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(BIHE)
Proposal for a joint session between JASPS and LERA

Title: Organizing precarious workers in Japan and the United States: who organizes

those workers and through what strategies?

(Session outline)

The joint JASPS-LERA session aims to examine efforts to organize precarious
workers by labor unions and other labor organizations in Japan and the United States
and to explore cross-national differences in opportunities and strategies of organizing
these workers. The papers presented in the session would ask the following questions:
What strategies are used to organize precarious workers by labor unions, workers
centers, and other labor associations, and what are the differences in strategies between
various types of organizations? Concerning specific cases of organizing, which
precarious workers are the target of organizing, what are the aims of organizing these
workers, and what types of activists are mainly involved in organizing efforts? What
support, if any, do mainstream unions and their federations provide for unions and
other organizations involved in organizing precarious workers? And what political,
social, and institutional factors explain cross-national differences in organizing
strategies, actors involved in organizing and the impact of organizing efforts, if any, on
the labor movements in respective countries?

The joint session will be arranged in the following format. Two JASPS members will
present papers on cases of organizing precarious workers in Japan (possibly with some
references to comparison with the United States). Two LERA members will present
papers on the United States. And a commentator will discuss cross-national differences

in organizing precarious workers.

(Background)

In both Japan and the United States, the number and the proportion of workers with
precarious employment conditions have rapidly increased. This trend reflects the
decline in relatively-well-paid jobs in manufacturing industries with the concomitant
growth of low-paid service sector jobs, out-sourcing of non-essential jobs and services to
subcontractors, the spread of “triangular” employment arrangements, and above all, the
difficulties of labor unions in organizing these workers due to anti-union attitudes of
employers and to the geographical dispersion of precarious workers. Precariously

employed workers are mostly unorganized by labor unions and include such categories



of workers as part-time workers, dispatched (temporary) workers, (misclassified)
independent contractors and workers in various informal work arrangements. And
these precarious workers tend to be concentrated among such demographic categories
as migrants, people of ethnic minorities, women, and the youth.

Labor unions in both Japan and the United States have suffered from the steady
decline of union density and have attempted organize the rapidly increasing precarious
workers as a strategy to “revitalize” the labor movement. Although the efforts of some
unions in Japan and the United States (e.g., UA Zensen and SEIU) met with some
success in organizing these workers, the cases of success are limited, and the
“revitalization” efforts have not attained enough momentum to stem the steady decline
in union density and union membership.

We also note that there have developed “non-union” forms of organizing precarious
workers both in the United States and in Japan. In the United States, workers centers
have been established in many cities based on ethnic and/or on occupational groups and
have engaged in such activities as empowerment of precarious workers and campaigns
against abusive employers. Although workers centers are not legally entitled to engage
in collective bargaining with employers, these organizations have come to be recognized
as important actors in the broadly-defined labor movement, as seen in the recent
decision of AFL-CIO to allow them to be affiliated with its regional organizations
(Central Labor Councils).

In Japan, the main actors that organize precarious workers are individually-affiliated
unions (so called “community unions”). Community unions organize workers across
enterprises in certain regions mainly through labor-issue counseling activities.
Although community unions are recognized as labor unions under the liberal Japanese
labor union law, these unions are located at the margin of the labor movement
dominated by enterprise unions, and their impact on the labor movement as a whole is
quite limited due to their scarce organizational and financial resources. Working
independently or in cooperation with some community unions, labor NGOs in Japan are
concerned with the working conditions and livelihoods of precariously-employed
migrant workers, women workers and young workers. They try to empower these
workers by organizing them. The number of labor NGOs in Japan, however, is much

smaller than the number of workers centers in the United States



