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PERSONAL INTRODUCTION 
Dear all, 

Welcome to the 14th session of the Platon School Model United Nations Conference! 

My name is Christina Charitaki and by the time of the conference I will be a senior at 

George Zois School. This year’s conference is extremely special for me, not only 

because I will be presiding over the committee I love most but also because this will 

be my very last conference. This is actually a bittersweet and full-circle moment as PS-

MUN’s ECOSOC was the first committee I ever attended.  

I would like to wholeheartedly congratulate all of you for choosing to be a part of this 

community. Participating in Model UN conferences can be a fulfilling, self-satisfactory 

and pleasant experience where formal and educational elements are combined with 

fun and social events.  

The topic that I will be examining in this study guide is “Examining the Sustainability 

of Alt-Labor as an Alternative to Trade Union ”, an issue that perfectly aligns with 

year’s conference theme “Confronting State Apathy”. Though a vast amount of 

information regarding this issue will be provided in this study guide, being the result 

of extensive and thorough research, I strongly encourage you to conduct your own as 

well. Personal and in-depth research is crucial to understanding all aspects of the 

matter. Should any of you require any assistance during your preparation process, feel 

free to reach out to me at christinacharitaki2007@gmail.com.  

Looking forward to seeing you all in March for a fruitful and enjoyable experience! 

Best Regards, 

Christina Charitaki 
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INTRODUCTION 

The labor movement has been an integral part of the history of the workforce. People 

working in companies and industries in order to earn a living were often treated 

unfairly, faced long hour shifts, relied on meager salaries and had to live up to their 

employers’ expectations, most of the time extremely high. As time went by, the 

workers started getting tired of being mistreated and were affected by the 

transmission of the ideas of the enlightenment. Specifically, due to this movement 

they realized that they have the ability to stand up and support themselves and claim 

their basic rights. However, employers, who held significant power, often resisted 

these demands, sometimes dismissing or even threatening workers who voiced 

complaints. In response to that treatment, workers started unionizing in order to have 

better chances of achieving their goals. These gatherings were later called “trade (or 

labor) unions”, aimed at uniting workers to collectively bargain for improved working 

conditions and fair treatment. 

Trade unions have existed and operated in the same way for more than a century. The 

recent development of technology and the rise of Artificial Intelligence have altered 

the job market and its functioning influencing the workers’ priorities. They are no 

longer negotiating for payment and working conditions but also for promotion 

opportunities and compensation benefits. This is because workers started being 

interested in covering not only their basic needs like fair pay and an appropriate 

working environment but also in their well-being and possibility of being upgraded. 

Thus, the trade unions have failed to keep up with the said changes as their structure 

can only satisfy traditional demands and, hence, are no longer of interest to workers. 

In an attempt to revitalize the labor movement and help a great number of workers 

globally to claim their rights, the Alt-labor was created. It started rising as a movement 

due to the fact that the participation in unions started declining and the composition 

of industries changed, when a great number of immigrants went to the US to work. It 

refers to informal organizations consisting of other smaller centers and coalitions 

which act through activism. However, alt-labor groups often face challenges due to 

limited formal structure, lack of legal recognition, and an absence of steady funding, 

making it difficult for them to sustain operations and achieve long-term goals. 

 

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 

Trade Unions 
“Trade Unions or alternatively labor unions are defined as “organizations that 

represent the people who work in a particular industry, protect their rights, and 
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discuss their pay and working conditions with employers”1 The contextual activities of 

these unions are called “ Trade Unionism”. 

Alt-Labor  
“Informal coalitions made up of organizations, promoting workers’ rights due to 

declining membership rates in trade unions.”2 

Boycott 
“Boycott is the action in which people refuse to buy a product or take part in an 

activity as a way of expressing strong disapproval”3 

Collective bargaining 
“The concept in which a union is formally recognized by an employer and, thus, 

negotiates for work conditions, payments etc. In order for this to be established both 

sides need to agree to a system of operation”.4  

Labor movement 
“The term labor movement has a double definition. Firstly, it describes an organized 

effort by workers to claim their rights and improve their socio-economic status in a 

unified labor form. Secondly, it refers to the activities of the said labor unions.”5 

Industrial Unions 
“A form of Trade Union consisting of both skilled and unskilled workers hired by a 

particular industry”6 

Informal Economy 
According to the International Labor Organization informal economy is “all economic 

activities by workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not covered 

or insufficiently covered by formal arrangements.”7 

 

 

 
1 Cambridge Dictionary. “TRADE UNION | Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary.” 
Cambridge.org, 2019, dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/trade-union. 
2 Walsh, Dylan. “Alt-Labor, Explained.” MIT Sloan, 29 Oct. 2018, mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-
matter/alt-labor-explained. 
3 Cambridge Dictionary. “BOYCOTT | Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary.” 
Dictionary.cambridge.org, dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/boycott. 
4 NiDirect. “Introduction to Trade Unions | Nidirect.” Nidirect, 2019, 
www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/introduction-trade-unions. 
5 Merriam - Webster Dictionary. “Definition of LABOR MOVEMENT.” Merriam-Webster.com, 2019, 
www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/labor%20movement. 
6 Britannica. “Industrial Union | Trade Union.” Encyclopedia Britannica, 
www.britannica.com/topic/industrial-union. 
7 International Labor Organization (ILO). “Informal Economy | International Labour Organization.” 
Www.ilo.org, 28 Jan. 2024, www.ilo.org/projects-and-partnerships/projects/partnership-improving-
prospects-forcibly-displaced-persons-and-host/themes/informal-economy. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/their
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/trade-union
http://mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter/alt-labor-explained
http://mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter/alt-labor-explained
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/
http://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/introduction-trade-unions
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/labor%20movement
http://www.britannica.com/topic/industrial-union
http://www.ilo.org/projects-and-partnerships/projects/partnership-improving-prospects-forcibly-displaced-persons-and-host/themes/informal-economy
http://www.ilo.org/projects-and-partnerships/projects/partnership-improving-prospects-forcibly-displaced-persons-and-host/themes/informal-economy
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Gig Economy 
Gig Economy is “is a free market system in which temporary positions are common, 

and organizations hire independent workers for short-term commitments”8 

Precarious Work 
The term “precarious” refers to a type or employment which is poorly paid, lacks 

contact and protection. It also describes a job market where workers do not have 

access on their rights9. 

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The History of Trade Unions 

The first form of trade unions can be encountered in Britain during the 18th century, 

the time of the industrial revolution. It had major economic impacts as the production 

of goods was augmented and, thus, more personnel was needed. However, workers, 

often uneducated, were exploited as they did not possess the required knowledge to 

negotiate and claim their desires. They were mostly created to protect blue-collar 

workers who used dangerous machinery and were exposed to several substances as 

well as to improve their work hours-excessive at the time. Even though, the 

government was opposed to trade unions by the 1850s, this form of activism was 

famous amongst the people and improved the working conditions of their members10. 

A distinctive example of their effectiveness is the “The Ten Hours Act of 1847”. More 

specifically, on 1 July 1847, women and children were cut down on the working hours 

in textiles from 63 to only 58 which is equivalent to 10 hours per day.11 

Throughout the 19th century, trade unions spread in the United States of America and 

Continental Europe and became even more powerful in Britain. At first, they were 

sporadic in both nations because of the hostility from employers and governmental 

groups, suspicious and resentful of this form of activism.12 

The Industrial Revolution specifically (1760-1840) played an integral part in the 

creation of the trade unions, mostly in Britain. The rise of machinery allowed factories 

to massively produce goods which created the need for permanent personnel. 

However, precarious work was extremely prevalent during that time. More 

 
8 Lutkevich, Ben. “What Is the Gig Economy? - Definition from WhatIs.com.” WhatIs.com, Feb. 2022, 
www.techtarget.com/whatis/definition/gig-economy. 
9 Work Rights Centre. “What Is Precarious Work | Work Rights Centre.” Www.workrightscentre.org, 
2022, www.workrightscentre.org/what-is-precarious-work. 
10 Cartwright, Mark. “Trade Unions in the British Industrial Revolution.” World History Encyclopedia, 
31 Mar. 2023, www.worldhistory.org/article/2212/trade-unions-in-the-british-industrial-revolution/. 
11 Ward, J T. “The Ten Hours Act.” Palgrave Macmillan UK EBooks, 1 Jan. 1962, pp. 346–377, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-81759-7_14. 
12 Encyclopaedia Britannica. “Trade Union | Definition, History, & Facts.” Encyclopædia Britannica, 
2019, www.britannica.com/topic/trade-union. 
 

http://www.techtarget.com/whatis/definition/gig-economy
http://www.workrightscentre.org/what-is-precarious-work
http://www.worldhistory.org/article/2212/trade-unions-in-the-british-industrial-revolution/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-81759-7_14
http://www.britannica.com/topic/trade-union
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specifically, in certain factories including textile mills, the workers were required to 

work under hazardous conditions for extremely long hours, mainly 12- hour shifts. The 

personnel of the said workplaces included both men and women as well as children. 

