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LABOR AND EMPLOYMENT LAW
“NEUTRALITY AGREEMENTS” AND THE DESTRUCTION OF EMPLOYEES’ SECTION 7 RIGHTS
BY GLENN M. TAUBMAN*

I.  Introduction.
There are few issues more critical in modern labor law

than the legality under the National Labor Relations Act
(“NLRA”) of “neutrality and card check” agreements.1   These
agreements are eagerly sought by labor unions to ease the
way toward unionization in a particular workplace.  The use
of neutrality and card check agreements (euphemistically
called “voluntary recognition agreements” or “majority veri-
fication” by unions) has grown exponentially over the past
decade, and the reasons are not surprising.  Unions face a
steady decline in the number of employees choosing union
representation when given a free choice in a secret-ballot
election, and financial self-interest has driven them to search
for new ways of acquiring dues paying members.2   The AFL-
CIO’s General Counsel has written that unions should “use
strategic campaigns to secure recognition . . . outside the
traditional representation processes.”3

Unions are using “neutrality and card check” agree-
ments because they silence employer opposition and elimi-
nate employees’ opportunity for a secret-ballot election.  By
design, employees have few legal protections “outside the
traditional representation processes,” and thus little possi-
bility of protecting their NLRA  § 7 rights to resist union
organizing campaigns.4   The demise of the secret-ballot elec-
tion leads to an increase in union coercion and intimidation,
as employees are pressured into signing authorization cards
that are counted as “votes” for unionization.

Unions argue that substituting neutrality and card check
agreements for secret-ballot elections enhances employees’
freedom of choice by expeditiously determining whether a
majority of them desire union representation.5   Such argu-
ments stem from the false premise that “unions” and “em-
ployees” are one and the same, with interests identical in
every respect, and that the institutional goals of labor unions
are of necessity the goals of employees.  For example, one
union advocate asserts that “voluntary recognition agree-
ments are critical to the realization of employees’ right to
organize in the 21st century,”6  even though most employees
do not want to “organize” or have a third party stand be-
tween them and their employer.7   Thus, while the negotiation
of neutrality and card check agreements may be critical to the
institutional efforts of unions to expand their power and in-
fluence, it is also undeniable that these practices subvert
employees’ § 7 rights to freely choose or reject unionization
in an atmosphere free of restraint, threats and coercion.

The belief that what is expedient for the union is of
necessity good for the employees ignores the NLRA’s true
guiding principle: employee freedom to choose or reject
unionism.  As one NLRB member cogently noted, “unions
exist at the pleasure of the employees they represent. Unions

represent employees; employees do not exist to ensure the
survival or success of unions.”8   The United States Supreme
Court agrees, recognizing that the heart of the NLRA is “vol-
untary unionism,” the right to join or reject a union,9  and
that by “its plain terms . . . the NLRA confers rights only on
employees, not on unions or their nonemployee organizers.”10

Nevertheless, employees’ § 7 right to reject unionization—
an equal corollary of their right to choose unionization—is
destroyed by most neutrality and card check agreements.

Unions also insist that all permutations of neutrality
and card check agreements are valid, because they are sim-
ply “arms length” transactions with employers, and that any
agreements between these contending parties are encour-
aged by labor law and should be enforced by the courts and
the NLRB.  This construct ignores and omits the real players
in all of this drama: the individual employees.  These employ-
ees are the only parties with § 7 rights at stake.11   However,
they are rarely if ever consulted about the neutrality and card
check deals cut by their employer and the union that covets
them.  In fact, the actual terms of most neutrality and card
check agreements are held in strict secrecy by the union and
the employer, and are not shared with the very employees
whom they target—even though labor law condemns secret
backroom arrangements between unions and employers.12

In sum, employees’ § 7 right to freely choose or reject
a union is under assault by neutrality agreements entered
into by growth-starved unions and compliant (or coerced)
employers.13   This was recognized in a pending lawsuit
brought under 29 U.S.C. § 186 to challenge such a secret
“neutrality” agreement as an unlawful transfer of a “thing of
value” from an employer to a union.  In that case, the federal
court denied motions to dismiss and stated that “Heartland
Industrial Partners LLP [the employer] has apparently se-
lected and contracted with a union of Heartland’s choice,”
the Steelworkers.14

