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A large and growing literature in the past two decades has sought 
to understand the constraints and possibilities of worker organizing in the 
global neoliberal political economy (Stevis and Boswell 2007; Bronfenbrenner 
2007; Evans 2010). In Europe, transnational market integration and economic 
liberalization have presented a unique set of challenges for worker movements. 
While labor unions continue to operate in a largely national context, important 
decisions are often made at the level of the European Union (EU), whether 
directly through EU policy, or indirectly through the imposition of EU objectives, 
such as fiscal austerity, on national governments. 

One of the most promising strategies for the European labor movement 
is the coordination of national labor mobilizations and international solidarity 
through transnational labor federations (Fairbrother and Hammer 2005; 
Turnbull 2007; Erne 2008; Croucher and Cotton 2009). My study seeks to 
contribute to the growing literature on the new labor internationalism through 
a comparative study of two transnational federations of dockworkers’ unions 
– the International Transport Workers Federation (ITF), based in London, and 
the International Dockworkers Council (IDC), based in Barcelona. Utilizing in-
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depth interviews with union leaders and activists, 
and research in union archives, my project is 
grounded in case studies of transnational solidarity 
work carried out by affiliates of both organizations. 
Under contemporary conditions of neo-liberal 
globalization, what form of organization and 
political vision can best support dockworker 
struggles at the local, national and transnational 
levels in Europe?

Background
Ports are a key pressure point in the 

global circulation of commodities (Silver 2003; 
Bonacich and Wilson 2008). The structural position 
of dockworkers in the world economy – their 
central role in the circulation of commodities and 
accumulation of capital, the small group of common 
employers they share and the very high degree 
of international interconnectedness inherent in 
their work – suggests that if effective international 
solidarity work and transnational class formation 
is to be found among any group of workers, it 
should be found among dockworkers. Additionally, 
dockworkers’ unions provide a theoretically rich 
field of comparison because they are one of the only 
sectors of labor that has competing transnational 
union federations with divergent political visions 
and organizational forms. 

The ITF is one of the oldest and most 
powerful global union federations. Notable failures 
of the ITF to respond to dockworker crises since 
the end of the Cold War – in Liverpool, England 
(Carter et al. 2003; Castree 2000), and Charleston, 
South Carolina (Erem and Durrenberger 2008) 
– led in the 1990s to growing criticism within 
dockworker circles of the organization’s inability or 
unwillingness to organize militant, on-the-ground 
campaigns to support workers under siege. An 
informal international network of dockworker 
activists engaged in solidarity work began to form 
and grow as a consequence of the Liverpool and 
Charleston disputes. Organizing centered on the 
unwillingness of the ITF to support local port-
level struggles without the support of national 
dockworker unions. This informal network 
was eventually formalized in 2000 with the 

creation of the IDC, an autonomous international 
federation of dockworkers unions that allows local 
unions to join independently of their national 
organizations (Durrenberger 2009). The formation 
of the IDC was in large part the work of activists 
in La Coordinadora, the autonomous Spanish 
dockworkers’ union, particularly from the Port 
of Barcelona. The influences of La Coordinadora 
on the IDC’s democratic organizational structure 
are numerous: decentralization, an absence of 
paid bureaucrats or an executive body, assembly-
style decision-making, work carried out through 
committees and coordinators, and a commitment 
to rank-and-file militancy, mutual aid, and direct 
action.

Few sectors of the European workforce 
are represented by more than one global union 
federation, and the IDC in particular is in many 
ways an anomaly. Most of the current global union 
federations in Europe, like the ITF, are organized 
in a bureaucratic fashion meant to be legible to 
European governance institutions (Martin and Ross 
2001). Typically, only national unions are permitted 
to affiliate while local unions are not; day-to-day 
operations are run by a permanent staff; and 
decisions are made in a top-down fashion with little 
rank-and-file input or buy-in. The form of struggle 
typically takes place through lobbying national and 
international institutions to improve or preserve 
labor standards, rather than through job actions. 
The IDC, a much newer formation, has a different 
history and organizational form, and affiliates may 
be more likely to engage in industrial action at the 
docks, or more militant forms of protest. The IDC 
allows both national and local unions to affiliate 
– a major advantage for locals whose politics are 
out of tune with their national unions. Many of 
the locals in the IDC’s European strongholds draw 
from the tradition of local autonomy and rank-and-
file democracy, and have a strong culture of labor 
militancy and international solidarity. 

Preliminary findings
 Preliminary interviews and archival 
research were conducted in the summer of 2012 
with IDC officials in Barcelona and the Canary 
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Islands, and with ITF officials during a visit to the 
United States. Preliminary research indicates 
that instead of a consistent advantage of one 
organizational form over the other, the ITF and 
the IDC are each suited well to different kinds of 
international labor solidarity work and, in some 
cases, dockworkers have clearly benefited from a 
division of labor between the two organizations. 
The benefits of each organizational form depend 
on 1) the politics of scale jumping and 2) the degree 
to which localized labor disputes put dockworkers 
into conflict with transnational employers or the 
state.

The politics of scale jumping
Scale jumping – in particular, the ability 

of workers to meet globalized capital at the 
global level – is the most basic purpose of labor 
internationalism. The political relationships 
between labor organizations at different scales 
play an important role in determining whether 
bureaucratic or horizontal organizational forms and 
tactics will be most advantageous in a particular 
context. With some exceptions, dockworkers are 
typically organized in locals centered at ports. Local 
unions are then grouped together into one or more 
national unions of dockworkers that may or may 
not be affiliated to national cross-sectoral union 
federations. 