Women and children were often more likable to employers as they weren’t worth as 

much money as men. More specifically, according to a survey in 181813, the majority 

of workers in cotton textiles were women whereas children used to work in other 

industries.  

The working conditions were extremely poor at the time. More specifically, the 

different machines got a lot of people injured. Moreover, the climate of the workplace 

was often suffocating in order to maintain the products. For example, in a mill the 

atmosphere was deliberately kept damp to ensure the cotton threads stayed strong 

and supple. These conditions led many workers to have health problems, specifically 

lung disease. Another common issue was the loss of hearing in cases where the  

Figure 1: The working conditions in factories during the Industrial Revolution14 

 

environment was noisy and the exposure to dangerous substances like arsenic and 

mercury. All of the above, in combination with the meager salary that workers were 

living on created an impression on the workers that were being exploited by their 

employers. This led them to the seeking of solutions to protect themselves-physically 

and mentally - and consequently to the founding or joining trade unions. This seemed 

 
13 Cartwright, Mark. “Trade Unions in the British Industrial Revolution.” World History Encyclopedia, 
31 Mar. 2023, www.worldhistory.org/article/2212/trade-unions-in-the-british-industrial-revolution/. 
14 Poddar, Ankur. “Working and Living Conditions.” The Industrial Revolution, 2018, 
firstindustrialrevolution.weebly.com/working-and-living-conditions.html. 
 

http://www.worldhistory.org/article/2212/trade-unions-in-the-british-industrial-revolution/
http://firstindustrialrevolution.weebly.com/working-and-living-conditions.html
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like an excellent opportunity for the workers to combine their powers and publicly 

resist. 

As time went by, money and efficiency became the sole purpose of the factories and, 

thus, employers started pressuring more of their employees. Their policies became so 

strict that workers would be fined even with the slightest delay and would not get paid 

if the employer didn’t feel satisfied with the result. Generally, there was a prevalent 

suspicion that the employees were not working hard enough because they didn’t have 

long term life plans. All the said reasons led to the creation of trade unions. Trade 

unions sought to protect workers' rights from unscrupulous factory owners. They 

would also collect funds from members and help their members in case of sickness or 

no payment. Unions also permitted the power of collective bargaining, where workers 

could improve their wages and contract conditions. In order to ensure that their rights 

were guaranteed, they threatened an employer with a strike.15 

 

How Trade Unions Operate  
For almost every profession there is a trade union that consists of many workers with 

the same job as a mechanics or a teacher’s union as well as a bigger union that includes 

the entirety of workers. They have a democratic way of working which means that 

they hold elections in order for their representatives to be appointed. Unions that 

consist of workers who are from the same region or work in the same company or 

have the same profession are called “local unions” They may follow the charter of 

national and/or international unions such as Service Employees International Union 

(SEIU) or United Auto Workers (UAW). 

The formation of a union is as follows: Firstly, a bargaining unit is formed which is a 

group represented by a union in order to tackle an employer. Generally, an employer 

can advise against a union but by the law he is not allowed to prevent the formation 

of one through immoral means like threats or violence. Secondly, the negotiation 

process begins between a representative of the union and the employer. The latter is 

obligated to negotiate in good faith but isn’t required to agree on any specific terms. 

This process results in a collective bargaining agreement (CBA) which is signed by both 

parties and lasts for an agreed amount of time. Once signed, the content of the 

agreement cannot be changed and is constantly monitored in order to ensure it is 

followed. Lastly, its members pay a membership fee which covers the union’s costs 

like the staff needed for the management of operations. However, sometimes unions 

have volunteers.16 The significance of Collective bargaining lies in the capacity that 

gives to unionized employees to advocate for their needs.  Through this process 

 
15 Cartwright, Mark. “Trade Unions in the British Industrial Revolution.” World History Encyclopedia, 
31 Mar. 2023, www.worldhistory.org/article/2212/trade-unions-in-the-british-industrial-revolution/. 
16 UnionPlus. “How Unions Work.” Content.unionplus.org, www.unionplus.org/page/how-unions-
work. 
 

http://www.worldhistory.org/article/2212/trade-unions-in-the-british-industrial-revolution/
http://www.unionplus.org/page/how-unions-work
http://www.unionplus.org/page/how-unions-work
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employees may gain access to various benefits that allow them to foster more 

professional satisfaction and focus on producing high-quality work in the long term.17 

As far as their structure is concerned, the first level of unions are locals meaning that 

they are the basic unit of unions. They are often made up of one or more bargaining 

units. The workforce, for example, can be considered a local union.  These locals are 

part of a region, district, area or province, which again constitute a national union. In 

cases where union consists of many sub unions, there might be more complex 

structures with more subdivisions.18 Lastly, as far as the hierarchy of the unions goes, 

it resembles a pyramid. On the bottom of the pyramid, individuals can be found 

reaching up to the top where there are labor federations to which all trade unions 

answer. 

Figure 2: Pyramid showcasing the hierarchy of the trade unions 19 

 

Reasons of joining Trade Unions 
Generally, it is believed that in order to claim rights and improve conditions, an 

organized effort has more chances of succeeding than the one of independent 

individuals.  

However, trade unions may not always be officially recognized. In case that they are, 

they are able to negotiate better terms following the collective bargaining and, thus, 

achieve better results. In the event that a labor union operates informally, it provides 

its members with a number of services. 

 
17 Indeed, Editorial Team. “Collective Bargaining: Definition, Importance and How It Works.” Indeed, 
Career Guide, 2024, www.indeed.com/career-advice/career-development/collective-bargaining. 
18 “Union Structure.” Polyas.com, 29 Apr. 2024, www.polyas.com/structure. 
19 “Union Leadership Structure: 5 Key Elements and Significance.” UnionCoded, 12 Dec. 2023, 
unioncoded.com/union-leadership-structure-a-guide-to-effective-organizational-hierarchy/. 
 

http://www.indeed.com/career-advice/career-development/collective-bargaining
http://www.polyas.com/structure
http://unioncoded.com/union-leadership-structure-a-guide-to-effective-organizational-hierarchy/
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Currently, memberships are declined day by day whereas there is lower bargaining 

density. In order to avoid extinction, trade unions are using AI, continuing 

development of digital technologies. Generally, trade unions and union centers are 

looking at the ongoing working trends in order to address these external challenges.  

Negotiations of payment and working conditions 

The negotiations regarding payment and/or working conditions have higher 

chances of succeeding as a representative of the union is present. Usually, this 

representative is a skilled negotiator with experience in the field. According to 

UNISON, one of the UK’s largest labor unions, there are certain steps that need 

to be adhered to. Firstly, a claim needs to be raised by the person who is 

leading each case and, then, meetings follow. Before them, the negotiator 

needs to conduct thorough research and gain understanding of the union 

members’ perspectives. During the first part of the trading process, both sides 

state their proposals in order to familiarize themselves with the ongoing issue 

and, then, they make offers in order to reach a compromise. Finally, they reach 

an agreement which both sides find satisfactory and reflects on their interests. 

Generally, both sides need to remain open-minded and conciliatory during the 

process in order to find a suitable compromise.20 

These steps mostly apply to labor unions that are recognized by the state or a 

private industry. In the case of informal workers, collective bargaining is the 

result of strikes or public demonstrations as in the case of street vendors in 

Monrovia, Liberia. More specifically, in November 201221 The later-on Petty 

Traders Union commenced negotiations with the Monrovia City Corporations 

following protests by petty traders. 1.000 men and women petty traders of the 

Monrovian sidewalks protested after repeated raids from the local police 

forces. The protesters presented a petition to the mayor and demanded a 

negotiating process for payment and working conditions. Hence, the collective 

bargaining was an initiative of petty traders who aimed at improving their 

living standards. 

