies which 
are forcing a harmonization downward. 

The report concluded that "solidarity 
links between the victims of the same 
IMF-World Bank promoted policies in 
the South and the North are essential to 
build a strong force against these 
policies." It called specifically for an 
international trade union conference on 
structural adjustment . Labor move
ments in the North could become a 
"second front" in the struggle against 
IMF-World Bank imposed austerity. 

Managed Interdependence 

H
ARMONIZING. UPWARD REQUIRES 
an international economic 
strategy which reverses neo

conservative policies at every level. 
Since these policies hurt poor and 
working people in most of the world, a 
nerwork of people's organizations is an 
appropriate place to start developing an 
international alternative. John Cav
anagh suggests campaigns to cut back 
funding for the IMF and World Bank as 
a way to provoke a debate on how they 
should be reshaped or replaced. One 
possible model for such an effort might 
be the recent campaign to save the 
Amazon rain forest from destruction at 
the hands of World Bank development 
projects that linked local rubber tappers 
and indigenous peoples with an interna
tional network of environmental ac
tivi sts. 

The debt crisis in the United States 
and the deepening global recession are 
likely to create strong political pres
sures in many countries to abandon 
austerity. While it is difficult for any 
one country to do so on its own, several 
countries responding to the same pres
sures can begin to move toward growth 
through ad hoc coordination-some
thing that labor movements and their 
allies in many countries can demand. 
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(The United States government. with its 
predominant voting power in the IMF 
and World Bank. could reverse interna
tional economic policy overnight. ) 

Ultimately. such coordinated growth 
will require regulation at a global level. 
Economist Raul Hinojosa-Ojeda of the 
University of California. Berkeley. dubs 
such an approach "managed interdepen
dence ." He writes : "Through produc
tion. market. and factor sharing arran
gements this approach allows for the 
benefits of internationalization while at 
the same time distributing the generated 
efficiency gains among classes in a way 
that equilibrates international demand 
and investment at a sustained rate of 
growth. The pattern of debt repayment 
and net financial flows would be 
restructured and managed according to 
this global growth criterion." 

Such managed interdependence, he 
argues, would allow a win-win restruc
turing of the international division of 
labor in which "the South now be
comes an exporter of consumer durable 
goods and the North specializes more 
in the production of capital goods." It 
also might allow trade to be more 
ecologically and socially constructive: 
less oil. more photovol~c cells. 

One of the keys to harmonization 
upward is to stimulate growth for the 
world economy as a whole. This re
quires ad hoc, and ultimately institu
tionalized, coordination. That in tum 
can help make possible a reversal of 
austerity at national and subnational 
levels. 

Development Led From Below 

LABOR MOVEMENTS HAVE tradi
tionally supported high wages, 
not only for the benefit of the 

workers who receive them but also as a 
strategy for economic prosperity. They 
have argued that only when workers are 
paid high wages can they buy the 
products that workers produce. High 
wages create effective demand for 
goods and services. thereby stimulating 
economic growth. The U.S. labor 
movement strongly supported policies, 
initiated by the New Deal, designed to 
stimulate economic growth through 
government programs that raised the 
spending power of workers. According 
to John Cavanagh, "In our domestic 
economy we apply the idea that 
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workers need reasonable wages in order 
to create demand for products . But this 
logic has not yet been applied to the 
global economy." 

Worker rights themselves can be a 
means of doing so. To the extent that 
workers are able to win basic rights and 
thereby raise their wages. they create 
effective demand and help expand 
economic growth. "Respect for worker 
rights is a basic economic strategy," ac
cording to Cavanagh. Adds Amalga
mated Clothing and Textile Workers 
Union economist Ron Blackwell. 
"Labor rights can in effect serve as an 
industrial policy for developing coun
tries--encouraging a shift to less labor 
intensive production as wages rise." 

On the other hand. workers have 
been losing so far from the export-led 
growth strategy. It is precisely in the 
home of the export-led "economic 
miracles" like Korea that worker resis
tance has been fiercest. Cavanagh ex
pects that over the next few years labor 
and citizen movements in countries like 
Brazil. Mexico. Korea. Taiwan. and the 
Philippines will reject the export-led 
growth model and provide Third World 
leadership for an alternative. 

