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SUMMARY 

 

Economic restructuring presents ongoing challenges for economic development planners. In 

particular, the 1970s and 1980s are well known for the hardships that economic dislocations 

inflicted on industrial workers and their communities. Most scholarly and applied work invoking 

this period is grounded in a contemporary understanding of the inevitability of global economic 

change, and the limitations this presents for local economic development policy and practice. 

 

This dissertation takes a different approach. It maintains that we cannot understand the current 

boundaries of our discipline without first traveling back to a time before they were so firmly in 

place. Thus, the topic of this dissertation is a lesser known aspect of the deindustrialization 

story: how communities fought back. The “plant closing movement” was made up of coalitions of 

religious and community groups, unions, and progressive local officials that arose across the 

country in the 1970s and 1980s to resist and reverse industrial job loss, mobilizing both direct 

action and policy.  

 

The dissertation, a collection of three articles, asks how the successes and failures of the plant 

closing movement have shaped ongoing progressive efforts in economic development planning. 

Together, the articles reveal a story of the ideological restraint of policy alternatives. By directing 

attention to the process by which economic decisions are determined to be “public” or “private”, 

and how those decisions have changed over time, the work combats the notion that today’s 

formation of economic development is a natural or inevitable state.  

  



 
 
 

1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION ARTICLES  

 

If, for most localities, “economic development” is synonymous with jobs; then its motto is surely 

“jobs at any cost.” However, the cost for cities appears to be growing in the form of ever more 

genuflection towards the private sector. Recent bidding wars for Amazon HQ2 and Foxconn 

brought into stark relief questions about the appropriate use and scale of subsidies. The 

staggering sums exacted from localities also emphasize the asymmetries in information and 

power between local officials and multinational corporations. Widely considered to be distasteful 

and of questionable efficacy, economic development subsidies are nonetheless seen as 

inevitable and necessary.  

 

Economic development strategies on the national scale are similarly troubled. During his 

presidential campaign, Donald Trump famously threatened Indiana’s Carrier plant with tariffs if 

they made good on their plan to move operations to Mexico. Shortly after the election, vice 

president-elect (then governor of Indiana) Mike Pence clinched a deal promising $7 million for 

Carrier to keep 1,069 jobs in the state. Widely criticized on both the left and right, the deal 

signaled the rise of a theoretically “new” era of economic development in Washington, DC; one 

in which the rhetoric promises a no-holds-barred approach to protecting American jobs. 

However, while President Trump’s version of industrial policy is rife with bluster and trade wars, 

profits nonetheless continue to travel a well-worn path to already successful, lean companies 

operating with a minimum of workers (Aeppel 2018).  

 

To what do we owe this state of affairs? Traditionally, most scholars (and “common sense”) 

explain the current boundaries of economic development by referencing a combination of 

institutional, political and economic factors outside the urban planning profession. The argument 
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emphasizes how external factors constrain local choices, and is inclusive of some of the most 

foundational and widely cited scholarly work in the field of urban planning and politics. The 

limitations of our federalist system, urban growth coalitions that favor elite interests, and the 

international economic order are all centered as explanatory factors for why cities are limited in 

how they can hope to approach local economic policies (Peterson 1981, Mollenkopf 1983, 

Logan & Molotch 1987). Contemporary scholarly work has built upon these arguments by 

incorporating complex geopolitical analysis, including the unique role that cities play in the 

global economy as well as questions of “policy transfer,” wherein the nation state may at times 

be bypassed altogether--all the while noting that the traditional distinctions between suburbs 

and cities are now decidedly blurred (Sassen 2002, Peck & Theodore 2015, Fitzgerald & Green 

Leigh 2002).  

 

Nonetheless, neither classic nor contemporary work in the field explains why, during the 1980s, 

despite facing an environment of extraordinary constraints, economic planning discussions were 

not nearly so constrained as they are today. In fact, many cities across the U.S. were 

experimenting with a wide variety of economic planning activities aimed at combating 

deindustrialization. From direct municipal action to stop plant closings to comprehensive 

sectoral strategies, this history provides quite a contrast to current approaches to economic 

development, and suggests that today’s understanding of the limitations of economic 

development may be a fairly recent phenomenon.  

 

This dissertation, a collection of three articles, revisits the people, ideas and policies that 

animated progressive strains of economic development from the late 1970s through the early 

1990s, focusing on the movement that arose against plant closings, the local industrial retention 

policies it inspired, and the attempts to bring that movement to scale. The purpose of this 
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research is to explore the relationship between the 1970s/80s movement for industrial retention 

and the (at that time) emergent professional field of economic development. The research 

questions that broadly shape the dissertation articles are, first, how did the movement for 

industrial retention affect economic development policy during these years, and, second, how 

can the movement’s successes and failures contribute to understanding why economic 

development policy today is so circumscribed? The dissertation essays shed light on how 

notions of industrial policy at different scales of policy-making have changed over time, and why 

today’s economic planning activities (such as President Trump’s version of industrial policy) 

appear to be qualitatively different than they once were. The essays also grapple with the 

question of which ideas, arguments and policies were carried over from the prior time to today, 

which ones drifted away, and the significance of these varied historical outcomes.  

 

This dissertation departs from most scholarly work in the field of economic development by 

turning the focus of analysis inside out: towards the profession, arguing that we have 

overlooked the contentious historical process of the making of economic development itself. In 

order to do that, this project counts as one of its most important goals to make visible-–and 

situate itself within-–the place of tension that is economic development; the inherent 

contradiction within a practice that is built at the intersection of “market forces” and economic 

planning. The histories that the dissertation articles bring forward help to explore, magnify and 

analyze the innately contradictory (and constructed) aspects that make up the field as well as 

reintroduce, or reemphasize, contestation within the profession.  

 

A traditional dissertation engages with an extant body of literature on a given topic. For this 

dissertation, that was not possible and, perhaps, would not even have been desirable. This 

dissertation pursued an inductive, iterative approach that called upon leaders in the plant 
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closing movement to reconstruct their analysis of the past, as well as to reflect on the 

movement’s achievements, shortcomings, successes, and failures with the benefit of hindsight, 

decades later. One of the challenges in undertaking a historical analysis of the plant closing 

movement and its legacies, is that there has been very little writing about this period from the 

perspective of the key actors that shaped the movement. A further challenge in writing a 

dissertation on this pivotal period of economic development planning is that there is, with the 

exception of Steven High’s Industrial Sunset: The Making of North America’s Rust Belt, 1969-

1984 (2003) and Peter K Eisinger’s The Rise of the Entrepreneurial State: State and Local 

Economic Development Policy in the United States (1988), very little historical analysis of the 

ideas, policies and networks that comprised this movement in the US. And even these 

treatments have missed several of the most important aspects of this movement.   

 

The thesis of Eisinger’s book is that state and local economic development policy in the US 

underwent a shift in the 1980s away from “supply-side” policies (such as location incentives 

designed to attract companies) towards policies designed to stimulate demand (and thus a more 

active, or entrepreneurial, role for the local state). In the last chapter, Eisinger discusses a 

subset of “entrepreneurial state” activities, which he terms “protective economic development.” 

This is Eisinger’s term for the policies that emerged from the resistance to widespread plant 

closings, including: local advance notification legislation, municipal lawsuits against departing 

factories (particularly if they were beneficiaries of public funds), and the use (or threatened use) 

of eminent domain to force the sale of closing plants to local authorities. The local state was 

guided by two principles in these strategies: “an emerging conviction that ‘fairness’ standards 

ought to govern relations in the economic development public-private partnership, as well as by 

a gradually broadening notion of the scope of the government’s appropriate responsibilities in 

maintaining employment” (1988, 308).  



 
 
 

5 

 

However, Eisinger’s analysis of policies developed in response to plant closings is incomplete. 

The discussion is primarily focused on only one facet of the plant closing movement: the 

questions raised about whether many of these public-private partnerships were fair, especially 

in cases when companies benefited from public funds. Eisinger’s work lacks attention to the far 

more pressing, core concern of the plant closing movement--a larger and more powerful role for 

workers, communities, and the public sector in shaping our economy. When Eisinger discusses 

the role for the public sector in employment, it is described as the “employer of last resort” 

(1988, 308). This is a far cry from the vision for comprehensive economic planning that 

networks of anti-plant closing organizations built and advocated for. But perhaps the greatest 

omission is simply that Eisinger’s book was published in 1988, a time period that represented a 

critical period of transition for the plant closing movement. As such, the work is unable to 

address the maturity of the movement, or its broader significance.  

 

In contrast, Steven High’s (2003) comparative work on the plant closing movement in the United 

States and Canada evaluates the plant closing movement in retrospect. High argues that in 

Canada, the plant closing movement was successful because it was able to connect issues of 

industrial decline to Canadian nationalism. The nationalist sentiment mobilized broad-based 

support for protecting workers and communities. On the other hand, High characterizes the 

plant closing movement in the United States as relying on the trope of “capital versus 

community.” High argues that the “New Left” emphasis on community within the US plant 

closing movement was so strong that local community solidarity was presented as a meaningful 

alternative to even national, or international, trade unionism (2003, 197). Ultimately, this led to 

the “miserable failure” of the plant closing movement in the US, because it was unable to 

mobilize support beyond affected communities (2003, 133).  
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This dissertation will show that this is a fundamentally flawed view of the US plant closing 

movement, both in the characterization of its goals, and the description of its impact. During the 

late 1970s and through the mid 1980s, the plant closing movement was divergent, experimental 

and, at times, ad hoc. But by the end of the decade the movement had evolved to a new phase 

of development, that, while centered in the democratic and participatory traditions of community 

economic development, was far from localist or communitarian. In fact, through the late 1980s 

and early 1990s, local plant closing organizations across the country worked together in a 

national network to advocate for a federal level industrial policy (that was built on lessons 

learned from the grassroots work of the previous decade).  

 

In addition to contesting, and expanding upon, the current state of the literature on the plant 

closing movement, a second contribution of this dissertation is to question the discourses of 

inevitability that pervade the field of economic development (both then, and now). These 

discourses draw sharp lines around the private sphere, while also reaffirming the sanctity of 

corporate power that operates within it. The dissertation reveals the permeability and 

changeable nature of the boundary between public and private spheres of entitlement by 

seeking to document and understand the ideas of community economic planning that were 

propagated by the plant closing movement. While this history represents a path that ultimately 

was not taken, knowledge of alternatives to the current state of affairs is an essential precursor 

to imagining a different future. One of the lessons of the plant closing movement, and of 

planning more generally, is that the current economic state of affairs, whatever they are, are the 

result of a series of choices by political and institutional actors--and not that of natural law.  
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In order to write these histories, the dissertation required both interviews and archival research. 

The interviewees were primarily members of anti-plant closing organizations during the late 

1970s to the early 1990s. Others interviewed worked for city governments, technical assistance 

organizations and labor unions during these years and were directly engaged with issues of 

plant closings. Geographies represented in the interviews include Chicago, Calumet, Seattle, 

Los Angeles, Washington D.C., Northern California including Oakland and the logging 

communities of Humboldt County, the Mon Valley area (Pittsburgh, Youngstown and 

surrounding municipalities) and the Brass Valley (Connecticut). The total number of interviews 

conducted for the dissertation was 24. Both female and male leaders in the plant closing 

movement were interviewed. Many of the subjects were working in fields that bore some 

relationship with their past work, albeit most were no longer working for organizations that 

directly confronted plant closings. Several of those interviewed were retired, or in the process of 

retiring.  

 

The interviews were requisite to provide big-picture insights. However, it soon became clear that 

archival research was essential to reconstruct the details of the historical case studies referred 

to throughout the dissertation. In addition to documents from participants’ personal collections, 

two separate collections in public archives were consulted. The first was the Tri-State 

Conference on Manufacturing Records, located in the University of Pittsburgh Library System. 

This collection houses the papers of Jim Benn, founding member of Tri-State Conference on 

Manufacturing and executive director of the national network composed of anti-plant closing 

organizations (called the Federation for Industrial Retention and Renewal (FIRR)). This 

collection was invaluable for both the detailed work of piecing together the organizational history 

of the national network, as well as the bigger-picture work of tracking the evolution of the plant 

closing movement over time.  
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The other collection was composed of records from the Center on Urban Economic 

Development (CUED) at the University of Illinois at Chicago (formerly UICUED), held in the 

University Archives. The Center for Urban Economic Development (CUED) worked closely with 

the city of Chicago’s Department of Economic Development under Mayor Harold Washington 

throughout the 1980s to develop the foundation of Chicago’s local industrial policy. The policies 

developed in Chicago during this time were unique, in that they represented a comprehensive 

approach to industrial decline on the local level. The manufacturing retention policies and 

manufacturing retention-focused organizations in Chicago ultimately influenced other 

municipalities, as well as state and federal policy. As such, the University Archives’ CUED 

collection is a window into a critical period of economic history-–a period that transformed our 

cities in ways that continue to affect us today. Important to note is that both of these archive 

collections are unprocessed, and therefore this history is inaccessible without the painstaking 

work of combing through and reconstruction (the CUED collection is completely unprocessed, 

meaning no finding aid or organization, the Tri-State collection is “minimally processed” 

meaning there are some box and folder headings but no information about the individual 

documents).  

 

The overarching ideational context of the dissertation is represented by two conflicting modes of 

economic thought regarding the appropriate role for public authorities in the sphere of 

production. Neoclassical economic thought proposes that the government should not interfere in 

the workings of the “free market” and questions of production, doubly so. The assumption is that 

the best outcomes for society are created when each individual firm or investor seeks to 

maximize profits; and that cumulatively, this leads to the most efficient use of resources—

ultimately creating the most wealth and opportunities. In contrast, the argument coming out of 
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the plant closing movement of the 1970s and 1980s was built on a foundation of political 

economy. Political economists are concerned with the roles agents and institutions play in the 

production process, and the resulting distribution of wealth and resources. Fueled by analysis 

that explained deindustrialization as a result of disinvestment (as opposed to economic 

inevitability arising from the globalization of production), the plant closing movement rejected 

laissez faire economics and promoted an alternative vision, one where workers and government 

would play a role as co-planners in the realm of production (Luria & Russell 1981).  

 

These radically differing visions for public and private prerogative were at odds across society, 

and there was a heightened visibility to the clash within the domain of economic development 

because the field must always define a role for itself in relation to the citizenry and to private 

enterprise. Each of the dissertation articles describe an aspect of the fight against 

deindustrialization where social movement and policy strategies were evolving in real time; for 

each story, it was only after the fact that the contours of what was being fought against became 

clear. As Otis Graham described the economic “policy fumbles” during the 1970s and 1980s: 

“societies just entering decline should especially interest us, Hegel reasoned, for we begin to 

understand an era only as the curtain drops” (Graham 1992, 2).1 

 

The first article, The Plant Closing Movement of the 1970s-1990s: Making the Case for 

Participation in Production, provides a picture of the plant closing movement as a whole, set in 

the broader context of a response to economic restructuring. The article argues that the key 

insight of the plant closing movement was that in order to help communities, it was necessary to 

define a role for workers, communities and government in the sphere of production. To further 

their goals, the movement mobilized the concept of deindustrialization to justify an expanded 

realm for public authority in the economy. The article documents and categorizes both the 



 
 
 

10 

participants in the movement, as well as the strategies and economic development tools they 

implemented to do this work across the country. The plant closing movement’s argument about 

production was significant for two reasons. First, it articulated and justified a role for democratic 

economic planning at all levels of governance. Secondly, because the plant closing movement 

was ultimately unsuccessful in securing a role for public authorities in production, our attention 

is directed to the consequences of that loss. Without tools such as those proposed by the plant 

closing movement, it is increasingly difficult to intervene in the realm of what is considered 

private prerogative. The result has been a smaller role for communities and their 

representatives in the decisions that dictate their economic futures.  

 

The second article, Planning Against Plant Closings: The Path to Chicago’s Early Warning 

Network, traces the origins of legislation that would require advance notice of plant closings, 

and the grassroots response to the difficulty of passing that legislation. The paper shows that 

academics and activists were influenced by ideas from the plant closing movement; rejecting 

Schumpeter’s theory of creative destruction, they argued instead that many of the plant closings 

were not economically necessary. The article includes a case study of the early warning 

network in Chicago, initiated by economic development planners in 1983, and the fight against 

the Playskool plant closing. The case is built from interviews of participants and documents from 

the University of Illinois at Chicago’s Center for Urban Economic Development, held in the 

University Archives at the University of Illinois at Chicago Library. The essay concludes that the 

plant closing movement gained greater long-term traction with arguments about public funds 

(corporations that benefit from public money are more culpable) as opposed to arguments that 

trod more heavily in firm or sectoral analysis (e.g., analysis of profits and loss or industrial mix). 

While the movement’s arguments about fairness are an important legacy, the success of the 

strategy to leverage public funds to influence corporate behavior also had an unintended 
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consequence; it played a role in reinforcing the idea that there is a clear and natural separation 

between “public” and “private”. If the use of public funds is a precondition for communities and 

workers to have a (fledgling) voice regarding corporate practices, how does that reflect back to 

the movement’s goal to increase participation in decisions about production? Ultimately, the 

success of one movement tactic at the expense of another would have the effect of undercutting 

what was, for many participants, the larger objective of increasing economic democracy across 

the economy as a whole.  

 

The third article, Beyond Plant Closing Fights: FIRR’s Community Agenda for National Industrial 

Policy, reconstructs how, in 1987, local anti-deindustrialization organizations came together to 

create a national network (ultimately called Federation for Industrial Retention and Renewal, 

FIRR). The groups were frustrated with the limitations of fighting industrial decline on the local 

scale when the policy decisions that most affected their communities’ fates were being decided 

elsewhere. FIRR built its platform around a call for a revived national industrial policy, but its 

agenda was distinct. It emerged from member organizations following a decade of anti-plant-

closing organizing, coalition-building and community economic planning done at the local and 

regional scales. They argued: “grass-roots led doesn’t have to mean small scale economic 

development” (Benn, n.d.).2  The essay builds on interviews of former FIRR members and 

documents from the Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing Collection, in the Archives and 

Special Collections at the University of Pittsburgh Library to argue that this project represents a 

significant step beyond the formerly “reactive” strategies of plant closing groups, revealing a 

new, mature stage of the movement and adding to our understanding of the history and 

evolution of progressive economic development.  
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Ultimately, the dissertation articles narrate a dual process. On the one hand, the stories reveal 

the origins of steadfast principles that generalized appeals to progressive economic 

development build upon even today: for instance, when public money is used, corporations 

have some responsibility to the public. Or, also in relation to the public sector, that contracts 

with government create the pretext for some forms of economic planning (e.g., directing 

contracts to support minority-owned businesses or creating a higher bar for minimum wage 

rates). And yet, it’s also possible to see how the nature of these initiatives have reinforced a 

socially constructed barrier between “public” and “private” spheres of entitlement, condoning two 

different levels of corporate accountability. In doing so, the essays reveal one way in which the 

ideological restraint of policy alternatives occurs over time, and its consequences: the shrinking 

realm of public purview over the economy.  
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THE PLANT CLOSING MOVEMENT OF THE 1970s-1990s: MAKING THE CASE FOR 

PARTICIPATION IN PRODUCTION 

 

In 1981, Ralph Nader interviewed the head of US Steel, David Roderick. Nader questioned the 

former economics major about the struggling US Steel’s recent purchase of Marathon Oil for $6 

billion. Over the course of the prior three years, 150,000 steel workers had lost their jobs (DOL 

1985);3 understandably many in the communities affected thought the money should have gone 

instead towards modernizing at-risk steel mills. As Roderick looked over downtown Pittsburgh 

from his luxury office in the 64-story US Steel Tower, he articulated his now infamous 

justification for the purchase of Marathon: US Steel was “not in the business of making steel”, 

but rather “the business of making money” (Metzgar 1983, 26 & Nader 1986, 35).  