Agreements that place employer and union “labor
peace” above the interests of the employees should be con-
demned in the same way that the courts and the NLRB have
long condemned other collusive arrangements to force em-
ployees into unionization.15   Most neutrality and card check
arrangements are such collusive arrangements simply repack-
aged in an attempt to shield what would otherwise be unlaw-
ful employer support of a chosen labor union.16   This article
begins from the premise that most employees wish to hear all
sides of the debate about the particular union that covets
them, do not wish to be subjected to secret agreements be-
tween unions desperate for members and employers desper-
ate for “labor peace,” and that many have principled dis-
agreements with union representation that must be protected.
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II.  Are These “Neutrality” Agreements or “Neutering”
Agreements?

In a recent speech to the American Bar Association,
NLRB Chairman Robert Battista criticized the growing use of
neutrality agreements and stated that the “purpose of using
neutrality agreements is not to expedite [employee free choice],
but to silence one of the parties.”17   He is correct, as  common
“neutrality” provisions limit employer free speech and hinder
or destroy employees’ § 7 right to freely choose or reject
unionization.

Gag Rule:  Although most neutrality agreements pur-
port to require an employer to remain “neutral,” in reality
they impose a gag on all speech not favorable to the union.
Even front-line supervisors are prohibited from saying any-
thing about the union or unionization during an organizing
drive.  Employees are only permitted to hear one side of the
story: the version the union officials want them to hear.

For example, the model neutrality agreement used by
the United Auto Workers (“UAW”) states that an employer
may not “communicate in a negative, derogatory or demean-
ing nature about the other party (including the other party’s
motives, integrity, character or performance), or about labor
unions generally.”18   In practice, this requires employers to
refrain from providing even truthful information in response
to direct employee questions.  In contrast to this employer
silence, the Auto Workers’ model agreement requires the
signatory employer to affirmatively “advise its employees in
writing and orally that it is not opposed to the UAW being
selected as their bargaining agent.”19   Such limits on free
speech, and requirements of forced pro-union speech, are
purposefully designed to squelch debate and keep employ-
ees in the dark about the union that covets them.

It is for this reason that the Sixth Circuit was naive and
wrong when it rejected an employer’s challenge to the en-
forcement of the gag rule, stating: “As § 7 grants employees
the right to organize or to refrain from organizing, . . . it is
unclear how any limitation on [the employer’s] behavior dur-
ing a UAW organizational campaign could affect [the] em-
ployees’ § 7 rights.”20   Factory workers, janitors, cooks and
nurses aides seeking truthful information about a union and
the effects of unionization in their workplace are entitled to
truthful answers from their employer and a full debate, not
rote incantations of “we do not oppose the union, and we
can say nothing else.”  Employer silence extracted by a union
and enforced by a federal court does not enhance employee
free choice under § 7.  Instead, by  keeping employees in the
dark, these union-imposed gag rules prevent the free flow of
ideas that are critical to informed decision making.

Captive Audience Speeches:  Unions often decry “cap-
tive audience” speeches in which employers criticize a union
or unionization in general.  But under many neutrality agree-
ments, employers are required to conduct, and employees
are mandated to attend, “captive audience” speeches in fa-
vor of the union.  In these fora, high-level management offi-
cials do not simply declare “neutrality.”  Rather, a “strategic
partnership” is announced, making it seem that unionization

by an employer-chosen union is a foregone conclusion.21   In
some auto parts factories it is strongly implied (if not made
explicit) that workers risk losing future job opportunities if
they do not support the UAW’s organizing effort.22   Union
leaders and apologists never explain why employer-paid cap-
tive audience speeches cajoling employees to sign cards in
favor of the new “partner” union are acceptable, but em-
ployer speeches opposing the arrival of a new “partner” are
to be condemned.