What such an alternative develop
ment model might involve in one 
country has been articulated by Cuauh
temoc Cardenas. the leading figure in 
the coalition of opposition organiza
tions in Mexico. Cardenas ' description 
of current policy and its consequences 
would apply to many poor countries 
operating under the formulas of the 
IMF and World Bank: "Successive 
governments have tied Mexico ·s 
development to ever-expanding foreign 
investment and to ever-increasing 
foreign indebtedness, while failing to 
develop the rural economy or provide 
economic and political support for the 
ejidos [cooperative farms] and other 
peasant organizations." The current 
government .. has made debt servicing a 
top priority in the allocation of public 
resources , while giving no priority at 
all to economic development or attend
ing co the social needs of vast sectors 
of the population" and has followed "a 
neoliberal economic program that seeks 
to develop an export-oriented economy 
while rendering us dependent on 
decisions made by foreign investors." 

In contrast, Cardenas stresses 
production for the domestic economy. 



.. The surplus necessary to promote 
development should be generated 
primaril y by strengthening internal 
markets . This cannot be achieved 
without a substantial increase in the 
purchasing power of salaries. which has 
declined by more than 50 percent in the 
past five-years:· 

The goal is economic growth that 
also promotes equality. ··Pro vi ding 
employment for people is the first step 
toward helping them achieve higher in
come , financial security, and other 
benefits that they need if we are even
tually to achieve a more equitable dis
tribution of income: · 

Cardenas advocates a mixed econ
omy in which state intervention 
promotes national de ve lopment. .. Our 
model of a mixed economy emphasizes 
forms of self-management such as 
cooperatives. ejidos. and mutual aid as
sociations. In general. we believe that a 
government committed to popular wel
fare should give priority to cooperative 
organizations." 

The private sector also has a role. 
·'By creating a climate of confidence, 
engaging in joint state-private sector 
planning. allocating funds for programs 
of industrial integration and com
plementarity. and providing incentives 
such as cheap credit, we would en
courage private initiative in agriculture, 
transportation. livestock, fisheries. and 
other areas.·· 

Soil enrichment programs. fisheries , 
reforestation projects. and other natural 
resource development will be an impor
tant source of employment. ..We must 
adopt an ecological approach, one that 
stresses prudent management of our 
soil. water, and plant cover. and move 
wherever possible toward multiple use 
of resources." 

Cardenas emphasizes internal 
markets . but he doesn 't advocate autar
chy : indeed, he believes export-oriented 
plants can make a contribution to na
tional development. "If most of the 
productive inputs for these plants are 
presently imported from outside 
Mexico, why not conceive of a second 
stage of development, in which these 
supplies would begin to come from 
new plants established in the interior of 
our country?" 

Cardenas · general approach, with 
appropriate modifications for local con
ditions, might well be endorsed by 
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worker. peasant , and other popular 
movements throughout much of the 
Third, Second, and even First Worlds. 
Its elements include internal market
based development, increasing employ
ment and incomes of the poor, govern
ment support for cooperatives, environ
mental sustainability, and a lowered 
priority for payments on international 
debt. Such an approach is the opposite 
of that now pursued by conservative 
economic PQlicymakers-but it would 
serve the interests of working people 
not just in the counrry where it was ap
plied, but throughout the world. 

Resisting The 
"Free Trade" Offensives 

SUCH EFFORTS TO regulate 
economies in the interests of 
working people have met a fierce 

attack from conservative economic 
policymakers. They understand that 
such regulation interferes with their ef
forts to put working people in every 
part of the globe into competition with 
each other. And so they have conducted 
a campaign to, in effect, criminalize all 
such regulation. Their strategy is to be
smirch all government economic ac-

93 

nv1ty as ·•protectionism" and to ban it 
under international trade agreements as 
interference with " free trade ." 

The Reagan and Bush administra
tions have pursued international 
deregulation through both the global 
GAIT negotiations and regional free 
trade agreements. The first push was 
for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) be
tween the U.S. and Canada. While it 
caused little stir in the U.S., the FTA 
proposal was widely perce ived in 
Canada as both an attack on national 
sovereignty and an effort to impose by 
international agreement conservative 
policies that Canadians had rejected 
through their democratic institutions. 

Locally-based coalitions sprang up 
all over the country to oppose the 
agreement. When Reagan and Conser
vative Party Prime Minister Brian Mul
roney met at the "Maple Leaf Summit" 
in 1987, a counter-meeting of popular 
organizations formed the Pro-Canada 
Network (PCN) to oppose the deal. 