 

Also in 1981, less than 300 miles away from US Steel Tower, a researcher for the United 

Autoworkers (UAW) and an economic development staffer for city council member Kenneth 

Cockrel published a plan to create 100,000 well-paid industrial jobs in Detroit. Rational 

Reindustrialization was premised on the conversion of former auto-making factories (now idle) 

to produce “energy hardware” for the oil, gas and coal gasification industries (Luria & Russell 

1981). The treatise was explicit about the role for the public sector: “because private capital 

cannot be counted on to assume the risks associated with such a conversion program, Rational 

Reindustrialization will be at least partially based on public/worker enterprises” (1981, 14). The 

plan rejected what the authors termed the “constricting assumptions of orthodox economic 

development thinking,” including the idea that the public sector’s role should be limited merely to 

creating the conditions for private sector growth (1981, 11). Most striking, in the light of 

Roderick’s (and others’) recent disregard for the impact of their business strategies on 



 
 
 

14 

communities was the decree that workers and the government would not cede control of the 

world of work to the private sector (1981, 10).  

 

These episodes represent two very different sets of assumptions about how the economy 

should be run, and, in particular, who should have the power to weigh in on decisions regarding 

production. This paper argues that the plant closing movement identified questions of 

production (what is made, where it is made, how it is made, for what purpose is it made, and 

who profits) as the facets of economic decision-making that held the greatest consequences for 

communities. The problem for the plant closing movement (and economic democracy more 

generally) is production decisions were (and are today) closely guarded as the prerogative of 

the private sector. Therefore, the movement had to formulate and defend a rationale for 

intervening in the sphere of production, as well as strategies and tools for doing so. This is 

significant because the plant closing movement was articulating a democratic vision for 

economic development planning, one that would have given communities powerful tools to 

shape their own futures. This history represents a high-water mark for economic development 

planning. Ultimately, the plant closing movement lost the argument for broader worker, 

community and government participation in production. The outcome of that loss has been that 

today, it remains very difficult for economic development planners to successfully intervene in 

the private sector decisions that determine the fate of communities.  

 

Most literature to date on plant closing fights takes the approach of singular, in-depth case 

studies of either plant closings, or the organization that fought against said closing (e.g. Brecher 

2011, Dudley 1994, Juravich & Bronfenbrenner 1999). In contrast, this article studies the plant 

closing movement from a macro perspective, mapping the terrain of the movement as a whole, 

and placing it in the context of broad-based changes in regulatory and firm strategies during this 
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period of economic restructuring. In order to do this, the individuals and organizations that 

composed the plant closing movement across the country are identified, and placed in 

categories. The article then analyzes the tools that the movement built for economic planning, 

as well as the strategies the movement implemented in an attempt to gain leverage in the nexus 

of private production and profit.  

 

I. Regulatory changes and firm strategy in the 1970s and 1980s 

 

By the time US Steel bought Marathon Oil, and Luria & Russell penned Rational 

Reindustrialization, it was painfully clear that disruptive change (particularly for industrial 

communities) had already occurred. In fact, signs of an impending transition had been visible 

decades earlier. The 1940s-70s has been variously called the “capital-labor accord” the “golden 

age of American capitalism,” or a three-pronged description: the “limited capital-labor accord,” 

the “capitalist-citizen accord,” and the “Pax Americana.” (Bowels, Gordon & Weiskopff 1983). 

The period was marked by America’s position of dominance in the global capitalist economy 

and the stabilizing influence of macroeconomic and social welfare policies at home, as well as 

steady wage growth and low inflation rates. However, workers’ share of this prosperity had not 

come without organizing—“in 1954, 34.8 percent of all U.S. wage and salary workers belonged 

to unions” (Mayer 2004, 12).  

 

Key in this success for labor was the Wagner Act of 1935, which enshrined American workers’ 

legal right to unionize. Initially heralded as labor’s “Magna Carta,” recent scholarship proposes 

that the Wagner Act provided unionization rights at a cost--radically limiting workers’ ability to 

strike--and produced a legal and institutional context for labor relations that ultimately 
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discouraged militancy (Tomlins 1985, Forbath 1991, Hattam 1993). The limited capital-labor 

accord similarly granted workers (those fortunate enough to be employed in core industries4) 

protections at a price: in exchange for rising wages, job security and retirement benefits, 

workers would leave the production process under the control of management (e.g., Metzgar 

1980, Bowels, Gordon & Weiskopff 1983, High 2003, Lichtenstein 1998).5  

 

The true cost of stepping back from struggles around production wasn’t initially clear because 

during the 1960s corporations earned an average real annual rate of return of 15.5 percent on 

their investments (Bluestone & Harrison 1982, 17) and US economic growth averaged over 4 

percent a year, leading to gains in purchasing power for American workers (ibid, 5). But by the 

late 1960s, the profit rate for non-financial corporations had declined to 12.7 percent and by the 

early 1970s, the average rate had declined to 10.1 percent (Bluestone & Harrison 1982, 17). For 

workers, the decline was even more stark: after the first OPEC-driven price shock in 1973, real 

wages ceased growing altogether for the remainder of the decade. The falling rate of profit led 

to radical shifts in the structure and strategies of firms, and by 1980 plant closings were merely 

the most visible sign of a troubling trend: over the preceding two decades the US share of 

manufacturing exports had fallen from more than 25 percent to less than 17 percent (Bluestone 

& Harrison 1982, 5). The following section briefly summarizes the corporate strategies, 

institutional actors, and regulations that (along with macroeconomic conditions) were driving 

change during this period.  

 

Firm Strategy 

Many observers argued that even more than international competition, it was “mismanagement” 

that was to blame for much of the decline of the American manufacturing sector during this 

period (e.g., Holland 1985, Swinney 1985, Bluestone & Harrison 1982). The criticism centered 
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on a lack of investment in research and development--specifically, the modernization of 

machinery and production methods (Nader & Taylor 1986, 31).  

 

Partially, management was changing their approach to investment within the firm because of the 

changing structure of the firm itself. Beginning in the 1960s, corporations began to take 

advantage of low interest rates and a streamlined system of stock valuation with a tremendous 

surge of mergers and acquisitions. The period is known for the growth of conglomerates, 

significant in part because this was a nonproductive form of value creation (likened to re-slicing 

the pie as opposed to creating a larger pie). As businesses continued to diversify by buying 

other businesses (often unrelated to their primary markets), huge sums of money were needed 

to move these deals forward. After an initial bubble, these deals contributed to keeping interest 

rates high and capital scarce. Another burst of mergers and acquisitions, from 1979 through 

1982, led to growing numbers of top executives behaving more like bankers than industry 

managers (Crittendon 1982).6  

 

As conglomerates further diversified, there were diminishing incentives to direct funds towards 

the modernization of production processes.7 But it wasn’t only the purchase of other US 

companies that was keeping profits from being invested back into firms. During this period, 

there was also a rise in foreign investment: between 1950 and 1974 foreign investment 

increased from $11.8 billion to over $118 billion--this facilitated the export of capital and made it 

easier to speculate on foreign currencies (Kelly 1977). 

 

In the 1970s, dominant firm strategy shifted away from the diversification of the 1960s towards 

vertical disintegration. The vertical disintegration of the production process meant that, 

increasingly, firms were subcontracting key aspects of production. Components were being built 
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across continents, creating global value chains that made it possible for firms at the top to 

remain competitive by shifting risk downstream to subcontractors. Reorganizing production in 

this way also created more complexity around a company’s vulnerability to strikes; without a 

central node, work stoppages at any one factory would be significantly less disruptive, unless 

critical nodes in the supply chains were known and targeted (Herod 2000).  

 

As global production networks strengthened, it became even easier for firms to make strategic 

location decisions based on minimizing labor costs. This included moving production to 

developing nations where wages are low, unions are weak, and labor standards are loosely 

enforced. Firms also sought to avoid strongholds of organized labor within the US by moving 

factories from Northern states to Southern “right to work” states. Companies increasingly left 

urban locations for the suburbs. Often couched in terms of requiring greenfields to build modern, 

sprawling, one-story factories, there was also a distinctly racialized and anti-union cast to these 

relocations. The urban workforces of northern cities were often racially diverse and militant. 

Because many northern cities had high levels of residential segregation, Black communities 

were increasingly estranged from manufacturing jobs (Sugrue 1996).  

 

This period was notable for a veritable panoply of corporate disinvestment strategies, and 

moving physical locations was only one of them. There was the practice of running down older 

facilities and not replacing machines in order to use the savings (depreciation allowances) to 

invest in other businesses, or in financial markets. Some firms simply shifted resources from 

older to newer plants, while a related strategy, known as “milking a cash cow,” (shifting profits 

from one plant to corporate headquarters or newer facilities) was especially common among 

conglomerates (Shearer 1980).  
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Regulatory Strategies  

It wasn’t only the strategic decisions of firms that were driving the changes of the 1970s and 

1980s. Corporations were able to radically restructure entire industries because regulations 

enabled them at every scale of governance. In particular, former manufacturing workers and 

deindustrialized regions were disadvantaged by a federal institutional environment oriented to 

benefit corporations. For example, the Trade Act of 1974 removed tariffs on imports from 

developing nations, but notably these included (and primarily benefited) American multinationals 

that had relocated production to subsidiaries in South Korea, Taiwan, Mexico and other 

countries (Kelly 1977, 12). Taxes on overseas earnings weren’t required until (if) multinationals 

returned those profits to the US, thereby disincentivizing investment at home. Often it was also 

the absence of regulation (or outright deregulation) that harmed manufacturing communities.    

 

While the pursuit of short-term profit was increasingly the norm (perhaps initially propelled by 

the “shareholder revolution” (Stout 2012)) it, too, was enabled by changes in regulations. One 

change of significance was when, in 1982, the Securities and Exchange Commission made it 

legal for firms to buy back company shares. This allowed companies to artificially drive up the 

price of their stock--hugely benefiting shareholders (often also executives) and leaving fewer 

resources for workers, or investment back into the company.  

 

Broadly speaking, federal policies that had promoted regional parity were also eliminated during 

this period, beginning during the late 1970s with the Carter administration’s decision to 

deregulate the airline, railroad and trucking industries. President Reagan shortly thereafter 

reversed past policies that had regulated the finance and banking industries, and rolled back 

enforcement on all forms of antitrust legislation (Sherman 2009). This regulatory environment 
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led to outsize power for financial institutions and corporations; the decisions they made would 

determine which regions would prosper and which would struggle (Longman 2015). 

 

The effects of both deregulation and manufacturing decline were not spread evenly across the 

country. Older industrial towns and urban centers (and within them, most centrally communities 

of color) were impacted significantly more than sunbelt towns. This made a coordinated 

response more difficult. Increasingly, there was a perspective that the decline of the 

manufacturing sector was a “rustbelt” problem;8 so much so that a vigorous debate sprang up 

questioning whether the loss of manufacturing employment was, in fact, a problem at all. 

Emblematic was The Coming of the Post-Industrial Society, published in 1973 by Daniel Bell. 

The book explains industrial decline as a natural outcome of the social and economic evolution 

towards a “knowledge-based” economy. Joseph Schumpeter’s writings from the 1940s on 

“creative destruction” experienced a surge of popularity in the 1970s and 1980s as they, too, 

explained plant closings as necessary and beneficial; only through the release of capital (via the 

destruction of obsolete facilities) would new and more efficient modes of production be enabled. 

So influential were these theories that not only was there significant resistance to public monies 

being channeled to shore up struggling communities, but there were even arguments for 

government intervention in order to hasten the transition to a “post-industrial” society.  

 

II. Deindustrialization: a counter argument 

  

While the arguments about the inevitability and benefits of a post-industrial society enjoyed 

significant support, the nation was still far from achieving a consensus on the matter. 

“Deindustrialization” emerged as an argument against those who saw industrial decline as 
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merely an unfortunate side effect of the natural evolution of the economy. In contrast, the 

construct of deindustrialization emphasized the political choices of agents--such as firms, 

policymakers and financial institutions--and analyzed how those choices had created 

devastating effects for communities.  

 

Scholars, politicians and activists who wrote and spoke about “deindustrialization” offered a 

diagnosis of industrial decline rooted in the profit-seeking motives of corporate decision makers 

and the blatant corporate disregard for the community impacts of job loss (Bluestone & Harrison 

1983, Kelly 1977, Shearer 1980). Ultimately, this argument lay at the foundation of a set of 

concrete policy proposals and other interventions into the private sector, developed by those 

who wished to stem the tide of job loss. The concept of deindustrialization also served as a 

defense of community planning because it helped to legitimate an expanded scope for public 

authority, and provided ammunition against the prevailing viewpoint that the private sector’s 

decisions about production were sacrosanct.  

 

Steven High documents the beginnings of the “deindustrialization thesis” in Canada in the early 

1970s. The argument was posited by Canadian economic nationalists, activists who were 

concerned about the degree to which industrial regions in Canada were dependent on the 

branch plants of American corporations. In the Canadian version of deindustrialization, 

American companies would shutter their Canadian satellites first, in order to protect their US 

plants as competition from foreign imports increased (High 2003). In Canada, there was broad-

based support for policy intervention to help individuals and communities harmed by 

deindustrialization, and High argues that the argument was successful because it tapped into 

nationalist sentiment. 
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Soon thereafter, and to some degree concurrently, the concept of deindustrialization was 

adopted by US academics and activists. Similar to those in Canada, US activists were 

concerned about the effects of conglomerate and absentee ownership for communities. But 

there were some important differences; High argues that the US version of deindustrialization 

was based on the framework of “capital versus communities” as opposed to building on 

nationalism (Bluestone & Harrison 1983, High 2003). 

 

Regardless of the metaphors invoked, the deindustrialization thesis in the US (and Canada) 

wasn’t developed in the realm of the abstract. In fact, many of those who were writing about 

deindustrialization were also leading the fight against it (or learning from those who were).9 The 

influence went both directions; the writing and thinking that had gone into the work on 

deindustrialization was providing a logic and a language to those who were organizing on the 

ground.  

 

The plant-closing movement  

What did this on-the-ground response look like? Over the course of the latter half of the 1970s, 

local responses to deindustrialization began to emerge. In some places, new organizations were 

formed in the wake of shutdowns, such as the Tri-State Conference on Steel, formed in 1979 in 

response to the ongoing deindustrialization of the Mon Valley. In other cases, an organization 

emerged as a response to a threatened shutdown such as the Van Nuys Coalition, formed in 

1981 to keep a California GM Assembly plant open. Plant closings also galvanized local 

organizations already in existence--and it was not uncommon that fledgling coalitions would be 

built. Church groups, community-based organizations, technical assistance groups, 

organizations for the unemployed and some progressive unions were likely participants. 

Alongside the growing response in communities were regional and state-level policy networks 
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that were working towards passing legislation that would require firms to provide advance 

notification of plant closings (in the hopes that state laws would fare better than the heretofore 

thwarted federal attempts).  

 

By the middle of the 1980s, the movement had built coherence. It was clear by that point that, 

across the country, a significant number of groups were increasingly reacting to plant closings in 

their communities in an organized and collaborative way. Scholars have called this combination 

of scholarly and legislative work, on-the-ground organizing and adoption of the 

“deindustrialization thesis” (the argument that manufacturing job loss was the result of public 

and private policy decisions and thus could be halted or reversed), “the plant closing movement” 

(Lopez 2004, Markusen 2015, Geoghegan 1991).  

 

Initially, individual campaigns focused on what to do during or after a major shutdown--largely 

reactive responses. There might be a protest organized against a closing, or a push for better 

severance packages for displaced workers. Soon, though, these groups began to do more: 

documenting the extent of the crisis, forming networks to share information and strategies, 

exploring new forms of ownership (community, municipal and worker), developing and using 

innovative legal techniques--even the creation of new governmental authorities to try and 

prevent closings before they happened.  

 

Most notably, the organizations pursued initiatives that pushed against the confines of what was 

traditionally considered the prerogative of the private sphere. The most significant example of 

this was pursuing an active role for government and communities in knowledge and decisions 

relating to the production process, such as: what is made, how something is made, and where it 

is made. Relatedly, the movement advocated for public and worker ownership as an antidote to 
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capital flight (in contrast to capitalism’s traditional structure of private ownership of the means of 

production and wage labor). Even the groups who took on activities less explicitly 

interventionist, such as providing market analysis for struggling manufacturing firms or the 

promotion of alternative forms of accounting (e.g., social cost analysis, a method of calculating 

the real cost of lost jobs for a community) were broadening the role for community authority 

within the economy.  

 

In neoclassical economic theory, the firm is represented as a “black box”; resources go in, and 

goods come out. The production process itself is left unexamined--it lies outside the purview of 

the theory. But many in the plant closing movement felt that, by the close of the 1970s, the 

private sector had abused the privilege of autonomy; the nation’s productive capacity had been 

devastated within the span of a generation, all in pursuit of a higher rate of profit. There was a 

growing feeling that to leave decisions of such importance--and with such widespread 

consequences for society--in the hands of individual firms was, at best, inefficient and, at worst, 

irresponsible. In addition to the social arguments in support of intervention, there were 

arguments made for the economic benefits of planning. Advocates maintained that if planning 

only operated at the firm level it would cause society to lose the social and economic benefits of 

a broader perspective, such as investment in infrastructure and the potential to capture linkages 

benefits.  

 

The end of the 1980s saw yet another transition for many of the groups involved in the plant 

closing movement: the formation of a national network, the Federation for Industrial Retention 

and Renewal (FIRR). Over the course of this decade many in the plant closing movement 

began to feel frustrated by the limitations of fighting industrial decline on the local scale when 

the policy decisions that most affected their communities’ fates were being decided elsewhere. 



 
 
 

25 

FIRR’s platform, debuted in 1987, was based around the call for a national industrial policy that 

was shaped by, and for, industrial communities.  

 

The following section gives more detail about who was involved in the plant closing movement, 

the scope and scale of anti-plant closing work, and the concepts and policies that were 

promoted. This is by no means comprehensive. Rather, it seeks to be a representative sample 

of the organizations involved in the plant closing movement and the actions they took, in order 

to provide a map of the general contours of the movement.  

