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How can organized labor get beyond simple adversarialism without selling
out? How can it push employers to adopt and maintain high-road competi-
tive strategies in the face of low-road competition, and without much active
public policy support? What exactly does labor have that employers espe-
cially need to pursue the high road, and what can it offer them without being
suckered? More generally, how can labor be a leader in making the local and
regional economic development policy that helps shape employer choice on
competitive strategy work better for workers and the community? How can
labor make that leadership useful to its realization of broader political and
organizing ambitions?

Like many local labor movements, Wisconsin labor has been struggling
with these questions for years. And for years now, we at the Center on Wis-
consin Strategy (COWS) have been working with Wisconsin’s labor on a
series of projects that attempt to answer them—among them the Wisconsin
Regional Training Partnerships (WRTP) and Milwaukee Jobs Initiative (MJT),
both centered in the Milwaukee metro area; and more recently the Jobs with
a Future (JwF) project in the Madison metro area, an environment quite dif-
ferent from Milwaukee’s.

In different ways, all of these projects are aimed simultaneously at up-
grading the skills, wages, and career advancement opportunities for workers
near the bottom of the labor market; building industry competitiveness through
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modernization, better workforce development practices, and other means;
and increasing worker voice and power in firm and industry decision mak-
ing. And all of these projects are framed by a certain broader view of what
labor needs to do to advance in today’s economy—beginning with a clear
definition of its role in the economy. In order to find the popular support and
political cachet for its own advancement, labor has always needed to do big
things for the broader society. This necessity has commonly meant solving
problems that capital cannot solve on its own.

In the past, labor’s signal contribution was to ensure “effective demand”—
raising wage floors enough to promise investors markets for expanded pro-
duction. These opportunities in turn increased the productivity of that output,
which lowered the real cost of consumption goods, which could then be more
widely purchased by better-paid workers in an unending upward spiral of
living standards. But for a host of reasons, the conditions under which labor
made that contribution have been undermined since the early 1970s. In proxi-
mate result, wages have stagnated or declined for most of the working popu-
lation, inequality has soared, and even in that handful of industrial sectors
that provided the foundation of postwar private-sector union power, that power
has been drastically diminished.

This is the familiar starting point for the strategy considered here: to make
labor again “part of the solution” to problems of industrial order. This time,
however, we must focus as much on the supply side and framing conditions
of that order (that is, the organization of production itself and the rules by
which it is socially constrained) as on the demand side and the operation of
internal labor markets. More specifically, labor must harness its residual
strength and unique position in the economy to support a form of produc-
tion—the “high road”—that is socially superior to present business prac-
tices. Such a high road would provide advantages to labor more or less
immediately, but also further the interest of the broader society and even a
significant share of capital itself.! Specifically, labor helps to organize em-
ployers willing to take the high road to the point where they embark on it
together to realize the efficiencies that come of their collective organization.
In return for labor leadership, employers share some of that gain with la-
bor—a sort of productivity bargaining, or rent sharing, on a grand scale. This
strategy also anticipates high-road employers’ allying with labor against the
most salient threat to them both: low-road firms and the public policies that
support them. This arrangement, then, becomes the shared political program
of a new “social partnership”” between labor and capital: to close off the low
road, to help build the high road, and to enable workers and firms now stuck
on the first to be able to travel the second.

Questions of labor’s best strategy are often discussed and debated in terms
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as abstract as those just offered. The Wisconsin experiments, however, offer
some real experience by which our application of the strategy outlined above
can be assessed, which is what we aim to do in this chapter.

For the sake of brevity, we concentrate on the experience of the WRTP
and, within that, on the first of the industry-sector partnerships under its
direction—the one in manufacturing. This is the oldest of the projects noted
above and the most advanced in realizing the different parts of the strategy
just suggested. But we note immediately that other partnerships within the
WRITP itself, and other projects—some relying on parts of the WRTP’s own
capacity, others modeled on it in other industrial sectors or other regional labor
markets—suggest the wider utility and replicability of the broad strategy.