An enormous range of organizations 
and movements were brought into the 
anti-FTA campaign, including unions, 
women 's groups. churches, farmers , 
small business groups, Indians. youth. 
environmentalists. and others. Says 
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"P~1v,,v4 Pow"1 Tt4E Ll\/rN4 STA.NPNt!> FORAN fNTiRE 
CJ:JtJ~ 1$ A s,4 Jos ... vou n{1NK 114EY couLr> 

A\Y US MOR£ TttM/ F'IVE BUCK~ A,N t4otJ~!" 

Canadian activist Ken Trainer, ·'The 
strategy was to get every organization 
in the country that· had a public policy 
agenda to look at the implications of 
the FTA for their objectives. That was 
very successful in bringing them all to 
a common opposition to the FTA." Ac
cording to Elaine Bernard. a Canadian 
labor activist who now heads the Har
vard University Trade Union Program, 
"For two years it was the overwhelm
ing issue in the entire country-I've 
never seen anything like it except the 
Vietnam debate in the U.S." 

The PCN research and analysis com
mittee brought together researchers and 
leaders from many different groups. 
According to participant Dennis How
lett. "'The process involved sharing the 
different perspectives on the issues and 
developing a common analysis of the 
elements of the agreement." The PCN 
also provided literature for local cam
paigns-notably a cartoon booklet 
called"What 's The Big Deal," of which 
more than two million copies were dis
tributed across Canada. These materials 
warned that the FTA would subject 
Canadian health care, social insurance. 
wages. working conditions, agriculture, 
and national culture to '"hannonization 
downward." 

In national elections, FTA-proponent 
Mulroney received less than a majority 

but more than either of the two opposi
tion parties: he formed a government 
and succeeded in ramming the FT A 
through parliament, notwithstanding 
polls indicating a majority of Canadians 
opposed the plan. The anti-FTA coali
tion has nonetheless held together and 
public opposi tion to conservative 
policies and the FTA has if anything 
strengthened. In 1990 the labor
oriented, anti-FTA New Democratic 
Party (NOP) won the elections in On
tario, Canada's most populous 
province. NDP candidates proposed to 
challenge the FTA by passing regula
tions the U.S. government will claim 
violate the agreement. 

The Canadian anti-FTA campaign 
indicates the possibility of mass 
mobilization around " free trade" used 
to force downward harmonization. One 
U.S . activist suggests that it might 
serve as a model for a transnational 
"Pro-Communities Network" to chal
lenge future anti-worker, anti-environ
ment trade initiatives. 

Fair Trade Campaign 

G
LOBAL TRADE TALKS provided 
the arena for the U.S. govern
ment 's next big initiative for 

harmonization downward. While the 
recent GAIT negotiations were trum-
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peted as the way to establish a ·•free 
trade "' reg ime that wo uld benefi t the 
ent ire world . env ironmental. labo r. 
farm. and other people"s organizations 
in both the Third and the First World 
looked at them with great suspicion. 
seeing them as an effort by TNCs to 
break down all regulation that might 
resist their depredations. 

In the United States. a Fair Trade 
Campaign initiated by fam ily farm 
groups brought together a coalition of 
environmental , consumer. farm . and 
some labor organizations to challenge 
the U.S. GATT proposals . It ha s 
focused on mobilizing grassroots politi 
cal pressure to improve or block the 
proposed agreement. 

Inside the Washington . D.C. 
Beltway, environmental groups like 
Greenpeace, the National Toxics Cam
paign, the National Wildlife Federation 
and the Natural Resources De fense 
Fund joined with Third World develop
ment advocates. consumer and farmer 
organizations. and the Fair Trade Cam
paign to form a Working Group on 
Trade and Environmentally Sustainable 
Development. It has worked w focus 
Congressional attention on environmen
tal and other deleterious dimensions of 
the free trade juggernaut. 