 

III. Who or what made up the plant closing movement?  

Community & labor plant closing groups  

In every corner of the country, there were diverse groups organized against plant closings. 

There is no comprehensive list of plant-closing organizations. However, publications, coalition 

membership lists, conference proceedings and personal recollections from the late 1970s 

through the 1990s indicate a wealth of such organizations (see Table V).  

 

There were often several plant closing organizations within any given state, and the majority of 

states across the country had at least one. Higher concentrations of plant closing groups existed 

throughout the Rustbelt, as well as up and down the densely populated cities of the west coast. 

The organizations varied in terms of the scale and scope of their focus; some were based in 

particular neighborhoods or cities, others operated with a more regional or labor market 

perspective. Several states had a state-wide coalition that supported local plant closing groups. 
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Many of the groups did not last more than a few years, whereas a few have continued their 

operations to this day. The form and function of the organizations varied: some groups were 

oriented towards direct action, some focused on social welfare, others were more policy-

oriented. The common thread for these groups was their stance on the meaning of 

deindustrialization and their commitment to fighting industrial decline.  

 

Religious organizations  

Religious organizations were often the first responders for communities suffering wide-scale job 

loss, and as such they were among the first to take organized action against corporate 

abandonment. Often larger denominations would have “social action funds” that could be used 

to fund a community response to a shutdown. These initial forays might take the form of a job 

search class for displaced workers or otherwise draw together those affected by plant closings, 

and often later resulted in a more formal anti-plant closing organization.  

 

In 1986, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops published their now famous pastoral 

letter, “Economic Justice for All.” This was an explicit call to acknowledge how costly the loss of 

blue collar jobs had been, particularly for vulnerable communities, as well as a direct rebuke to 

Reagan-era policies. The letter, oft-cited as influential for those involved in the plant closing 

movement, unleashed over 17 similar letters from other denominations that were similarly on 

the front lines of the economic crisis (Croft n.d.).  

 

In addition to local religious organizations, religious coalitions played an important role in 

building the movement. Notable was the Interreligious Economic Crisis Organizing Network 

(IECON). IECON began inviting plant closing activists to their national meetings in the early 
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1980s in New York, and by 1987 a core group (having met through IECON) formed FIRR, the 

national network of plant closing groups, headquartered in Chicago.  

 

Policy coalitions  

In addition to the local groups that were shaping community response to plant closings were 

policy-driven coalitions that were active across the country during these years. One type was 

oriented towards pushing for laws that would require a company to provide advance notification 

when a plant was closing. Federal legislation had been proposed in 1974 (the “National 

Employment Priorities Act” NEPA), but no version of advance notification would be passed at 

the federal level until 1988 (the “WARN” Act). In the interim, there were scores of state laws on 

the topic (and even a few municipal ordinances) attempted. 

 

One of the earliest and best known was the Ohio Public Interest Campaign (OPIC), which 

formed in 1975 as a joint venture between the American Federation of Labor and Congress of 

Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), UAW, and many community groups to work on economic 

issues in the state. OPIC spent five years laying the groundwork for the bill the “Community 

Readjustment Act” (CRA) (which was a state advance notification bill, with the intention of using 

it to leverage support for eventual federal legislation).10 Ultimately the bill was defeated due to 

organizing by the Ohio Manufacturers Association (Kelly 1980).  

 

The Conference on Alternative State and Local Policies, begun in 1977, was a network focused 

more generally on creating, finding and sharing progressive policy and legislation. The 

“economic development/ economic democracy” division of this network produced a number of 

briefing books about plant closings and options for policy responses during the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. The briefing books ranged from documenting the plant closing issue “Industrial 
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Exodus” (Kelly 1977) to providing sample legislation in “Putting America Back to Work: What 

States and Cities Can Do” (Schweke & Webb 1982).  

 

Activist Intellectuals 

An essential facet of the plant closing movement were the “activist intellectuals” (Markusen 

2001) whose work provided fuel for the action-oriented groups: their work was able to lend 

credence and weight to the movement through their methods of data collection, analysis and 

theorizing. The activist intellectuals were vital for defining the problem of deindustrialization, 

delineating policy responses, and pushing for the ad hoc aspects of this movement to coalesce 

towards a more comprehensive vision for an alternative economy.  

 

Some of the most well-known of those involved would include Ann Markusen, Staughton Lynd, 

Bob Kuttner, Julia Parzen, Phil Shapira, Jeff Faux, Gar Alperovitz, Bennett Harrison, Barry 

Bluestone, Samuel Bowles, Irwin Marcus, Jack Metzgar, Derek Shearer, Joel Yudkin and Dan 

Luria. Many shared some, or all, of a set of influences: participation in the American civil rights 

movement, anti-Vietnam war organizing, the Industrial Areas Foundation and the organizing 

methods of Saul Alinsky, the success of the socialist-run economy in Bologna, the economic 

development policies pursued in the early 1980s under the Greater London Council and the 

leadership of Ken Livingston, radical Black worker organizations, and, for some, versions of 

Marxist-Leninist teachings.   

 

In addition to shared influences, there was a distinct cast to what the intellectuals of the 

movement were building: a good number of them self-consciously pursued factory work in order 

to participate in working class movements; hence, they were at times on the front lines of these 

struggles. As a group, they typically shared dissatisfaction with the contingents of the New Left 
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who had rejected social class and the means of production as crucial facets of organizing. And 

perhaps most notable, they articulated a vision of development that was community-driven yet 

distinct from localist and communitarian visions for the economy. There was a clear 

understanding that to save communities, federal-scale investment and policy change was 

needed. But to create a federal agenda that would actually benefit industrial communities, there 

would have to be institutional methods of local control built in.11 

 

Technical assistance groups  

Technical assistance (TA) groups provided many participating community and worker 

organizations the analysis and know-how required to pursue their vision for an alternate 

economic path. The work that TA groups did in order to protect manufacturing employment 

typically fell into several categories: keeping firms open through a variety of means, including 

feasibility studies and expert advice regarding worker or community ownership, development of 

methods to quantify the true cost of plant closings for communities, market and industry 

analysis, and design of industrial policies at a variety of scales of governance.  

 

Examples include the Midwest Center for Labor Research (MCLR), a Chicago-based group 

started by a laid off steel worker in 1982. MCLR helped to develop and popularize a method to 

predict which firms were in danger of closing and provided technical support for worker buyouts. 

MCLR also supplied market analysis to many struggling firms in the region. The Center for 

Urban Economic Development University of Illinois at Chicago (UICUED) was another 

organization that provided labor market and industry analysis to community groups, as well as 

research and expertise for the city of Chicago’s industrial policy under Mayor Harold 

Washington. UICUED also supported several worker groups across the city that organized to try 
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and stop their factories from closing, such as the Save Our jobs Committee (Wisconsin Steel) 

and the Coalition to Keep Stewart-Warner Open.  

 

Many TA groups during the 1980s provided aid towards the goal of worker ownership. The 

concept of worker ownership played a large role in the movement as an option for economically 

viable plants that would otherwise be closed, but legislation enabling Employee Stock 

Ownership Plans (ESOPs) was only passed in 1974, and expertise was still in scarce supply.12 

Some of the more well known of these groups included the National Center for Economic 

Alternatives (which did the feasibility study for the community/worker ownership for Youngstown 

Sheet & Tube), the Industrial Cooperative Association (ICA) in Massachusetts, and the Ohio 

Employee Ownership Center.  

 

These TA groups were not merely consultants--they also participated in conferences, coalitions 

and policy advocacy. In general, the TA groups did not seek to be value-neutral; their position 

was that manufacturing should be retained when possible. Nonetheless, because much of their 

research focused on emergent topics and was methodologically innovative, the data and 

analysis was often in demand even outside of their ideological community.  

 

Organized Labor  

Organized labor played a key role in catalyzing the plant closing movement; for instance, the 

UAW largely spearheaded the national movement around advance notification legislation. In 

addition, the Progressive Alliance was a coalition initiated by the president of the UAW, Douglas 

Fraser in 1978, to create a venue for labor and community-led politics outside the AFL-CIO. 

More than 100 organizations joined the Alliance, and plant closings were one of its central 

concerns. In fact, the Progressive Alliance commissioned Bennett Harrison and fellow professor 
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of political economy Barry Bluestone to do a comprehensive study of the issue which resulted in 

the publication of Capital and Communities: The Causes and Consequences of Private 

Disinvestment in 1980. This union-sponsored publication would, a few years later, become the 

foundation for one of the most well-known books analyzing economic restructuring: The 

Deindustrialization of America.13  

 

Local unions were often instrumental in the creation of plant-closing organizations, and most of 

the organizers on the “community” side of the movement had been involved with organized 

labor at some point in their past. In fact, many locals were critical in pushing forward some of 

the most innovative strategies in the plant closing movement. An example discussed in the 

literature on plant closing fights is the campaign run by the United Electrical Workers (UE) Local 

277 at Morse Cutting Tool in New Bedford, Massachusetts (Swinney 1982). The fight began 

when the conglomerate Gulf and Western bought Morse and appeared ready to close it down. 

The organizers had a different plan; instead, they wanted to push Gulf and Western to agree to 

sell Morse Cutting Tool to a buyer who would invest in modernization of the plant’s equipment.  

The UE was able to facilitate both worker and community engagement, which led to the mayor 

of New Bedford threatening to use the power of eminent domain to seize the facility. Ultimately 

the fight was successful--Gulf and Western sold the plant and the jobs remained in the 

community. Other well known examples of union leadership in the plant closing movement are 

Local 1462 at the Brier Hill Works and Local 1330 of the United Steelworkers of America 

(USWA) at the Ohio Works of U.S. Steel; these Youngstown unions led the crusade against the 

closings with a provocative case for a right to community ownership.  

 

However, in contrast to locals, most international unions were oriented towards federal policy 

advocacy (such as plant closing legislation and influencing trade policy) as opposed to working 
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with community groups. In fact, there were some distinct challenges from organized labor for the 

plant closing movement. For one, organized labor (in general, although there were exceptions) 

was not in favor of employee ownership; there was concern about workers (who were also 

owners) who might have an interest in working for lower wages or avoiding strikes, thereby 

undercutting industrial union solidarity. In addition, when a plant actually did close, workers no 

longer had their jobs and unions often didn’t or couldn’t represent the unemployed (the 

economics of US trade unions is based on employed, dues-paying members). In the most 

dismal cases, internationals ignored, or even undercut, local plant closing fights.  

 

Nonetheless, the plant closing movement knew that an alliance with organized labor was critical 

for success. Embattled though organized labor was during the 1980s, the international unions 

still represented the best potential for significant political and financial resources. When FIRR 

organized a conference on national industrial policy in 1989, careful relationship-building 

resulted in international union participation, including: USWA, UAW, United Mine Workers 

(UMW), Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACTWU), as well as European and 

Canadian labor leaders).  

 

Governmental bodies 

In some cases, ideas and strategies originating within the plant closing movement were adopted 

by state and local governments. In other cases, state strategies to stem industrial decline or 

prevent plant closings encouraged further community response. One such case was state “rapid 

response networks” that would, in the event of a large-scale job loss, deploy a flurry of 

resources to the area. In Illinois, the state rapid response network was a partnership with the 

AFL-CIO state labor federation, and aspects of the program design were ultimately influential for 

the development of the city of Chicago’s early warning network.  
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Several municipal governments took a more activist role, intervening in plant closing fights on 

behalf of their citizenry. One example is the city of Chicago and its dealings with Playskool in 

the 1980s. The city had granted the company an industrial revenue bond (IRB) in 1980 with the 

promise that the company would add more jobs. However, a few years later, Hasbro Industries 

purchased the Milton Bradley company (owner of Playskool), and announced its plans to close 

the Chicago facility, moving investment to North Carolina. The city, galvanized by a network of 

activists and under pressure from broad-based support, brought suit against Playskool arguing 

that taking public money without providing the jobs promised was, in effect, a contract violation. 

The suit was ultimately settled out of court, but Chicago wasn’t the only city that sued or 

threatened to sue a company based on a “breach of contract” argument during this period.  

 

The Steel Valley Authority was a regional governmental body created in response to the crisis of 

manufacturing job loss in the Mon Valley (which stretches across Pennsylvania into Ohio). The 

idea of using the legal power of eminent domain to save industrial jobs (plants that would 

otherwise be closed could be seized by a public authority for fair market value) had emerged in 

several Rustbelt cities almost simultaneously in 1980 and 1981--but which government authority 

would do so? In Pittsburgh, a community-labor coalition organized nine surrounding city 

councils to come together to create the authority for expressly this purpose. The Steel Valley 

Authority was incorporated in 1986, and continues work to protect manufacturing employment in 

the region today.  
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IV. What did the plant closing movement do?  

Making the argument with evidence  

One of the first-order tasks for anti-deindustrialization activists was to make a convincing 

argument about the nature and extent of the problem. This was necessary for two reasons: one 

being the popularity of theories that maintained a shift in the economy’s industrial mix wasn’t a 

problem--that it was actually beneficial--and secondly because there were conflicting 

understandings of what little data was available regarding the symptoms of disruptive economic 

change (such as the number of plant closings). The stakes were high regarding which 

interpretation of industrial decline would become the accepted narrative. This meant that for 

early participants in the plant closing movement, the collection and analysis of data was a 

political act.  

 

The most widely used source for estimating the number of plant closings during this time was 

data from Dun & Bradstreet (D&B), a credit rating and market research firm. However, it was 

widely accepted that this data understated the problem of plant closings. The count was 

dependent on whether a firm bothered to announce its closing and, if so, whether this was 

communicated with the local D&B office, and later recorded accurately (Schweke 1980), thereby 

providing the barest minimum estimate of capital flight. Even so, plant closing data on its face 

didn’t communicate other forms of capital “shift” such as “milking” plants (running down older 

facilities and using savings--e.g., in the form of depreciation allowances--to reinvest in other 

branches or financial markets).  

 

There were expert attempts to redress the undercount,14 but there were also less lauded, yet no 

less accurate, efforts: Phil Shapira, a graduate student volunteer with the Plant Closures Project 

(PC Project) of Oakland created his own database for plant closings in California, and reported 
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that state agencies would call asking for the group’s data because they weren’t collecting it at 

the time (Shapira interview). Another example of the dearth--and resultant democratization--of 

data was the work of Kari Moe (a student of Bennett Harrison’s who was an important figure in 

the Department of Economic Development under Mayor Harold Washington). Her masters’ 

project was on responses to plant closings in the state of Illinois. After two weeks of data 

collection in the field during a break from classes, Moe had created the most comprehensive list 

of plant closings in the state (Moe 1982).  

 

In addition to calculating the number of plants that were closing, the movement began 

experimenting with emerging methodologies designed to measure and quantify the real cost of 

such closings for communities. The decision to close a factory can be viewed as a simple 

accounting of profit and loss within the particular firm; however, if you draw the boundary of the 

accounting wider, you might add in the cost of supply-chain firms going under, or even the costs 

of the public benefits needed to keep former workers’ families afloat. “Public balance sheets” 

sought to quantify these costs in order to make them visible. Explicit in these methods was the 

argument that “private profit should not continue to be the sole criterion for investment decisions 

which can have so great a negative impact on workers, communities, and the American 

economy as a whole” (Smith 1979, 26).  

 

Like all research orientations, the questions that motivated data collection and the 

methodologies of the plant closing research community weren’t value neutral. They contributed 

to a broader argument about the value of preserving industrial communities. Staughton Lynd 

was one of the lawyers in the case brought against US Steel in 1980, on behalf of the 

steelworkers who had made concessions to the company in the hopes that cost savings on 

labor would keep the mill open. Lynd recollected that the arguments he made (both during the 
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case, and throughout his many years of activism for industrial workers) were inspired by his 

experience in 1959 organizing tenants on the Lower East side. This organizing effort had 

resulted in the Alternative Plan for Cooper Square (the first community plan, created in 

response to a Robert Moses project that would displace residents). The motivating idea behind 

the plan was that the community could be renewed without displacing the original residents. 

This led Lynd to apply a similar ethos to his work with steel communities. Lynd argued that it 

wasn’t necessary to wipe out the steel industry in those areas where it had existed for more 

than 100 years--that was, for him, like demolishing an urban slum--it was “more imaginative, 

more developed, and more creative, to make instead a more modern steel industry” (Lynd 

interview).15   

 

Strategic use of information and Early Warning 

One of the preconditions for doing anything about shutdowns--either trying to stop a closing or 

to mitigate the consequences--was having enough time to plan a response. However, it proved 

difficult to pass advance notification laws. Federal legislation to require advance notification of 

plant closures was introduced each year, beginning in 1974, and yet was only passed in 1989 in 

watered-down form, the House and Senate having narrowly overrode Reagan’s veto. In the 

interim, community and labor organizations took the matter of advance notice into their own 

hands. “Early warning networks,” made up of community members, workers and organizers, 

combined “shop floor” knowledge with public domain research (as well as sleuth work like 

reading industry publications) to determine whether a plant was in danger of closing, before it 

actually closed.  

 

Organized labor honed and popularized early warning techniques, such as compiling and 

distributing checklists of common signs that your plant could be in danger of closing. The 
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information was critical for helping worker organizations protect the interests of their members. 

In Greg LeRoy’s Early Warning Manual Against Plant Closings he writes: “early warning is much 

more than a tactic against plant shutdowns; it is a strategic wedge for organized labor to 

assume a pro-active role in economic development” (1986, 4).  

 

Early warning networks soon found through their research that many of the plants shutting 

down, or moving location, were recipients of public funds. In the most egregious cases, money 

from one state government would be used to finance a move to another state that was, perhaps, 

offering still greater subsidies. Two arguments were developed to combat this: the first being 

that when public money was involved, it gave the public a right to have more of a say in firm 

behavior than otherwise might have been accepted. Secondly, that when a firm took public 

money, with any kind of promise to fulfill a public interest (e.g., create more jobs), there was an 

implied contract being created in that context, and if the factory then skipped town, it was in 

breach of that contract (Lobel 2003). In cases where there was buy-in from local government, it 

created opportunities for local officials to become allies of (or participants in) the plant closing 

fight.  

 

Strategic use of research for organized labor was not limited to targeting public officials, it was 

also used as a strategy to engage the private sector. “Corporate,” “strategic,” or “coordinated” 

campaigns were an emerging strategy for the labor movement as a whole during these years, in 

an attempt to gain purchase against global conglomerates (Craypo & Nissen 1993, 246, 

Juravich 2007). These campaigns required a deeper understanding of the firm and the industry 

in which it operated, in order to target points of vulnerability. In addition, some plant closing 

campaigns attempted to circumnavigate management or owners entirely. At times the amount of 

shares needed to pass a resolution or make a statement at the annual meeting was within 
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reach, and the fight to keep the plant open could be brought directly before shareholders (e.g., 

the Stewart-Warner fight in Chicago, Boardman 1987).  