Economic Context and the Problem of Supplying
High-Road Inputs

Like many other midwest cities, Milwaukee was devastated by the “rustbelt
recession” of the early 1980s, and even more by the massive flight of manu-
facturing firms over the subsequent decade out of Milwaukee Metro? to lower-
cost “greenfield” sites. Milwaukee lost fully a third of its traditional industrial
base during the period, a loss that sharply accelerated union decline state-
wide and growing poverty in Milwaukee itself. Metro deindustrialization is
expressed in Figure 13.1. Note that manufacturing employment in Wiscon-
sin did not in fact decline over the period. It simply moved from Milwaukee
and surrounding counties to more rural ones. Figure 13.2 shows some of the
effects on Milwaukee, whose heavily African American central-city popula-
tion was devastated by the industrial flight.*

In the early 1990s, as Milwaukee manufacturing firms began emerging
from their prolonged slump, those firms discovered two things: (1) to remain
competitive in high-end markets, they needed to upgrade the skills of their
existing workforce, and (2) they needed to do so on a scale and scope beyond
existing apprenticeship programs, which most of them had abandoned any-
way during the slump’s heyday of skilled-labor surplus. This situation made
employers at least open to a constructive discussion with the labor move-
ment about training problems. In turn, the labor movement realized that, to
preserve membership and get on the high road, it needed to be much more
involved in driving the firm’s restructuring, modernization, and human capi-
tal formation.

What became clear in this discussion, eventually formally facilitated by
COWS, was the need for a joint labor-management structure of coopera-
tion—or “partnership”>—covering multiple firms and ideally extending to
enough of them to influence behaviors throughout the manufacturing sector.
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Figure 13.1 Metro-Deindustrialization in Wisconsin, 1979-95
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This need for a multifirm apprbach, rather than exclusive reliance on firm-
specific collective bargaining or negotiation, followed from the fact that the
sorts of supports needed for the high road were often a species of “public
good” prone to “free-rider” problems.

Training itself is a classic instance of such a problem. Under otherwise
unregulated and competitive market conditions, employers as a group—
particularly high-roading employers—may benefit from the existence of a
trained workforce, rich in generally applicable skills. But no individual
employer has any incentive to provide the training needed to produce that
workforce, since it lacks any assurance that its trainee may not one day
become—through that individual’s movement to a different employer—
another firm’s asset, without offsetting compensation. The result, widely
achieved in fact in the United States, is that employers barely train frontline
workers. But since a trained workforce, particularly in manufacturing, is es-
sential to achieving reasonable wages, this situation is bad for individual
workers and the society as a whole. Lacking an appropriately trained
workforce, employers pursue low-road strategies that do not rely on one. But
this result makes the high road less available even to those firms that wish to
pursue it, since they now face conditions under which low-roading competi-
tors are more or less settled in their ways, and the available workforce is insuf-
ficiently skilled to permit them to start on something better. (See Figure 13.3.)
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To solve the training problem, one needs either (1) to keep employees at a
single employer (as in the heyday of the Japanese “lifetime employment”
system), thus providing the company’s owners with the assurance that they
will realize a return on their training investment; or (2) simply to require all
firms to train at some expenditure level, or to sacrifice to the state (where it
can be used for that purpose) the difference between that level and what the
company actually spends on training (a “play or pay” training scheme of the
sort mandated in France); or (3) (as in Germany) to get enough firms to
jointly agree to train—ideally with common standards on content and ex-
penditure effort—at which point the free-rider problem, while not precisely
solved, is diminished in its effect. While not preventing interfirm “raiding”
of trained employees, this approach ensures enough training going on, gen-
erally, so as not to fatally compromise any single firm’s position. If nothing
else, the firm can simply cross-raid the trained worker of yet another firm.

It was, essentially, this third approach that we attempted with the WRTP.
With the strong support of labor, and the qualified support of at least a few
business leaders, we sought to organize a group of manufacturing employers
and their unions into a single group dedicated to solving collective action
problems in their sector. This was the WRTP, which eventually started in
1992 with about a dozen large union shops covering less than 10,000 workers.
In the decade since, the WRTP has grown to include about 125 employers—
predominantly but not exclusively unionized—covering some 75,000 work-
ers, or about one-third of the Milwaukee metro industrial workforce.

Employer partners in the WRTP essentially agree on a common code of
industrial conduct. While hardly formalized, that code’s content is that em-
ployers will (1) train frontline workers at much greater levels than in the
past, with shared curricula among them and benchmarking of their varied
efforts and practices; (2) dedicate themselves more generally to promoting
high-road practices in their own and other firms, with specific attention to
modernization and preparation of the future workforce; (3) permit workers a
significantly greater say in firm govemnance, starting with administration of
the enhanced human capital budget implied by the greater training commit-
ment, but extending to new equipment purchase and the design and upgrad-
ing of production systems; and (4) support workers seeking to advance
themselves within this newly high-roading order, with supports for training
and pay rewards for skill advancement.