While the U.S. government has been 
promoting its free trade proposals as 
benefi ci al for both U.S. and Th ird 
World agriculture, many critics argue 
that it benefits primari ly agribusiness 
and transnational commodity traders
and would drive millions of small 
farmers in both the North and South off 
their farms . Farmers have been organiz
ing internationally since the earl y 
1980s. Says Mark Ritchie of the Fair 
Trade Campaign, "We learned to 
reverse the old slogan, 'Think globally, 
act locally. ' We learned you have to act 
globally to succeed locally-you have 
to go to Brussels to save your farm in 
Texas. It was really important for 
farmers in different parts of the world 
to see their common circumstances and 
to develop win/win approaches. rather 
than being played off against each 
other." 

These efforts came to a head at a 
huge demonstration at the GATT 
negotiations in Brussels in December. 
Says Ritchie: "So far as I know it was 
the first really global demonstration. 
with farmers . environmentalists, and 
consumer representatives from every 



continent organ ized to affect a global 
proc es s. There were more than 100 
farmers from North America. 200 from 
Japan . and delegations from Korea. 
Africa. and Latin America. There were 
a thousand buses from all over Europe. 
Norv,ay to Greece-more than 30.000 
people. The result was that Thursday 
night. when the U.S. made its big push 
for a free trade agreement. So uth 
Korea. Japan. and Europe all said no 
and the y dec ided to adjourn. " 

Amazingly. an international people's 
movement had fo rced the world 's lead
ing governments and their TNC backers 
to back down. But Mark Ritchie still 
expects the U.S. government to attempt 
to fo rce through a new GATT agree
ment. and he di scu sses the power 
politics of responding to it in the U.S. 

"There are a number of organized 
constituencies in the U.S . that have 
questioned the U.S. GATT proposals , 
including agriculture . environment, 
maritime. steel. auto, and textiles. The 
first question is. can they deliver the 51 
votes needed to kill a proposed agree
ment in the Senate? If they do. and I 
think there ·s a good chance. then the 
second question is .whether they will 
want to kill it or to bargain for a final 
GATT agreement that all these con
stituencies can support. That 's the ques
tion they· re discussing right now." 

In the lon g run . Ritch ie predicts , 
"de fea ting g lobal deregulation will 
depend on splits that are opening up 
between the productive sector and the 
financial sector of the business com
mun ity. Env ironmental and social 
protections will raise costs for U.S. 
producers compared to countries with 
lower labo r and environmental stand
ards. So they will have to support the 
expansion of our current anti-dumping 
laws--the selling of goods into the U.S. 
market below the cost of production
to inc lude ecological and social dump
ing as well. " 

Already. senators representing tex
tile . auto . steel , maritime, telecom
munications, timber, mining, and farm 
interests have supported legislation to 
end the "fast track" procedures which 
limit debate and forbid amendment on 
GATT agreements . Ritchie believes 
such interests could serve as partners in 
a powerful coalition with popular 
movements. ''The key is to find coali
tion partners who can exercise real 
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polit ical power-for example. the 51 
votes needed in the U.S. Senate to pass 
a law or the 34 required to block a 
treaty. The anti-fast-track lobby will be 
the guts of any coalition to stop a bad 
GATT proposal or a bad Mexico-U.S. 
FTA proposal. " 

Ritchie al so belie ves that such 
power can potentially be used to posi
ti vely reshape the world economy. "In 
the long run, the question is. how do 
we regulate transnational corporations 
and address global ecological. social. 
and political problems? In a different 
political climate, a U.S.(Mexico/Canada 
agreement could be used to elevate en
vironmental. labor. and farm conditions 
for the entire continent, rather than 
forcing deregulation. 

·'Similarly, one of the proposals at 
GATT was to replace GATT with a 
much broader Multilateral Trade Or
ganization (MTO). Thirty-four Senators 
could block a treaty establishing such 
an organization. But alternatively, those 
34 Senators could decide to support an 
MTO if it included environmental, 
labor rights. and other provisions with 
real teeth . If a progressive coalition 
controlled thirty-four votes in the 

9S 

Senate. the TNCs would have to bar
gain wi th it to get the ir \1:TO ... 

The Mexican FT A 

IN SEPTEMBER. the Bush administra
tion asked . Congress to appro ve 
negotiations for an FTA between the 

U.S. and Mexico . The extens ive net
working of labor and other people ·s or
gan izations in Mexico. Canada. and the 
U.S . (described in Part I) lays the 
groundwork for a response based on the 
common interests of wo rking people to 
harmonize conditions up wa rd. not 
downward. throughout the contine nt. 