 

Advancing alternative forms of ownership 

The plant closing movement explained shutdowns as a combination of two aspects of restless 

capital: the first being the growth of conglomerates and absentee ownership, and relatedly, 

executives’ drive to free up capital for ever-more profitable ventures (such as investment in 

financial or energy markets). As such, solutions included changing both ownership and profit 

structures. In particular, the movement advocated for community, municipal and worker 

ownership as strategies that had the potential to change the roots of economic powerlessness.  

 

But would these ideas be accepted beyond a community of radicals? Snippets of evidence 

suggested they would; Lynd argued that the traumatic collapse of the steel industry in the Mon 

Valley had led to a new perspective, wherein “consensus support for the right to private 

ownership and management of property eroded” (Lynd 1987, 926). By 1985 this had manifested 

in broad support in the greater Pittsburgh area for the idea of community ownership. Lynd 

argued that it was under these conditions--when a company and a community’s health were 

inextricably interlinked, and when the community had given its all to build the company’s 

success--that the idea of a “community right to property” could take hold.  

 

Alternative ideas about ownership and profit were not limited to the private sector. Ken Galdston 

created the Naugatuck Valley Project (NVP) in 1983 in response to the loss of the brass 

industry in Connecticut. Galdston argued that imbued into the definition of economic 

development should be principles of democratic ownership; the only way to assure that capital 

would stay in a locality is to have broad-based community ownership of capital (Galdston 
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interview). An additional example is how these principles influenced the design of FIRR’s 

industrial policy, wherein the goal was “democratically controlled production for use, not profit.”16  

 

Legal arguments 

Despite forays into policy, the arena in which one could most clearly see the impact of changing 

ideas about ownership were legal strategies mobilized by the plant closing movement. The 

strategies primarily built on contract law, and the power of eminent domain.17 The former was 

based on the “breach” of a (usually implicit) contract when a firm promised something (such as 

the creation of more jobs or keeping a plant open) in exchange for actions like the proffer of 

public funds or union contract concessions. The breach of contract argument became a well-

used strategy by the end of the 1980s.18 

 

The eminent domain strategy refers to the power of a public authority to seize private property 

for public good (with “just compensation”). In the case of plant closings, the public good referred 

to was the economic base of the community--if the sale of a factory slated to close was forced 

(either to workers or a public authority), then industrial jobs would be retained. This use of 

eminent domain would go on to become one of the most controversial strategies of the plant 

closing movement. The earlier discussed Bishop’s letter from 1986 (sect. 115) articulated how 

the practice of eminent domain threatened core principles of private ownership, as well as the 

idea that only private firms should make significant economic planning decisions: "the common 

good may sometimes demand that the right to own be limited by public involvement in the 

planning or ownership of certain sectors of the economy.”  

 

Although the breach of contract and eminent domain strategies were viewed quite differently 

outside of the plant closing movement, their origins were linked, and in more than one case, 
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they were mobilized in tandem. In Youngstown, the strand that connected them was a failed 

legal argument based on a “community right to property.” The “breach of contract” defense was 

the initial argument used in the lawsuit against US Steel in 1980,19 and came from Staughton 

Lynd’s colleague at the Legal Services, Jim Callen. The contract case against US Steel hinged 

on the ability of the steel workers to show that US Steel was still turning a profit, and yet 

nonetheless was closing. However, the last quarter recorded showed a slight loss; the legal 

strategy had to shift. The workers hoped that there would be grounds to force US Steel to sell 

the mill to them. The idea of a “community right to property” was growing in popularity in the 

region, but would it hold up in a court of law? The sympathetic judge in the case, Lambros, was 

the first to suggest this possibility in 1980.20  

 

In the case of US Steel, no legal precedent for a community right to property could be found. 

However, as the case was winding down, in the spring of 1980, an urban planner named Arthur 

Bray visited Staughton Lynd in Youngstown and suggested another route towards the goal of 

community property rights--the idea that eminent domain might be a legal means to preserve 

industrial property and jobs. At almost the same time, in Pittsburgh, Frank O'Brien, a former 

president of Local 1843 USWA, had served in the Pennsylvania state legislature and noticed a 

provision in the Pennsylvania Municipal Authorities Act that allowed a city to form a 

development authority, with the power to acquire private property for public benefit. O’Brien 

remembered that J&L had used eminent domain in the 1950s to evict people from their homes 

in Hazelwood in the 1950s. A few weeks after the J&L Hazelwood steel mill closed, O’Brien 

proposed the idea, “why can’t eminent domain be used in reverse?” to a church breakfast 

meeting that included the mayor of Pittsburgh (Lynd 1987, 942).  
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The threat of eminent domain was, at times, all that was needed to bring companies to the 

bargaining table. In fact, the threat to forcibly purchase a plant was far more widespread than 

the actual practice. This wasn’t due to ideological objections, but rather the “fair market value” 

stipulation, and thereby the unlikelihood of a plant closing organization or cash-strapped local 

government coming up with the $20 million that would have been needed to buy a steel mill in 

1980 (Lynd 2019).21 

 

Create tools (e.g., sample legislation, guides, checklists and “how-to” publications) 

An important facet of work for the plant closing movement was the creation of tools, guides and 

sample legislation shared widely and adopted by other groups across the country. The 

Conference on Alternative State and Local Policies, begun in the late 1970s, (which had a wider 

policy agenda than just plant closings and focused on redistribution generally) is one example of 

a network that distributed sample legislation. Their legislation targeted a range of topics relevant 

to the movement such as “advance notification of plant closings, severance benefits for affected 

workers, payments to community redevelopment fund, and financing and technical assistance 

for employee or community buyouts of viable but closing plants” (Schweke 1980, 24).  

 

Other organizations (such as MCLR, AFL-CIO and others) issued guides on early warning 

including instructions on how to build your own network and perform corporate research, as well 

as checklists of signs that a plant might be closing. Another type of guide popular during the 

period instructed groups in a method of calculating a “social cost-benefit analysis.” This enabled 

anti-plant closing activists to shape the conversation around capital flight using a more 

substantive and quantitative accounting of the “real’ cost of job loss, including factors such as 

the ripple effects of downstream job losses and increased social service payments, like food 

stamps or relevant mental health care.22 
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Finally, there was the creation of materials oriented towards sympathetic professional groups or 

practices affected by the plant closing crisis. Examples include a guide for progressive and labor 

lawyers23 a guide for human service workers,24 and a guide for local economic development 

officials.25 

 

Policy advocacy  

A central component of the plant closing movement was geared towards policy advocacy. In the 

earliest years of the 1980s, the policy focus was on advance notification of closings and 

remuneration for workers who lost their jobs. The first such version of this on the federal level 

was the National Employment Priority Act (NEPA), introduced in 1974, which argued that 

“irresponsible and unnecessary changes of operations at establishments of business concerns 

disrupt commerce and cause unemployment to increase drastically in local areas, and that, 

consequently, new mechanisms of public control are needed to ensure that private decisions 

conform more closely to employee and community needs”  (Shearer 1980, 2). The 

(unsuccessful) NEPA actually went much further than the WARN Act (itself not passed until 

1988). Advance notification was only one facet of the legislation; companies would also be 

required to financially compensate communities for the loss of tax base and other benefits. 

 

A further policy orientation for plant closing organizations was the implementation of controls on 

the use of public funds. In 1983, the Oakland PC Project worked with UE Local 1412 to fight 

against the Simpson Dura-vent Company moving operations from Redwood City to Vacaville 

(also in California but about 80 miles away). The union discovered that the company was 

financing its move with tax-exempt redevelopment funds. Ultimately, the coalition wasn’t able to 

stop the company from moving but it was instrumental in creating the pressure needed to pass 
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an innovative municipal ordinance in Vacaville. The ordinance required any company that had 

been the recipient of public funds to provide advance notice of plant closings to affected 

workers, before it would be allowed to move to the city’s industrial park.  

 

In 1989, an ordinance passed in St Paul, Minnesota, that required detailed information about the 

number of jobs that would be created and destroyed by any project that received development 

incentives. In 1986, Wisconsin passed legislation applying to industrial revenue bonds (IRBs) 

that similarly required the number of jobs that would be created and lost to be calculated. The 

law also required regular updates on the actual number of jobs created and retained. Both laws 

had stipulations that required a company to notify workers or their unions when they applied for 

funds from state and local governments. In Wisconsin, unions were able to use this law to argue 

against funding that would be used to relocate companies to other (usually anti-union) states 

(Kerson & LeRoy 1989, 54).  

 

One of the motivations to create laws that would address development subsidies was the patchy 

success of the breach of contract suits against corporations that were granted public funds. The 

lawsuits that had the most success in the courts involved explicit contract language to protect 

public interests within the contracts, and the next step was to put laws on the books that would 

apply such a standard across all such agreements. The types of laws fell into four categories 

(Kerson & LeRoy 1989, 52). “Right to know” laws would give the public information about 

economic development deals so they could be publicly monitored. “Clawback” laws would 

demand a return of public subsidies from companies that relocate during the span of use of the 

subsidy. “Public policy tradeoffs” required specific actions by private industry in exchange for the 

subsidies. And “public participation laws” would give citizens a direct voice in deciding whether 

or not a subsidy should be granted.  
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The fledgling success of laws directed towards development subsidies continued throughout the 

1980s. But development subsidies were not the only policy target of the plant closing 

movement. The national network of local plant closing organizations, FIRR, formed in 1987. The 

FIRR network promoted a much larger policy goal that was a departure from the state and local 

policies that most groups had promoted during the earlier part of the decade: a national level 

industrial policy. The following section briefly outlines the multi-scalar industrial policies 

promoted by the plant closing movement.  

 

Industrial policy  

Hopes that the federal government would implement a comprehensive plan to salvage 

struggling industries were further deflated when Democratic presidential candidate Walter 

Mondale (running against Reagan in 1984) did not make industrial policy a campaign issue 

(Graham 1992). Meanwhile, in contrast, states and cities throughout the country continued to 

experiment with their own versions of industrial policies.  

 

An example is the city of Chicago under Mayor Harold Washington (1983-87). Chicago’s 

municipal industrial policy included initiating an early warning network in response to plant 

closings, industrial task forces, comprehensive land use planning (including local zoning 

innovations to protect manufacturing spaces), and more. Another example of local industrial 

policy planning is the 1983 plan (discussed earlier) to retool Detroit’s auto factories for the 

energy industry. Rational Reindustrialization argued that industrial communities were worth 

saving, but that the orthodox economic toolkit had little to offer them. The authors counterposed 

their plan with the more conventional subsidies that had been granted to riverfront development, 

which resulted in enriching a small number of corporations and the support of low-wage service 
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jobs. Rational Reindustrialization argued that ad hoc subsidies were not a substitute for a 

comprehensive vision for the local economy, which would, in contrast, require the government 

to take a more activist approach to all aspects of economic decision-making.  

 

On the federal level, the industrial policy platform that FIRR advocated was driven by the 

experiences of community groups that had been on the front lines fighting plant closings for the 

last decade. Their vision for industrial policy balanced access to federal funds and national 

strategic planning, with locally-controlled institutions that would set the planning agenda for 

regional economies. New institutions would be needed: an industrial development bank (to 

provide funding for new industrial projects as well as expansion and modernization of existing 

projects), and “Regional Jobs Authorities.” The jobs authorities would be free to identify the 

regional economic development priorities from a community and labor perspective (such as the 

purchase of a still-profitable plant central to regional economic health). The industrial 

development fund would be a federally managed source of capital for these ventures and would 

allot funds partially based on addressing regional inequality. The third component of the system 

was a federal policy of “managed trade,”26 designed to “slow the rate of market change” and 

tying trade protections to requirements for companies meeting standards in protections for 

workers, wage rates and advance notice. An additional component of managed trade was 

support for policies that could raise wage rates in other countries.   

 

V. Impact of plant closing movement 

 

The impact of the plant closing movement in the United States can’t be measured quantitatively, 

but to some degree evidence of its significance can be seen in the pitch of those arguing 
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against it. Emblematic is McKenzie’s 1984 Plant Closings: Public or Private Choices?, which 

opened with: 

 

There is a movement afoot that seeks to destroy one of the last remaining vestiges of the free-
enterprise system in the United States: the right of the firm to close up shop. Make no mistake 
about it--this movement is well financed, dug in, broadening its political support at the federal and 
state levels, and (especially when there is a rash of large-plant closings) attracting more and 
more media attention. (3)  

 
 

Alarmist in tone, works like these reveal the degree to which pundits who argued against the 

deindustrialization thesis were nonetheless forced to engage it.  

 

And yet, scholarly work on the plant closing movement hasn’t viewed the impact of the plant 

closing movement very favorably. In Industrial Sunset, High chalks up the lack of success of 

plant closing opponents in the US in the 1970s and 1980s to the failed attempt to use the 

concept of “community” (counterposed with “capital”) as a lever to justify intervention in what 

was typically seen as a private contractual relationship between employee and employer (2003, 

133). High appears to be evaluating the plant closing movement on its stated goals: did it stop 

the process of deindustrialization or, as he argues the Canadians did, did it mitigate the effects 

on displaced workers and communities? However, accomplishing such lofty goals in the US 

would be a tall order. As Craypo & Nissen write, corporations changed the “post WWII industrial 

system” in the United States to such a degree that unions and communities struggled to do 

much of anything from the 1970s to the late 1980s, when there were some isolated incidences 

of success (1993, 8).  

 

Although the plant closing movement was not able to halt deindustrialization, the participants 

were successful in identifying a core tension within the field of economic development. They 
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recognized that the real consequences for a community’s economic well-being are generated 

within privately-held spaces, where decisions are made regarding production processes. The 

plant closing movement also recognized that the traditional role for the public sector in 

economic development didn’t allow access to questions of production, or even the realm of 

work, more generally.  

 

However, the severity of corporate strategies, and the impact of economic restructuring during 

the 1970s and 1980s further emphasized the inadequacy of conventional economic 

development practices. The plant closing movement interpreted the hardships caused by plant 

closings during these years as a stark lesson in the consequences of such a limited role for the 

public sector. Luria and Russell (1981, 10) speaking from Detroit (and thereby fully versed in the 

pitfalls of a system where only private interests were entitled to weigh in on production 

decisions27) argued that “currently there exists no workable program for inducing privately-

financed economic development. There is moreover, no self-correcting process by which urban 

disinvestment creates the conditions necessary for expanded reinvestment of the kind and on 

the scale required.”  

 

In response, the plant closing movement mobilized the concept of deindustrialization, translating 

the theory into concrete proposals for economic development practices and policies. The 

participants sought to confront what they saw as core problems in the economy directly--not 

through merely protesting the effects of deindustrialization--but attempting to build institutions 

capable of reversing it. To build paths and power to participate in production; these were the 

overarching objectives of the economic development strategies discussed in this essay.  
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In order to fight deindustrialization, anti-plant closing activists first had to win the argument 

about whether or not there was a problem. Documenting the number of plant closings, the 

number of workers displaced, and being able to quantify the true costs of plant closings were 

data that could help justify a broader role for public authority in production decisions. Early 

warning of potential closings and other strategic uses of information was a strategy for the plant 

closing movement to make inroads into the “black box” of the firm. Because the decisions 

around production--particularly in the case of a firm that was planning to shut its doors or move 

elsewhere--were closely guarded secrets, the plant closing movement had to find ways to 

access this information and enable community organizations and municipal governments to use 

it for strategic or planning purposes. Advocating for alternative forms of ownership, such as 

municipalization or worker buyouts was seen as one of the most direct inroads to changing 

production practices. If workers, communities or public authorities owned factories, they could 

pursue objectives beyond that of short-term profit, such as socially-beneficial production. The 

legal arguments pushed forward by the plant closing movement were split between contract law, 

creating avenues to ownership (arguments for a community right to property) and mechanisms 

for the public sector to pursue public benefit (eminent domain strategies). Policy advocacy 

initially focused on advance notification, which was viewed as a baseline requirement for 

communities in order to develop effective responses to plant closings. Ultimately the plant 

closing movement graduated to a broader policy focus under the rubric of industrial policy. The 

movement’s version of industrial policy included a federal level development fund and Regional 

Jobs Authorities that would engage in economic planning, all balanced by measures to ensure 

power and participation at the local level.  

 

If, at first glance, questioning the bedrock notion of private ownership of, and autonomy over, 

the means of production appears more radical than most local officials are comfortable with, 
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consider this: in many ways, the ideals of the plant closing movement are closely integrated with 

those of community economic development. The plant closing movement argued not for a 

command economy, but rather a participatory one. Long-standing traditions such as publicly 

owned utilities, and emergent experiments with municipally-supported worker cooperatives 

(Camou 2016, Sutton 2019) provide some paths towards these past ideals. And many of today’s 

more progressive economic development practices, such as clawbacks or community benefits 

agreements, share a commitment with anti-plant closing activists towards mitigating the public 

impact of private choices (see Table IV).  

 

Nonetheless, it remains significant that today’s attempts at progressive economic development 

are qualitatively different from the incursion into the private sphere that the plant closing 

movement advocated. In a sign of how far we’ve drifted, many of the short-lived municipal 

economic planning experiments of the 1980s currently seem downright implausible. And yet, 

there have been consequences for giving up this particular fight: since 1980, cities and regions 

in the US have only grown more unequal each year, largely due to the location and investment 

decisions of privately held corporations (Nunn, Parsons & Shambaugh 2018). The relevance of 

the arguments made by the plant closing movement is that they point to a problem for economic 

development that has yet to be solved: how can we plan for the local or regional economy if the 

role of the public sector is defined as “creating a context in which private business, if it wants to, 

may invest” (Luria & Russell 1981, 11)? This history presents us with an alternate model--worth 

a second look--if only because, today, there remain very few tools, strategies, or institutions 

oriented towards enabling communities to participate in the production decisions that will directly 

determine their fate.   
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PLANNING AGAINST PLANT CLOSINGS: THE PATH TO CHICAGO’S EARLY WARNING 

NETWORK 

I. Introduction  

 

For some economists--drawing from theories of “creative destruction”--plant closings represent 

an inevitable outcome of the process by which capitalism retains its health, stimulating another 

round of entrepreneurship and leading to a more innovative economy (Schumpeter 1947). For 

others, plant closings are a sign simply of destruction; that of communities, individual lives and 

productive capacity. Echoes of this conflict are alive and well today, but during the 1970s and 

1980s, the debate about plant closings was explicit, playing out in realms such as academia, 

federal and local policy, and social movements. The boldest counter-argument that was made at 

the time against the theory of “creative destruction” was that for many of these plants, closing 

was not inevitable. This position acknowledged that for localities that experienced them, the 

plant closings were traumatic and, proposed that, given time, actions could have been taken to 

avoid the closings.  

 

Estimates for job loss due to plant closings and other forms of private disinvestment during the 

decade of the 1970s reach 38 million (Bluestone & Harrison 1982, 9). The period of economic 

growth and recovery following the deep recession of the early 1980s didn’t stem the tide of plant 

closings, particularly in the hard-hit cities of the Northeast and Midwest (US GAO 1986). 