The aggregate results of the WRTP are impressive. In manufacturing,
WRTP members have stabilized employment in the Milwaukee metro area
and contributed about 6,000 additional industrial jobs to it between 1995 and
2000. Among member firms, productivity is up, as are once-stagnant wages.
Individual firm commitment to training frontline workers is evident in direct
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training costs of some $20 million annually—an increase of almost that mag-
nitude from prior levels. Direct training reaches some 6,000 workers (one-
quarter of whom are people of color) each year. '

Because entry-level job requirements among member firms are known
and broadly shared, moreover, the WRTP has been able to extend employ-
ment opportunities to those traditionally neglected in Milwaukee metro’s la-
bor market. Connections between the WRTP and MIT have helped place more
than 1,400 “disadvantaged” central-city workers—including many former
AFDC/TANF (welfare) recipients—in jobs that more than doubled their pre-
vious year’s earnings (from an average of $9,000 to $23,000 annually), while
providing health insurance and clear opportunities for further advancement.
More than 90 percent of participants are people of color. Upon examination,
this MJII/WRTP work ‘may prove to be among the most cost-effective job-
training and welfare-to-work programs in the country——in large measure
because it starts with employer demand and commitment to working with
the program rather than with the individual served by it—with among the
highest rates of participant job retention.

There are also more explicitly political results. In addition to myriad
~ reforms in the process by which workforce development is administered in
" Milwaukee, there has been general success in shifting the establishment frontier
of public policy debate—if not yet all or even most actual policy—toward the
promotion of high-road practices and the embrace of sectoral and jointly la-
bor-management approaches to workforce development administration. In
Milwaukee, all this has been explicitly embraced, for example, by the business
association representing the 200 largest employers in that city. In Wisconsin
more generally, it has been embraced by then Republican governor Tommy
Thompson (now secretary of health and human services in the Bush adminis-
tration) in his recommendations for reform of vocational and technical train-
ing in the state,” and most recently by the state Department of Workforce
Development in its plans for the reform of our “Wisconsin Works” (W2) pro-
gram of welfare reform.? Nationally, the Employment and Training Adminis-
tration of the U.S. Department of Labor, acting on recommendations first made
by COWS and offered by former labor secretary Robert Reich shortly after an
inspection of the WRTP in Milwaukee, has also embraced the broad approach.
Its demonstration grants have essentially sought to replicate the experience in
Milwaukee (and in other sites then featuring mature sectoral initiatives).

The WRTP in More Detail

How is all of this accomplished and organized? At the core of the WRTP,
which is governed by a self-selecting board composed of equal numbers of



TAKING THE HIGH ROAD IN MILWAUKEE 239

industry and labor representatives, are a series of working groups in which
employers and unions jointly pursue the high road—identifying common
problems and best practices, and developing pilot projects and implement-
ing them. These working groups, whose governance characteristically mim-
ics that of the WRTP as a whole, focus on solving the major problems facing
any industry today:

First is the challenge to remain competitive and productive. Here the part-
nership provides technical assistance to its finms in workplace moderniza-
tion and the adoption of new workplace practices. Examples of assistance
are staff helping firms to identify and introduce new technologies into their
production practices, or working with managers in assessing their use of
temp workers and identifying alternative staffing practices.

Second is the need to train incumbent workers. Here the partnership helps
firms and their unions build strong systems for computer-based, classroom,
and on-the-job training. Firms and unions learn from each other the best
ways to build programs and to get workers to use them. The partnership has
developed customized training programs so that workers can use new tech-
nologies, give feedback on their implementation, and, in the long term, move
up the job ladder. o

Third is the need to find and train new workers. Here the partnership runs
anumber of programs, including the one noted above—the MJI, linking inner-
city residents to area jobs. Crucial here again has been the shared design and
acceptance of a common “essential skills” curriculum, as well as a work-
place mentoring program for the new recruits. By the second half of the
1990s, the renewal of manufacturing and the retirement of a highly age-
compressed workforce presented an enormous opportunity to provide family-
supporting jobs for central-city residents. And the need to do so was given
added political saliency by the manifest success of Wisconsin’s version of
welfare reform in purging caseloads, and its general failure to get former
welfare recipients into better-than-poverty-wage jobs. '