To kick off di scuss ion of the issue . a 
coalition of labor. farm. de velopment. 
labor rights . environmental. re ligious. 
and consumer groups organized a one
day Congressional Forum in 
Washington on January 15 . Fo ur 
hundred partic ipants attended sess ions 
on labor, environment . and agriculture 
each featuring speakers from the U.S .. 
Mexico . and Canada . Wo rksh o ps 
covered a wide range of topics that 
would be affected by an FTA: human 
rights, health and safe ty. maquiladoras. 
immigration and labor mobility. trans
boundary pollution. child labo r. con-



sumer protection. soc ial charters . sus
tainable agriculture. sustainable devel
opment and debt relief, and hemis
pheric prospects. 

A transnational critique of the Bush 
FTA plan is already under way. thirty 
six U.S. congresspeople led by Rep. 
Don Pease (a key advocate for interna
tional labor rights legislation ) wrote 
President Bush that "the real challenge 
before trade policy-makers in the U.S. 
and Mexico is to find ways in which to 
guide and manage growing U.S.
Mexican trade tics in mutually benefi
cial, equitable and human terms." 

They pointed out that "neither the 
U.S. Government nor the Mexican 
Government has recognized publicly 
the need to incorporate a social charter 
in a U.S.-Mexico FTA to address fun
damental labor, health, environmental 
and political polity differences that 
exist between the two countries." They 
noted the salience of Mexico 's "auth
oritarian, undemocratic one-party sys
tem," the government 's domination of 
the Mexican labor movement. the wage 
gap, the weakness of Mexican environ
mental and public .health standards, and 
the issues of drugs and immigration. 

A response by six leading Mexican 
scholars. writers, and diplomats en
dorsed the need for any agreement to 
include a social charter. They added 
that an agreement should protect the 
human rights of Mexicans in the U.S. 
and preserve Mexico · s control over its 
oil resources. And they argued that low 
Mexican wages should not be the basis 
for economic integration. Such a basis 
would be "too humiliating and un
productive for Mexican dignity and 
economic development; too costly in 
jobs and welfare for American and 
Canadian workers; too destructive for 
our common environment and civiliza
tion." 

U.S.-Mexican economic integration 
may have the potential to mobilize a 
significant response at the grassroots. 
When a Minneapolis business consult
ant held a breakfast seminar in October 
to promote the benefits of maquiladoras 
for Minnesota companies, fifty people 
from unions, women 's groups, and 
community action programs rallied and 
chanted outside their meeting room 
with the message. "The maquiladora 
system means exploitation of Mexican 
workers. exploitation of the environ-
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ment. and the loss of jobs to com
munities in the U. S.'' (The consultants 
eventually called the police to break up 
the rally.) 

Now unions in the Twin Cities are 
organizing a conference on "Solidarity 
vs. Competition in an Era of Free 
Trade." to which they have invited 
labor, environmental. and other repre
sentatives from Mexico and Canada. 
Similar effons elsewhere could rapidly 
generate a continent wide movement 

Primitive Rodriguez, director of the 
Mexico-U.S. Border Program of the 
American Friends Service Committee, 
applauds the refusal to mindlessly ac
cept Bush's FTA proposals, but he also 
has a word of warning. 

"Transnational cooperation of 
popular movements will require impor
tant changes in the way social groups 
have traditionally approached their own 
and their nations · interests. Too many 
trade union leaders in the more 
developed countries are opposing free 
trade talks out of an outmoded belief 
that preventing an FTA will save their 
members' jobs. But blocking such an 
agreement won 't erase the increasing 
integration among the American 
economics. 

"Rather, we should look at the FTA 
debate as an opportunity to develop a 
vision and an agenda which responds, 
from a people's perspective , to the 
challenges presented by transnational 
production zones. a global economy, 
and a post-cold war era. What's promis
ing is that today 's transnational inter
change may lead to the dismantling of 
barriers imposed by narrow and frag
mented interests based on nationalistic 
perspectives that are increasingly inef
fective in enhancing rights and a better 
life." 

The Emerging Strategy 

THE DIVERSE EFFORTS described in 
these articles might be dubbed an 
incipient Pro-Communities Net

work or Peoples Transnational Coali
tion. They share six strategic principles. 

I. Transnational cooperation. These 
efforts depend on networking by 
people's organizations across national 
boundaries. They require transnational 
participation in planning and decision 
making. They are based on programs 
which provide environmentally and so-

96 

cially sustainable win/win solutions for 
working people in different parts of the 
world. 

