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Labor-management cooperation is not a new develop-
ment. Throughout the twentieth century, and especially
during wartime or when specific industries experienced
crisis, labor and management have, on occasion, set up
joint committees to address issues not readily resolved
through traditional collective bargaining mechanisms.!
Never viewed as substitutes for the bargaining process,
but rather as complementary to it, these committees
attempted to resolve problems confronting particular
plants or industries in a nonadversarial manner.

Area labor-management committees, most of which
emerged in the 1970’s, have a somewhat different focus.
They bring together the chief spokespersons of local la-
bor unions and business organizations in an effort to re-
solve problems affecting the economic well-being of an
entire community, rather than a particular worksite or
industry. Their focus is usually on job retention and
creation. This report reviews the highlights of some re-
cent research on four main aspects of area labor-man-
agement committees: (1) where and why area committees
have been formed, (2) how they are developed and
sustained, (3) how they are structured and what pro-
grams they have carried out, and (4) what role the Fed-
eral Government has played in the process.?

Born of hard times

Most of the area labor-management committees
established to date are found in the Northeast and Mid-
west. (See exhibit 1.) Although the communities in
which they have developed vary in size, political struc-
ture, and industrial mix, they are all places in which un-
employment is high, companies and unions are perceived
as having poor labor-management relations, the popula-
tion and the labor force are declining, there is a high
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degree of unionization, and the local economic base is
deteriorating. Obviously these interrelated problems do
not arise overnight, but rather grow out of corporate
and union decisions rooted in the past. Nevertheless, it
is usually an immediate crisis, such as a plant closing or
a prolonged labor dispute, which finally impels local
leaders to take action.

The Jamestown, N.Y., experience was typical of how
and why area labor-management committees were
formed.? In the early 1950’s, Jamestown began to lose
jobs in manufacturing. The decline accelerated in the
1960’s when the wood furniture industry, the basis of
Jamestown’s manufacturing employment, moved South.
In 1971, nearly 1,000 workers were affected by employ-
er bankruptcies and plant closings. An additional 2,800
jobs were threatened, and unemployment was already at
10 percent, almost twice the national average. The city’s
population and labor force were declining, many young
educated people were leaving the area, and attempts to
attract new businesses were failing.

These converging forces prompted five prominent in-
dividuals to begin the search for a solution. The local
federal mediator, a local labor lawyer, and an official of
the Jamestown Manufacturers’ Association began to
meet informally. After several discussions, they ap-
proached Mayor Stanley Lundine and discovered that
he and the city ombudsman, a former labor leader, had
also begun to explore how the loss of jobs might be
stemmed. All five agreed that poor labor-management
relations were at the heart of the problem.

The mayor took the lead. At first, he met with lead-
ers of local businesses and labor unions separately, hav-
ing been advised by the others not to bring them
together in the same room. Subsequently, he called the
labor and business leaders together, in sessions which
were unavoidably acrimonious. Over the course of a se-
ries of dinners and luncheons, however, the barriers be-
tween the parties gradually disintegrated. Once both
sides realized they had mutual interests, a spirit of trust
began to emerge. As a result of candid dialogue with
each other and some fresh ideas and perspectives
suggested by outside speakers, the two sides decided to
adopt a joint committee structure, in order to maintain
the new spirit of cooperation and to begin addressing
issues which affected the community as a whole.

37



MONTHLY LABOR REVIEW May 1983 e Research Summaries

Not only was the Jamestown experience typical of the
development of most area committees, but through a
combination of support from the Federal Government,
coverage by the national press, and its own geographic
centrality (in the Northeast-Midwest quadrant of the
United States), the Jamestown committee became a
model which could be studied by other communities
with similar problems. As a result, many of its structur-
al features and programs were adopted in other locali-
ties.*

Problems with representation and funding

Prior to the 1970’s, when most of the current
areawide committees were established, many U.S. com-
munities had experimented, at one time or another, with
labor-management cooperation on an areawide level,
largely in an attempt to minimize strikes. But these ef-
forts usually failed because they were dominated by ei-
ther labor or management, and because the communities
lacked funding to hire a staff and maintain programs.
These two hazards continue to pose a threat to the exist-
ence of area committees, even today.