 

 
20 UNISON. “Negotiating and Bargaining.” UNISON National, 2023, www.unison.org.uk/about/what-
we-do/negotiating-and-bargaining/. 
21 Weeks, Milton. Collective Bargaining Negotiations between Street Vendors and City Government in 
Monrovia, Liberia. 2012. 
 

http://www.unison.org.uk/about/what-we-do/negotiating-and-bargaining/
http://www.unison.org.uk/about/what-we-do/negotiating-and-bargaining/
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Figure 2: Police invades in the sidewalks and disrupts the vendors’ activities22 

Provision of training for new skills 

According to Malcolm X, ”education is the passport to the future, for tomorrow 

belongs to those who prepare for it today”, emphasizing on the significance of 

education in order to unlock a bright future. Thus, trade unions have also the 

responsibility to equip their members with knowledge and necessary skills in 

order to thrive in the workplace. Training is extremely crucial as it helps 

workers acquire new skills and build their resume in order to grasp better 

opportunities of work in the future. Moreover, they can provide guidance 

regarding the work environment and all the recent trends. Generally, through 

training they are assisted in expanding their working options in the future, 

leading potentially to a better living environment.  

A common strategy that trades unions use in order to complete this task is the 

establishment of trade union training and apprenticeships programs. This 

program is managed by Union Learning Representatives (URLs), coming from 

workplaces, who provide support during their learning process and ensure that 

they receive the necessary skills and workplace stimuli. They also advocate for 

the importance of a continuous learning process and are responsible for 

identifying their needs.  

Some of the benefits of these programs include an elevated access to learning 

opportunities as well as wide-opened prospects for promotion in the 

workplace. Moreover, they aid at improving their confidence and self- esteem 

and they acquire qualifications and engage in alternative activities. The role of 

 
22 THE NEW HUMANITARIAN. Moving Forward in Liberia. 19 Aug. 2013, 
www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2013/08/19/moving-forward-liberia. 

http://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2013/08/19/moving-forward-liberia
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the URLs has the task to collaborate with the employers themselves as well to 

grant access to such courses and secure the resources for the said initiatives.23 

Advice and support 

Another main reason that makes workers join a labor union is the advice and 

the support gained through it. In cases of harassment or disputes inside the 

workplace, a trade union could provide the resources in order to resolve it. 

Through them, the union members have access to professionals who could 

offer invaluable assistance.24 

A distinctive example that describes the provision of new skills is the 

“Morrisons Rathbones” in Wakefield have been using the learning 

opportunities offered by the Bakers, Food and Allied Workers Union (BFAWU) 

Learning Services to bring various courses to their site and support the 

workforce develop their skills. Such courses assist staff both in their personal 

and professional development. BFAWU has been instrumental in promoting 

the learning opportunities. David Ratnik, union director, organized English 

classes and ran assessments to determine levels, supporting shop floor 

workers with assessments and enrolment paperwork at the classes for the 

functional skills. English courses, and being on hand to answer any questions 

from workplace learners, as well as distance learning and classroom-based 

functional skills classes the union, learning services team and workplace ULR 

have been keen to support good mental health at work and have arranged a 

mental health awareness course run on site.25 

Varying from emotional support to legal advice, the unions support its 

members by providing representations and expertise in all fields. Apart from 

the practical aid, there is a sense of solidarity among all trade unions 

internationally as they are all part of a movement.  

A case which illustrates the said point is the International Trade Union 

Confederation’s (ITUC) acts in regard to the issue with the LGBTIQ+ workers. 

More specifically, on the 17th of May, the International Day Against 

Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia, the ITUC reaffirmed its commitment 

to supporting LGBTIQ+ workers. During the Covid 19 pandemic the 

harassment, violence and discrimination that such workers face was 

aggravated and excluded many workers from the workplace. Trade Unions all 

over the world act in order to ensure that their legal rights are adhered to and 

advocate for education and awareness as well as endorse inclusive and 

transformative trade union policies. Based on their long history of solidarity 

 
23 baretrea. “The Role of Trade Unions in Promoting Apprenticeships and Skills Training - Labour Laws 
UK.” Labour Laws UK, 6 Mar. 2024, labourlaws.co.uk/trade-unions-promoting-apprenticeships-and-
skills/.  
24 John Paul McHugh. “How a Trade Union Can Help You - Community Trade Union.” Community 
Trade Union, 24 Mar. 2021, community-tu.org/how-a-trade-union-can-help-you/#c110017c.  
25 “Learning and Skills.” TUC, 15 Nov. 2021, www.tuc.org.uk/resource/learning-and-skills.  

http://labourlaws.co.uk/trade-unions-promoting-apprenticeships-and-skills/
http://labourlaws.co.uk/trade-unions-promoting-apprenticeships-and-skills/
http://community-tu.org/how-a-trade-union-can-help-you/#c110017c
http://www.tuc.org.uk/resource/learning-and-skills
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trade unions of different regions emphasize on different aspects of the issue. 

For example, in southeast Europe trade unions aim at the claiming of LGBTIQ+ 

workers’ rights whereas in South Africa relevant unions provide education and 

awareness. Lastly, the ITUC endorsed the “Global Unions Solidarity Charter - 

LGBTIQ+ Workers” which outlines their commitment to this issue.26  

Moreover, global unions like the ITUC work across borders supporting their 

counterparts. For example, intergovernmental agreements are used to help 

align governments on project objectives and ensure the project is not 

adversely affected by changes in national policies or legal and regulatory 

frameworks. Even more, multinational frameworks can be put in place to 

balance rules and regulations as well as technical operability and safety 

standards, to enable smooth planning, delivery and operation. 27 

  Equal opportunities, and protection against discrimination  

It is not surprising that many workers are still facing discrimination due to their 

sex, race, color, religion etc. This may prevent them from having equal 

opportunities for promotions and/or other benefits like longer leaves or 

transfers. This could also be influenced by the contextual relations existing 

between the workers and the employers which could lead to favoritisms. 

However, trade union members are backed up and supported by the whole 

union memberships as well as their manager. Specifically, union managers 

have the jurisdiction to press for the creation of policies condemning 

inequality. In regard to this, all policies and decisions of employers are 

scrutinized by labor unions of interest.28 

Moreover, there are plenty of laws that protect unionists from receiving such 

a treatment. TUC operation in the UK has resulted in “The Equality Act of 

2010”29 which was the replacement of all discrimination laws. Trade union 

managers have also laid out specific rights in other laws that support progress 

on equality in the workplace such as the right to request flexible working and 

rights to maternity, paternity, adoption and shared parental leave. This 

beneficial operation of trade unions was reflected in the introduction of labor 

unions to diverse social groups. In an attempt to keep track of the progress 

against discrimination, the ITUC carries out equality audits of trade union 

membership, structures and collective bargaining activities every two years to 

check progress on equality. 

 
26 ITUC CSI IGB. “Trade Unions Stand in Solidarity with LGBTIQ Workers.” Ituc-Csi.org, 17 May 2022, 

www.ituc-csi.org/Trade-unions-LGBTIQ-solidarity?lang=en.  
27 “Connectivity across Borders: Global Practices for Cross-Border Infrastructure Projects.” 

Www.gihub.org, www.gihub.org/connectivity-across-borders/. 
28 “Reasons for Joining Trade Unions.” Www.whatishumanresource.com, 
www.whatishumanresource.com/reasons-for-joining-trade-unions. 
29 ITUC. “Equality.” Www.tuc.org.uk, www.tuc.org.uk/resource/equality. 

http://www.ituc-csi.org/Trade-unions-LGBTIQ-solidarity?lang=en
http://www.gihub.org/
http://www.gihub.org/
http://www.whatishumanresource.com/reasons-for-joining-trade-unions
http://www.tuc.org.uk/resource/equality
http://www.tuc.org.uk/resource/equality
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The Alt-Labor phenomenon 

The rise of Alt-Labor  

Alt labor is a new version of the labor movement. Alt labor activists are 

essentially all workers that form informal organizations and coalitions and 

claim their rights through protests and strikes. The thing that differentiates 

them from trade unions is the fact that they are not officially recognized.  