2. Social movemenr coalition. These 
efforts are almost always based on 
cooperation among labor, environmen
tal. women ·s. human rights, religious. 
farm, development. and ocher people 's 
organizations. They can succeed only if 
they recognize and integrate the needs 
of woric1.1g people. oppressed groups. 
and the environment. 

3. Support for harmoni:ation up
ward; opposition to harmoni:ation 
downward. Mutual aid, labor righcs. 
corporate campaigns. incernational 
codes of conduct, managed internation
al economic incerdependence . and 
economic development led from below 
are all elements of a strategy for uplift
ing and empowering those most im
poverished and oppressed in the interest 
of all who might otherwise be forced to 
share their plight. Conversely, resis
tance to IMF "structural adjustment 
programs ," GATT '' harmonizacion " 
proposals . and U.S. government-in
itiated "Enterprise for the Americas .. 
trade agreements are a strategy for 
mobilizing and unifying those poten
tially hun by harmonization downward. 

4. Coordination of different fo rms of 
pressure. The absence of transnacional 
democratic institutions necessitaces a 
strategy of parlaying different kinds of 
action by different social groups in di f
ferent areas into effective pressure on 
corporations, governments, and interna
tional organizations. If the coalition can 
influence policy in one country (like 
labor rights requirements in the U.S. 
GSP law), it can use that influence to 
suppon struggles in another country. If 
an international institution can be pres
sured by mass action (like small 
farmers in GAIT or "IMF rioters" in 
Morocco) , international polic y may 
change conditions within particular 
countries. Campaigns must not only 
identify goals which would benefit a 
wide transnational coalition, but also 
arenas of action-whether the U.S. 
Senate or streets of Morocc~n which 
leverage can effectively be applied. 

5. Democratization. Crucial to har
monization upward are democratically 
controlled public institutions at all 
levels. These must have the power to 
regulate the activity of corporations and 
other economic actors in order to 
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Resources 
Trade'sHlddanCo.i.(Wnh- . 
lngton: lntemationaf Labor Rights 
Educatton and Re11.-ch Fund, 
1988) provtdM an Introduction to 
worker rights ls.ues. 

Warxer Rights and U.S. Trade 
Polley, by Peter Dorman 
(Washington: U.S. Department of 
Labor, 1989} provides an excel
lent brief evaluation of GSP 
woricer rights enforcement. 

"Worker Rights and lntematlonaf 
Trade: A Cue for Intervention" 
by PetM Dorman (RRPE. Vol. 20 
2&3, 1988) provides an analysis 
of lntematlonal labor rights. 

Labor Standards and Develop
ment In the Globtll EJ:onomy, 
edited by Stephen Herzenberg 
and Jorge F. Perez-Lopez 
(Washington: U.S. Department of 
Labor, 1990) provides a wtde 
range of papers on labor policy 
In the globe! economy. 
Solidarity ACIWS Borwrs: U.S. 
Labor in a Global tconomy Is a 
speclat Issue of Labor ReS68/'Ch 
Review (#13, Vol Vllffio. 1, 
Spring, 1989) covering many key 
issues. 

Tunnel Vision: Labor, the World 
Economy, and c.ntral AmM1ca., 
by Daniel Cantor and JuUet Schor 
(South End Presa, 1987} places 
AFL-CIO polk:y debates In the 
context of the post-World War II 
wortd economy. 
Th• Global Factmy, by Rachael 
Kamef (Phltadetphla: AFSC, 1990} 
provides materials and ap
proachQ useful for community 
groups addressing International 
economic Issues. 
R.colonlzatlon: GAIT, Utuguay 
Round and the Third.Wend. by 
Chakravarthl Raghavan · (Third 
World Network) pl"CMdes. a Third 
World critique of trad9•. negotia
tions. Available for $17.00 from 
EnvlronmentaJ News Networic, 
1442A Walnut St., SUtte 81, 
Berkeley, CA 94709. 

