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Workgroup Process
The Workgroup on Social and

Economic Justice was appointed by
President Andrew L. Stern at the
September 2000 International Executive
Board (IEB) meeting. The IEB recognized
the need to bring together a cross-sec-
tion of leaders and activists' from across
Canada, Puerto Rico, and the United
States and is representative of the cau-
cuses and constituencies in the Union.

The workgroup, composed of 13 leaders
and activists from within the union; was
appointed to help set a direction and.
define the scope of work. for' a Social and
Economic Justice Committee of the SEIU
Executive Board~3

More specifically, the workgroup was
asked to do the following:
. Articulate a vision of how söcialand

economic justice workgets . integrated
into the overall agendaof the' union.

. Define standards and accountability
for structures in the union thatdo ,.'
social and economiejusticework:,t,,;r

. Define and clarify the challengés'and

job of the Sodal ard Economic
Justice Committee.

. Propose principles that should guide
the committee's work.

The workgroup's discussions were
frank and wide-ranging. Every issue

raised by any member got a respectful
hearing. By the end of our time together,
the area of agreement and consensus

. expanded considerably. This report
reflects that consensus.

The biggest and toughest challèrige
lay in struggling with a vision of how
social and economic justice work gets

integrated into the New Strength and
Unity Plan.

It was dear from our discussions
that finding the right balance will not be
easy and there is no fixed formula. Our

_ social and economic environment
changes constantly-and the translation
of these forces through the expectations
of members about. their union are also
constantly in flux. What we need is not a
fixed blueprint-but rather a framework
for conversation to ensure that our social
and economic justiceagenda remains

relevant to our members and the overall
strategy of the union.

It's a discussion that must be ongoing
and constantly renewed. When this con-
versation is robust, healthy, and well
informed, then union leaders will be able
to arve at strategic decisions that reflect
the best balance at any given time~ If
this discussion is allowed to become sti~
fled, intermittent or one-sided, then our
strategies will be less. effective and our .

. members Will suffer. . .
Another charge to the workgroup was

to define. stadards . and accountabilty for
structures in. the union that ..do. . social
and economic justice work. While the
work of promoting social and economic
justice should factoriritothedecisiönsof
everyone in the 'urion,certain. specialed,
structures have evolved to address these
issues. These include the local union
Civil and Human Rìghts Committees, SEIU
caucuses, and the AFL-CIO constituency
groups.

Because caucuses are under the
aegis of SEIU and work with, constituency
groups aligned with the AFL-CIO, it

3 The Workgroup held two meetings. The first was in Washington. D.C.. on Dec. 13-14. 2000. and the second was in San Juan, Puerto Rico. on Jan. 22-23.2001. Workgroup

members are lisled in Appendix A.
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seems reasonable to clarify our expecta-
tions from the union's perspective.4 This

question cannot be answered in isolation
from a consideration of the union's over-
al approach to social and economic justice.
Furthermore, it should also be noted that
it is not fair to impose either a higher or
lower level of exptation on these strctues
as compared to union-funded strctures.

When an area of work is deemed to
beof strategic importance to the future
of the union, we must ensure ongoing
input from the leadership, especially the
union's elected leaders. Our workgroup
was also asked to think about a future
Social and Economic Justice Committee.

This workgroup is intended to bea
preparatory step to the creation of just

such a committee.' What . challenges face
such a committee? 'What should be its:
focus? What,aresomeof the principles
that should guide its work? With this
report,' the union pauses . to reflect 011' .
our overall framework for social and eco-

'. nQ.micjustice~Accordingly, we will also
make some recommendations'.as to what
the committee should focus on and how;
it should go about its work.

What Is'Our ,lIisionofthe Role of Social
and Economic ,Justice. Issues
In the life of SEIU:-.

"Winning,for working families" is ,not...
just about winning oh the job; it is also
about winning in our communities and
in the larger society. If SEIU has a vision
of improving the lives of working familes
and building a better society, then we
must have a mission that includes workig
on social and economic justice issues.

In the past some have argted-and
some still argte today-that too many
social justice issues are divisive and
undermine the unity of the membership~
Because member unity is at the very root
of our union's effectiveness, .this issue
cannot be taken lightly-.indeed, the
answer.i~central to our-vision of the
labor movement.

We believe that the labor movement
has always been most successful when it
is organizing in. the context of a broa.d
socialmqvement. Unionrights exist
because of social struggles that changed
the balance of power in society. There is
no way that union members.. can advance
theirec()nOIIic andpolitical interests

while the rights.ofwomen, peqple of
color or pther gr0tiPS suffering from dis-
crirrinatioa are:qeingTolled back~ The
reversejsajs() tnie...,.,the struggles, for
socialancleconolli9 justice cannotpe
fruitful wh.ile the labor movement
shrinks, andgr:q~si weaker~,.'"