Planners--particularly economic development planners--were caught in the middle of the debate 

on plant closings. Driven by a concern for the economic well-being of communities, they sought 

to project an “open for business” message and yet, by their nature place-bound, they found 

themselves first-responders amidst the ravages of deindustrialization. In response, economic 
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development planners during this period pursued a twofold strategy: industrial recruitment and 

retention. On the one hand, there was a rise in the use of subsidies and tax benefits to attract 

capital investment (Eisinger 1988, 60-64). But the period also led planners to develop strategies 

to try and save plants, as well as to make it more difficult, or less desirable, for capital to leave 

their communities (Doussard & Schrock 2012). 

 

This article discusses the origins and significance of one of the period’s more contentious 

responses to plant closings: it begins with the battles to pass national plant closing legislation in 

the mid-1970s and ends ten years later with Chicago’s municipal “early warning” experiment 

under Mayor Harold Washington. Early warning was relevant for planners because corporations 

often hid signs of an imminent closure. Local planners, community groups, and labor 

organizations knew they had to respond to the growing economic crisis for communities--but in 

order to respond, they needed to know in advance that a factory would close. However, 

advance notification laws were proving extremely difficult to pass, so activists initiated early 

warning networks designed to gather publicly available information about the plants in their 

communities in combination with “shop floor” observations from workers, in the hopes of 

predicting closures. The idea was to gain enough time to prevent the closing or mitigate its 

consequences. The Chicago case was unique because it was the first time that city planners 

adopted early warning networks as a municipal strategy.  

 

In order to tell the story, this article traces the intersecting paths of several key figures, both 

intellectuals and practitioners; some figure more prominently than others, but all share a 

connection to both the field of economic development and the plant closing movement (a 

nationally networked movement of community and labor groups responding to economic 

restructuring during this period). The links are presented, not as a definitive argument about the 
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origins of the Chicago case, but rather as a way to show the connections between the plant 

closing movement and the evolution of economic development planning thought and practice 

during this period.  

 

More specifically, the chapter argues two points: first, that many planners during the late 1970s 

and early 1980s turned their attention to increasingly visible and structural economic injustices 

within their communities and, as a consequence, began to focus on the potential of economic 

development to remedy these injustices. These planners adopted a central argument from the 

plant closing movement: that it was not economically necessary for the majority of plants to 

close. The second argument threaded throughout the chapter concerns the influential path of an 

idea that gained traction during these years: that when a firm is the recipient of public funds, it 

has some type of obligation to the public. While many of the other anti-plant closing ideas taken 

up by economic developers during the period have waned in influence, “accountability” in the 

use of subsidies continues to shape the conversation around progressive economic 

development.  

 

Both facets of this story have contemporary echoes. Backlash against the idea that people and 

communities are acceptable collateral damage when the economy moves on at least in part 

shaped the terrain of the 2016 presidential election. In addition, the 2018 bidding wars around 

the location of FoxConn and Amazon HQ2 reveal stark questions about the appropriate venue 

for, and scale of, public subsidies. Thus, understanding the role that fights for advance 

notification laws and the community and labor-driven “early warning” coalitions played may hold 

lessons for both social movements and development officials concerned with the balance of 

power between capital and communities.   
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The following section (II) provides a brief description of the trends that initiated the rise of 

economic development within planning practice. Section III introduces the plant closing 

movement and the arguments behind advance notification. Section IV addresses early warning 

networks and how they differ from advance notice legislation, as well as the origins of advance 

notice in Europe and the US. Section V traces how the idea of early warning networks came to 

Chicago. The following section (VI) reviews Chicago’s West Side Jobs Network (WJN) and the 

fight to save a local toy factory, as a case study. The final section of the chapter considers the 

relationships between advance notification legislation, early warning, and economic 

development planning by asking how the ideas behind these strategies relate to historical 

traditions of planning practice.  

 

II. Planning and the Rise of Economic Development  

 

There is no question that the economic restructuring of the 1970s and 1980s and the resultant 

impact on communities presented a formidable challenge to U.S. planners. Although “rust belt” 

cities were best known for being the victims of this period, plant closings were a national 

phenomenon (Bluestone & Harrison 1982, 31). In addition, the same period marked a decline in 

federal funding streams that city planners had grown to count on (Eisinger 1988, 69).28  

 

“Traditional” urban planning, with its focus on land-use, transportation, and infrastructure was ill 

equipped to deal with the conditions of dwindling economic growth that much of the country was 

experiencing. “Equity planners” were among the first wave to expand beyond a focus on 

physical planning to grapple with problems of the local economy, such as poverty and 

unemployment.29 An uptick in interest in economic development was true for planners from all 
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sides of the political and ideological spectrum, but in particular those on the left who were 

centrally concerned with social justice took the challenge head on to understand the role 

economic factors played in cities.30  

 

The planning discipline began to embrace a much closer relationship with economic 

development, spearheaded by younger planners who wanted to address decline in older cities 

by 

promoting dynamic economic growth, both broad-based and targeted, that was more innovative, 
sustainable, and inclusive than the typical approach. To accomplish these goals, urban land-use 
planning needed to become more proactively linked with economic development policy, strongly 
emphasizing the three-way interaction between: (1) people, (2) places, and (3) industries, in order 
to achieve the best overall results.” (Weiss & Schoenberger 2015, 64).  

 
 

A growing cadre of economic development professionals became central to the field of planning 

as economic conditions worsened. Plant closings were a particularly devastating symptom of 

economic restructuring; in one fell swoop hundreds of workers in a locality could lose their jobs. 

And despite the daunting task of coming up with an alternative economic base for these 

communities (or perhaps because the need was so great) there seemed to be no shortage of 

applicants for economic development positions (Eisinger 1988).31 In 1983, Edward Bergman 

(260) wrote, “It is now widely accepted that economic development has taken its place among 

the principal planning activities carried out at state and local levels. Acceptance came so rapidly 

and so completely that long-time planners now overlook the fact that very few of them would 

have posed it as an important planning activity a decade ago.”32 

 

While planners agreed that economic development was important, there was not yet consensus 

on how economic development should be carried out. For communities that had suffered job 

loss, a first-order task was to understand (and influence) the mechanisms of local job growth. 
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However, professionals disagreed about how to interpret what was happening to the economy 

and the best course of action. Among many economists, business theorists, and even some of 

the newly minted economic development officials, there was the idea that economic adjustment 

was both inevitable and--while inconvenient--ultimately a net positive. 

 

Devotees of Schumpeter’s highly influential “creative destruction” concept believed that the 

destruction and then subsequent renewal of economic structure was an essential fact of 

capitalism. They argued that productive resources shouldn’t be held hostage in the form of 

slowly dying, perhaps obsolete firms. Other scholars, most famously David Birch, also sought to 

direct policy away from interventions designed to bolster large firms, and towards the 

importance of small businesses. Birch (1981) made a case for allowing the U.S. economy to 

evolve in a “natural” way; ultimately, he argued, that this would produce fewer large, unwieldy 

firms; but that the U.S.’s role in the global economy as the “brains” (epitomized by small, nimble 

start-ups) was preferable.33 Plant closings were an inevitable outcome of this process of 

economic change, and while jobs were lost (mainly in what were termed the “mature 

industries”), new jobs were being created in growing industries.34  

 

Birch--and many others--argued that market forces would create needed “adjustments” within 

communities, but the realities on the ground said otherwise: “adjustment” was painful--often 

devastating--and the impacts were not spread evenly over geography or population. From the 

perspective of the economic development planner in the 1980s there were significant issues 

with the argument that service sector growth offsets manufacturing job loss; it simply didn’t add 

up. The same people who arrived at work one day, only to find the doors locked and a notice 

posted on the factory gates, were not the same people getting the new jobs in the technology 

start-ups. While there was growth in the service sector during this period, because it was 
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geographically uneven there was often not enough growth to offset manufacturing jobs in 

regions where job loss had been heavy. In addition, the structure of the service sector labor 

market (including many high technology firms) was typically bifurcated, with a small number of 

highly paid, highly educated workers at the top and large numbers of low paying jobs at the 

bottom. Many of these lower-paying jobs were marginal, meaning they did not provide full-time 

employment or were designed to be temporary (Eisinger 1988, 72). Finally, there was the 

disproportionate and long-lasting impact that economic restructuring had on workers who did 

not have high levels of formal education and people of color (and their neighborhoods) (Fairlie & 

Kletzer 1998).  

 

III. The Plant Closing Movement and Advance Notice Legislation  

 

The plant closing movement--and its influence on progressive economic development planners-

-grew out of the realities facing economically distressed communities, after labor lost early 

battles to pass a federal advance notice law. First proposed in the U.S. in 1974,35 the WARN 

Act--a watered down version of the earlier advance notice proposals--was not passed until 

1988.36 Lacking a legislative remedy in the interim, affected communities organized what would 

become the plant closing movement. This section provides context regarding advance 

notification, including why arguments for advance notice were so contentious,37 as well as a 

brief discussion of the planning applications of advance notice and why arguments from the 

plant closing movement resonated with progressive planners.  

 

Many progressive economic development planners during this time period were involved in (or 

influenced by) the national movement that had arisen to try and stop plant closings. While “plant 
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closings” was a rallying cry for the movement, it was also in many cases a functional shorthand 

for a larger argument about how the economy should work and for whom. Most plant closing 

activists’ agendas included a demand for communities and local governments to have more of a 

say in local economic decision-making. There was widespread concern over the destruction of 

communities, but also loss of productive capacity. Coalitions across the country organized 

around stopping plant closings were usually composed of community, religious and labor 

groups, and they argued variously for more regulations on capital mobility, investment in local 

economies through promoting worker ownership or import substitution, targeted sectoral and 

area development, and other strategies to halt capital flight from communities that could be 

enacted on the local level (such as the use of eminent domain to seize a factory that threatened 

to close).  

 

Participants in the plant closing movement argued first and foremost that there was a need for 

intervention in the process of economic transition, that the public sector had a responsibility to 

people and communities to do something! But before anything could be done--or planned--

communities and public officials needed advance knowledge that a plant was going to be 

closed. It was not unusual for workers to find out that their jobs were gone when they showed 

up to work and the gates were locked (US GAO 1986).38 With full acknowledgment that 

additional action would be required, the movement’s starting place was a demand for advance 

notification legislation, wherein plants would be required by law to notify their workers, unions 

and local officials in advance of a planned closing.  

 

Progressive intellectuals advanced several arguments to justify a public role in regulating plant 

closings. The most common was that the social cost of closings was so great it required 

mitigation; either the cost should be shared by the firm or it should be softened in some other 
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manner. Related arguments for advance notification build on several philosophical traditions, 

including appeals to “fairness,” an American “right to know” tradition (Blakely & Shapira 1984, 

105),39 as well as a connection to precedence in legal rulings regarding contract law (Collins 

1989).40 Perhaps the most powerful argument linked the idea of plant closing legislation with 

controls over the use of public funds (because many of these corporations had been the 

beneficiaries of incentives such as tax breaks or other economic benefits). Concern over misuse 

of public funds made the idea of venturing legislation towards what was traditionally viewed as 

the rightful territory of the private sector more palatable for many Americans.  

 

Especially in Europe, disclosure and prenotification are also justified by appeal to the right of 
workers and communities to expect “responsible behavior” from private corporations. Even in the 
U.S., it is not uncommon for some segment of the public to argue that by accepting government-
funded subsidies or licenses, private firms at least implicitly take on additional responsibilities for 
treating employees and neighbors “fairly.” (Harrison 1984, 388) 
 

 

Many of these arguments resonated with planners (Eisinger 1988, 312).41 States (as well as 

several municipalities) attempted plant closing laws during the 1980s, prior to the passage of 

the WARN Act. However, many politicians perceived these laws as a potentially costly decision. 

Most localities did not feel they could afford a competitive disadvantage during this period of 

increased capital mobility.42  

 

Peter Eisinger, a historian of economic development, argued that the efforts to require advance 

notification were significant, in part because they “attempt(ed) to construct a new theory of 

private sector responsibility to workers and communities” (1988, 308). The weight of this 

argument was not lost on corporate interests, and plant closing laws were virulently opposed 

through organizing by business associations, as well as criticized by theorists (McKenzie 1984). 

In retrospect it can be difficult to see exactly why these laws were considered so threatening, 
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especially considering that many were designed around mitigating the impacts of closings 

(rather than attempting to stop them altogether) and the length of prior notice required was fairly 

negligible. However, advance notification and early warning had the potential for more than just 

an initial impact: they directly challenged closely held ideals about private sector prerogative 

and often led to discussions on a variety of topics related to economic democracy.43  

 

IV. Early Warning Networks v. Advance Notice  

 

Early on, the influential political economist, planning professor and public intellectual Bennett 

Harrison44 wrote about the importance of having a dual strategy to address plant closings; that 

both legislation and community-labor coalition work would be needed (Markusen 2001, 42). He 

and other activists recognized that if Congress would not pass national plant closing laws, then 

communities and workers had to take advance notification into their own hands. The result was 

the creation of early warning networks. This section defines Early Warning Networks, traces the 

legislative attempts to pass advance notice laws, and looks at other attempts to achieve 

advance notice.  

 

Early warning networks are “independent research networks that combined public and private 

information with worker knowledge in order to provide advance notice of a possible plant 

closing” (O’Neill-Kohl & Clavel 2009, 39). Although they are closely related, early warning differs 

from advance notification: the former attempts to predict whether and when a plant might close 

and what can be done about it. The latter refers to advance notice of an imminent closure that is 

achieved through law, including legislative or judicial action, or the terms of a union contract. In 

addition to being community- and labor-based as opposed to legislative, the networks pursuing 
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these strategies were organizing projects in themselves and built through a sense of shared 

interests.  

 

Community-labor early warning networks shared several characteristics: the first is their 

coalition approach (usually made up of a combination of representatives from community 

groups, labor unions, local officials, and religious leaders). In addition, early warning networks 

are built around and rely upon substantive worker participation; without knowledge from inside 

the plant, they cannot succeed. Only workers will recognize signs of disinvestment such as lack 

of maintenance or loss of customers. Early warning networks also share common principles, 

and typically have relationships with regional or national networks. Finally, participation in early 

warning networks often was transformative for participants (O’Neill-Kohl & Clavel 2009).45 

 

Early warning networks emerged in many cities across the country during the 1980s. The 

networks were successful in spreading partly because of pamphlets and other “how-to” 

documents that were written by plant closing groups and circulated through the movement. A 

typical document would identify early warning indicators (signs to look for that might indicate 

your plant could close, such as, senior management renting rather than buying homes in the 

area, or physical characteristics like lack of maintenance, particularly in combination with 

conglomerate ownership), share case studies or success stories, and provide instructions for 

forming a network and methods for fighting a closing.46  

 

Early warning networks yielded mixed results. There were successful cases where early 

warning led to a factory remaining open and jobs being saved, at least for a time.47 Other 

participants defined success more broadly. Often the act of building a coalition would lead to 

benefits for displaced workers, even when a plant ended up closing.48  
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At the same time that community activists were creating early warning networks, unions and 

other progressive organizations were continuing the push for lawmakers to pass plant closing 

legislation. Plant closing legislation originated in Europe. In many countries, the legal context 

that supported the emergence of advance notice grew out of court decisions from the 1940s and 

1950s. During this time, the courts set legal precedent regarding classes of workers that were 

considered vulnerable and would therefore be protected from terminations (Popham 1986). 

Harrison cites the labor militancy that shaped the social movements of 1968-69 in Europe as 

being the critical moment when the demand for advance notification laws matured: 

 

The idea that workers should have a legally justifiable collective right to “notification and 
consultation” emerged in Western Europe as a widespread political issue in the wake of the mass 
labor unrest of the years 1968-1969. One country after another began to pass laws guaranteeing 
the rights of “workers or their representatives” to information.... With respect to closures per se, 
prenotification periods were negotiated or legislated in nearly every country (Harrison 1984, 
391).49 

 
 

In the United States, before the 1970s plant closures were not the political flashpoint that they 

became over the course of that decade (Harrison 1984). But by the mid-1970s, groups in the 

United States were working on the issue of plant closing legislation (Bluestone & Harrison 

1980).50 The first case of proposed federal plant closing legislation in the United States was the 

Ford-Mondale bill in 1974,51 that sought to amend the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 and, 

when possible, to require up to two years notice of a planned shutdown. The United Auto 

Workers helped to draft the bill, which included stipulations for worker retraining and income 

maintenance, and revoking federal funds (including tax credits) from “runaway shops.” A joint 

subcommittee held hearings, somewhat symbolically, in Detroit, and then Pittsburgh, in October 

of 1974.  
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However, the bill never made it out of committee, and the plant closing fight shifted to the states: 

 

The lead was taken by the Ohio Public Interest Campaign (OPIC). In July 1977, a new plant 
closing law drafted by OPIC, with the backing of the UAW and other unions, was introduced into 
the Ohio legislature. The bill set the pattern for virtually all of the state and federal legislative 
attempts that were to follow over the next seven years, by proposing specific legal language 
around three basic principles: advance notification, income maintenance, and job replacement 
(Bluestone & Harrison 1982, 57).52 

 
 

From 1975-1980, OPIC organized across the state of Ohio to promote their model plant closing 

legislation (the Community Readjustment Act). OPIC sponsored public hearings for the bill, 

which generated a broad base of popular support (Moe 1982, 94). However, the bill was the 

target of prodigious organizing by the Ohio Manufacturers Association and ultimately defeated 

on the senate floor.  

 

The push for advance notice was not limited to legislative efforts. Unions, in particular, were 

seeking a wide variety of responses to the plant closing crisis. One strategy was writing 

advance notice requirements into contracts, but this was limited (Kovach & Millspaugh 1983).53 

Another strategy was to draw from the experience of other countries. In 1978 the UAW, led by 

president Douglas Fraser, sponsored a delegation of North American trade unionists on a Labor 

Union Study Tour through Sweden, West Germany and the United Kingdom. The delegation 

studied practices regarding plant closings, with the purpose of finding "out how these policies 

and programs actually operate and to assess their applicability to the United States" (Popham 

1986, 284).54 

 

By the late 1970s, it was clear to unions and other concerned parties that achieving advance 

notification of plant closings in the U.S. would require organizing on multiple fronts. In late 1978, 

Fraser created a broad-based coalition called “Progressive Alliance”. Fraser chaired 
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Progressive Alliance, of which OPIC was a member along with representatives from nearly 100 

other organizations (Battista 2008). Unlike most coalitions that form around a single issue, the 

Alliance pledged to "organize inside and outside the political parties, hold citizen hearings, 

sponsor demonstrations, underwrite independent research and work with all who seek to apply 

democratic principles of participation to our economic and political life” (Fraser 1979).55  

 

Chief among the issues that Progressive Alliance would tackle was the issue of plant closings. 

Progressive Alliance commissioned Bennett Harrison and fellow professor of political economy 

Barry Bluestone to do a comprehensive study of the problem of plant closings (Barry 

Bluestone’s father was Irving Bluestone, vice president of the UAW) which resulted in the 

publication of Capital and Communities: The Causes and Consequences of Private 

Disinvestment in 1980 (Carnoy & Shearer 1980, 368).56 This union-sponsored publication 

would, a few years later, become the foundation for one of the most well-known books analyzing 

economic restructuring: The Deindustrialization of America.  