Currently the job market is facing rapid globalization, demographic, 

environmental as well as technological changes. If the job market is influenced, 

then, trade unions are too. The Covid 19 crisis combined with the rise of 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has brought up a number of challenges. Even though 

Covid 19 created numerous job deficits, trade unions managed to find ways to 

support their members through legal advice, awareness-raising campaigns and 

modified training programs. However, their membership rates are still 

declining. Some factors that contribute to this situation are the transition from 

manufacturing to service jobs due to automation, the outsourcing of jobs 

traditionally assigned by labor unions. Moreover, the decline of membership 

rates tends to vary depending on the number of violations of trade unions 

rights such as organizing collective bargaining.30 Generally, trade unions can be 

considered outdated given that their services are more suitable for the job 

market of the 20th century. In today’s work environment employees are not 

only negotiating payment and working conditions but also promotion 

opportunities and automation.  

 

The concept of Alt-labor was firstly introduced in the 1990s but during the 

early 21st century introductive Alt-labor signals were visible. The membership 

rate of trade unions had already started declining. The new millennium started 

in a way that introduced the Alt-labor concept. More specifically on April 1st, 

2001, the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, a group of agricultural pickers 

launched a boycott against Taco Bell, a famous fast food chain restaurant. They 

aimed to secure better pay and working conditions for the farmworkers who 

pick the Florida tomatoes sold to the restaurant chain. Four years after 

boycotting the fast-food chain agreed to their demands. They wouldn’t have 

been able to do so if they were members of a trade union as such actions are 

forbidden under the National Labor Relations Act. The said act limits the 

realization as it blocks several novel tools in the workers’ rights movement.  

This event paves the way for an increase in Alt-labor activities. For example, an 

online platform was established in which employees can launch and join 

campaigns to improve workplace conditions. Several multinational enterprises 

 
30 International Labor Organization (ILO) “Trade Unions in Transition: What Will Be Their Role in the 
Future of Work?” Ilo.org, 2021, webapps.ilo.org/infostories/en-GB/Stories/Labour-Relations/trade-
unions#where. 

http://webapps.ilo.org/infostories/en-GB/Stories/Labour-Relations/trade-unions#where
http://webapps.ilo.org/infostories/en-GB/Stories/Labour-Relations/trade-unions#where
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like Starbucks and Walmart were affected and were made to respond to the 

workers’ demand.31 Generally the Alt Labour concept represents a renewal of 

the Labor Movement. Several coalitions of workers fighting for their rights are 

created. One of the most popular is the US Restaurant Opportunities Centers 

United (ROC) which has been operating since 2011. According to them, ROC is 

a labor group, but not a union.  It has helped numerous workers file class-

action lawsuits against their employers for not respecting their rights. 

According to ROC, another reason that trade unions have started disappearing 

is because the number of workers is excessive, so a union is not an option. 

Moreover, labor law denies union rights to new significant sectors of the 

workforce, including so-called independent contractors and domestic 

workers.32 

Alt-Labor VS Trade Unions  

Both Alt-Labor and Trade Unions are labor groups that share essentially the 

same goal: respect for workers’ rights such as paid sick days, short leave etc. 

and improvement of their payment and working conditions. However, they 

present differences in their organizing structure as well as ways of operating. 

Moreover, trade unions’ activities are reflecting the old-fashioned job market 

whereas AIt labor represents a new era.  

Alt-labor refers to an organization consisting of numerous centers and is a 

pioneer to the immigrant workers’ rights for more than 20 years. Other AIt-

labor formations include labor-community coalitions, immigrant community -

based worker rights organizations and faith-based worker rights organizations. 

On the other hand, trade unions do not offer specialized services and stick to 

more wide range activities.33 

Another difference between these groups is their structure. Alt-labors do not 

have a stable structure as, unlike trade unions, lack collective bargaining rights, 

contract negotiations and responsibility to elect representatives and 

members’ economic obligations. They rather rely on funding and support from 

organizations, often extremely unstable. Moreover, the group's numbers tend 

to be small relative to the workforce. The ROC, for example, has 5,300 

members out of an estimated 200,000 restaurant workers in the city. The most 

important difference when it comes to their structure is their formal and 

informal nature. Alt-labor activists claim their rights through strikes, protests 

and other events without negotiating for their demands prior. The 

 
31 Walsh, Dylan. “Alt-Labor, Explained.” MIT Sloan, 29 Oct. 2018, mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-

matter/alt-labor-explained. 
32 Eidelson, Josh. “Alt-Labor.” The American Prospect, 29 Jan. 2013, prospect.org/notebook/alt-labor/. 
33 Ashby, Steven K. ““Traditional” Labor and “Alt” Labor: Comparisons, Critiques, and 
Perspectives.” Labor Studies Journal, vol. 43, no. 2, 21 Mar. 2018, pp. 101–103, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0160449x18763440. 
 

http://mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter/alt-labor-explained
http://mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter/alt-labor-explained
http://prospect.org/notebook/alt-labor/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0160449x18763440
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organization of acts is up to their discretion. Trade unions, on the other hand, 

have to follow a certain procedure before reaching a form of activism. They 

need to conduct thorough and methodical collective bargaining until they 

reach a satisfactory agreement. 

Even though both groups have different advantages, AIt-labor has an 

important leverage. Labor law restricts unionized workers from picketing 

companies that aren't their direct employers meaning that members of a 

union cannot support their counterparts in other companies. Apart from this, 

according to recent events, the EU labor law is drafting a policy in regard to 

abolishing collective bargaining for self-employed workers.34 This way self-

employed workers, dissatisfied from this decision, may form informal 

coalitions and protest against this decision. This way AIt labor is being favored.  

However, groups like the Florida farm laborers in the Coalition of Immokalee 

Workers (CIW), are free to organize national boycotts - as in the Taco Bell case 

of 2001.35 

The question of sustainability  

The introduction of Alt-labor has refreshed the labor movement with more and 

more employers adjusting their policies to serve their workers’ rights.  

However, in 2018-2019, the number of strikes globally have risen. More 

specifically, 485,000 workers went on strike. The labor movement is now 

characterized by activism and intervention, the AIt-labor’s way of showing 

solidarity among its members. Even though in practice the activists gain what 

they desire, it never occurred to them that they may also provoke the 

employers’ reaction. Excessive forms of activism often result in social 

exclusion, making it difficult for workers to maintain their momentum.36 This 

is happening as strikes and protests pause productivity, placing financial 

pressure on employers and threaten profitability. Due to these events, AIt 

labor activities are more likely to thrive as other organizations or independent 

workers might join in strikes in response to workers treatment, showing a 

feeling of solidarity among them. Another issue refers to the ability of the Alt- 

labor organizations to survive. The lack of an organized structure combined 

with an unsteady source of funding and the fact that they heavily rely on 

volunteers makes the future for Alt-labor organizations unsure.37 

 
34 “Collective Bargaining and the Limits of Competition Law | Etui.” Etui, 2021, 
www.etui.org/publications/collective-bargaining-and-limits-competition-law.  
35 Eidelson, Josh. “Alt-Labor.” The American Prospect, 29 Jan. 2013, prospect.org/notebook/alt-labor/. 
36 McCorkell, Lisa. “Ensuring Alt-Labor Sustainability.” Institute for Research on Labor and 
Employment, 21 May 2020, irle.berkeley.edu/publications/irle-policy-brief/ensuring-alt-labor-
sustainability/. 
37 Walsh, Dylan. “Alt-Labor, Explained.” MIT Sloan, 29 Oct. 2018, mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-
matter/alt-labor-explained. 

http://www.etui.org/publications/collective-bargaining-and-limits-competition-law
http://prospect.org/notebook/alt-labor/
http://irle.berkeley.edu/publications/irle-policy-brief/ensuring-alt-labor-sustainability/
http://irle.berkeley.edu/publications/irle-policy-brief/ensuring-alt-labor-sustainability/
http://mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter/alt-labor-explained
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MAJOR COUNTRIES AND ORGANIZATIONS INVOLVED 

The United States of America (USA) 
Labor Unions have existed in the United States of America since the Industrial 

Revolution. On February 8th, 183638 Journeymen tailors joined in a strike as a 

response to the cutting down of their wages, marking the first strike to have occurred 

in the US. However, the first modern trade union which was called “Federal Society of 

Journeymen Cordwainers” had been found several years before in 1794. It marked the 

beginning of a new institution.39 

Even though trade union memberships are facing a global crisis, several American 

citizens are still joining them. This is due to the fact that trade unions provide better 

terms of representation when it comes to collective bargaining. They also provide a 

more stable environment for nonstandard workers and can be economically more 

trustworthy in the long run as they do not entirely rely on donations and other forms 

of support. More specifically, in 2023 according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 7 

million public -sector workers were registered in a trade union and 7,4 million workers 

in the private sector.40 Several modern - day politicians have occupied themselves with 

the operation of labor unions. For example, elected president Barack Obama received 

immense support from them during this election campaign, however, due to the 

failure of passing the “Employee Free Choice Act” labor union involvement decreased 

during his administration.41 

The United States can be considered the birth country of AIt-labor as it was firstly 

developed there. The USA is home to numerous AIt-labor activities and organizations 

like the ROC. The US government has mostly taken legislative measures including the 

“Bill of Rights” implemented in New York, Hawaii and California with which minimum 

wage protection was extended to home care workers. (sustainable AIt-labor) 

The United Kingdom (UK)  
Along the USA, the United Kingdom has a rich history of the labor movement and 

everything that entails it. Although both nations faced almost the same obstacles 

along the way of being recognized, the UK’s union embraced a political aspect and 

resulted in the creation of the Labor Party in 1906. Trade Unions became legal under 

the “Trade-Union Act” of 1871 by prime minister William Ewart Gladstone, a liberal42.   