We believetfîdt:Jocialq.1td economic,
justice stn.glesqretfle seed$of potentil
broad-based movements and are
essential forSEIU, to organize on the scale.
required to achievethegqals of 

the New
. StrengthUnity program.. \¥hen working
peopleareinmQtionarqund a s09ial and

. econoIIitjustiae issue, it may present
anoPP9rtunity for SEIU to provide a

.' vehicle and a voice.
We believe thatsocial and economic

justice issues can attract. unorganized
workers and activate and engage organ-
ized members. As trade unionists, we
tend to view the world through the lens
of the employer-employee relationship.

~)

';?~~:l

4 The SEIU Constitution and Bylaws does not recognize SEIU caucuses as .official. chartered bodies of the union; however. local union Civil and Human Righrs Commi"ees
are mandated in the SEIU Constiturion.

t
,:/



But not every worker sees their vulnera-
bility in those class terms-nor are all of
their problems traceable to their employer.

Unions must be able to demonstrate
to workers who suffer from some form of
discrimination-:agroup that is, after all,
the majority-hat the union can help
them to address their frustrations. And
the unon must demonstrate. its commtment
not only in word, but in deed as well.

We belive that where leadership duersit

is lacking, the quality of strategic deciion-
making suffers. Members of groups that
have suffered discrimination and social
exclusion are understandably sensitive
to changes iniiion'policies and programs.
Having a leadership and staff that reflect
the membership is about ensuring that
decisions are made and implemented in
ways that members will understand and
support..

We believe that social and economic
justice issues arekey to the union's con.;

tinued vitality~An organization is strong
and Vitalwheìiitis open to new influ-
ences . and changing circumstances while
preservg its core identity. This is espe-
cially important.for a.union because the
constituency we aim to represent--the

servce wor1dorce-is constantly changing.

We believe that the labor movement
needs to lead' on these broader issues.

The labor movement's nea-death exrience

in the 1994 election was instructive in
many ways. Since then; two important,
but quite different, political lessons have
become clear. The first is that unions
must strengthen their relationship with
their own members. Despite our minority
status, we must be able to demonstrate

to hostile politicians that we can defend
ourselves by mobilzing our members
and the community to provide the margin
of victory or defeat in an election.

We believe tht we cannt wi th positve

changes our members need without buildin

a majority electoral coalition. We are
stronger together. Our coalition partners
and unons working together are our formula
for success. Together we bring orgarng
experience, dedicated activists, and a
broader resource base.

We. believe that effective member edu-
cation programs are a critical component
ofa social and economicjustice strategy.
As we all know, every member doesn't
view the world the same way. Here, edu-
cation is critical. Members may disagree
strongly about some issues. Otherwse,
these issues can be more divisive Jòrthe
union than they need to be. Sometimes
we wil need to engage and struggle with
our members to unite them around some
social and economic justiceissues.

We believe that not every issue isop
equal value and importance to the union.
Some issues demand more intense
involvement, others less. The union
needs a method to distinguish between
those issues that wil build the union
stronger and those issues that lead to
internal divisions.s (We have proposed
some criteria. that will help.)

Caucuses
A caucus provides a voice for a specifc

group of members who feel that the
union's formal governance procedures do
not give them an. adequate means of
expression. SEIU has developed guide-

5 The issue of firearm regulation is an example. In our society. this issue has been inflamed by partisan politics. Many of our members feel strongly on both sides of the
issue. Both opponents and proponents of firearm regulation are strongly motivated by personal belief. In lhe 2000 election, labor's opponents used this issue to attempt to
undermine our election mobilization effort.
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lines to promote caucuses and clarify
their role. SEIU presently has two
national caucuses-the AFRAM and
Lavender Caucuses.6

We believe that caucuses can make the
Union stronger. Caucus leaders' know..---.~.
they can't do their job-provide an
authentic voice~if they become too
dependent on the union. In other words,
to speak independently and advocate
effectively on important issues, they
must be independent.

We should encourage caucus vitality
and development because caucuses help
the urion to become stronger, more uni-

fied~ and more relevant by advancing
issues that are important to members.
At their core, caucuses bring issues and
concerns of caucus members to the
International leveL Not only do caucuses
help identify problems-,theycan help
find solutions. Caucus leaders should be
driven by a . desire to · make their union
stronger and better~not.byanydesir~toi;
weaken or. divide it.7 .' . ti.çt;: .