To maintain a sense of balance, area labor-manage-
ment committees consist of an equal number of repre-
sentatives from labor and business, with each group
selecting a spokesperson to serve as cochairperson. The
representatives from both sides must feel that the ac-
tions taken by the committee are to their mutual bene-
fit, and because they do not usually have a formal
mandate from their respective union and management
organizations, they must be certain that decisions
reached by the committee will be viewed favorably by
their constituents.

Most area labor-management committees publish
statements of their goals, which tend to focus on labor-
management relations in the community, human re-
sources development and training, local economic devel-
opment, and increased productivity. But inasmuch as
the members serve voluntarily and have other commit-
ments, area committees cannot pursue these goals with
concrete programs unless they can secure and maintain
a staff. Thus, to a large extent, a committee’s history re-
flects its ongoing search for funds. Again, the James-
town experience is significant, and typifies the funding
and organizational patterns of most other committees,
at least since the mid-1970’s.

Although the city of Jamestown provided the seed
money in early 1973, a grant from the Economic Devel-
opment Administration marked the first time that Fed-
eral dollars were awarded to support an area committee.
These funds enabled the Jamestown committee to hire a
full-time executive director, and in the process, signalled
the institutionalization of the areawide committee con-
cept. From 1973 to 1982, the Jamestown committee re-
ceived $1.1 million from various sources, with the city
providing slightly more than one-fourth of these funds.
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Exhibit 1. Area labor-management committees in the
United States
Year established Location Population’

1945 Toledo, Ohio 354,635
1946 Louisville, Kentucky 298,451
1953 Chattanooga, Tennessee 169,565
1958 Jackson, Michigan 39,734
1963 South Bend, Indiana 109,727
1965 Green Bay, Wisconsin 78,899
1970 Appleton, Wisconsin 59,032
Marquette, Michigan 23,289

1972 Jamestown, New York 35,775
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 424,205

1975 Buffalo, New York 357,870
Cumberland, Maryland 25,933

Dunkirk-Fredonia, New York 26,636

Evansville, Indiana 130,496

Lock Haven, Pennsylvania 9,617

Youngstown, Chio 115,436

1976 Elmira, New York 35327
Springfield, Ohio 72,563

1977 Muskegon, Michigan 40,823
Riverside-San Bernardino, California 288,933

St. Louis, Missouri 453,085

Stevens Point, Wisconsin 22,970

1979 Beaumont, Texas 118,102
Duluth, Minnesota 92,811

Paducah, Kentucky 29315

Portsmouth, Ohio 25,943

Scranton-Avoca, Pennsylvania 87,378

Sioux City, lowa 82,003

1980 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 1,688,210

1982 Kankakee, lllinois 30,141
Lansing, Michigan 130,414

1 Source: 1980 Census.

Most area committees, however, do not receive this lev-
el of local government support. On average, they have
received about 18 percent of their funds from city and
county governments.

The bulk of funds for area committees have come
from three Federal agencies: the Economic Development
Administration, the Appalachian Regional Commission,
and the Department of Labor, under provisions of the
Comprehensive Employment and Training Act. Promot-
ing labor-management cooperation was not part of the
explicit mission of any of these three agencies, but their
award of funds to area committees was justified on the
grounds that the committees would increase productivi-
ty, promote job retention and creation, and be active in
manpower training—all of which were high priorities of
the agencies. The three agencies, however, gradually
withdrew their support. Today, the only source of Fed-
eral funding is the Federal Mediation and Conciliation
Service, acting pursuant to the Labor-Management Co-
operation Act of 1978.