Due to the fact that workers are represented in the government by the Labor Party, 

which on July 4th, 2024, won the majority of seats in the parliament after elections, 

 
38 “THE TAILORS’ STRIKE of I836.” Www2.Oberlin.edu, 
www2.oberlin.edu/faculty/gkornbl/GJK/H258S2000/NYTailors.html. 
39 Sandroff, Ronni. “The History of Unions in the United States.” Investopedia, 16 Feb. 2022, 
www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0113/the-history-of-unions-in-the-united-states.aspx. 
40 Bureau of Labor Statistics. UNION MEMBERS - 2023. 23 Jan. 2024. (Page 2) 
41 Sandroff, Ronni. “The History of Unions in the United States.” Investopedia, 16 Feb. 2022, 
www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0113/the-history-of-unions-in-the-united-states.aspx. 
42 Encyclopaedia Britannica. “Trade Union | Definition, History, & Facts.” Encyclopædia Britannica, 
2019, www.britannica.com/topic/trade-union. 

http://www2.oberlin.edu/faculty/gkornbl/GJK/H258S2000/NYTailors.html
http://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0113/the-history-of-unions-in-the-united-states.aspx
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the AIt-labor phenomenon is not as much visible as in other nations. The Labor Party 

maintains a policy favorable to workers.  In contrast to the conservatives, it fully 

supports human rights in its entirety and is after social rights including education, 

health and housing.43 Summing up, even though the Labor Party is not a trade union 

and does not act like one, it supports and has adopted a policy that positively affects 

workers.  

 However, there has been some minor activity taking place. More specifically, from 

September 2011 to January 2014, there is an ongoing campaign by many Latin-

American workers in the UK who started protesting. It is known as the “3 Cosas 

Campaign”.44 In September 2012, a group of outsourced workers members of the 

Senate House branch launched a new initiative to demand three fundamental things 

(‘cosas’): sick pay, holiday pay and pensions in line with those directly employed by 

the University of London (UoL). Their requests were of utmost importance due to their 

disadvantaged contractual position, transient working lives and complex social needs. 

Migrant and 12 women workers were struggling with intense and long work shifts, 

unstable schedules, the high costs of London and family responsibilities.  

Initially the campaign did not receive support from the Unison Senate House branch 

who denied funding to bring the campaign to the new stage. In February 2013, several 

issues emerged between the workers and the Unison leaders because they canceled 

the results of the elections after some of the outsourced workers stood for leadership 

positions in the Senate House branch. In protest, about 70 among cleaners, security 

guards, catering and other maintenance workers decided to join a union on campus, 

the ‘Independent Workers Union of Great Britain’ (IWGB). Since the summer 2012, 

the IWGB union has represented workers of all employers at UoL. It currently includes 

600-700 members nationally and about 20045 outsourced workers in the UoL branch. 

It has yet to be recognized by any employer but as an official union it can represent 

workers at grievances, disciplinary and at employment tribunals over unfair dismissal, 

discrimination and personal injury claims.  

Greece 

In Greece, workers may join trade unions according to their type of labor- private or 

public sector. In particular, workers of private companies, adhering to the private law 

belong to the General Confederation of Greek Labor (GSEE) which includes many local 

trade unions and/or other labor centers. On the other hand, public employees are 

 
43 Website, About the author Labour Campaign for Human Rights Facebook Twitter. “The Labour Party 
Manifesto on Human Rights.” Labour Campaign for Human Rights, 
www.lchr.org.uk/the_labour_party_manifesto_on_human_rights. 
44 Alberti, Gabriella. “Mobilizing and Bargaining at the Edge of Informality: The “3 Cosas Campaign” by 
Outsourced Migrant Workers at the University of London.” WorkingUSA, vol. 19, no. 1, Mar. 2016, pp. 
81–103, https://doi.org/10.1111/wusa.12228. 
45 Alberti, Gabriella. “Mobilizing and Bargaining at the Edge of Informality: The “3 Cosas Campaign” by 
Outsourced Migrant Workers at the University of London.” WorkingUSA, vol. 19, no. 1, Mar. 2016, pp. 
81–103, https://doi.org/10.1111/wusa.12228. 

http://www.lchr.org.uk/the_labour_party_manifesto_on_human_rights
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entitled to join labor unions that follow the Supreme Administration of Civil Servant’s 

trade unions (ADEDY). 

The concept of Alt-Labor in Greece is not as prevalent as in other nations due to the 

fact that the said Trade Unions are still the prime representation of the workers’ 

interests. However, on 19 June 202146, a new labor Law was published, in compliance 

with ILO Convention 190 and 187 and transposes Directive (EU) 2019/1158. 

The aforementioned law emphasizes mainly on platform workers including their trade 

union rights. In other words, they aim at setting some function standards for the Gig 

Economy including their rights. Its articles establish a protective framework for those 

working within a digital platform but also dictate the contractual relationship between 

digital platforms and service providers. There are several conditions that need to be 

met in order for a service provider to not be considered a dependent employee, 

including the ability to choose one’s hours and the type and the amount of work to be 

executed. Relevant to the issue, the law also guarantees trade union rights for the 

providers of independent services. They have the right to set up organizations that 

promote their professional interests but also are entitled to strike, negotiate 

collectively and to draw up collective bargaining agreements.  

 

It also regulates health and safety conditions of service providers. The platforms 

themselves are responsible for the welfare, health and safety of any type of worker 

regardless of contract type. Platform owners also have an obligation to inform service 

providers of their statutory rights before the commencement of their duties and 

provide them with a written and a digital copy of their contract. 

 

Greece hasn’t seen the AIt-labor flourishing. This is in large part due to the fact that 

public sector employees are separated from private ones. More specifically, the work 

environment in the public sectors differs in terms of wages and wages progressions, 

fringe benefits and employment status. Thus, the situation in Greece limits AIt-labor’s 

scope of influence. Below, there are all differences between all sectors:  

 
46 “Greek Law No. 4808/2021 | Initiative | Eurofound Platform Economy Repository.” Europa.eu, 
2021, apps.eurofound.europa.eu/platformeconomydb/greek-law-no-48082021-105256.  

http://apps.eurofound.europa.eu/platformeconomydb/greek-law-no-48082021-105256
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Figure 3: Differences between public and private sector employee standards47 

China  
A fundamental right of the Chinese workers is the right to form or join a trade union.  

All unions must be affiliated and guided by the All-China Federation of Trade Unions 

(ACFTU).  Any attempt to establish an independent trade union will be seen by the 

Chinese Communist Party as a political threat and dealt with accordingly. The only 

known independent union in China was the short-lived Beijing Workers’ Autonomous 

 
47 Markovits, Yannis. Organizational Commitment Profiles and Job Satisfaction among Greek Private 
and Public Sector Employees. Apr. 2007, 
www.google.gr/search?q=winx&rlz=1C1AVNC_enGR560GR560&oq=winx&aqs=chrome..69i57j69i61j0
l4.11350j0j4&sourceid=chrome&es_sm=122&ie=UTF-8. 

http://www.google.gr/search?q=winx&rlz=1C1AVNC_enGR560GR560&oq=winx&aqs=chrome..69i57j69i61j0l4.11350j0j4&sourceid=chrome&es_sm=122&ie=UTF-8
http://www.google.gr/search?q=winx&rlz=1C1AVNC_enGR560GR560&oq=winx&aqs=chrome..69i57j69i61j0l4.11350j0j4&sourceid=chrome&es_sm=122&ie=UTF-8
http://www.google.gr/search?q=winx&rlz=1C1AVNC_enGR560GR560&oq=winx&aqs=chrome..69i57j69i61j0l4.11350j0j4&sourceid=chrome&es_sm=122&ie=UTF-8
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Federation (BWAF) in the spring of 198948. The BWAF was declared an illegal 

organization and was banned during the military crackdown in Beijing on 4 June 1989. 