In addressing these needs, the WRTP plays the role of honest broker, an
essential intermediary, for the local workforce development and employment
system. It brings together the different actors in that system, with everyone
contributing what they do best. So, for example, employers and unions have
the job openings and best understand skill requirements; community organiza-
tions are good at recruiting workers and offering support services; and techni-
cal colleges have the training expertise. Rather than each group trying to do
everything on its own (and inevitably failing), the goal is to have a well-
coordinated and efficient system of recruiting, training, and placing workers.
The logic is simple: Train workers for specific jobs that already exist. But this
requires a level of coordination that doesn’t generally exist. It requires an orga-
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nization, such as the WRTP, with strong ties in all the respective communities.

What distinguishes the WRTP from similar attempts at labor market coor-
dination, however, is the central role that unions play. From the outset, unions
have been key in determining the shape and activities of the partnership, and
not only because they protect the interests of workers. They are also the best
source of worker voice—“high-road” initiatives can only succeed with sus-
tained input from the worker side. Over and over again, employers trying to
change their production and service delivery systems have quickly learned
that knowledge from the floor is critical to the process—about what should
be improved, whether the new technologies and machines are working, safety
issues, and what training should actually look like. Similarly, the participa-
tion of older workers in bringing new workers into the fold—through
mentoring and on-the-job training—has turned out to be one of the hall-
marks of the partnership.

New Directions

In recent years, the WRTP has moved to replicate its work beyond the manu-

facturing sector. With a demonstration grant of its own from the U.S. De-
partment of Labor, WRTP launched new partnerships in construction, health
care, hospitality, transportation, technology, and utilities. While the spe-
cific needs of each industry differ, the basic steps are the same. First, steer-
ing committees of business and labor leaders are formed in each sector,
with an emphasis on coalition building and recruiting firms and unions. In
the next stage, these committees develop strategic plans to meet the staff-
ing and training needs of their industry, drawing on research and firm sur-
veys. Pilot recruiting and training programs are then put in place and
evaluated. Throughout, the newer partnerships have benefited enormously
from the groundwork already laid by the mature manufacturing partner-
ship (such as ties to community colleges, public agencies, and community
groups, and knowledge of public-funding streams).

A good example is the health care partnership, one of our most promis-
ing new partnerships to date. While manufacturing job growth is again lag-
ging in the Milwaukee metro area, the demand for health care workers has
risen considerably; indeed, health care now accounts for roughly a quarter
of all job openings in the region. There is a skilled labor shortage in the
industry, not only because older workers are retiring but also because oc-
cupational hazards, short staffing, and other problems have made recruit-
ment and retention more difficult. After assessing industry needs, a WRTP
steering committee of hospitals, nursing homes, and unions began to de-
sign and implement training programs for entry-level positions such as



TAKING THE HIGH ROAD IN MILWAUKEE 241

Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA). This training prepares participants to
fill positions in health care that are currently vacant. At the same time, it
provides a “foot in the door” that can help participants to identify and pre-
pare for more advanced professional occupations in technical divisions and
nursing, in the future. Like other WRTP partnerships, the health care part-
nership offers essential skills training, mentoring, and other services to
employers and workers.

Along similar lines, the WRTP is helping to prepare the next generation
of workers for the skilled trades and other technical fields. Recently, the
utility construction industry in the Milwaukee metro area needed entry-
level workers to implement major technological changes. With the support
of the WRTP, employers and unions established a training and certification
program that taught participants the necessary skills. In the building trades,
WRTP has teamed up with an apprenticeship preparation program that tar-
gets central-city residents and has operated locally for many years. This
program, known as BIG STEP (Building Industry Group Skilled Trades
Employment Programy), provides training in math, science, and other basic
skills, and offers tutoring, career counseling, mentoring, and job place-
ment assistance. The WRTP is also working with the Construction Labor-
Management Council of Southeastern Wisconsin. The council aims to
increase market share for union construction through joint problem solv-
ing, stronger workforce development programs, and other strategies that
the WRTP has pioneered. The WRTP recently obtained a grant from the
Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service to support the council’s work.
Currently, construction employment is lagging in the Milwaukee metro area.
However, the WRTP’s work in this sector is expected to expand in the fu-
ture, as new construction projects—including power plants, redevelopment
projects, and highway construction—get under way.