As a result of continuing budget pressures, area la-
bor-management committees have been compelled to
devote, on average, between 30 and 40 percent of their



efforts to fund-raising—a burden which is not likely to
decrease in the absence of a broader government
funding program. Historically, area committees have
not been able to develop other major sources of income.
Despite extensive efforts, they have only been able to
generate about 11 percent of their total funds from non-
governmental sources, such as dues from member orga-
nizations, private grants, and fees from workshops and
seminars. Funding interruptions and discontinuations
tend to take a toll on any organization, and in the ab-
sence of more stable financing, the true effectiveness of
an area committee cannot be fully ascertained.

Structure and programs

Committee membership divides roughly into two
groups. The core group consists of those leaders who
were involved in establishing the committee. It includes
the labor and management cochairpersons, the commit-
tee’s executive director, and perhaps one or two addi-
tional key individuals. All other members constitute
what might be termed the support group, who are
somewhat less actively involved in the operation of the
committee. Support group members usually attend
meetings and are present for most public events spon-
sored by the committee. A moderate degree of turnover
among the committee’s support group appears to help
maintain a flow of new ideas and perspectives. Turnover
among the core group, however, is quite a different mat-
ter. Frequent or sudden changes among top committee
leaders have usually caused serious problems for the or-
ganization as a whole.

The individual qualities of its key personnel are cen-
tral to the success of an area committee. To maintain its
effectiveness, a committee must attract members from
the top echelon of local business and labor leaders. The
leadership capabilities of its two cochairpersons have a
vital impact on the committee’s ability to develop a
consensus regarding its programs and policies and on
its ability to interact effectively with other power cen-
ters within the community. The executive director’s role
requires communications skills and administrative abili-
ty; furthermore, it demands an individual who is per-
ceived as neutral in labor-management issues and has a
solid reputation in the local labor relations community.

How often a committee meets is not as important as
the way in which it reaches its decisions. The process
adopted by most area committees can be characterized
as group consensus. Full agreement from both sides is a
necessary requirement of decisionmaking, and most
committees take very few, if any, formal votes.

Committees generally agree to move toward their
goals by supporting activities in one or more of four
broad program areas. First, they sponsor events such as
dinners, conferences, and seminars which are not only
educational in nature, but which also improve commu-
nication between labor and management. Second, they

promote labor-management committees to increase pro-
ductivity and enhance the quality of worklife at local
worksites. Third, they occasionally serve as informal
mediators in labor disputes. And, fourth, they involve
themselves, directly or indirectly, in local economic de-
velopment.

Improved communications. As noted previously, dinners
and luncheons serve to reduce tension and promote
trust between the parties in the early stages of a com-
mittee’s formation. Once the committees have become
established, they continue to sponsor such events
throughout their existence. Many of these social events
are also open to nonmembers, especially other union
and management leaders.

Many committees have also hosted annual confer-
ences on such topics as employee participation and
quality of worklife. These conferences serve several
functions. First, they provide a forum where exponents
of labor-management cooperation can exchange ideas
with one another and with those unfamiliar with the
concept. Second, these conferences communicate—not
only to the people in the community where they are
held, but also to the broader, national public—the fact
that the leadership in the local area believes cooperation
through participation in an area labor-management
committee can coexist with collective bargaining.

In addition, committees support workshops and semi-
nars on topics such as job sharing, employee ownership,
problem solving, productivity, worksite committees,
grievance administration, economic development, and
labor relations in general. These workshops are usually
designed to attract local foremen, shop stewards, man-
agers, and employees, who are able to bring back to
their home bases new ideas and approaches to worklife
issues and problems.

Those who attend these dinners, conferences, and
seminars attest to their efficacy in promoting trust, un-
derstanding, and mutual respect. There is ample evi-
dence in the communities we studied that few, if any, of
these events would have taken place had the area com-
mittee not existed.

