Union Organizers and the Internet

In today's organizing, union activists MUST be computer literate and MUST be on-line. Our economy has changed so much - it's more complex than ever before - computer technology has so improved that there is no good reason not to take full advantage of all the Internet has to offer. 

At Building Trades, we have made a conscious effort to promote computer literacy. Some affiliates have also advanced that cause as well by putting much of their organizing and corporate research training curriculum in a self-teaching program on CD. 

The Building and Construction Trades Department’s Organizing Unit has been conducting strategic research training for organizers since 1999, building and adapting a curriculum and collection of resource materials over time. In most BCTD training, 50% or more of class time is spent in the computer lab doing hands-on work investigating actual union organizing targets on-line. We work on the principle that to answer basic questions about a targeted employers - e.g. "who ARE these people?" - organizers must use computer technology and web-based resources. Otherwise, they are wasting members' dues money by being inefficient.

Some participants in our training have never sat in front of a computer. Locating the on-off switch is step one. A few have asked why the letters on the keyboard are all screwed up ("Hey, what's up with this QWERT shit?"). The computer "newbies" need and get special attention. They often reward us by their rapid learning curve.

We teach basics, like how to use a search engine. Current favorite: www.google.com followed by www.dogpile.com. These are "meta-search" engines meaning they are search tools that use other search tools. Starting with an exercise of having participants plug the name of their target company into these search engines (to see what there is to see), we introduce trainees to the wonderful world of corporate research on the web.

Usually, the target company's web site pops up right away. Increasingly, businesses of interest to union activists have web sites. We walk participants through these company sites and I always get a kick out of how surprised our trainees are at the level of information companies will reveal about themselves. Typically, a company will describe itself, its subsidiaries, its structure, its business plan, its major projects and its locations. 

Next, we show these activists how to search published news accounts to see what, if anything, has been written about their targets in newspapers, magazines, trade press and business journals. Many, probably most, of these publications are on-line. Nearly all allow you to see their current issue and to search their archives. Unfortunately, more and more are shifting to either pay-per-view or subscription for full services, especially archive search. Even so, this line of research is far more cost-effective than the old-fashioned paper chase. You can find almost any newspaper or magazine through http://www.newspapers.com/npcom1.htm and : http://ajr.newslink.org/news.html,. 

Many regulatory agencies, especially federal, have searchable databases that allow activists to develop a "rap sheet" on target companies. You can check out their safety record, environmental compliance, labor law violations and so on. You can use federal, state and increasingly, local government on-line resources to look at industry standards to compare how your target rates. You can compare wage rates, unemployment and benefits for your target versus the industry at the national, state and often county or municipal level. You can use these sources to evaluate the outlook for the industry in which your target operates.

Some convenient portals to government information include: http://www.pac-info.com/, http://www.library.vanderbilt.edu/romans/fdtf.html and http://www.fedstats.gov/. 

More government sources are coming on-line and more such sources already on line are expanding and improving. These include state Secretary of State corporate records, local property and tax records, court dockets, court decisions, and local regulatory bodies (e.g. health department inspections). In many instances, these postings tell you a file exists on a target, but you still need to go and look at that file to make the best use of the information.

Nearly all state laws, and many local ordinances can be searched on line. One great meta-search engine to help you get started is www.findlaw.com. 

While the amount of free government information is rapidly expanding, some agencies are shifting to pay-per-use. There is no consistent pattern at the moment. For example, you can get lots of great, free statistical information from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (www.bls.gov).  the Department of Commerce requires a subscription fee and per-use charge for similar data. The state of Florida provides tons of free corporate information while, by contrast, states like Indiana and Massachusetts provide a paltry amount at high pay-per-view fees. Go figure.

If a target company is publicly traded on the stock exchange, the volume of information skyrockets. Companies must file detailed public reports with the Securities and Exchange Commission and you can view this material on-line at the official SEC site, www.sec.gov. The private websites offering free access to SEC filings is dwindling. 

SEC reports by target companies contain detailed financial information, executive compensation, ownership, markets, subsidiaries, lenders, business strategy, litigation and much more, all in the company's own words. A must-read for any activist.

In addition, public companies are watched, analyzed and reviewed by dozens of investor-oriented websites, many of them still free. These sites digest information and create simple summaries and reports that might take hours or days for you to do for yourself, especially if you are new to this. The finance section in www.yahoo.com is very good. So is www.quicken.com and http://www.superstarinvestor.com/. Use this one for private companies and foreign corporations: http://www.corporateinformation.com/ to begin looking at the wide range of investor web sites. Using these portals, you can then decide which sites are most useful to you. Through them, you can get capsules, financial information neatly digested and arranged, all the kinds of business information found in SEC filings in digested form, institutional ownership, insider ownership and trading and just about everything but the CEO's shoe size.

The universe of free web sources is changing. As the dot-com bubble has burst, many web sites are turning to user fees and subscriptions to stay alive. This shift to pay-for-service makes the premium subscriptions more attractive, though no less pricey. The best known premium service is Lexis-Nexis, long the favorite of the AFL-CIO and extraordinarily expensive. Lexis-Nexis packages legal, corporate and media records together and allows you more depth of material than anything you can find on any free site. Westlaw (see www.westlaw.com) offers similar depth of material, but is now trying to win accounts away from Lexis-Nexis by offering better prices and package deals. 

Generally, I recommend that activists start simple and cheaply and build from there. You can more easily justify the expense of paying for service or even subscribing to the premium services when you are confident in your ability to use computer research to actually help your organizing work go better and more efficiently. Whether you go to the max and buy access to these services depends on your needs and capabilities. But whether you ever reach that stage is less important than starting to use the web to help you build organizational power. Do it now. Today. Right now. Go to www.google.com and type in the target de jour. Where that leads you is up to you.
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