Union Access to Employees’ Personal Information and
Employers’ Premises:  Neutrality agreements frequently re-
quire the employer to provide the union with personal infor-
mation about the targeted employees, including home ad-
dresses, phone numbers, and salaries.  Employees are never
asked if they agree with the release of their personal informa-
tion.  The union is also given permission to enter company
property during work hours to solicit employee support and
collect union authorization cards, even though unions nor-
mally have very limited rights of access to employer premises
under the law.23

With this broad union access to them, both in the plant
and at their homes, employees are subject to relentless group
pressure to sign authorization cards.  In one recent case where
a hotel was pressured by the City of Pittsburgh to enter into
a neutrality and card check agreement or lose its tax exempt
financing, one of the housekeeping employees filed a sworn
declaration in the resulting federal court litigation, stating:

 [After my employer gave the union my name
and home address], two union representatives
came to my home and made a presentation about
the union.  They tried to pressure me into sign-
ing the union authorization card, and even of-
fered to take me out to dinner.  I refused to sign
this card as I had not yet made a decision at that
time.  Shortly thereafter, the union representa-
tives called again at my home, and also visited
my home again to try to get me to sign the union
authorization card.  I finally told them that my
decision was that I did not want to be repre-
sented by this union, and that I would not sign
the card.

Despite the fact that I had told the union repre-
sentatives of my decision to refrain from signing
the card, I felt like there was continuing pressure
on me to sign.  These union representatives and
others were sometimes in and around the hotel,
and would speak to me or approach me when I
did not want to speak with them.  I also heard
from other employees that the union representa-
tives were making inquiries about me, such as
asking questions about my work performance.  I
found this to be an invasion of my personal pri-
vacy.  Once when I was on medical leave and
went into the hospital, I found that when I re-
turned to work the union representatives knew
about my hospitalization and my illness.  I felt
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like their knowledge about me and my illness was
also an invasion of my personal privacy.

I also saw the union representatives try to co-
erce another employee to sign a card, even though
they never explained to the employee what this
card meant, or told her that the union could be
able to be automatically recognized as the repre-
sentative of the employees without a secret bal-
lot election.  It was clear to me that this employee
had no idea what this card meant when the union
tried to get her signature.24

Sadly, this is the stock-in-trade of union organizers
intent on procuring cards from fearful or unsuspecting em-
ployees.  Another employee subject to a UAW card check
drive at Dana Corporation attested as follows:

The UAW put constant pressure on some em-
ployees to sign cards by having union organiz-
ers bother them while on break time at work, and
visit them at home.  I believe that the UAW orga-
nizers also misled many employees as to the pur-
pose and the finality of the cards.  Overall, many
employees signed the cards just to get the UAW
organizers off their back, not because they really
wanted the UAW to represent them.25

Given such testimony, it is not surprising that the United
States Supreme Court has recognized the untrustworthiness
of authorization cards and the superiority of the secret-ballot
election.26

Waiver of Secret-Ballot Election:  Perhaps most egre-
gious, neutrality agreements typically waive NLRB-super-
vised secret-ballot elections and substitute the “card check
recognition” process, in which a signed authorization card
counts as a “vote” for the union no matter how it was pro-
cured.  Thus, the two most self-interested parties—the union
that covets more dues payors and the employer that needs
“labor peace”—prevent the employees from voting their con-
science in private.  Unions repeat the Orwellian mantra that
“secret ballot elections are unfair,”27  but experience shows
that the process of soliciting union authorization cards relies
upon coercion and misrepresentations, oftentimes with the
complicity of the “neutral” employer.28   Employees are some-
times told that authorization cards are health insurance en-
rollment forms, non-binding “statements of interest,” requests
for an NLRB election, or even tax forms.  Sometimes they are
threatened with bodily injury if they refuse to sign union
cards.29

Hypocritically, the AFL-CIO argues that petitions and
cards advocating decertification “are not sufficiently reliable
indicia of the employees’ desires” when employers seek to
withdraw recognition from a union, and that already-union-
ized employees must resort to a secret-ballot election before
they can remove the union.30   Clearly, labor union officials
are not advocating the “card check” process because they
sincerely believe that cards or petitions reflect employee sen-

timent more reliably than a secret-ballot election.  Rather,
they advocate the card check process because they know
that with it they can bring to bear enormous pressure on
vulnerable employees.