Figure 4: The structure of trade and other sub union in China49 

China’s leader, Xi Jinping, has on numerous occasions since 2013 asked ACFTU to help 

low-paid workers achieve their “China dream.” In November 2015, he formally 

launched a trade union reform initiative, designed to improve the way union officials 

carry out their work. The reform initiative had two main goals. Firstly, to  50 “eliminate 

four impediments” to the ACFTU’s work including regimentation, bureaucratization, 

elitism, and frivolousness; and secondly to “increase three positive attributes”, 

mainly: political consciousness, progressiveness, and popular legitimacy.  

In essence, through this reform ACFTU is needed to discard its old bureaucratic ways 

and focus on concrete measures that could both help workers and restore its own 

reputation. To this day, officials have not announced that the trade union reform has 

been successfully completed. That is to say, the trade union has not yet achieved the 

 
48 CHINA LABOUR BULLETIN. “Workers’ Rights and Labour Relations in China.” China Labour Bulletin, 
10 July 2023, clb.org.hk/en/content/workers%E2%80%99-rights-and-labour-relations-china. 
49 CHINA LABOUR BULLETIN. “Workers’ Rights and Labour Relations in China.” China Labour Bulletin, 
10 July 2023, clb.org.hk/en/content/workers%E2%80%99-rights-and-labour-relations-china. 
50 CHINA LABOUR BULLETIN. “Workers’ Rights and Labour Relations in China.” China Labour Bulletin, 
10 July 2023, clb.org.hk/en/content/workers%E2%80%99-rights-and-labour-relations-china. 

http://clb.org.hk/en/content/workers%E2%80%99-rights-and-labour-relations-china
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reform requirements and still needs to continue to improve. Due to such a Chinese 

AIt-labor phenomenon, it is not possible to thrive as unofficial trade unions and strikes 

are not permitted. A case that shows clearly the consequences that protesters face is 

the Shenzhen Jasic Technology in 2018. More specifically, activists from four 

universities were assembled and seen wearing t-shirts with the slogan “unity is power” 

In response, the management of Jasic, a private company listed on the Shenzhen stock 

exchange, retaliated against workers who have been trying to establish a democratic 

trade union since May, and refused immediate reinstatement of dismissed workers, 

triggering waves of protests and campaigns. Several months later 14 workers were still 

being detained by local authorities, and police raided a guesthouse where about 50 

student supporters had been staying, crushing the worker-student coalition.51 

South Africa 
The mining Revolution in Africa during the 1880s was a defining factor for the 

development of trade unions. The black working class was largely commuter, migrant 

and male whereas white workers had already entered the urban industrial working 

class, close to their places of work. Most of them became mine workers, having higher 

skill levels and wages than their black counterparts This caused to form organizations 

and unions. Many Afrikaner women were employed in the garment industry and as 

shop workers serving the mines. Imitating the political situation in the Soviet Union 

(today Russian Federation), some black workers were organized. There were trade 

unions, but most of their members were white workers.  

An attempt was made for the development of a socialist party – the Labour Party – 

but it collaborated with bosses and political parties that only accepted white 

members. At that time, black workers organized the “International Socialist League” 

and later-on the Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) in order to argue the 

participation of South Africa in the first world war. Even though they failed to prevent 

this from happening, the ISL focused on building a black worker working class. It 

introduced principles and ideas like workers solidarity and class division disparities 

that reflect upon the functioning of AIt-labor. They addressed workers with many 

needs, many issues, and people who were struggling. The first trade union 

organization for African workers was called the Industrial Workers of Africa. However, 

thousands of workers were not in organizations and were already struggling against 

the bosses and their government.52 

 

 
51 Guest Contributor. “Shenzhen Jasic Technology: The Birth of a Worker-Student Coalition in China?” 
Hong Kong Free Press HKFP, Sept. 2018, hongkongfp.com/2018/09/01/shenzhen-jasic-technology-
birth-worker-student-coalition-china/.  
52 A HISTORY of TRADE UNIONISM in SOUTH AFR ICA. 2018. 
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International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) 

ITUC mainly focuses its operations for the defense of workers’ rights and interests, 

through cooperation between trade unions from all over the world, global 

campaigning and striking and advocacy within the major global institutions. Its main 

activities are about the concept and development of trade union and human rights, 

economy, society, equality and international solidarity. As an organization, it presides 

over several relevant trade union organizations like the Asia-Pacific Regional 

Organization (ITUC-AP), the African Regional Organization (ITUC-AF) and the American 

Regional Organization (TUCA). It also partners with the European Trade Union 

Confederation, Global Union Federations and the Trade Union Advisory Committee to 

the OECD (TUAC). It works closely with the International Labour Organization and with 

several other UN specialized Agencies. 

Aiming to strengthen democracy, ITUC launched the For-Democracy campaign in 

2019. According to the ITUC General Secretary Luc Triangle said: “Democracy around 

the world is critically ill. We see a rise in authoritarianism, far-right ideologies, malign 

corporate influence on politics and the undermining of workers’ rights. But trade 

unions of working people have the capacity to heal democracy, and a vision to 

rejuvenate it. This campaign will rally the collective power of workers’ trade unions 

worldwide to advocate for democratic values and worker rights, starting in the 

workplace and continuing to the level of global institutions.”53 This campaign aimed 

at promoting democracy is focused on three areas, in the working sector, in society 

and on a global level. On the first occasion, it aimed at improving the fundamental 

workers’ rights of freedom, association, collective bargaining and the right to strike. 

They also aim to empower workers in their workplaces. Through collaboration with 

one another and democratic practices workers are empowered and are more likely to 

foster independent worker groups. In the societal sector, they advocate for freedom 

of speech, equitable tax systems, gender equality, social protection and quality public 

services, and challenging the dominance of corporate interests and far-right 

ideologies. Lastly, globally they are calling for reform of international economic 

structures to prioritize human rights, a just global financial system, equitable 

cooperation among nations and peaceful common security. 

The International Labor Organization (ILO) 

The International Labor Organization (ILO) acknowledges that the world is changing 

which causes trade unions’ memberships to decline. ILO supports trade unions and 

supports them through the Bureau for workers’ activities (ACTRAV). 

The ACTRAV is dedicated to accomplishing some key objectives for the smooth 

operation of worker organizations. More specifically, it pursues the establishment of 

free and democratic workers organizations. It also aims to strengthen the capacity of 

workers organizations to participate in decision-making in promoting their interests.  

 
53 ITUC CSI IGB. “For Democracy: ITUC Launches New Campaign in Critical Election Year.” Ituc-Csi.org, 
3 Mar. 2024, www.ituc-csi.org/ituc-launches-for-democracy-campaign?lang=en. 

http://www.ituc-csi.org/ituc-launches-for-democracy-campaign?lang=en
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ACTRAV also strives to ensure that ILO projects and programs including the G20 Policy 

Principles address the relevant needs of workers and their organizations and to 

promote the active involvement of trade unions in the activities of the ILO. In 

particular, it updates ILO in the developments of the trade union world and ensures 

its support to workers organizations in pursuing the aims and activities of the ILO. 

An important pursuit of the ACTRAV is to provide technical cooperation assistance to 

workers organizations to strengthen their capacity to play their part effectively in 

programming, production of training and educational materials, and research. These 

activities cover a wide range of subjects including, among the others, International 

Labor Standards, economics, collective bargaining, gender issues, occupational safety 

and health, the environment, training methodology and child labor. 

ACTRAV has an important role in contributing to resolving current but long-lasting 

issues like Child Labor in Brazil. In 1991, it created the National Commission for the 

Defense of the Child and Adolescents Rights, mainly for education and labor relevant 

topics. It has provoked changes in the union routine action through debating and 

including the rights of the child population in its agenda. It has also promoted 

bargaining of its social, collective and salary policies, social clauses among others.54 By 

addressing current pressing issues like child labor, trade unions manage to keep track 

of all the changes and all the new working trends and stay up to date with the future. 