We believe that caucuses can help to
unite all workers. Whie a goal of the
labor movement is tourite all workers
as a class, the specific concerns of
groups within the broader class must be
addressed for such unity to become a
realty. Although social and economic
exclusion often has an economic dimen-
sion; we must take care that appeals to
working class unity are not seen as a
way to marginalize the real concerns of
groups within the class.

Racism, sexism, homophobia, and
other forms of discrimination serve to
divide workers and make it harder for

them to see their common interests and
work together. But we can't wish those
ideas away with simple appeals to "class
unity." Only by acknowledgig and workig
through the differences that divide us
can we achieve that unity.

We believe that caucuses can advance
communication within olir Union.
Caucuses have an advisory and advocacy
role on both internal (to SEIU) and exernal
issues. Internally, they make sure that
what must be heard is heard. Externaly,
they demonstrate SEIU's commitment to
the issue and linkup with groups out-
side the union .that share their. concerns.
This external advocacy function is
important in organizing and in politics.

Caucuses struggle to put issues at the
"center" of SEIU's agenda. Advocacy by
caucuses helps to ensure that the agendas
of SEIU, State Councils, and local unions
should reflect fully and in an up-to-date
manner the concerns of our members.

9ne natu consequence of theadvocacy.
roiê'ris a "tension" between the caucuses
and the official bodies of the union. This
tension can form around both internal
and/or external issues that caucus
members are "pushing." The issue agenda
of caucuses will normaly be "ahead" of
the union. Furthermore, much of the
energy for the work on these, issues must
come from caucus members.

We believe that social and economic
justice issues should not be seen as just
the "property" of the caucuses. But the
caucuses have a special role in helping

. make the emerging issues central and to
ensure that the concerns expressed are

authentic and current. Therefore, SEIU

'1)

:~:::ij

6 See Appendix B for the .Caucus Guidelines. adopted bV the Intemational Executive Board regarding their activity.

7 The posilive role of caucuses can be undermined through involvement in activities that can be construed as inierference in the affairs of local unions. SeiU's guidelines

discourage such acivities. .f



benefits from caucuses that promote
concern and education about emerging
issues.

We believe that it is important to
respect the caucuses' need for autonomy
when considering the increased resource
needs that come with "institutionalization".
While SEIU can (and must) provide some
support to caucuses, the workgroup
believes caucuses need to be able to
. raise most of the resources they need on
their own. 8

If caucuses are to be authentic rank-
and-fie membership groups, then they
must be allowed to come into existence
as the support arises-and go out of
existence when their support declines.
The larger organization should not artifi-
ciallyencourage or prolong the life of
any caucus..

SEIO Caucuses..Recommendations

Where caucuses exist, we want them
to be vital and have the opportunity to
develop. That support for programs con-
sistent with the Union's goals should
take the following forms:
. We recommend that caucuses take

advantage of opportunities available
through SEIU to faciltate the flow of
information about their programs and
activities and the process for contactig
and joining caucuses. This could take
the form of notices in SEIUAction, or
a Web site posting.

. We recommend that SEIU continue to
provide support for caucus confer-
ences and other programs. SEIU staff
can help provide educational materials
and secure presenters. The Social and

Economic Justice Committee should
review, on a periodic basis, whether
there is a need for additional technical
support based upon increased caucus
activity.

. We recommend that SEIU affirm the
desirability of partcipation in caucus
programs and activities that advance
the Union's program. SEIU support
for caucus activities should be com-
municated to leaders and members at
union gatherings and through SEIU
communication vehicles aimed at the
generalrnembership-not only to the
caucus members themselves.

. We recommend that each caucus be

encouraged to develop. specific goals
and objectives that advance the New
Strength Unity program.

. We recommend that caucuses should

be able to apply for â "base" finarcial
resource to help support communèâtion
arid outreach to current and potential
caucus members, along with support
received froråJocal ullon~. ancl indi-
vidual members. The Social and
Economic Justice Committee should
develop uniform standards for deter-
miring both the amounts of resource. . .
that is available and the accountabilty
that wil be required.

. We recommend that SEIU consider
makng program resources available
based upon contracting for specific
activities in support of the Union's
program (e.g.-developing a network
of translators for the organizing
department). There would be account-
abilty for each of these contracts.

. We recommend that SEIU maintain

8 SEIU Caucuses do not receive administraiive funding Irom the Union's per capita tax or ilS equivalent.
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