Not surprisingly, as the WRTP has moved into these sectors and others,
it has had to ramp up on a number of fronts. Most important is the need for a
larger and better system of recruiting new workers. The WRTP has therefore
built a community network of nonprofit and public agencies, faith-based
organizations, and education-based groups. These community organiza-
tions, most of them located in the inner city, are educated by the partner-
ship about career opportunities and skill requirements at its member firms,
and they regularly receive information about orientations, training and
employment opportunities, and supportive services available through the
WRTP. They then recruit, prescreen, and refer candidates for participation
in WRTP programs, and support them throughout the process. The workers
are hired immediately if they already qualify, or conditionally on complet-
ing the training program. While this type of coordination occurred infor-
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mally in the past on an as-needed basis, the community network now for-
malizes the process and makes it more reliable, ensuring a steady stream of
new workers for the various partnerships.

These initiatives are made possible by the fact that the WRTP has built
itself into one of the smartest and most connected actors in the local labor
market. It is also one of the biggest, when measured by employer and union
membership, and here we should note that size brings with it a considerable
amount of political leverage. For example, several years ago, the WRTP con-
ducted a needs assessment of area employers and found the skills shortage to
be the number one problem. The partnership then sponsored a forum for
managers and labor leaders to discuss the results with state and local officials,
and called for a task force to come up with effective responses to the skills
shortage. The governor appointed WRTP's copresidents-to lead the Task Force
on the Future of Technical Education and Training. Much of the final report
from this task force was implemented in the state budget, including a $20
million training fund for low-income workers to achieve upward mobility, a
$13 million scholarship fund for youth to attend local technical colleges, a
$7 million expansion of school-to-work programs for disadvantaged students,
and other policy initiatives. s

What Is the Payoff?

While the particular benefits the WRTP offers to different partners in local
economic development may already be evident, it may also help, in more
general terms, to sketch its contribution to employers, labor, and the broader
community. We also outline some of the obstacles to creating effective part-
nerships that the WRTP has been working to overcome.

The Employer View

The logic behind the WRTP is to marshal as many resources as possible to
push participating companies toward a high-performance model, in which both
the firms’ profits and workers’ wages and careers are sustained. The logic is
simple, at least in theory: Deal with problems by providing collective solutions
that single firms cannot afford or devise on their own, with the price tag of
good wages and benefits, job security, and career ladders for workers.?

For example, single firms (especially smaller ones) have a very difficult
time knowing exactly how to modernize and implement new technologies,
never mind having the resources to retrain workers. Shared resources on the
first front, and joint training pools on the second, can make the difference
between choosing the high road and creating quality jobs or sticking with the
low road and even moving out of Milwaukee to nonunion sites.
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The training of incoming workers fulfills a similar function. Wisconsin
manufacturing was hit with tight labor markets and an aging workforce well
before the rest of the country, and finding young workers who could operate
the new machinery became increasingly difficult. By partnering with techni-
cal colleges and public agencies to provide customized training, the WRTP
has ensured a sustained flow of skilled incoming workers. A major manufac-
turer in the region reports that this “managing of supply” allowed him to stay
in Milwaukee and actually expand his plant. In health care, area hospitals
have experienced an acute shortage of technicians and nursing staff. Here,
the WRTP’s role as intermediary has shortened the time prospective employ-
ees spend waiting for the clinical training they need.

Retaining incumbent workers is an equally important goal. Here again,
the experience in health care is instructive. The WRTP helped one long-
term care facility to solve its problem of high CNA turmover rates—and by
extension, to rebuild its reputation for quality care—by introducing a
mentoring program that greatly improved retention. The program, like other
model WRTP programs in such areas as supervisor training and attendance
improvement, was developed through the joint effort of industry partners.

Itis also important to recognize that a low-wage business strategy brings
its own set of costs—shirking, absenteeism, and lack of commitment and
worker buy-in. These are incentive problems that the partnership model
can also address. For example, worker-management teams charged with
modernizing the workplace yield many of the benefits of employee in-
volvement (Levine and Tyson 1990). The WRTP has successfully worked
with several firms to convert temporary jobs back to permanent jobs by
documenting in concrete terms the loss of revenue from the contingent
strategy.