Worksite committees. Employee participation at the
plant or worksite has recently come to be subsumed un-
der the rubric, “quality of worklife,” or QWL. In the
early 1970’s, QWL programs began to gain acceptance in
nonunion settings and in several large unionized compa-

nies, quite independently of the area-committee move-
ment. In 1973, Eric Trist, a leader in the development
of employee participation programs in Europe and the
United States, became a consultant to the Jamestown
Committee. He recommended that as part of its overall
program the committee support the development of em-
ployee participation, in the form of labor-management
committees at local worksites.
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Through these worksite committees, employees re-
ceive detailed management information about plant op-
erations, and at the same time share their own knowl-
edge with supervisory personnel. The committees
consider such issues as skills development, plant layout,
productivity, gain-sharing, job redesign, health and safe-
ty, retention of workers in a layoff situation, and work
rules not covered in a collective bargaining agreement.
Because these problems can develop rapidly, committees
tend to meet on a frequent schedule.

Many of the businesses located in the communities
are of small or medium size. Unlike larger companies,
they do not have specialized staff to implement a
worksite committee program, nor can they afford to
hire outside consultants, as many large firms have been
compelled to do. The basic role of an area committee
vis-d-vis worksite committees, therefore, has been to pro-
vide this technical assistance. In fulfilling this role,
many committees have had substantial impact in their
communities. The vast majority of worksite committees
in the communities we studied would not have been es-
tablished without the area committee’s interest and sup-
port.

There are two basic policies that area committees
follow in their relationships with worksite committees.
At some area committees, a staff member remains per-
manently associated with the worksite committee. The
advantages of this are that (1) technical expertise is con-
tinuously available to the committee, and (2) the con-
tinuing presence of a third party helps to maintain the
group’s focus on essential issues and prevent irrelevant
ones from burdening or destroying the problem-solving
process. Other area committees require their staff to
withdraw from active participation in the worksite com-
mittee some 6 to 9 months after it has been established,
although some informal contact is usually maintained.
The justification given for this approach is that, with
limited area committee resources, it increases the num-
ber of worksite committees that can be established.

In sum, an area labor-management committee can
promote the local development of worksite committees
in several ways. It can act as a resource center, provid-
ing information and hands-on assistance in quality-of-
worklife techniques and labor-management cooperation.
It can serve as the hub of a network through which lo-
cal unions and companies can share ideas and experi-
ences. And an area committee can provide those inter-
ested in QWL with the opportunity to explore with their
peers the pros and cons of forming a worksite commit-
tee, without needing to commit themselves pre-
maturely.

Facilitating collective bargaining. An issue which arises
early in the development of an area labor-management

committee is how it will deal with problems involving
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collective bargaining relationships or the administration
of labor contracts. While committee participants ac-
knowledge that collective bargaining’s limitations have
contributed to some of the community’s problems, they
also realize that labor and management view the bar-
gaining process as their private forum. Thus, commit-
tees usually make a formal declaration that none of
their programs will disturb the delicate balance of rela-
tionships established over time through collective bar-
gaining, nor otherwise affect the terms of any collective
bargaining agreements.’

At first glance, this public position may seem ex-
treme, especially because in most communities where
committees have been formed, long or bitter strikes
have contributed to a poor labor-relations climate. But
because of the sanctity of bargaining, this official stance
is a prerequisite for encouraging committee participa-
tion. In practice, however, many committee programs
do touch on collective bargaining relationships, though
they fall short of intervening in the bargaining process
itself.

Consistent with the general goal of “improving the
labor-management climate,” executive directors and
members of area committees have often been called
upon by the principal parties to serve as mediators in
contract negotiations or other labor disputes. Most
executive directors have had previous experience in me-
diation. Over time, they become familiar with the
bargaining relationships in the local area and gain re-
spect as a neutral party. In addition to the executive di-
rector, members of the committee itself may facilitate
the bargaining process. In some cases, members have
served as personal messengers or go-betweens, transmit-
ting to the parties the relative positions taken by the
other side. Committees have also been called upon to
study the positions of the parties and make impartial
recommendations. In other cases, they have recom-
mended that the Federal Mediation and Conciliation
Service assume responsibility. In the final analysis,
whatever mediation role an area committee selects, its
participation must be very informal and conducted with
the utmost discretion.

