My Interview with Sweeney
The interview took place on Feb. 5, 2001 at the federation’s headquarters in Washington. Here is a verbatim report of the interview:

 Q. How do you respond to the new Bureau of Labor Statistics survey that shows unions lost 200,000 members last year; their percentage of the work force dropped from 13.9% to 13.5%, and private sector union membership fell to only 9%?

A. Frankly, we’re disappointed. Our affiliates are doing a lot of organizing. Last year, we organized 400,000 new members, but with all the layoffs, plant closings and retirements, especially in basic industries, it makes it tough for us to show much growth.

Q. What do you plan to do differently in light of these heavy losses?

A. Well, we’re experimenting. We’re trying to find and do things that work. We’re now focusing on high-tech industries. SEIU has major campaigns in the health care field. The building trades are organizing temporary workers in construction, and other unions are also upgrading their organizing campaigns.

Q. Do you think the goal of a million new members a year is realistic?

A. It’s a target that our affiliates are aiming for and working hard to achieve. You know we’ve had an important initiative under way the past two years, the New Alliance, to make our state federations and central labor councils stronger economic and political organizations in their communities. They’re becoming more involved in organizing and we expect good results from their efforts.

One of our major objectives is to get our members involved in political activity the year ‘round and not just in the few months before a national election. Our organizing efforts are taking many forms and we hope they¹ll succeed.

Q. Do you plan to introduce legislation in Congress to protect the right to join a union?

A. Of course we favor such legislation. But this is not the right time to push for it. There’s not much chance for success in the current political climate.

Q. But isn’t that the same argument we heard from the AFL CIO for the past 24 years--even when Democrats controlled Congress and the White House? When will it be the right time?

A. Our main job right now is to continue building public sentiment for worker rights. For the past three years, we’ve had very successful “Seven Days in June” demonstrations in which scores of unions participated.

The issues we are now concerned with affect working families, such as Social Security, Medicare, education, prescription drugs and the environment. And we have to do our utmost to elect a Democratic Congress. All of these are stepping stones toward an effective worker rights law.

Q. In 1999, the NLRB ordered the reinstatement of 22,879 workers who had been fired illegally. Add to that the number of unjustified firings that never reached the NLRB. By not sponsoring worker rights legislation, aren’t you giving employers a green light to go ahead and cripple organizing campaigns?

A. Our affiliates don’t rely only on the NLRB when workers are fired for union activity. Wherever possible, they use job actions and community support groups to win reinstatements. But it is a serious problem.

 

Q. The BLS figures are bound to be discouraging. What are you going to do to regain some organizing momentum?

A. One of our new efforts will be to find ways to transform the great political clout we showed during the 2000 election into economic power in terms of organizing and collective bargaining. If we can apply the energy of union households to our struggle for worker rights, we can move forward with greater strength.

Q. When you first became AFL-CIO president, you used the slogan, “America Needs a Raise.” Do you have any such slogan to spur a national movement for worker rights?

A. We haven’t set on a particular slogan, but we’re working on it. Our Voice@Work staff is conducting an effective educational campaign. We’re strengthening our ties with religious groups, minorities, environmentalists and communities across the nation.

Q. As you know, it takes years before a bill becomes a law, so why not sponsor a reform bill now that would guarantee the right of free speech and assembly, as provided in the Constitution? The AFL-CIO has everything to gain and nothing to lose by acting now.

A. We’re looking at whatever we think can work and falls within the limits of our resources. Organizing is still our top priority and we are committed as ever to fight for working families. There is no one solution that will solve our problems. I’ve made some notes on what you¹re proposing and I¹ll think about them.