. Thus the promise of the sectoral partnership model is that it can actually
change the nature of jobs being created. But it is quite difficult to pull off. It
requires a critical mass of employers and preferably unions in a given sector,
as well as any number of public partners, such as community colleges, pri-
vate industry councils, and community-based organizations. Coordinating
among all the different players and identifying the interests and potential
contributions of each is an enormous and constant challenge.

One major challenge is resistance from nonunion employers. In the Mil-
waukee metro area, many health care employers are reluctant to participate
in joint activities with unions because they fear it will open the door to union-
ization at their facilities. However, unionized health care facilities that have .
good relationships with their unions are aware of the benefits that result from
the partnership. This is also true in the construction industry, which has a
long history of labor-management cooperation in workforce training, ben-
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efits administration, and so forth. The shared goal of expanding market share
for union firms also strengthens the commitment of construction contractors
to working with each other as well as with unions.

To Unions

The union and workforce perspective on the WRTP is a bit different, but no
less important. Unions are involved because these projects provide real re-
sults for them. Unions that participate in these projects see old jobs improv-
ing and new jobs being generated. The very stability of their own firms rests
on these initiatives to train, attract, and retain workers. Union members also
see new pathways for skill development and career advancement as the
projects extend within the firm. As they contribute positively to improving
shop floor skills, unions also gain power to set the terms of compensation
within the firm. These joint projects provide leverage in bargaining by allow-
ing unions to be proactive partners on skill-upgrading issues that challenge
the firms. It is critical, of course, that this leverage be exercised; a key bal-
ance throughout these projects is managing to keep engaged on issues of
Joint interest without selling out in negotiations. The WRTP not only helps
union leaders and members work on issues of joint interest with management,
it also provides linkages with other local leaders who have been through
similar processes.

The union contribution to these projects increases union leverage, and the
union contribution is substantial. Without labor union leadership at the part-
nership level and within participating firms, it is almost impossible to get
inside firms and initiate broad, effective worker-training projects. Such
projects require an economic incentive or source of pressure that makes firms
willing to invest in upgrading the skills of workers. Some union firms have
an incentive because high, contractually negotiated wages generate a need
for equivalently high productivity. Other firms and unions find worker train-
ing an issue on which they can start discussions of interest to both parties. In
these ways, unions can increase firms’ comumitment to worker training. Equally
important, effective training also requires good information from shop floor
workers. They have the most intimate knowledge of the content of work,
wasted steps, and process problems. Unions provide independent workforce
representation and so can contribute to making workforce training and mod-
ernization efforts more effective.

Unions are thus partners on development of these projects and recipients of
the services that such projects create. They gain power through their increased
knowledge, and they gain in strength as members themselves come to appreci-
ate the union’s role in remaking a worksite and improving their jobs.
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Just as unions were at the forefront in forming the WRTP, they often take
the lead in seeking out WRTP resources to help manage workplace change.
In the case of the utility construction certification program described earlier,
it was the union that initiated the training effort. In another instance, the
union at a large telecommunications firm approached the WRTP about con-
ducting “positive attendance workshops” for employees. The union was con-
cerned that, because of high absenteeism rates, the company might transfer
the work to its facility in another state. Shortly after the training, the absen-
teeism rate plummeted and the Milwaukee facility became competitive with
its out-of-state counterpart.

It is not always easy for unions to participate in partnerships. In the health
care industry in the Milwaukee metro area, for example, union representa-
tives who service workers at many different facilities can find it difficult to
play an active role. Again, construction may offer a useful model: it too has
numerous sites scattered over a large area, and yet it still managed to build an
impressive legacy of labor-management cooperation.

To Community Residents

Finally, there are evident payoffs to community residents—both to the gen-
eral population in an area, and more specifically to populations of color,
the poor, and others traditionally excluded from the full benefits of eco-
nomic citizenship.

As a general matter, the WRTP increases investment, income, and em-
ployment in the community, all of which obviously increase its welfare and
living standard. It also improves job quality for those fortunate enough to be
employed at member firms, with spillover effects on nonmembers.