 

V. From MIT to Chicago 

 

The following section traces the intersecting paths of several key economic development 

scholars and officials in the Harold Washington administration to explain how early warning 

arrived in Chicago. The work and influence of Bennett Harrison is used as a common thread to 

link the discussion from the national scale to the city officials and activists in Chicago.  

 

At the time Bennett Harrison began working with the Progressive Alliance, he was already a 

professor at MIT in the urban studies and planning department, as well as a public intellectual 
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who was often asked to speak on issues of political economy. While at MIT, Harrison hosted an 

influential series of evening seminars during these years that brought together key academic 

members of the plant closing movement. The seminar helped to provide a network that spread 

the word about the latest in plant closing legislation, as well as introducing the idea of early 

warning networks to some attendees.57   

 

In addition to academic work, Harrison influenced a substantive number of practicing planners. 

It was at MIT in 1980 that Harrison advised a master’s student named Kari Moe, who would 

ultimately play a key role in shaping Harold Washington’s economic development agenda. Kari 

Moe first came to Chicago in 1972 as a Carleton College student when she enrolled in the 

Associated Colleges of the Midwest (ACM) Urban Studies Program.58 She returned to Chicago 

in 1974, and from 1974 to 1980 worked for community-based organizations in Chicago. In 1976 

Moe enrolled part-time in the urban planning program at the University of Illinois at Chicago 

(UIC), where she first met Rob Mier.  

 

Mier was a Vietnam vet who upon his return got involved in community organizing. After a few 

years of working with neighborhood groups Mier’s growing interest in political economy spurred 

him towards Cornell University, where he earned his PhD. Mier too had his ties with Bennett 

Harrison; the last two years of graduate school, 1973-75, Mier lived in New York City and 

worked with Bennett Harrison (before Harrison moved to New England and MIT) and Thomas 

Vietorisz on a large-scale study of “subemployment.” Mier would later ruminate that this work 

had initiated a lifelong “passionate focus on employment” (Krumholz & Clavel 1994, 68). 

 

Mier came to Chicago in 1975 to teach community development and planning and founded the 

University of Illinois at Chicago’s Center for Urban Economic Development (UICUED, later 
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shortened to CUED) in 1978 at UIC. CUED sought to remedy some of the aspects of advocacy 

planning, such as the power dynamic inherent in the “client/expert” relationship, that Mier 

viewed as problematic. The goal of CUED was to enable community organizations to access the 

research skills and data that would enable them to participate in conversations about their own 

future. CUED would soon play a major role in the development of the Chicago early warning 

network, and Mier would become Commissioner of the Department of Economic Development 

(DED) under Harold Washington. 

 

From 1980 to 1982, Kari Moe left Chicago to pursue a Master’s degree in urban planning at MIT 

with Bennett Harrison. During her first summer at MIT, Moe returned to Chicago for an 

internship and attended a conference on plant closings where she met Melva Meacham. 

Meacham was a labor organizer who had tried to stop her own plant from closing several years 

prior. Meacham was later hired to run the “Manpower Assistance Program” (MAP), a joint 

project between the Illinois state AFL-CIO and the Illinois Department of Commerce and 

Community Affairs (DCCA) to provide services to workers across Illinois affected by plant 

closings. Inspired by Meacham, and her own interest in “community-and-labor sponsored 

responses to plant shutdowns and the implications of these experiences for public policy,” Moe 

decided to investigate this program for her masters thesis (Krumholz & Clavel 1994, 98).59 

 

While the objective of the MAP program was to aid workers after a plant closure, the project 

included aspects of early warning work. It is likely that Moe’s study of the MAP program was 

influential in the ultimate development of the Chicago Early Warning Project. For instance, Moe 

wrote that the MAP’s field reps were, at times, able to gain information regarding a potential 

closing from union contacts during their visits. The reps could report back to Meacham, who 

could act on the information. Analyzing this facet of the program in her thesis, Moe reports that 



 
 
 

66 

the field representatives could be more effective if they had more training in order to recognize 

signs of imminent closing and, in turn, could train union representatives. Furthermore, Moe 

wrote that the economists at DCCA were attempting to create an early warning system using 

the Altman-Z score, a measure used to predict likelihood of firm bankruptcy. The economists 

told Moe it would be helpful to work with unions in order to amend their official data with factors 

only visible from within the firm. These modes of communication and analysis reflect what would 

later be key factors in the design of Chicago’s early warning project. In her thesis, Moe clearly 

posited a role for planners in response to deindustrialization: “if it is possible to plan a shutdown, 

then it should be possible to plan for the continued viability of firms and industries, especially 

those that are vital to our economy” (Moe 1982, 94). 

 

In 1982 Moe came back to Chicago to be executive director of the Community Workshop on 

Economic Development (CWED) (Krumholz & Clavel 1994).60 CWED sought to build a 

statewide coalition around their alternative economic development platform. The policy 

statement was jointly written in August of 1982. Mier was one of the founders of CWED, and 

other participants included Dan Swinney, founder of Midwest Center for Labor Research 

(MCLR),61 the other major community partner in the development of Chicago’s early warning 

system (in addition to UICUED). CWED’s platform set the terms of debate around economic 

development in Chicago for many years after, including an early demand for accountability, 

insisting that the city should “mandate a financial return on public investment to targeted low 

and moderate-income communities” including guaranteeing local hiring, contract-serving and 

skills training for the host community of any development project receiving public funds.62 

 

Right when Moe returned to Chicago, she was asked to join the board of MCLR. She briefed 

MCLR on her research and shared insights about early warning from the MAP project, as well 
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as what she learned under Harrison at MIT.63 A few months into her new position, Moe got a call 

from Hal Baron, one of the directors of the ACM Urban Studies program and a long-time 

community activist in Chicago, who had run Harold Washington’s unsuccessful mayoral race in 

1977. Baron asked Moe if she would like to be the staff director of research and issues were 

Harold Washington to run for mayor. It was November of 1982; Moe agreed and left CWED in 

order to work on the campaign full time. As the campaign’s “issues coordinator,” Moe got to ride 

in the car with Harold Washington and brief him between campaign stops. When Washington 

won the election, Moe went to work in the Mayor’s office, bringing her interest in early warning 

and other strategies to mitigate industrial decline with her.  

 

Grassroots organizing around community economic development is another facet of the origin 

of the early warning experiment in Chicago; one that transcends the contributions of any one 

individual.64 Harold Washington’s economic development agenda came out of a participatory 

process, imbued by a number of social movement organizations. During the primary, 

Washington’s staff included community organizers in a process designed to develop a set of 

economic development priorities as well as a nascent institutional structure; this helped get the 

early warning demonstration project off the ground very early in Washington’s first term.   

 

This process was initiated during the campaign in the winter of 1982 when Hal Baron advised 

Washington to create “issues groups” that would include experts but also be representative of 

the city at large. These task forces would distill the major concerns raised into a policy platform. 

The end result of this undertaking would be the “Washington Papers,” a document that 

Washington would use to evaluate his performance throughout his time as mayor (Mier & Moe 

1991, 74). 
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Kari Moe and Rob Mier (among others) worked on the Employment and Economic Development 

Research Group, or as the section in the Washington Papers would ultimately be titled: “Jobs 

for all Chicagoans.” Although the term “early warning” is not used in the Washington Papers, 

industrial job loss and plant closings are raised as a primary concern.65 Susan Rosenblum, a 

community activist and scholar who worked on the Washington campaign full time and was also 

a part of the Washington Papers task force, would later become the program manager of the 

Westside Jobs Network. Rosenblum remembered that early warning was discussed during the 

task force meetings as a component of the administration’s response to stemming job loss.66   

 

Washington won the primary in February and later the general election in April of 1983. Less 

than two weeks later the Employment and Economic Development Research Group sent a 

report to the mayor with the subject: “Your Jobs Policy.” The report took each job-related 

objective stated in the Washington Papers and linked it to an action for the new administration. 

The report was explicit about the “special projects functions of the office of the Commissioner,” 

and referenced the need to create an “intervention program on the plant closing situation.”67  

 

Several weeks after that, Rob Mier secured the job of Commissioner of the Department of 

Economic Development. Mier formally began his position in August of 1983. Even though an 

official plan had not yet been created (the “Chicago Works Together” plan would come in 1984) 

the priorities of the department were clear as they had been outlined in The Washington Papers, 

as well as influenced by the Mayor himself and key staff members’ experiences (Mier & Moe 

1991). The stage was set to begin Chicago’s early warning project.  
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VI. West Side Jobs Network 

 

This section describes key steps in the formation of Chicago’s experiment with early warning. It 

focuses on the development of the “Early Warning Project” beginning in 1983, the subsequent 

“Westside Jobs Network” (WJN) that was formed in 1984, and the defining negotiations around 

the closing of Playskool and the aftermath of the settlement reached between the company and 

the city.  

 

Mayor Washington built his campaign on the idea of economic development for neighborhoods, 

and one of the most pressing issues to address was plant closures. Hence by the early fall of 

1983 the early warning demonstration project was already underway, with $20,000 in 

Community Development Block Grant money (CDBG). The money went to MCLR, and MCLR 

worked closely with CUED, splitting many of the organizing and political tasks but contracting 

much of the research needed for the project to CUED.68  

 

The project was funded through the Research and Development (R&D) division of the 

Department of Economic Development (DED). The Harold Washington administration created 

this division to implement their economic development policy goals within a broader, sometimes 

hostile, municipal climate.69 The larger idea was to foster “centers of progressive innovation” 

within the administration; one such center was the R&D division. In January of 1984 Kari Moe 

was brought from the Mayor’s office to head the R&D division as Assistant Commissioner. 

Importantly, R&D was the only DED division to report directly to Mier, and, with its budget 

provided by Community Development Block grants, was thereby able to pursue its objectives of 

“strategic planning, policy research and special projects and demonstrations” more freely (Giloth 

1991, 102).70 
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The area selected for the early warning demonstration project was the West Side, particularly 

the core of the West Side industrial belt, roughly bounded by Austin, California, Armitage and 

Madison Avenues. The West Side was an ideal candidate for intervention because it was 

disproportionately affected by plant closings. The area was primarily African American, with an 

unemployment rate of 18 percent.71 Studies at the time showed that African American 

communities were hardest hit by plant closings,72 and the West Side industrial belt was doubly 

affected due to an industrial concentration in primary metals; the area lost almost 30 percent of 

its net job loss in these industries between the years of 1977 and 1983, whereas the proportion 

of net job loss in the City as a whole declined by only 3.3 percent within the same industries.73 

The Industrial Representative of the City of Chicago’s DED who served the West Side stated 

that the number of plant closings greatly accelerated during the five years prior to the 

establishment of the early warning demonstration project (1977-83). The area contained 653 

manufacturing firms employing 46,187 people.74 In 1983, at the start of the early warning 

demonstration project, 45 plants in the area had already closed.75  

 

The objective of the early warning demonstration project was to develop an ongoing system of 

industrial monitoring that would provide advance notice to the city and community when specific 

plants were running into problems. Included in the project was the development of a checklist, a 

set of indicators that would constitute an early warning system; the illumination of a set of 

alternative courses of action available to the city and communities when a plant was about to 

close down; and the development of a communication and analysis network capable of 

processing indicators and acting on information collected.76  
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The first task was to develop a deep understanding of the target area’s industrial and 

employment status. The first phase of this research resulted in criteria to determine 

characteristics of plants that were at risk for closing. The research that CUED and MCLR did on 

firms within the target area further reinforced what many industrial retention advocates already 

believed; that many of these firms were viable and that closing was not a foregone conclusion. 

Of course, any firms producing genuinely obsolete products (Dan Swinney from MCLR often 

gave the example of the slide-rule) should close, but research showed that many others were 

instead being mismanaged, “milked” for investment elsewhere, or struggling with successorship.  

 

Following the research phase, MCLR and CUED formed the Westside Jobs Network in early 

1984. The community and labor coalition arm of the early warning project, the Westside Jobs 

Network met monthly under the direction of Dave Ranney from CUED and Dan Swinney from 

MCLR (Charpentier 1986).77 Bill Howard staffed the network as chairman and Susan 

Rosenblum (MCLR) worked as program manager.78 A key participant in the network was Jim 

Lemonides, who had been director of the Greater Northwest Pulaski Development Corporation 

(GNPDC) since 1981. GNPDC was the primary organization already working on industrial 

development and retention within the WJN’s target area.79 

 

The WJN spent the winter of 1984 identifying and meeting with interested organizations on the 

west side and meeting with DED’s industrial representatives (city employees who were tasked 

with visiting local factories and responding to the concerns of their owners).80 Building the 

network was no easy task, as the to-do list indicated. The list included procuring and analyzing 

data, outreach to labor unions, community organizations and churches; and an ongoing task 

assigned to all participants: “develop alternatives to deindustrialization.”81  
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By the summer of 1984 the WJN was able to identify a subset of firms that would be targeted for 

observation. A letter to Rosenblum from Ranney established that they would initially monitor 56 

firms82 (this added up to about 800 jobs) in 1985 (this number would ultimately rise to 75 firms) 

(Giloth & Rosenblum 1987). The selection criteria grew from previous research that indicated 

firms which were either part of lagging industries, or firms that were part of a leading industry 

but were lagging within the target area, were at greater risk for closings.83 In addition, Ranney 

included a third criteria: firms that they had received external information about; basically, 

somebody told them that these firms might be in trouble.  

 

WJN hired a community organizer to work with local unions on connecting with employees from 

these plants and ultimately forming teams of monitors.84 It was initially challenging gaining 

access to worker knowledge (a key component of achieving early warning). In a network 

communication, a long, detailed survey was rejected as being unrealistic to administer to people 

at the factory gate. Ranney instead proposed that network organizers approach workers at a 

nearby bar or someone’s home, but recognized that first they needed initial contacts.85 This was 

one of the reasons Swinney argued throughout the project for working primarily with plants that 

were unionized--if they were organized and you had a union representative contact, then you at 

least had a starting point.86  

 

In the fall of 1984, the WJN found itself involved rather suddenly in a dramatic plant closing 

fight. In early September, city officials passed on a letter from an anonymous worker at a local 

toy factory (Playskool) to Lemonides. The worker expressed concern that the plant was in 

trouble. (In fact, workers had cited early warning signs as early as 1981) (Charpentier 1986).87 

Lemonides called the president of Playskool (who happened to sit on the board of GNPDC), but 

he denied that there was any plan to close.88 However, shortly thereafter, a Playskool official 
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invited Lemonides to a company-wide meeting where it was announced they would layoff all 

750 workers, mainly Latina, by Christmas. Unfortunately, the situation was no longer one of 

(much) early warning, but over the next several months the WJN was able to organize a broad-

based plant closing fight. 

 

WJN was aided in their organizing by several factors: the first was that many Playskool workers 

also lived in the area, thereby helping to galvanize local organizations. Secondly Playskool had 

been the recipient of a million dollar Industrial Revenue Bond (IRB) in 1980, and the use of 

public funds gave the network’s argument broader purchase (Giloth & Mier 1986).89 WJN was 

able to “build upon several years of community-based organizing that had questioned the real 

jobs payoff from IRBs and other public investments” (Giloth & Rosenblum 1987, 22).90 Both the 

community and the public at large responded to the injustice of the situation: the company had 

promised jobs in exchange for public money, but only a few short years later would close its 

doors for good (Mier 1993).91  

 

Logistically, Lemonides cited the support of the local alderman as being important. GNPDC was 

founded by the alderman of that area, George Hagopian, who had also played a big role in 

putting the money together for the IRB in question. When Playskool lied about its plans to close, 

Hagopian was personally offended.92 Finally, individuals in the network were aided by having 

sound arguments about the merits of manufacturing employment for the city and what the role 

of public and private bodies should be in enforcing corporate responsibility.93 These arguments 

originated with the plant closing movement and were supported by the research of Harrison and 

other progressive intellectuals--but were further honed through the organizing work implicit in 

campaigns, such as the one at Playskool.  
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One week after Playskool announced it was closing WJN began to organize by sending letters 

to Mayor Washington and the president of the company, Steven Hasselfeld.94 By October, WJN 

held its first press conference, and received good media coverage. They held picket lines on 

State Street during the Christmas shopping season. On December 8, the WJN called a boycott 

of Hasbro-Bradley toys. 

 

The protest against the closing of Playskool made a great story: Christmas time, a toy factory, 

and a grinch-like owner. By December, public outcry and city council pressure required that the 

city act. On December 4, the city announced it would file suit against Hasbro Industries for a 

violation of their 1980 IRB agreement. It was the first time that a city had taken a company to 

court for failing to fulfill their IRB promises. However, the suit never reached the courtroom. 

Instead, Hasbro and the city reached a settlement in January of 1985: In addition to returning 

the IRB funds (Fasenfest 1993), Playskool promised to keep the factory open until November of 

1985 retaining 100 of its workers (700 workers would ultimately lose their jobs) as well as offer a 

job replacement program that gave employers that hired ex-Playskool workers $500 and to work 

with the city to find a buyer for the Playskool facility (Giloth & Mier 1986).  

 

Plant closing activism was at times a source of ideas and strategies for planners; at other times 

the plant closing movement acted more like a thorn in the side of city development staff.95 In 

Chicago, although the city had funded the West Side Jobs Network, the relationship was 

complex. Mier wrote later that although city support was likely necessary for maintaining 

successful early warning networks, it was not sufficient (Giloth & Mier 1986). In Chicago this 

was borne out as it was the organizing that the network did that ultimately pushed the city to 

bring the suit against Playskool.  
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The Playskool settlement was widely regarded as an imperfect compromise. The returns to the 

displaced workers were not as significant as the WJN (and other allies) would have hoped; 

however, they were more than Playskool would have conceded otherwise (Giloth & Mier 1986). 

Would the fight have produced more substantive results if the network had an earlier warning of 

the closing? It is possible, although regardless, it was unequivocally successful at bringing the 

question of a city’s role in a plant closing fight into the realm of public discussion.96 According to 

Robert Giloth, Deputy Commissioner of the Department of Economic Development under Mayor 

Harold Washington, and Robert Mier, in the Playskool fight one of the most significant 

achievements was “alternative development ideas were reaffirmed, leading to further 

experimentation with early warning intervention” (Giloth & Mier 1989, 191). 

 

VII. Conclusions  

 

The fight for advance notification and the resultant early warning networks during the late 1970s 

and 1980s were an outlet for a broad coalition of progressive interests attempting to take back 

some control of their communities from the increasingly apparent ravages of capital flight. They 

advanced a counter argument to the notion of “creative destruction,” insisting that there was still 

value in those plants deemed obsolete, and value in keeping them open. They also asserted 

that corporations had a responsibility to communities, especially when they accepted tax breaks 

and other incentives, and that preserving manufacturing employment was measurably 

worthwhile for a community because of the role of the multiplier effect, supply chains, and the 

fact that many who were employed in these often well-paying jobs would not secure jobs of 

comparable quality in other sectors. 
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The broad-based coalitions that propagated this framework, and came together under the rubric 

of fighting plant closings, were inextricably entwined with the story of economic development 

planning--whether or not an individual planner was for or against the policies they proposed--

because they tangled directly with issues of the utmost relevance to the field: firm mobility, 

corporate responsibility to communities, the appropriate roles for different public and private 

actors in economic decision making.  