This illustrates the operation of unions in several domains and promotes their work 

by expanding the world’s opportunities and interests.  

TIMELINE OF EVENTS 

DATE DESCRIPTION OF EVENT 

1740 - 1860 The Industrial Revolution takes place55. 

1794 
The first modern Trade Union is created in Philadelphia called 

the “Federal Society of Journeymen Cordwainers”.56 

8 February 1836 
One of the first US strikes by the journeymen tailors takes 

place.57 

19th century Trade unions spread all over the US and other nations.58 

 
54 The ILO Bureau for Workers Activities (ACTRAV). The ILO Bureau for Workers Activities (ACTRAV). 
1997. (Page 1-2, 8) 
55  Cartwright, Mark. “Trade Unions in the British Industrial Revolution.” World History Encyclopedia, 
31 Mar. 2023, www.worldhistory.org/article/2212/trade-unions-in-the-british-industrial-revolution/. 
56 Sandroff, Ronni. “The History of Unions in the United States.” Investopedia, 16 Feb. 2022, 
www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0113/the-history-of-unions-in-the-united-states.aspx. 
57 “THE TAILORS’ STRIKE of I836.” Www2.Oberlin.edu, 
www2.oberlin.edu/faculty/gkornbl/GJK/H258S2000/NYTailors.html. 
58  Walsh, Dylan. “Alt-Labor, Explained.” MIT Sloan, 29 Oct. 2018, mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-
matter/alt-labor-explained. 
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8 June 1949 
ILO Convention on the right of organizing collective 

bargaining.59 

1990s The AltLabor movement emerges60. 

1 April 2001 
Taco Bell is boycotted by the coalition of the Immokalee 

workers, marking the beginning of Alt Labor.61 

September 2011- 

present 

The “Restaurant Opportunities Centers United” (ROC), one of 

the most famous US Alt-Labor organizations, starts 

operating.62 

November 2012 
The Monrovian Street vendor’s case demonstrates how a 

strike can result in negotiations 63 

2018-2019 The highest number of strikes ever recorded take place.64 

December 2019- 

May 2023  

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacts the labor 

market, forcing many people to fight to retain their jobs, all 

while ushering in a new era of technological development, 

reshaping workers' needs and expectations. 

2019 

The International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) 

introduces the “For Democracy” campaign focusing on 

democracy on three key areas: the workplace, the society, 

globally.65 

19 June 2021 

A new labor Law introduced by the Greek government in 

compliance with ILO Convention 190 and 187 which 

transposes EU Directive 2019/1158 by introducing trade union 

rights for independent workers.66  

1 July 2024 The Fair Labor Standards Act is enacted by the US.67 

 
59 International Labor Organization (ILO). “Convention C098 - Right to Organise and Collective 
Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98).” Ilo.org, 2024, 
normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C098. 
60Walsh, Dylan. “Alt-Labor, Explained.” MIT Sloan, 29 Oct. 2018, mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-
matter/alt-labor-explained. 
61 Walsh, Dylan. “Alt-Labor, Explained.” MIT Sloan, 29 Oct. 2018, mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-
matter/alt-labor-explained. 
62  Eidelson, Josh. “Alt-Labor.” The American Prospect, 29 Jan. 2013, prospect.org/notebook/alt-
labor/. 
63  Weeks, Milton. Collective Bargaining Negotiations between Street Vendors and City Government in 
Monrovia, Liberia. 2012 
64  McCorkell, Lisa. “Ensuring Alt-Labor Sustainability.” Institute for Research on Labor and 
Employment, 21 May 2020, irle.berkeley.edu/publications/irle-policy-brief/ensuring-alt-labor-
sustainability/. 
65  ITUC CSI IGB. “For Democracy: ITUC Launches New Campaign in Critical Election Year.” Ituc-Csi.org, 
3 Mar. 2024, www.ituc-csi.org/ituc-launches-for-democracy-campaign?lang=en. 
66  “Greek Law No. 4808/2021 | Initiative | Eurofound Platform Economy Repository.” Europa.eu, 
2021, apps.eurofound.europa.eu/platformeconomydb/greek-law-no-48082021-105256.  
67  U.S. Department of Labor. “Handy Reference Guide to the Fair Labor Standards Act | U.S. 
Department of Labor.” Dol.gov, 2016, www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/compliance-assistance/handy-
reference-guide-flsa. 
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PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS TO SOLVE THE ISSUE 

ILO Convention No.98 

The International Labor Organization Convention No.98 was convened in Geneva and 

was established on 8th June 194968. This convention was established approximately 

four years after WWII and, thus, aimed to balance all the hardships that workers were 

put through during wartime. For example, in Nazi Germany, workers were put into 

forced labor and sent to  camps for long periods of time, wore uniforms and received 

a small amount of pay to send back to their families with many social groups like Jews 

and women, were excluded from work69 whereas in other nations like the UK ITUC 

sought for workers to maintain their rights.70 In addition to this, even before the war, 

the labor movement had already started gaining momentum and it became even more 

powerful once the world had ended. This could be referred to from the fact that trade 

union memberships were increased by three million in six years.71 It refers to the 

application of certain proposals regarding the right of organizing collective bargaining. 

The Convention mainly emphasized on the protection of workers from possible anti-

union discrimination by their employers and possible strict conditions on their 

contracts that don’t permit them to be members of a trade union as well. Specifically, 

through these conventions employers were not allowed to prevent the establishment 

of workers organizations or bribe union members encouraging their withdrawal from 

the union and the presentation of statements of resignation to the worker.72 

Furthermore, it refers to the protection of the employers themselves from 

interference of trade unions agents or members. More specifically, it implies that 

employers are also welcomed to form organizations to protect their interests as well, 

balancing the power between the two parties. Lastly, it promotes the development of 

new machinery including protocols, procedures and individual contacts in order to 

facilitate collective bargaining and it clearly states that this convention is only binding 

to ILO members. Member states that are not binded by this convention are guided by 

the contextual national laws or broader laws by bodies like the EU.  

 
68 International Labor Organization (ILO). “Convention C098 - Right to Organize and Collective 
Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98).” Ilo.org, 2024, 
normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C098. 
69 BBC Bitesize. “Hitler Aimed for Full Employment and Self-Sufficiency for German People through a 
Variety of Methods (CCEA). - BBC Bitesize.” BBC Bitesize, BBC Bitesize, 25 Jan. 2024, 
www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/z6nf46f#zy7s46f. 
70 “TUC 150 Stories.” TUC 150 Stories, 15 Oct. 2018, tuc150.tuc.org.uk/stories/trade-unions-during-
wwii/. 
71 “TUC 150 Stories.” TUC 150 Stories, 15 Oct. 2018, tuc150.tuc.org.uk/stories/trade-unions-during-
wwii/. 
72 “Compilation of Decisions of the CFA Content.” Ilo.org, 2024, 
normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:70002:0::NO::P70002_HIER_ELEMENT_ID%2CP700
02_HIER_LEVEL:3947611%2C1.  
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Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) by the USA 

It was originally created by the US Department of Labor in 1938, but a new version 

took effect on 1st July 202473. It implements some standards regarding minimum 

wage, overtime pay, recordkeeping and youth employment. Concerning child labor, 

these rules were enacted to ensure that when young people work, the work does not 

jeopardize their health, well-being or educational opportunities. This is why FLSA 

states specifically the permitted hours that a minor can work and the contextual 

conditions under which a minor can join the workforce including some off - limits 

workplaces deem as “The Hazardous Operation Orders” (HO)74. However, there have 

been several violations of this Act and has started surrounding criticism of its 

effectiveness. It is backed up by a huge number of US agencies and organizations 

including The Wage and Hour Division (WHD). It also establishes a framework about 

protective measures including rules regarding fire protection and law enforcement 

activities, volunteer services, and compensatory time off. Even though the FLSA still 

affects the workforces today and is perceived as a powerful law that has affected the 

workers positively, it has been reported that although it was enforced for a period of 

time, it started to fade. More specifically, it was reported by the national partnerships 

for women and families that the American minimum wage has been stuck at $7.25 per 

hour since 2009 despite the cost-of-living increases. Generally, its impact has been 

very positive. According to Steven Pockrass, an attorney with Ogletree Deakins in 