At least as important, however, the WRTP does all this in a way that
specifically favors a fairer distribution of economic opportunity—for both
incumbent and prospective workers—through its negotiated supports for
worker training and advancement, career mentoring programs, and support
for workplace diversity. And in so doing, it offers a bridge between labor
and those portions of the community traditionally excluded from the ben-
efits of good jobs. -

The importance of this last point cannot be overstated. At the core of any
labor-community alliance that matters is a clear exchange of benefits, as
well as the shared solidarities that may come of fighting for social justice.
The “community” wants jobs, ideally good ones, and opportunities for ad-
vancement currently denied to it. Labor wants political support for defend-
ing wage and other standards for which it has fought and which are now
under unrelenting attack. Labor, having access to good jobs, can help the
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community- concretely in meeting its need. The community, having votes,
can help labor concretely in getting what it wants.

Replication

-The Milwaukee experience suggests that strategies linking workforce and
economic development can be successful at a local level, in ways that an-
swer many of the questions posed at the outset. But is the Milwaukee experi-
ence somehow unique?

Decisively, we think not. All regions face a choice between encouraging
low- and high-road competitive strategies. And in all of them there are clus-
ters of firms that could be moving toward the high road if pushed, and as-
sisted, by unions or public policy in solving the collective action problems
that deny them public-goods-type high-road inputs. While circumstances
vary, of course, that is our essential point on the replication question: “It can
happen here”—meaning in any metro area.

Recently, national labor has come to be persuaded of this fact. And the
Working for America Institute (WAI), the AFL-CIO’s arm for workforce de-
velopment, has taken significant steps toward providing the technical assis-
tance needed to support labor and community leaders who wish to replicate
WRTP-type “high-road regional partnerships” elsewhere.!0

For activists, the basic opening moves in that replication are straightfor-
ward enough. From our experience, we would recommend that you:

* Do an industrial structure, demographic, and “power” map of your lo-
cal labor market, identifying key sectors, workforce composition shifts,
wage and income trends, and the available base, institutional or other,
for advocacy.

* Target the sectors with the most immediate promise of success in taking
the high road, or the most obvious demand for some of its ingredients,
or the strongest union base—or, not infrequently, all three.

* Examine those sectors’ problems in more detail, reviewing results with
employers and worker representatives, as well as state officials, to get
consensus on the description of existing problems. The range of strate-
gies for solving shared sectoral problems will follow more or less straight-
forwardly from their description, but getting otherwise-divided actors
to agree on that description is essential to acting on problems together.

From there, the harder work begins—hammering out specific agreements,
finding the financing for specific program initiatives, training and then man-
aging the staff for whom typically (and this is true on the labor and commu-
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nity sides of things no less than the management one) this sort of work is
new. But as a French wag once remarked of the legend that St. Dennis walked
several miles holding his severed head in his hand, “The distance doesn’t
impress; it’s the first step that seems difficult.”” And the very good news we
can report here is that that first step, in fact, is relatively easy to take.

Notes

1. For early statements of this strategy, coincident with the formation of the WRTP,
see Rogers (1992, 1993).

2. The somewhat jesting reference, of course, is to age-old European acceptance
of the “social partnership” between labor and capital as essential to ensuring an in-
dustrial order delivering some semblance of social equality. Such global acceptance
of labor’s role has never been achieved in the United States.

3. Throughout, we will define the Milwaukee metro area as comprising Milwau-
kee, Racine, Kenosha, Washington, Ozaukee, and Waukesha counties.

4.1t may always be important to notice that the 1980s metro deindustrialization
in America’s midwest was a disaster not only for unions, but also for the predomi-
nantly black workers who had relied on unionized manufacturing jobs as their ticket
to the middle class.

5. It bears emphasizing that the partnership does not presume any particular har-
mony in the interests of labor and capital, much less harmony throughout all of those
interests. The partnership is about the willingness to seek and exploit areas of mutual
" gain, even as conflict elsewhere in the relationship is recognized.

6. See the report of the Greater Milwaukee Committee (2000). The report was
authored by COWS but formally accepted and approved by the GMC leadership.

7. See the report of the Governor’s Task Force on Technical Education (1999).
Significantly, the task force was cochaired by the cochairs of the WRTP.

8. See Milwaukee Jobs Initiative (2001).

9. See Parker and Rogers (2001) for a fuller discussion of the incentive structure.

10. For some of the details, and all sorts of useful training materials, visit WAT’s
web site: www.workingforamerica.org.
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