A major impetus to the formation of the 
IDC concerned the ITF’s inability to act on behalf 
of local unions in Liverpool and Charleston that 
found themselves at odds with their national 
organizations, which refused to back them 
during contentious labor disputes. Unlike the ITF, 
the IDC allows local unions to affiliate directly, 
with or without the affiliation of their national 
organization. Scale jumping from the national to the 
transnational level by dissident local dockworker 
unions – particularly those which have a greater 
commitment to rank-and-file militancy than their 
national organizations – gives them access to 
powerful allies during periods of intense conflict. 
This is also particularly relevant for independent 
dockworker unions (unaffiliated to national 
organizations) and/or minority dockworker unions 

(particularly those with left-wing politics that have 
been excluded from other labor organizations). 

Dockworkers’ unions at the national level 
may be more prone to militancy than national unions 
representing workers in other sectors due to the 
greater degree of structural power dockworkers’ 
possess thanks to their key role in the circulation of 
commodities. Consequently, dockworkers’ unions 
may find themselves at odds with national-level 
labor federations during periods of labor conflict. 
In these cases, the ability to marshal the resources 
of a powerful transnational organization like the 
ITF may provide the greatest leverage for national-
level scale jumping, to get around national-level 
trans-sectoral labor federations.

Degree of conflict with the state versus the 
employer
 Ports can be understood as spaces within 
the global political economy in which raw materials 
and finished products are exchanged in almost 
unimaginably large quantities within a bounded 
and regulated waterfront area. The ability of capital 
to tap international markets is unthinkable without 
the ability to move goods overseas efficiently. This 
characteristic of ports sets transportation strikes 
apart from strikes in almost every other sector 
(with the possible exception of carbon extraction) 
in terms of the ability of workers in these sectors to 
threaten the circulation of commodities and capital 
accumulation as a whole. While throughout the 
economy strikes generally target single employers, 
or, less commonly, employers in a single sector, 
port-wide strikes threaten national economies as 
a whole by impeding international circulation of 
capital and commodities, and thereby threatening 
the state. The question of whether industrial 
disputes at ports are disputes with single employers 
or whether they threaten capital accumulation 
more broadly (and thus the state) has important 
implications for which form and tactics of global 
labor organization are most advantageous in a 
given circumstance.

The ITF and the IDC typically draw on 
different repertoires of collective action. The ITF 
relies primarily on working within existing legal and 
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political frameworks, and also symbolic protest and 
lobbying work with transnational governing bodies 
that oversee labor conditions (the International 
Labour Organization, the United Nations, the EU, 
etc.). The exception to the ITF’s primary reliance 
on symbolic protest is its ability to ask seafarers 
covered under the global flags of convenience 
collective bargaining agreement to boycott specific 
employers engaged in legally viable labor disputes 
with dockworkers (Lillie 2006). The IDC, on the 
other hand, relies heavily on industrial action – 
including short, coordinated multi-country work 
stoppages – as well as other actions that can inflict 
economic pain on employers. 

Port-wide conflicts that implicate capital 
accumulation as a whole, and thus the state, 
may be more susceptible to the IDC’s repertoire 
of action (particularly port shutdowns), while 
conflicts primarily involving specific employers 
may be more susceptible to the ITF’s threats of 
legal action through Flags of Convenience (FOC) 
seafarer union boycotts, as well as its ability to 
litigate and legislate through the institutions of 
transnational governance. For example, the ITF’s 
ability to leverage its FOC seafarer agreement – the 
only example to date of a truly global collective 
bargaining agreement – to support dockworkers 
engaged in disputes with employers has played a 
critical role in recent labor struggles.
 Unions engaged in national-level disputes 
– in particular, fighting efforts to deregulate ports 
in different European countries – have benefited 
from the IDC’s repertoire of collective actions, for 
example, through the coordinated work stoppages 
in support of Portuguese dockworkers threatened 

with austerity measures in 2012. In fact, this tactic 
has proved to be particularly significant following 
the 2008 economic crisis and the imposition of 
austerity in many European countries. European 
Union-level disputes, however, have benefited 
from the division of labor between the ITF, through 
its European regional organization, the ETF, and the 
IDC, which have worked in coalition to prevent the 
passage of four Europe Commission Port Directives 
that would have deregulated ports across the EU. 
As Turnbull (2007) argues, the IDC’s reliance on 
industrial action at the ports and other forms of 
effective (rather than symbolic) protest has pushed 
the ITF toward greater militancy and has given the 
ITF greater leverage in its lobbying efforts with EU 
policymakers.
 While the coordinated EU-wide efforts of 
the ITF and IDC against the EU directives have been 
well documented, further research is needed to 
understand the ways in which particular national 
political and economic contexts condition the 
local-level effectiveness of labor internationalism 
generally, and of particular forms of labor 
internationalism, specifically. Under what national 
political and economic conditions is dockworker 
labor internationalism a help or a hindrance to 
resolving local-level labor conflicts, and under 
what conditions are particular organizational 
forms or forms of struggle most effective? Cross-
national comparisons of dockworker mobilizations 
within Europe, utilizing in-depth interviews with 
dockworker leaders and activists, as well as primary 
source written materials produced by the unions, 
will help to further unpack these questions. 
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