Indianapolis “Since its passage in 1938, the Fair Labor Standards Act has had—and 

continues to have—a remarkable impact upon the workplace through its 

requirements that employees be paid at least a minimum wage for all hours worked 

and overtime premium pay for hours in excess of 40 hours in a workweek”75 

Even though the Act has stayed the same for its most part, there has been an 

important update. More specifically, on November 15, 2024, a federal judge in Texas 

flighted the recent attempts of April 2024 to raise the minimum wage for FLSA’s white-

collar overtime exemption. He argued that this change was not under the jurisdiction 

of the Department of Labor (DOL).  As such, the judge examined the impact of the 

2024 salary increases, comparing it with the impact of prior alterations. Given the 

recent changes of this specific sector, he noted that this increase comes only five years 

 
73  U.S. Department of Labor. “Handy Reference Guide to the Fair Labor Standards Act | U.S. 
Department of Labor.” Dol.gov, 2016, www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/compliance-assistance/handy-
reference-guide-flsa. 
74 U.S. Department of Labor. “Child Labor Provisions of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) for 
Nonagricultural Occupations | U.S. Department of Labor.” Dol.gov, 2016, 
www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/fact-sheets/43-child-labor-non-agriculture. 
75 Nagele, Lisa. “The FLSA after 80 Years: How Has It Changed and What Lies Ahead?” Www.shrm.org, 
16 Apr. 2018, www.shrm.org/topics-tools/employment-law-compliance/flsa-80-years-how-changed-
lies-ahead. 
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after the DOL increased the salary levels in 2019 as compared to the previous average 

of once every nine years. He stated that the DOL’s 2024 rule would lead to significant 

portions of employees who would otherwise meet the duties test being classified as 

nonexempt.76 

The FLSA in reality reflects only the American labor standards without any references 

to other nations as it is customized for the American economy. Other nations heavily 

rely on relevant domestic regulation or international laws and conventions. The USA 

and the EU- being the strongest economies- do not present big differences on the 

matter. They have entirely different standards and tactics, so the standards remain 

the same. For example, in the US economy employers receive financial incentives in 

order to be discouraged from asking their employees to work overtime whereas in the 

EU there is a law section referring to this case. Another case in point is the different 

level of collective bargaining protection. Even though this procedure is mostly 

followed in the US the existing differences are due to the fact that the European Union 

countries generally provide their workers adequate collective bargaining protection 

through national legislation, while the U.S. is considered to have fairly low levels of 

collective bargaining protection for workers, accompanied by a strong anti-union 

movement among employers.77 

 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
Funding by the Government after recognition 
Some Alt-Labor organizations do not manage to survive as they are not able to sustain 

themselves. Usually not officially recognized AIt-labor coalitions do not receive any 

kind of funding so they cannot realize their activities and ultimately, they cease to 

exist. 

In order to solve the economic aspect of the issue, the government could recognize 

AIt-labor organizations created to represent a specific profession and provide a small 

amount of the money that the government keeps for insurance purposes. This way 

the organization will have enough funds each year in order to sustain its members and 

will be able to enhance their participation. In addition to the government funding, the 

contextual organization could establish a forum on the internet where supporters of 

AIt-labor could donate or provide funds for activities or help in any kind of way.   As a 

result, such the contextual organization will have enough funds to be sustained even 

 
76 “Texas Federal Judge Strikes down DOL’s New Overtime Rule.” Ogletree, 19 Nov. 2024, 
ogletree.com/insights-resources/blog-posts/texas-federal-judge-strikes-down-dols-new-overtime-
rule/. 
77 Roberts, Karen, et al. “Comparing and Quantifying Labour Standards in the United States and the 
European Union.” International Journal of Comparative Labour Law and Industrial Relations, vol. 19, 
no. Issue 4, 1 Dec. 2003, pp. 441–467, https://doi.org/10.54648/ijcl2003027. 
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if the government withdraws its economic assistance, ruling out the case of 

dependency in the long run. Prior to that, there should be efficient and effective 

negotiations between the government and the contextual coordinator in order to 

avoid arbitrages from any of both sides.    

However, there is the risk that the contextual government may not be willing to grant 

the insurance money as later - the state will have to fund their pensions from public 

funds. In regard to the government’s point of view of this alteration in the 

management of funds, they might include some budgetary constraints in other sectors 

like education and public health. This could cause a general discomfort and frustration 

that could entail violent episodes and other actions including protests.  

Guidelines by ILO 
Another reason that their activities are not acknowledged is due to the fact that they 

disrupt the rest of the workers in the area, and they end up being stopped by the local 

authorities. 

ILO, as one of the UN affiliated agencies that cooperated very closely with the UN 

ECOSOC, and since it has an important role in the ongoing issue it can certainly be 

involved. More specifically it could provide some standards for the organization’s 

activities like a specific number of people participating or set some guidelines and 

point out some specific items are not allowed like guns and tear gasses. Additionally, 

the contextual AIt-labor activity could be discreetly supervised by government 

representatives as well as have been granted permission prior to the activity. These 

terms would require that the government be open to their requests and demands and 

the protests not to harm anyone. This way, the protesters will be able to pass on their 

motion while ensuring precautions.  

Another thing that ILO should consider is the place and time that could be included in 

the guidelines. The busier the time during the coalition’s activities, the less chances of 

being heard. The aforementioned guidelines should be structured in a way that 

permits various local contexts with different forms of alt labor and labor movement in 

general to thrive as well. This can be achieved by combining the ILO general guidelines 

with the special needs and features of each nation’s legal system or differences when 

discussing the aspects of the labor movement.  

This way the coalition will be able to perform their activities but within a framework 

so that they are not asked to leave. However, the enforcement of guidelines for strikes 

and such actions might ruin the purpose of the said activities. If they follow some 

specific guidelines they might not be taken seriously or even noticed. Usually, their 

petitions are acknowledged when they start interfering with the normal order of 

things and cause discomfort to those who want to approach. Historically, the success 

of these actions was the result of longstanding strikes, protests and other ways to 

make their point noticeable. The case of “2019 Strike at Safeway and Giant Food 

Store” can confirm this point. More specifically, in April 2019, 31,000 Stop & Shop 
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workers in New England went on strike. After 11 days, the workers and  Stop & Shop 

reached an agreement.78  

This can be encountered not only when referring to working rights but in all cases that 

involve claiming rights and achieving a purpose. A distinctive example of such a case 

is the Rosa Parks Case showing that when wanting to reach a goal - in that case 

nondiscrimination due to color in public spaces like buses- people need to resort to 

drastic measures. Thus, by setting strict guidelines and adhering to these, the success 

of the contextual movement is compromised.  

Modernization of Trade Unions 
In certain nations like Greece and the UK the concept of Alt Labor is not very prevalent. 

The reason can be found in the historical roots of the labor movement in each nation, 

their contextual culture and legal system and the nature of precarious work. For 

example, in Greece trade unions have shaped and contributed to the history of labor 

unions and have become part of their culture. Moreover, since most of the economic 

changes affect professions that have high levels of union membership, there isn’t a 

need for other forms of labor activity. On the contrary, the UK has established an 

interconnected relationship between the political system and the labor movement. 

What is more, the UK has a relatively well-established system for workers' rights, 

particularly in unionized sectors. However, regardless of the ongoing crisis that trade 

unions face, they still have a significant place in the job market. 

In order to overcome the crisis, important changes need to be made. For that cause, 

trade unions could adjust to the needs of the current workplace, complementing the 

existing AIt-labor activities, altering the way they conduct the collective bargaining so 

as to include more requests. Another way for trade unions to modernize would be to 

promote their work through the internet by establishing the “e-trade unions”. This 

suggests that traditional unions can continue operating online by posting all latest 

issues including information regarding upcoming meetings, new trends on the work 

environment and/or any latest decisions, conventions etc. by the government or other 

international organizations that may be relevant to their work. Apart from that, they 

should also create accounts in social networking sites in order to attract new 

employees that may need assistance. By implementing the above, precarious workers 

will cease to exist as they will be able to join a trade union and gain their rights. It 

should be noted that such changes might be wholeheartedly welcomed from all 

members, especially older ones who have been used to functioning in a certain way. 

However, it needs to be realized and explicitly addressed by the leading figures of the 

contextual trade unions that our world is changing and if they want to be kept in the 

job market, they need to adjust to these changes.  

 
78 Thakker, Krishna. “Employees Rally in DC against Safeway, While Union Reaches Tentative Deal with 
Giant Food.” Grocery Dive, 20 Feb. 2020, www.grocerydive.com/news/employees-rally-in-dc-against-
safeway-while-union-reaches-tentative-deal-w/572619/.  
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