"Trading Our Future: Talktng 
Back to GATT'" and . .. F,.. Trade: 
The GnNlt 0.etroyer," by David 
Morrt9 provide critiques of U.S. 
trade poftcy. (Available from ln
stttut• for Local Self;.Jtellance, 
220 West King St., St. Paul MN 
55107.} ' 

Brldglng the Global Gap: A HalJd. 
book to linking CitJzenB al the 
Finl and Third World, by Medea 
Benjamin & AndrN Freedman 
(Cabin John, MO/Washington, 
DC: Seven Loco Press), 
provides UHful Information for 
community activists. 
Unhsard VolcH: Labor and 
Economic Polley In • C<Jm,»tltlv• 
World, by Ray Marshall (New 
York: Basic Books, 1987} 
present• an endorHment of labor 
Internationalism by a former U.S. 
Secretary of Labor. 
Futun, WNlth by Jama 
Robertson (London: CUeell, 
1990) deYelope the Idea of a 
"nwffl-level, or.-wortd economy" 
from • grHn perapecttve. It ls 
summartzed In NrK Options 
(Issue No. 63). 

"CloM the IMF, abolish debt and 
and development: a clua · 
anatysts of the lntemattonal debt 
crisis" ( c.,,,tal and Class, No. 39, 
Winter, 1989} provides a rtp-anort
lng crttlque of conventional views 
of the wortd economy. 

"The United States and the Wortd 
Economy" by· Welter RUSNI 
MNd (WOrld·PoHcy Joumtll 
Volume VI, No4a. 1 and 3) provldN 
a fully~ek)ped "global Keyn
sian,. view of ... development, 
crtala. and reform of the globet 

. ••r=Wage Challenge to 
.. ·.· Global Growth." by watt. Rus-

MI IINd·· (Wuhlngton: .· 
Economic PoUcy lmtftute, 1990) 
prnenta "globaj Keynaianlsm" 
from a labor peraplCtJve. 

.:.:-·.:.: .. \\,::·•·· :-.. 

Org~'IU! 
International labor Rights Educa
tion and R._.rch Fund, Box 74, 
100 Maryland Avenue, NE, 

· Waehtngton, D.C. 20002, 202J544.. 
7198. 

, Fair ll'ade campaign, P.O. Box 
··•· 80066, Mlnneapola, MN 55409, 

61Z338-0586. · 

Miiqulladora. Project and Women •. 
and Glabai Corporations Project, 
Anwrtcan Frfende Servk:e. Com
mttt•, 1501 a.ry StrNt, · 
Philadelphta, PA 19102. 
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protect the environment. promote basic 
human and labor rights . and set mini 
mum labor standards. They also need 
the power to utilize resources to pro
vide for such public needs as infrastruc
ture development. education. sociall v 
beneficial investment. and other soc i.tl 
responsibilities not adequately met in 
other ways . And the y must be control
led by the great maJoriry who stand to 
gain from hannonization upward . 

6. A mulrilevel one-,•.:orld economv. 
For several hundred years. the powe~s 
of government ha ve been exercised bv 
nation states . with greater or les s;r 
democratic contro l. At present . how
ever, national inst itutions are proving 
inadequate for economic regulation. At 
one pole, TNCs and world markets are 
often more powerful than the national 
institutions that might regulate them. At 
the opposite pole , national bureauc
racies have pro ved more easi lv in
fluenced by wealthy e lites than grass
roots people in their own countries. 

Consequently. hannon ization upward 
will require that the nation state system 
of regulation evolve to ward a mult i
level sys tem of regulat ion. Public in
stitutions able to regulate economic for
ces and allocate resources are needed at 
mu ltiple levels from loca l to global. 
Some can result from powers devol ved 
upward and do wnward fro m national 
governments ; others can be created bv 
agreement among indi viduals and non-
governmental organizations . 

This approach does not asswne any 
one structure of ownership; it allow s 
government, private. and cooperati ve 
ownership to variously coexi st or be 
combined in different secto rs and areas . 
Labor movements have al ways includ
ed advocates of government, coopera
tive , and private ownership; their com
mon interest in upward hannonization 
will continue to make such collabora
tion both possible and necessary. Har
monization upward will require multi
level regulation whatever the form of 
ownership. 

Such multi-level regulation is in
compatible, however, with two other 
approaches. It contradicts the vision of 
a nation state free from any dependence 
on or regulation by forces outside itself. 
And it contradicts the vision of a totally 
deregulated world economy in which 
corporations can do whatever thev 
want, wherever they want , with n~ 
democratic limits on their behavior. z 
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