In short, neutrality agreements are really “neutering
agreements,” using secrecy and coercion to stifle all dissent
and quickly herd employees into unionization without a vote.
Unions know that once they are “voluntarily recognized” by
an employer, they will be entrenched for up to four years
under the NLRB’s pro-incumbency “voluntary recognition
bar” and “contract bar” doctrines.31

III.  “Neutrality and Card Check” Agreements Do Not En-
hance Employees’ § 7 Freedom to Choose or Reject a Union.

What is a typical hotel worker or truck driver to think
when confronted with this array of special privileges given
by their employer to a single, anointed union?  Can it be said
that such neutrality and card check agreements enhance the
employees’ freedom to choose or reject a union?  Although
unions’ self-interest dictates use of card checks, “the Board
itself has recognized . . . that secret elections are generally
the most satisfactory—indeed the preferred—method of as-
certaining whether a union has majority support.”32

Indeed, the union-controlled process of collecting au-
thorization cards (akin to the “rule of the jungle”) should be
contrasted with the NLRB’s rules governing the conduct of a
secret-ballot election.  The contrast could not be more stark.33

In an NLRB-supervised secret-ballot election, even subtle
pressures have been found to violate employee free choice
under the “laboratory conditions” standard for representa-
tion proceedings. Those pressures need not rise to the level
of an unfair labor practice to allow the Board to set aside the
election result.34   But unions operating under neutrality and
card check agreements often become exclusive bargaining
representatives by engaging in intimidating actions that
would have precluded them from obtaining such status if
committed during the course of a secret-ballot election.

For example, in an NLRB-supervised secret-ballot elec-
tion, the following conduct has been held to upset the labo-
ratory conditions necessary to guarantee employee free
choice, thus requiring invalidation of the election: election-
eering activities at the polling place;35  prolonged conversa-
tions by representatives of a union or employer with pro-
spective voters in the polling area;36  electioneering among
the lines of employees waiting to vote;37  speechmaking by a
union or employer to massed groups or captive audiences
within 24 hours of the election;38  a union or employer keep-
ing a list of employees who vote as they enter the polling
place (other than the official eligibility list);39  and a union
official handling a prospective voter’s ballot.40

Such conduct disturbs the “laboratory conditions”
necessary for employee free choice when it occurs during
NLRB-supervised secret-ballot elections, yet it occurs in al-
most every card check drive.  When an employee signs (or
refuses to sign) a union authorization card, he or she is not
likely to be alone.  Indeed, it is likely that this decision is
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made in the presence of one or more union organizers solicit-
ing the employee to sign a card.  This solicitation could occur
during or immediately after a union mass meeting or a com-
pany-paid captive audience speech, or it could occur in the
employee’s own home during an unsolicited union “home
visit.”  In all cases the union handles the “ballot” of the
prospective “voter.”  Finally, in all cases the employee’s deci-
sion is not secret, as in an election, because the union has a
master list of who has signed a card and who has not.

Thus, a choice against signing a card often does not
end the decision-making process for an employee in the maw
of a “card check campaign,” but represents only the begin-
ning of harassment and intimidation for that employee.  The
United States Supreme Court has recognized this fact: “We
would be closing our eyes to obvious difficulties, of course,
if we did not recognize that there have been abuses, primarily
arising out of misrepresentations by union organizers as to
whether the effect of signing a card was to designate the
union to represent the employee for collective bargaining
purposes or merely to authorize it to seek an election to de-
termine that issue.”41

In sharp contrast to the abuses inherent in any card
check campaign, each employee participating in an NLRB-
conducted election makes his or her choice one time, in pri-
vate.  There is no one with the employee at the time of deci-
sion.  The ultimate choice of the employee is secret from both
the union and the employer.  Once the employee has decided
“yea or nay” by casting a ballot, the process is at an end.