 

Analysis of early warning tends to evaluate (and thus downplay) success based on the question: 

“how many jobs or plants did it really save?” But this article argues that there is a larger and 

more substantive, albeit less obvious, legacy. In the 1980s, cities were beginning to experiment 

with the idea that if a firm was a recipient of public funds, the city should be able to influence 

corporate behavior; communities could leverage government funds to allow the public to have 

more say in their local economy. Since the initial plant closings, states and localities have 

passed laws addressing many aspects of economic development subsidy accountability 

including wage rates, commitments to hire local residents or workers from groups that 

experience disadvantage in the labor market, and “clawbacks” (when promises are not met).97 

These strategies were directly related to the types of arguments that the plant closing 

movement made, and the political support for them was often a result of the organizing that the 

movement had done. As Markusen writes:  

 

After all, few thought that in the 1980s opposing plant closings would ever achieve anything. Yet 
that struggle not only reined in some of the worst shutdown practices, but also led to a major 
overhaul in displaced workers programs and to today’s lively movement to demand quid-pro-quos 
for local economic development subsidies (Markusen 2001, 46).  

 
 

The Chicago case is instructive in that it makes many of these connections explicit. The case 

reveals how advance notification of plant closings was often integral to effective economic 
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development planning. It also highlights the unique role that city officials can play in both 

securing advance warning and aiding communities when things go awry. And finally, the case is 

a clear example linking early warning with the parallel, and often interrelated, history of the 

development of regulations on the use of public funds. 

 

However, there is a further significance to the case study, and the overarching story of the 

regulation of public funds. To some degree, the success of the movement’s argument justifying 

regulation based on the use of public funds has also had the unintended consequence of 

reinforcing the notion of discrete public and private spheres, whereby the private sphere is 

considered independent and sacrosanct from the “intrusions” of the public sector. (It’s tricky to 

both make the argument that the public is entitled to have a voice because a corporation 

receives public money--and to simultaneously justify that the public is always entitled to a voice, 

because decisions made by corporate actors affect the public.) Despite the extent of its 

research, the depth of its industry analysis, and, ultimately, its conclusion that many of these 

firms were economically viable, the plant closing movement enjoyed only limited success with 

the latter. Although certainly not the intent (and through no fault) of the plant closing movement, 

a policy argument that subscribes to a natural division between public and private 

responsibilities contributes to further circumscribing the range of possibilities for “justifiable” 

public interventions into markets, corporate decision making, and broader private-sector 

investment (and disinvestment) decisions.   
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BEYOND PLANT-CLOSING FIGHTS: FIRR’S COMMUNITY AGENDA FOR NATIONAL 

INDUSTRIAL POLICY 

 

I. Introduction  

 

If you asked anyone in the mid 1980s about industrial policy, they likely would have told you that 

the idea had come and gone. Federal discussions of industrial policy reached a fever pitch in 

the early 1980s but, despite the fact that since 1979 11.4 million workers had lost their jobs to 

plant closings (OTA 1988), Democratic presidential candidate Mondale backed away from 

making it a campaign issue in 1984 (Graham 1992). Mondale’s defeat ushered in the second 

half of the Reagan era, widely seen as anathema to any form of economic planning.  

 

Yet today, in 2019, the topic of industrial policy is new again. The Trump administration has 

pledged to “bring back” manufacturing jobs and implemented tariffs. The old debates of “picking 

winners and losers” took on unprecedented new meaning when then President-elect Trump 

brokered seven million dollars in subsidies to keep the Carrier plant open in Indiana (Schwartz 

2016). But in between these spikes of interest in often protectionist, business-oriented industrial 

policy lies a forgotten history: a movement for a national industrial policy with community origins. 

This version of industrial policy argued that the problem wasn’t “cheap imports” but rather 

macroeconomic policies and postwar management practices. The movement promoted 

“production for use (not profit) in democratic enterprises”98 and advocated for new institutional 

forms, new capital streams, and solidarity with foreign workers.  
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The industrial policy program was built by a national coalition of local anti-plant closing 

organizations, called the Federation for Industrial Retention and Renewal (FIRR). This paper 

argues that the history of FIRR is significant for several reasons. Firstly, the coalition maintained 

that despite Reagan’s ideological critique of industrial policy, his administration’s deficit 

spending, policies designed to keep the value of the dollar high, and investment in technology 

for the U.S Department of Defense were, nonetheless, de facto industrial policy (albeit one 

oriented against basic manufacturing) (Reich 1985).99 While the mainstream media framed the 

debate as to whether we should “adopt” an industrial policy, FIRR instead asked the question: 

who should be the beneficiaries of these policies? FIRR’s policies were unabashedly designed 

to benefit industrial workers and their communities. 

 

Secondly, FIRR helps to provide evidence against commonly held misconceptions about the 

history of economic policy options. Historian Dana Frank writes that trade policy has been 

represented as a choice between two extremes: a Ross Perot-like protectionism (often replete 

with xenophobia), wherein trade and open borders bring harm to American communities, versus 

“free-trade,” a belief that removing restrictions on trade regulations leads to greater prosperity 

for all. Alongside this polarity evolved a sense that trade policy can only be understood and 

crafted by experts. In fact, Frank argues, this seemingly intractable dualism has been historically 

constructed amidst numerous and diverse visions for what both foreign and domestic economic 

relations could look like, many worker-led (Frank 1999, xi). Documenting FIRR’s policy agenda 

provides an example of just this type of worker-led alternative, that has heretofore been lost to 

history.  

 

Finally, and more specifically, the story of FIRR has implications for the history of progressive 

economic development policy movements. This paper argues that by the end of the decade of 
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the 1980s, the previously ad hoc plant closing movement--local religious, community and labor 

groups who had been protesting corporate abandonment of their communities since the 1970s--

evolved beyond reactive strategies and towards a comprehensive, multiscalar policy platform for 

industrial renewal. Previous scholarly work on the plant closing movement in the United States 

from both a comparative social movement perspective (High 2003) and the perspective of policy 

implications (Eisinger 1988) have analyzed the movement as primarily localist, failing to achieve 

broader analysis or support. FIRR may not have won the war to implement its version of 

industrial policy, but it built a national campaign that had a lasting impact.  

 

This paper applies a method of studying epistemic communities, also called “knowledge 

communities” to the case of the emergence of FIRR to dispute this. This method provides a 

framework for analyzing the national network, revealing how participating organizations 

developed a shared understanding of deindustrialization and, together, sought to reframe the 

problem and create an alternative policy “solution.” But FIRR did more than this; the group 

actively sought to create new parameters of political possibility, in opposition to the conventional 

wisdom on industrial policy which had attempted to narrow the field significantly during the 

1980s.  

 

The paper finds that FIRR’s version of national industrial policy was built from the ground up; 

network affiliates set priorities, and a core group of activists and intellectuals drew on their 

frontline experiences to structure the policies to benefit industrial communities. Driven by 

community planning and organizing traditions, FIRR built in provisions for local control of both 

capital and institutional resources. However, the policy vision ultimately rejected localism; 

frustrated with the limitations of fighting industrial decline on the local scale when the policy 

decisions that most affected their communities’ fates were being decided elsewhere, community 
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labor coalitions came together to argue for a revival of the national industrial policy 

conversation.   

  

Part II of this paper illustrates how economic and political conditions in the 1970s and 1980s 

stimulated interest in industrial policy, led to the emergence of the plant closing movement and 

ultimately to FIRR. Part III is a discussion of epistemic communities. Part IV reconstructs the 

origins of the FIRR network, how the policy agenda was formed, and what it consisted of, a 

heretofore unwritten history. This section relies on documents from the Tri-State Conference on 

Manufacturing Records held in the Archives and Special Collections at the University of 

Pittsburgh, where FIRR executive director Jim Benn’s papers are held. In addition to the 

documents, the section draws on interviews from members of industrial retention groups across 

the country, most members of FIRR. Part V draws lessons from the story of FIRR for today’s 

debate on industrial policy, and implications for the history of community economic 

development.  

 

II. Background 

 

Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison estimate that “from 1967 to 1976 plant closings resulted 

in the loss of over 22 million jobs, with major layoffs adding another 16 million losses… Between 

1979 and 1986 more than half of all workers in the steel and auto industries were laid off” (1982, 

14). Even so, the crisis for industrial communities was not a national policy priority during the 

1980s. The deep recession of the early 1980s had been declared over by the end of 1982, and 

some commentators were not convinced of the existence of a crisis at all. In fact, many argued 
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that the role of the government should be nil, or even to hasten the transition to a service 

economy.  

 

The conversation about industrial policy during the 1970s and into the early 1980s often began 

with a misleadingly simple question: should the U.S. “adopt” industrial policy? (Graham 1992) 

However, because industrial policy indicates strategic attention to particular sectors of the 

economy, industrial policy was, in practice, already in existence (albeit often ad hoc). Well 

known examples from the period include the 1979 bailout of Chrysler, and Reagan’s tariffs on 

electronics made in Japan. The question that commentators were actually hedging during these 

years was how government should approach the decline of basic manufacturing: would there be 

a coordinated effort to direct public resources towards bolstering older industries or, for that 

matter, away from older industries and towards emerging industries? 

 

In the years before Reagan’s second term, Democrats had promoted the idea of industrial policy 

as a counterpoint to supply-side economics; with the hope that it would read as a compelling 

alternative to the American public (Blumenthal 1982). Many argued that industrial policy was 

essential because making things was foundational to the American economy and, therefore, 

that domestic quality of life was linked to “international competitiveness”. Industrial policy 

advocates also argued that the growing service industry could not serve as a replacement for 

manufacturing, because many services are dependent on a strong manufacturing sector. Other 

arguments included the fact that manufacturing wages were often higher than those of service 

sector jobs and thus were more sustaining for communities. But if industrial policy supporters 

shared an understanding of why it was important to preserve manufacturing, there was far less 

agreement on how to do so.  
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Part of the confusion about how to do industrial policy stemmed from debates around how to 

define industrial policy. The “mainstream” advocates for industrial policy, such as Ira Magaziner 

and Robert B. Reich, authors of the 1982 Minding America’s Business, articulated industrial 

policy as “a coherent mix of specific policies whose targets are industrial sectors (or that affect 

industrial sector performance) and which is meant to achieve explicit objectives, such as 

increasing industrial competitiveness in world markets or raising the rate of productivity growth” 

(Goldstein 1986, 262). Sidney Blumenthal argued that there was relatively wide agreement on 

the key practices that industrial policy would be composed of:  

 

● Restructuring: The redesign of managerial and labor practices in return for 
government benefits. 

● Targeting: The overall coordination of government aid to specific industries, 
whether high-tech or smokestack. 

● Worker retraining: The education of unemployed workers to perform new tasks. 
● Infrastructure reconstruction: The rebuilding of roads, bridges and the like. 

(Blumenthal 1982, 31).  

 

Those who opposed the idea of industrial policy from an ideological standpoint argued that 

efforts such as targeting were doomed to fail: it was impossible for any mere governmental body 

to possess the cumulative knowledge of the billions of rational actors that made up “the market.” 

However, other scholars argue that the industrial policy debate was as much about the gritty 

realm of politics as it was economic ideology. Jeff Faux writes that the elevated stakes around 

this dispute was partially due to the growing connection (and shared interests) between the 

finance industry and the (post-war, post-Keynesian) economics profession. From this 

perspective, industrial policy represented not only potentially damaging interference in the “free” 

market, but also the fear that the interests of American producers would be privileged over 

those of global investors. Faux argues that these parties also shared an interest in the fact that 

shrinking manufacturing would lead to a decline in the strength of unions (2002). 
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The industrial policy debate was not limited to the federal scale. In fact, absent federal relief, 

most industrial policies during the 1980s were carried out by state and local governments. While 

the policy-laboratory atmosphere of lower scales of governance represented a departure from 

the gridlock that characterized the federal climate, the debates sounded remarkably similar. In 

1986, Goldstein wrote in the introduction for a special edition of the Journal of American 

Planning Association (JAPA) that the federal industrial policy debate was ‘“repackaged for city 

planners” with the publication of Charles Shultze’s Brooking’s treatise: “Industrial Policy: A 

Dissent”. 

 

Schultze identifies two implicit premises on which the case for industrial policy rests: The first of 
these is that the government has the analytical capability to determine with greater success than 
market forces what industrial structure is appropriate, who the potential winners are, which of the 
losers should be saved, and how they should be restructured. The second is that the American 
political system would (or could) make such critical choices among firms, individuals, and regions 
on the basis of economic criteria rather than political pressures. (Shultze 1983, 4) (Goldstein 
1986, 263) 

 
 
However, while the alarms sounded are identical to the federal policy discussions, the 

argument’s purchase on city and economic development planners wasn’t quite the same. Being 

tied to a particular place, local officials were more susceptible to public pressure to try and aid 

the economy in some way. In fact, the straw man that Schultze constructs misrepresents his 

audience; it’s not that planners feel that they have access to more ‘perfect information’ than the 

market, but rather that they have differing values and objectives.  

 

For economic development planners, the discussion of industrial policy included attention to 

questions of distribution that had evolved historically (alongside the more traditional concern 

with growth). The nature of development required directing the benefits of growth to sectors, 

regions, or populations in need in order to mitigate the consequences of uneven development. 
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Blakely and Bradshaw write that the principle goal of local economic development is to 

“stimulate local employment opportunities in sectors that improve the community using existing 

human, natural, and institutional resources” (2002, xvi). Voytek & Ledebur (1997) write that 

already by the 1960s the profession of economic development had become concerned with 

underdeveloped countries and regions (more than just a simple concern with growth). By the 

mid 1970s, the foundation of industry targeting had been laid (Voytek & Ledebur 1997). And, by 

the mid 1980s, Goldstein’s JAPA piece was able to draw a contrast between the differences 

inherent in more “traditional economic development” and the growing interest in state and local 

industrial policy.100 

 

Policy experiments such as industrial targeting were not only the purview of local officials during 

these years. By the late 1970s, the widespread manufacturing job loss had also initiated a 

grassroots response (composed of community groups, churches and labor organizations) that 

combined direct action with local policy advocacy in an attempt to fight the effects of corporate 

abandonment. These coalitions built strength through the 1980s and led community, labor, 

religious and local business association campaigns, assisted employee buyouts, created new 

governmental structures, fought the abuse of public dollars such as IRBs, worked with mayors 

to find new buyers for closing companies, and organized campaigns to save jobs all over the 

country.101 

 

Loosely termed the “plant closing movement,” many of the participants were among the most 

ardent supporters of industrial policy, and yet they also realized that there was no inherent 

political orientation within the concept of industrial policy. In fact, many of the proposed national 

strategies for industrial policy were not designed to benefit industrial workers or communities. 

While opposing pundits argued for saving “sunset” industries or for redirecting investment 
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towards “sunrise” industries, their plans often promoted the use of public money to support 

private interests including corporate bailouts without guarantees for worker voice, good jobs or 

public services. Blakely and Shapira argue that these corporatist and undemocratic forms of 

industrial policy were primarily oriented towards restoring the conditions for capital 

accumulation, while ignoring the needs of workers and communities (1984).  

 

In addition to the debates around targeting, trade policy (another much discussed facet of 

industrial policy) offered an equally unsavory political choice between the “free traders” and the 

protectionists. Although theoretically opposite sides of the debate, both parties directed attention 

away from corporate accountability. The protectionists pointed the finger at foreign workers and 

sought tariffs to protect “American” companies (not workers)102 while the most outspoken free 

trade advocates were often the corporate heads of leading export sectors who sought mainly to 

remove controls on capital (Frank 1999).  

 

While participants in the plant closing movement rejected these political orientations out of 

hand, it wouldn’t be until the end of the 1980s before the national network would come together 

with the intention of developing their own industrial policy platform. While aspects of this policy 

vision had been in the works for years on state and local level battlegrounds (with varying 

degrees of success), FIRR knew they would face an uphill battle in the federal context. By then, 

well into Reagan’s second term, the conversation around national industrial policy was in a lull.  

 

Otis Graham, in his book Losing Time: The Industrial Policy Debate, writes that a significant 

strategy during the industrial policy debate of the late 1970s and early 1980s (on both sides) 

was the invoking of history. Graham argues that many of these historical anecdotes were 

inaccurate, of questionable relevance, and went unchallenged. FIRR took a different tack at the 



 
 
 

87 

end of the decade; they sought to invoke an alternate future. The FIRR policy vision required a 

new set of stories that reframed the problems that industrial communities were facing as the 

outcome of political choices, not economic necessities. The network of plant closing groups also 

had to carve out a solution that was separate from “mainstream” industrial policy advocates. In 

their version of industrial policy, “first, there has to be worker involvement; and second, narrowly 

defined private profitability is an insufficient criterion for national investment decision making” 

(Blakely & Shapira 1984, 106). 

 

FIRR’s agenda was reindustrialization, but it was also to shape a new space of political 

feasibility. Through the creation of a policy network, FIRR sought to push forward a new set of 

norms surrounding industrial policy. The following section introduces literature on epistemic 

communities as a method to understand how this seemingly disparate group of labor activists, 

intellectuals and clergy combined their firsthand experience and analysis of deindustrialization 

into a proposal for industrial policy.  

 

III. Epistemic Communities   

 

Scholars in international relations first used the concept of epistemic communities-- also called 

“knowledge communities” or “thought collectives”-- to explain how and why policy learning 

occurs and new norms are constructed transnationally (Haas 1992). In fact, the concept was 

originally borrowed from a literature that developed through the 1960s and 70s, describing 

groups of scientists that adhered to the scientific method (Holzener 1968, Holzner & Marx 

1979). The concept has since been adopted as a method for analyzing a broad variety of policy 

networks, including those operating globally or domestically, in-person or online, and both within 
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and outside of science (Meyer and Molyneux-Hodgson 2010). Epistemic communities are 

defined as networks of like-minded professionals that arise in conditions of uncertainty to 

propose a policy solution to an often complex, intractable problem. Epistemic communities do 

this partially by providing a policy “answer” to a problem that they themselves help to define.  

 

Epistemic communities are distinct from other groups organized around policy objectives such 

as lobbies or social movements. Epistemic communities have a “shared set of normative and 

principled beliefs” (Haas 1992, 3), which distinguishes them from groups that are built around 

material interests only. Epistemic communities also create shared notions of validity and are 

built on specialized, often technical, knowledge. They believe that their evidence-based policy 

agenda will also be a benefit to society. The community’s “scientifically grounded beliefs” are 

what binds them together, and what distinguishes them from social movements (Haas 1992, 

Loblova 2017). 