Supporting local economic development. Local economic
development activities are aimed at encouraging existing
employers to maintain or expand their operations in the
area, and at persuading other firms to move into the
area. To the degree that worksite committees and an
area committee’s mediation roles may diffuse hostility in
labor-management relations, employers that otherwise
would move will be encouraged to remain in the area.
But encouraging new firms to locate in the area requires
a more active posture on the part of an area committee.

Most localities have one or more agencies designated
to promote economic development. Almost all area



committees have among their members a representative
from the local economic development community. This
liaison keeps local leaders informed about efforts at im-
proving the local economy, brings a broader spectrum
of perspectives to the development process, and commu-
nicates a sense of community cohesion. Local economic
development efforts are often politicized, fragmented,
and counterproductive because of jurisdictional strug-
gles. Among other things, area committees have helped
to bridge these gulfs which sometimes separate compet-
ing local agencies.

Numerous factors influence a company’s decision to
locate in one place versus another, and in many cases
the labor relations climate is an important consider-
ation. The fact that labor and management are
interacting within the context of an area committee
projects a more positive image for the local community.
Furthermore, the cochairpersons and the executive di-
rector of a committee can communicate directly with
potential employers, and in some cases these individuals
have been very effective in making the case for the
broad range of potential benefits associated with locat-
ing in the area.

The role of the Federal Government

In 1976, Congressman Stanley Lundine, former may-
or of Jamestown and a leading proponent of labor-
management cooperation, introduced the Human Re-
source Development Act, which contained provisions
advocating Federal support for labor-management co-
operation. But because much of the rest of the act was
similar to the Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employment
Act, Lundine’s proposal was not reported out of com-
mittee. In 1977, he introduced a second version of the
Human Resource Development Act, and, in 1978, the
labor-management cooperation provisions of the bill
were added as a rider to the Comprehensive Employ-
ment and Training Act. The stated objectives of this
self-contained legislation, the Labor-Management Coop-
eration Act of 1978, reflected many of the principles
and practices of area committees, such as improving
communications and working relationships between la-
bor and management, providing workers and employers
with opportunities to explore joint approaches to prob-
lems not amenable to resolution by collective
bargaining, and developing ways of increasing produc-
tivity and promoting economic development. Further-
more, the act provided for Federal assistance in the
formation of labor-management committees at the
worksite, industry, and areawide levels.®

The Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service was
charged with implementing the provisions of the Labor-
Management Cooperation Act of 1978. Although the
act authorized funding levels for 1979 and 1980, appro-
priations were not approved until the spring of 1981,

and then only after extensive lobbying efforts. The regu-
lations subsequently adopted by the Federal Mediation
and Conciliation Service concerning areawide commit-
tees provided that grants to existing committees could
be for up to 2 years, and grants to new ones could be
for 3. To date, the Federal Mediation and Conciliation
Service has funded seven committees which were al-
ready in operation, and an equal number of new ones.
Other than these, no new committees have been formed.
Meanwhile, as noted earlier, the three traditional
sources of Federal funds—the Economic Development
Agency, the Appalachian Regional Commission, and
the Department of Labor—have all terminated their fi-
nancial support.

It is as yet too soon to determine if the committees
receiving funds under the Labor-Management Coopera-
tion Act will become self-sufficient, as the Federal Me-
diation and Conciliation Service regulations assume they
should. There is strong evidence, however, that without
further Federal financing, new committees will not be
established and, as they seek alternative funding, those
already operating will risk jeopardizing their indepen-
dence and flexibility—two essential elements of the area
labor-management committee concept. O
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* Federal Register (General Services Administration), Dec. 11, 1981,
p. 60645.
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