Thus, only in an Orwellian world can unions claim that
“we safeguard employee freedom by doing away with the
secret ballot election.”42   Employee free choice and § 7 rights
are not enhanced by the demise of the secret-ballot election
and the total exclusion of the NLRB from the representational
process.

Indeed, securing “neutrality” from an employer under-
cuts the entire rationale for doing away with the secret-ballot
election.  For example, the UNITE HERE union’s website states
that:

It might seem that a National Labor Relations
Board-sponsored election would be the most
democratic means of deciding the question of
unionization. But these elections for Union rep-
resentation, characterized by intense anti-union
campaigns, are not like other types of elections
because of the inherent coercive power an em-
ployer holds over an employee, i.e., the power to
deprive a person of his or her livelihood.

This imbalance of power is unparalleled in any
other type of election in our society. Even if the
employer does not expressly threaten employ-
ees with adverse consequences if they support
the Union, employees can’t help but be aware of
this possibility any time an employer makes
known his opposition to unionization.43

Even assuming, arguendo, that this self-righteous as-
sertion is true, why does a union still need “card check rec-
ognition” and the elimination of the secret-ballot election
once it has already secured “neutrality” (i.e., gag rules and
employer-paid captive audience speeches extolling the union),
and thereby defanged the employer’s supposed inherent
coercive power to “terrorize” employees or “make known his
opposition to unionization”?  The true answer is that most
unions dare not face any sort of secret-ballot election, even
where complete neutrality is achieved, because they are still
likely to lose.  A case in point recently occurred at the Magna
International plant in Lowell, Michigan. There, the UAW se-
cured an agreement for strict employer neutrality, but with
the stipulation that there be a privately-run secret-ballot elec-
tion.  The UAW lost soundly, with one employee publicly
commenting to the local newspapers, “Unions are not needed
in America anymore.”44   Is it any wonder that unions dare not
chance a secret-ballot election even under the most favor-
able of conditions?

IV.  To Protect Employees’ § 7 Rights, the NLRB Must Strictly
Scrutinize the Process by Which Unions Procure and En-
force “Neutrality and Card Check” Agreements.

Through a series of pending cases, the NLRB will soon
have the opportunity to decide whether neutrality and card
check agreements between unions and employers can trump
employees’ § 7 right to refrain from unionization.  By a 3-2
vote, the Board recently granted Requests for Review and
solicited amicus briefing in Dana Corp., 341 N.L.R.B. No. 150
(2004).  In that consolidated case, the UAW union secured
neutrality and card check agreements from two employers,
Dana Corporation and Metaldyne Corporation, and then se-
cured “voluntary recognition” from both employers based
upon purported majorities of card signers.  But in each situa-
tion, dissatisfied employees filed decertification petitions
within weeks of the voluntarily recognitions.  At Metaldyne,
a majority of employees signed the decertification petition,
surely calling into question the validity of the initial recogni-
tion.  NLRB Regional Directors nevertheless dismissed both
decertification petitions, invoking the Board’s so-called “vol-
untary recognition bar” doctrine, which provides that volun-
tary recognition of a union will bar a decertification petition
for a “reasonable” period of time, up to one year.45   In grant-
ing review in these cases, the Board recognized the need to
re-examine policies that entrench unions anointed by an em-
ployer without a secret-ballot election:

We believe that the increased usage of recogni-
tion agreements, the varying contexts in which a
recognition agreement can be reached, the supe-
riority of Board supervised secret ballot elections,
and the importance of Section 7 rights of em-
ployees, are all factors which warrant a critical
look at the issues raised herein.46

Through the Dana case, the Board will provide a long
overdue answer to the question of whether employees’ § 7
right to decertify an unwanted union is paramount, or whether
voluntary recognition that springs from a neutrality agree-
ment is of such “bar quality” as to prevent employees from
challenging that employer-anointed union.
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Additionally, the NLRB General Counsel has issued a
series of complaints challenging the negotiation and enforce-
ment of several Steelworkers and UAW neutrality agreements.
These complaints arise under several different scenarios, and
their resolution will also be critical in determining the su-
premacy of employees’ § 7 rights over union institutional
interests.47

