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How to rebuild
the middle class

Obama should require
‘labor peace’ agreements
to help workers.

By Peter Dreier

TYMIED BY the partisan

gridlock, President Oba-

ma’s recent directives to

bar federal contractors

from discriminating
against gay employees and to cut
carbon pollution are bold exam-
ples of how presidents have used
their executive powers to address
critical issues when Congress has
failed to adopt much-needed leg-
islation.

For example, in 1961, as civil
rights protests were gaining mo-
mentum, President Kennedy used
his executive powers to order
firms doing business with the fed-
eral government to refrain from
discriminating against employees
based on their race. President
Johnson in 1965 issued an execu-
tive order establishing the Office
of Federal Contract Compliance
to implement this mandate to use
“affirmative action” to address ra-
cial discrimination by employers.

Today, America faces another
crisis —the widening gap between
the rich and everyone else — that
threatens our way oflife. The rich-
est 1% of Americans have a net
worth 288 times greater than the
median household, a record.
Growing inequality is shrinking
the middle class and limiting up-
ward mobility.

Frustration over the huge in-
come gap has galvanized workers.
Recently, employees at major fast-
food chains, Wal-Mart stores and
the ports have resorted to strikes,
rallies and civil disobedience to
draw attention to low wages.
They’ve demanded that hugely
profitable corporations provide
living wages and allow workers to
collectively bargain so they can
negotiate, rather than strike, to
improve wages and conditions. In
the nation’s capital, hundreds of
low-wage federal contract work-
ers walked off their jobs seven
times in the last year at landmark
federal buildings such as the Pen-
tagon.

In February, Obama signed an
executive order that raises the
minimum wage of new federally
contracted workers to $10.10 an
hour. But there’s more the presi-
dent can do to reduce the gap be-
tween the rich and poor, which he
has called the “defining challenge
of our time.”

In a December speech, the
president recognized that work-
ers need more than a minimum-
wage hike to join the middie class;
they also need unions. He ob-
served that “laws establishing col-
lective bargaining” had “contrib-
uted to rising standards of living
for massive numbers of Ameri-
cans.”

The president should heed his
own words and require companies
with federal contracts to bargain
with employees over fair wages
and working conditions in return
for a commitment not to strike.
The executive order should state
emphatically that taxpayers
should not subsidize corporations
that mistreat their workers. It
should give preference in federal

contracting to companies with
track records of good labor rela-
tions.

Too many companies with fed-
eral contracts routinely violate la-
hor laws, firing or demoting work-
ers who try to unionize. These
firms do so without suffering any
consequences, such as withdraw-
al of their contracts or fines suffi-
ciently large to deter such illegal
activities.

The U.S. government spends
more than $1.3 trillion with com-
panies that employ more than
2 million workers with low-wage
Jjobs, accordingto reports by Dem-
0s, a nonprofit think tank. These
people work for firms that make
clothing, weapons and other
products for the military; firms
that get FEMA contracts to re-
build communities damaged by
natural disasters; fast-food corpo-
rations that operate on military
bases and in federal buildings;
companies that hire janitors and
other workers to maintain federal
buildings and privately owned of-
fice buildings leased by federal
agencies.

There is precedent for presi-
dential action to improve workers’
rights. In 1942, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt issued Executive Or-
der 9017 to ensure that strikes did
not impede the war effort. The or-
der established the National War
Labor Board, which often re-
quired employers to recognize
unions and bargain collectively
with employees in exchange for
workers taking a no-strike pledge.
As aresult, unions added millions
of workers to their ranks, which af-
ter the war helped build the big-
gest middle class in history.

If Obama wants to exercise
transformative leadership to ad-
dressincome inequality, he should
follow in FDR’s footsteps to give
workers a stronger voice.

A number of cities and states
have “labor peace” agreements for
companies that do business with
government agencies. Last month
in Los Angeles, for example, the
Airport Commission instituted a
policy to ensure its contractors
guarantee that worker grievances
are resolved through negotiation
without resort to strikes, demon-
strations and boycotts. By man-
dating a system of collective dis-
pute resolution, the L.A. measure
effectively ends years of manage-
ment-led efforts to illegally op-
pose workers’ efforts to join to-
gether.

The president can restore the
original spirit and purpose of
American labor law, which — as
spelled out in the National Labor
Relations Act — is to “encourage
the amicable settlement of dis-
putes between employees and em-
ployers.” He would also send a
powerful message to Wal-Mart,
fast-food chains such as McDon-
ald’s and Taco Bell, and other em-
ployers that corporations have a
legal responsibility to give their
employees a voice at work so they
don’t have to resort to strikes and
protests to join the middle class.
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