
Editorial 

Organized labor has been successful when leaders (at the top or 
the bottom) do the hard work to mobilize rank & file members 
into powerful actions which sway management, politicians and 
society.  
 

Need for Action Now 
 

Railroaders are facing the worst ever threats to our safety, jobs, 
working conditions and pensions.  Carriers are poised to use 
new technologies to force the unsafe use of one-person train 
crews. Adoption of “Precision Scheduled Railroading” brings 
layoffs across all crafts, deferred maintenance and a decline in 
long-term capital investment in order to satisfy investor-driven 
hunger for short-term profits.  Freight railroads continue to lobby 
against AMTRAK. Political, judicial and regulatory actions strip 
away government regulations that protect labor and society 
against the unsafe actions of corporate greed. 
 

Why It Hasn’t Been Done  
 

Rail unions remain weakly divided along craft lines. Union lead-
ers have long used the restrictions of the Railway Labor Act 
(RLA) as the excuse for their inability to fight back while conven-
iently ignoring labor unions who have successfully mobilized 
their members. For the last 70 years our “leaders” have failed to 
organize. Instead they seem content with the status quo and 
pointing the fingers of blame. 
 

Other Unions Have Done It!  
 

Teachers – In 2018, teachers across the country united and 
organized rank-and-file actions in a series of successful, some-
times illegal work stoppages.  Nurses – The past few years have 
seen members of Nurses’ unions grow increasingly militant.  
They mobilized rank-and-file members who were successful with 
not only long and short-term strikes but also just the threat of 
striking.  Fight for $15 – This nationwide movement has been 
successful at raising minimum wages in many places and busi-
nesses due to on the ground outreach to low-wage earners, or-
ganizing to take public actions and enlisting the help of commu-
nity-based groups.  Teamsters 1997 UPS Strike – Ron Carey, the 
first democratically elected President of the Teamsters, led a 
campaign to mobilize members and won the resulting two-week 
strike. The victory was the largest for organized labor in the post-
Reagan era.   
 

Common Denominators  
 

Successful union leaders use a proven formula in 
which they:   
⚫ Listen to their members and base actions on mem-
bers’ needs and devote resources to conducting a suc-
cessful campaign.  
⚫ Enlist the help of community and faith-based organi-
zations. 
⚫ Use technology and social media to communicate 
with members, media, public and politicians. 
⚫ Create unique methods of pressuring politicians and 
management. 
 

Do They Want To? 
 

Getting our unions to work together to mobilize rank-
and-file members will not be easy. It will take time, 
hard work and financial resources. It is debatable if we 
have rail union officials capable of leading such an 
effort, or if they would want one to succeed. Why 
wouldn’t they? 

Are Rail Union Leaders  Able to Harness Rank & File Power? Will They? 
Cost – The resources of individual unions would be ineffective. 
Combining resources could get the job done. But rail union offi-
cials have long resisted consolidation, preferring to preserve 
and protect their respective fiefdoms and wallets. 
 

Fear of a Mobilized Rank & File – Rail union leaders have nur-
tured top-down organizations which require members to partici-
pate in a “go-along to get-along” structure.  Dissent or attempts 
to change status quo are squashed with political maneuvering, 
reprisals and personal attacks. Our leaders fear an empowered 
membership. 
 

An Example from the Past - In 1996 Clarence Monin was elect-
ed President of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers (BLE) 
and set out to bring the BLE into the electronic age by develop-
ing direct communications with members.  He created “Focus 
Groups” to poll rank-and-filers, which served as a foundation for 
his “Intelligent Militancy” for using new techniques to fight the 
carriers.  Monin mobilized members by using safety strikes, sec-
ondary pickets, sick outs and informational pickets. He enlisted 
help from unions outside the industry and utilized other creative 
tactics to disrupt rail traffic and draw attention to worker issues. 
Monin was creating a bottom up BLE when he undertook the 
task of ending the harmful battles with the United Transporta-
tion Union (UTU).  He crafted an equitable merger proposal of 
the two, but officers who felt their personal privilege threatened, 
initiated a recall and were able to depose him by a tiny margin. 
Interestingly, one of the charges levelled at him was that he was 
spending too much money on mobilizing rank & file members. 
Since then, rarely has a rail union official has made any viable 
attempt to unite rail unions or nurture rank & file power. 
 

Will It happen? 
 

We all know “Precision Scheduled Railroading” is unsafe and 
piles more stress on an already very stressful job, while threat-
ening the long-term health of the industry and its workers. We 
know that management salaries and bonuses are tied directly to 
investor satisfaction with short-term stock prices. We know rail-
roaders have the power to save our jobs through uniting our 
unions in collective powerful rank-and-file action. Will our lead-
ers get on board?  Rank & file railroaders are ready for bold new 
leadership and action. It’s up to us! 