In one case, the UAW and Freightliner (a Daimler-
Chrysler subsidiary) signed a neutrality and card check agree-
ment covering various plants, including Freightliner-owned
Thomas Built Buses (“TBB”) facilities.48   These parties also
signed an “Agreement on Preconditions to a Card Check
Procedure” in which the UAW pre-negotiated numerous col-
lective bargaining concessions that would take effect after
the UAW organized the particular facility, notwithstanding
the fact that the UAW did not then represent a single cov-
ered employee.  In March 2004, the UAW and TBB launched
a joint organizing drive against TBB’s 1140 employees in
High Point, NC, pursuant to the terms of the neutrality and
card check agreement.  This campaign featured several cap-
tive audience speeches in which high level company and
union officials praised the UAW while dozens of UAW orga-
nizers simultaneously “worked the crowd” collecting union
authorization cards.  TBB subsequently recognized the union
based on these cards.

The basic theories of the General Counsel’s TBB com-
plaint are: a) that the captive audience speeches were coer-
cive and tainted the UAW’s ostensible card majority: and b)
that the “Agreement on Preconditions to a Card Check Pro-
cedure” constitutes unlawful, pre-mature bargaining over
substantive employment terms with a minority union.  On the
latter point, the courts and the Board have long held that an
employer may not choose the union it wants to represent its
employees, work together with that union to secure employee
support for it, and then negotiate basic contract terms in
advance of majority employee support.49   As the Board has
ruled, negotiating with a union prior to the achievement of
majority representative status constitutes “impressing upon
a non-consenting majority an agent granted exclusive bar-
gaining status,” even though the negotiations may be condi-
tioned on the union being able to “show at the ‘conclusion’
that they represented a majority of the employees.”50   Similar
complaints have been issued and are awaiting trial in related
cases.51

Some neutrality agreements are also being challenged
by the NLRB General Counsel under § 8(e) of the Act, 29
U.S.C.  § 158 (e). In Heartland Industrial Partners, Collins
& Aikman Co., and United Steelworkers of America,52  the
parties negotiated a neutrality agreement that requires Heart-
land (the employer) to impose a neutrality agreement on any
business enterprise in which it substantially invests or ac-
quires control.  The new business enterprise is then required
to impose the neutrality agreement on all of its parents, affili-
ates, and joint ventures.  (Agreements of this type have been
referred to as “virus clauses” for the way in which they are
spread exponentially from one employer to another).  Also,
all signatory companies must assist the Steelworkers with its

organizing drives against their employees, and ultimately re-
quire that all organized employees pay union dues to the
Steelworkers.  The theory of the General Counsel’s complaint
in this case is that the neutrality agreement unlawfully for-
bids Heartland and signatory companies from doing busi-
ness with employers who refuse to become a party to an
agreement with the Steelworkers.

V.  Conclusion.
Although the NLRB and the courts have yet to squarely

decide many of the neutrality and card check issues that are
pending, they are not without guidance from past cases.  It
has long been unlawful for an employer to select a particular
union and pressure employees into supporting it.  It has long
been illegal for a minority union to negotiate terms of em-
ployment for employees it does not represent.  It has long
been unlawful for unions and employers to limit employees’
§ 7 rights to join or refrain from joining a union.  And finally,
the Board and the courts have long recognized that employee
freedom is best protected through secret-ballot elections,
not secret schemes that waive elections and exclude the
NLRB from all oversight of the union selection or rejection
process.  The NLRB and the courts must act vigilantly to
ensure that employees’ § 7 rights remain at the pinnacle of
the Act’s considerations, not relegated to the status of an
afterthought.
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tional Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation since 1982.
He is the co-author of “Union Discipline and Employee
Rights,” published by the Foundation (http://www.nrtw.org/
RDA.htm).  He represents the employees in Dana Corp., 341
NLRB No. 150 (2004).
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