 

Epistemic communities present a structured understanding of cause and effect to decision-

makers, and in doing so help to define (and redefine) what (and whose) interests are at stake. In 

this framework, policy makers still choose which policies are enacted, but epistemic 

communities are responsible for delimiting the options and identifying winners and losers in 

given scenarios (Haas 1992, 16).  

 

Haas presents the chain of causality from the formation of an epistemic community, in 

conditions of uncertainty, to the adoption of the community’s favored policy by decisionmakers 

as a series of smooth steps (Loblova 2017, 165, Haas 1992, 4). Scholars have critiqued this 

framework on grounds that it is overly simplistic. The framework fails to include factors such as 

competing ideas or the role that politics play in which ideas are ultimately adopted as policy 
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(King 2005). Scholars have begun to explore the challenges that emerge for epistemic 

communities when they don’t engage with competing ideas. The “irony” of epistemic 

communities is that the specialized knowledge that gives them an early advantage in laying out 

the contours of the policy problem soon gives way, and the preliminary work of the epistemic 

community can democratize the barriers to entry for competing policy schemata, in essence, 

giving them a leg up (Dunlop 2017). 

 

Until recently, the epistemic community literature has been oriented towards the “supply side” of 

the causal framework (the existence of the community with specialized knowledge and policy 

ideas). However, more recent work has argued instead for directing attention to the causal 

power of the demand for the community’s knowledge, suggesting that this may be a more 

significant driver than the original emphasis on conditions of uncertainty or complexity 

(potentially only one of many factors that may affect demand for specialized policy knowledge) 

(Loblova 2017).  

 

Other criticisms of the literature are related to case selection. Scholars note that studies of 

epistemic communities tend to focus on clear cases of successful policy influence, which may 

lead to overestimating the impact of epistemic communities more broadly (Dunlop 2009). In 

addition, there is very little work on comparative case studies (Cross 2012, Loblova 2017) or 

projects that fail to achieve their policy goals (King 2005, Loblova 2017). Finally, Meyer and 

Molyneux-Hodgson (2010) have critiqued the literature for operating as though epistemic 

communities spring forth fully formed, and have called for work that examines how the 

communities themselves are assembled.  
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The literature on epistemic communities contributes to our understanding of FIRR and its fight 

for a locally-driven national industrial policy by providing a definition of a knowledge community, 

and a method to study how these communities engage in crafting policy. The method makes 

visible all the “behind the scenes” work FIRR engaged in to define the problem of 

deindustrialization, to achieve an internal consensus on how to articulate the policy solution, and 

to communicate a broad-based vision of who would benefit from reindustrialization.  

 

The following section of the paper recounts the first three years of this national network, with a 

particular focus on the origins of the coalition and how the group built its industrial policy 

platform.  

 

IV. The Origins of FIRR 

IECON: The Beginnings 

Religious organizations were among the earliest actors in the plant closing movement. Church 

leaders were “sick of the carnage” that plant closings were causing in their communities and felt 

a pressing need to act (Tom Croft, interview).103 It was this drive for action that would bring 

together the individuals that would ultimately form a national network of plant closing 

organizations.  

 

Religious organizations were active in two ways: they participated in the movement directly but 

were also a source of funding and support for secular organizations. Larger religious 

organizations had social action funds that would often make small grants available for emerging 

plant closing groups. But the support that the religious community provided for these smaller 

groups wasn’t merely financial. In the early 1980s, a group called the Interreligious Economic 
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Crisis Organizing Network, or IECON, began inviting plant closing activists across the country to 

their national meetings. 

 

IECON had been convened by the leaders of the “economic justice” branches of major religious 

denominations.104 Economic justice and religious activists of all kinds were invited to their 

meetings in New York City. Activists remembered the IECON meetings and the Alma Mathews 

house105 (“dorm-like” accommodations in Greenwich Village) as being instrumental in bringing 

representatives of different groups together to network and share stories. The meetings were 

also a chance for younger activists to become educated on the structural determinants of what 

was happening in their home communities.106 The attendees already shared a commitment to 

social justice and activism, but through these meetings were able to develop a shared 

understanding of why inequality was on the rise, or how widespread it was. These initial 

opportunities were invaluable for developing the relationships that would ultimately lead to 

FIRR. 

 

IECON Plant Closing Taskforce 

A core group of these plant closing organizations that met through IECON were, by the mid-

1980s, working together regularly. The group represented the diversity of the plant closing 

movement, both geographically and through their varied foci. The Midwest Center for Labor and 

Research (MCLR), headquartered in Chicago, had been a key technical assistance organization 

implementing Mayor Harold Washington’s local industrial policy (Clavel & Giloth 2014). MCLR 

also began the Labor Research Review in 1982, a journal that would provide an unprecedented 

forum for scholars and activists across the country to discuss responses to the industrial crisis 

and learn from one another.107 The Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing was a group of 

union, clergy and community activists who organized in 1979 to support Youngstown 
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steelworkers' attempts to save their mills. By 1985 Tri-State had a regional focus, was 

headquartered in Pittsburgh, and had created an intermunicipal authority (the Steel Valley 

Authority) capable of exercising the power of eminent domain in order to salvage industrial jobs. 

Hailing from Oakland, California, was the Plant Closing Project (PC Project), another of the 

early plant closing organizations in the country. The PC Project originated in a course that had 

been designed for displaced workers that evolved into an organizing project. PC Project leaders 

helped develop the first nationwide database of plant closings, built a statewide coalition of plant 

closing groups, and were instrumental in critiquing the position that growth in the high tech 

industry would replace jobs lost in basic industries. Each organization had displaced factory 

workers at its heart, but also benefited from close connections with progressive intellectuals.  

 

In Pittsburgh, in the fall of 1986 the Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing led a “Steel Caucus 

Discussion.” Tri-State took the position that, despite the number of steel mills that had closed, 

making steel in the Mon Valley was viable, and they were prepared to fight for it. The meeting 

agenda foreshadows the transition the broader movement would soon make. The majority of the 

conference was spent sharing detailed research on specific companies in the tradition of early 

warning networks108 and strategies to prevent closures. However, the final part of the agenda 

broached the question: “What comes next?” With this, the caucus hoped to move beyond the 

task of identifying the next plant to close and towards determining how government intervention 

could mitigate industrial decline in the Mon Valley. Growing attention to these questions 

represented a collective shift for a core group of anti-plant closing activists towards a broader, 

more policy-oriented perspective.109  

 

After the Steel Caucus meeting, Leanna Noble of PC Projects, Dan Swinney of MCLR, and an 

attendee from the west coast, community activist Mercedes Marquez110 began a discussion with 



 
 
 

93 

members of Tri-State about starting up a national network of plant closing groups. A week later 

Noble, Swinney, and Marquez sent a letter to a core group of IECON contacts111 to query 

interest in formalizing shared interests in the “manufacturing crisis, jobs and industrial 

communities.” They argued that at this point, IECON represented a good organizational 

umbrella under which to operate. The group they were building would be for those who were 

interested in more focused, collaborative work on the issue of plant closings nationally. 

 

The discussion was timely. Many organizations formed in response to plant closings were 

becoming increasingly frustrated with the inherent limitations of the local scale. Organizers 

feared that passing state or local plant closing laws had the potential to disadvantage their 

communities when other localities projected an “open for business” approach. With an uneven 

patchwork of regulations across the United States, companies could pick and choose based on 

more favorable or lax restrictions. Furthermore, the questions of declining global 

competitiveness that many companies in the basic industries had been struggling with for the 

last two decades weren’t going to be addressed at the community scale. In addition to economic 

concerns, many on the left were hoping that the upcoming presidential election (and the 

knowledge that President Reagan would soon be out of office) would open the door for getting 

the issue of industrial retention back on the national agenda.  

 

Communication between plant closing groups at this time revealed a set of shared influences 

and an emerging perspective on what the ‘problem’ was. For instance, Noble sent around 

excerpts of Lawrence Rothstein’s recent book,112 which advanced a theory about the role that 

corporate-created ideology played in enabling business interests to possess outsize political 

power in decisions about economic development. Another letter, from Jim Benn113 of Tri-State 

to Noble describes Staughton Lynd’s 1987 article on eminent domain in Pittsburgh, wherein  
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working class sentiment was able to shift towards a broader conception of rights and away from 
more traditional and corporate-benefiting ideas about the rights of private property. It helped us 
define the arena of action by defining the problem (collapse of heavy manufacturing due to capital 
flight) and then “what we believed would be a popular demand for resolving it”  (community 
control over necessary economic resources.)”114  
 

 

At this point key concepts and points for intervention were being identified, but any discussion of 

actual policies was exploratory.115  

 

In October, there was an IECON Plant Closing Taskforce meeting. The nature of IECON was 

that attendees cared deeply about industrial job loss, but this meeting revealed the degree to 

which the larger plant closing movement was craving “next steps,” or a more proactive approach 

to addressing the crisis. During a key session “Alternatives to Shutdowns” the discussion turned 

to what exactly defines progress within the plant closing movement? This marked a turning 

point. While the group expressed frustration about how to best craft an ongoing strategy 

(beyond piecemeal measures), they were nonetheless able to identify an overarching 

organizational ideology for their work: 

 

We seem to fall back on political development as a way of defining victory…the creation of a 
more restrictive political climate that forces companies to pay a higher and higher cost for 
abandonment [However, considering how many plant closing fights are lost or not taken up at all] 
there has to be another context where every fight-- win or lose-- puts us in a better position… 
What may be more touchy is understanding what we’ve won when we actually save a plant. Did 
we effectively challenge the process of deindustrialization?... In the end, our goal should be to 
promote responsible government action targeting social impact and social need. That’s the 
context for defining victory; growing grassroots influence or economic democracy.116  

 
 

In response, some attendees voiced a concern that the group was becoming “too legalistic.” 

These dissenting individuals hoped for a return to attention placed on direct action tactics. 
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However, the growing desire within the plant closing movement for a policy platform would be 

cemented the following month at the “Gulag Conference” in Chicago. 

 

Gulag Conference - November 20-22, 1987 

Gulag represented a clear transition for the movement; not just thinking about next steps but the 

decision that building a national policy agenda was a necessary goal. By early fall, the steering 

committee of the IECON Plant Closures Taskforce-- Swinney, Noble, and now Jim Benn - sent 

a letter to their IECON contacts setting the dates Nov 20-22 for the meeting. More similar to a 

retreat than a meeting, it was held about 40 minutes outside of Chicago.117 The weekend moved 

back and forth between two facets of coalition building. The first theme was exploring 

commonalities, generating ideas and assessing feasibility for a national plant closing network 

that would take aim at federal policy. The second was educating attendees on economic trends 

and their causes, thereby setting a shared baseline. This was the first time that members of the 

IECON Plant Closing Taskforce would meet outside the auspices of IECON.  

 

The direction for Gulag came together over the course of the fall. In October, Swinney wrote 

“The purpose of this meeting is to bring together our immediate IECON network with a few 

resource people to really explore what level of unity exists or could exist on key issues of our 

work around the industrial crisis,” as well as to explore the feasibility of broader political work 

together.118 By early November correspondence reveals that the purpose of the meeting had 

become more directive: “to focus on what the member groups hold in common in order to build 

a national strategy to combat plant closures.”119  

 

The majority of the invitees were from the IECON Plant Closing Taskforce, but additional plant 

closing groups were invited as well as “resource” people: Ann Markusen, Bennett Harrison, and 
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Staughton Lynd. These activist intellectuals helped to shape the plant closing movement from 

its inception and would continue to lend support during the upcoming period of policy formation. 

Art Vazquez and a handful of other administrators from the Harold Washington administration 

were also in attendance. 

 

A discussion paper produced for the meeting begins with an origin story of sorts, describing the 

current moment as an abrupt break from the period that stretched from post WWII to the mid-

1970s. As external conditions changed--international competition increased and American 

economic strength ebbed--the true cost of a system that separated the management of 

economic resources from the communities that were affected by capital flight became more 

apparent. This is all background for the major point: none of this is preordained; we made it, we 

can change it. 

 

Fundamentally, an economy is the management of a community’s resources. It is a defined 
pattern of production and distribution with a goal in mind. Both the goal and the pattern are 
determined by human beings -- there are no uncontrollable forces of nature involved. The goal, 
generally speaking, is prosperity.120 

 
 

The concept that there was no separate sphere of the economy from greater society--but rather, 

that social and political forces determine what is possible in all realms-- this was a prerequisite 

for the policy project under construction. Already at this point the core of the group (members of 

the IECON Plant Closing Taskforce Steering Committee and their close associates) had 

achieved a shared understanding of why industrial communities were suffering and a basic idea 

that federal scale intervention was necessary to aid these communities. A central tenant for the 

group members was that manufacturing was economically viable and therefore worth 

investment as a development strategy. Many of the organizers in plant closing organizations 

had experienced job loss firsthand. It was not uncommon for profitable plants to be closed due 
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to disinvestment strategies of the conglomerate121 or simply in pursuit of a greater rate of profit. 

These groups rejected the theory that manufacturing in the US was largely obsolete or that the 

“service” economy was a more evolved substitute. 

 

Table I contrasts the emerging perspective of the plant closing taskforce against the more 

dominant perspectives on industrial decline during the period, and corresponding roles for 

government. Protectionists argued that cheap imports (made with the help of cheap foreign 

labor) were flooding the market, making it impossible for American goods to compete. They felt 

that American manufacturing was being undermined, the victim of unfavorable trade policies. 

On the other hand, those who argued for a market-led approach maintained that society’s 

investment should flow to more profitable industries, and that the problem of trade dynamics 

would be solved by comparative advantage.  

 
 
 

Table I: Problem Definition 122 

 Protectionist IECON/ FIRR  Free Marketeer 

What was the real state 
of the manufacturing 
sector/ heavy industry? 

 
Undermined 

Productive capacity 
strong, many firms 
profitable, decline not 
inevitable 

Many firms in decline, 
greater profits and 
innovation available in 
other sectors  

What’s causing the 
problem?  

 
Cheap imports and foreign 
workers 

Macroeconomic policies 
and postwar management 
practices  

 
Obsolescence  

Solution  
 

 
Protect “US” corporations 
and create barriers to US 
market for “foreign” 
producers. Buy American. 

Economic planning 
including managed trade, 
sectoral and regional 
initiatives with worker and 
community input, regional 
institutions and dedicated 
capital sources 

Productive capacity and 
capital need to be 
released through market-
driven process of creative 
destruction, hasten 
processes of economic 
restructuring  

Role for federal 
government  

Trade policy (tariffs, 
quotas, etc.) or direct 
investment to corporations 

Grassroots-driven national 
industrial policy  
 

Decrease regulations on 
capital mobility, promote 
free trade 
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The IECON Plant closing Taskforce (not yet FIRR) actively engaged with the arguments of 

counter positions, with an understanding that the battle over the definition of the problem and 

questions of culpability were critical. Anti-plant closing activists acknowledged that the 

conventional wisdom or “man on the street” perspective, when asked (for instance) what’s 

wrong with steel today, would likely answer, “cheap imports” or “nobody wants steel anymore;” 

but argue that “these beliefs are not entirely correct and to the extent they are, they point to 

symptoms rather than causes of the underlying problem” (Markusen 1988).  

 

Most sticky for the plant closing groups during these early attempts to carve out a separate 

policy logic was the question of trade. During the early 1980s, those fighting against plant 

closings hadn’t been organizing around issues of trade; in contrast, though, during the same 

years, organized labor had made trade the center of many of its campaigns. Activists in the 

plant closing movement worried that labor’s focus on trade policy was to the exclusion of 

broader issues facing industrial communities, and that it was a sign that the problem of industrial 

decline was being interpreted in an overly simplistic manner. A prominent example was the 

UAW; historian Dana Frank writes that the UAW “pointed the finger at imports” thereby positing 

foreigners as the enemy, as opposed to addressing the increasingly rapacious practices of 

international corporations.123 At the same time as promoting their “Buy American” campaigns, 

the UAW refused to publish a story about the Van Nuys Coalition (organized to keep a GM plant 

open)124 in Solidarity (1999), not wanting the membership to see how the rank-and-file was 

fighting back in an era of mass concessions. 

 

Nonetheless, regardless of differences, the plant closing movement wanted to work with unions, 

not against them. Many of the participants either were union members or had been union 
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members at one time, and had been schooled by the labor movement in class consciousness 

and organizing techniques. At the same time, most taskforce members quickly saw the 

importance of developing an alternative position on trade, a perspective that would be separate 

both from protectionism (oftentimes linked to racism and nationalism) and the growing 

hegemony of the “free-trade” position.125  

 

In fact, it was the very question of trade that first pushed core organizers in the IECON network 

towards their embrace of industrial policy, arguing that it was only in the context of a 

comprehensive industrial policy that strategic and effective decisions about trade could be 

made.126 Ann Markusen, among others, began using the term “managed trade” to describe an 

active trade policy that would be decidedly different than what the protectionists were offering 

up. While protectionism and managed trade shared a concern for the well being of American 

industries, protectionism guaranteed “neither reinvestment nor jobs, nor wage level-

maintenance, nor a diversified economy” (Markusen 1987).  

 

In contrast, a policy of managed trade would plan to invest in a set of critical industries, partially 

through “interim and leveraged protection.” This meant that businesses would have to meet 

standards in wage levels, plant closing protocols, and worker retraining, as well as commit to 

reinvesting a portion of profits back into the business. Advocates for managed trade argued that 

the rate of market change needed to be slowed because the workers and productive capacity 

being displaced were not being absorbed by other sectors of the economy. Another facet of the 

position was that international specialization should be somewhat limited because a diversified 

economy and a large number of suppliers would lead to greater stability. Finally, the managed 

trade position argued that the US should refuse to compete on low wages, and instead should 
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use worker protection legislation as an opportunity to build bridges to workers in other countries, 

particularly developing nations.  

 

Markusen argued for thinking about trade as a component of a larger development policy for the 

U.S., similar to the ways in which policymakers discussed developing nations. The first step 

would be to ask what social goals the economy should achieve, and then form a plan based on 

desired outcomes. This plan would be explicit about looking at the economy from a social-

benefits perspective, as well as targeting industries deemed critical and balancing development 

across places and populations.127 

 

While it was clear that a new approach to trade policy was needed in order to bolster struggling 

industrial communities, it was only one of several aspects of industrial relations that activists 

and scholars were discussing as potential sites for public intervention. For instance, Table II 

provides a list of both public and private sector policies and practices that the plant closing 

movement identified as actively harming industrial communities. Recognizing the causal role 

that the public sector played further bolstered the activists’ claim that industrial policy was, and 

likely would always be, in existence; but in this case, it was the wrong type of industrial policy.  

 
At Gulag, there was a twofold goal: first, to acknowledge that there was an emerging consensus 

within the movement about the causes of deindustrialization, the vision for an expanded role for 

the public sector, and the critical nature of manufacturing employment. And secondly to parlay 

this into a “next step.” The next step was to be a new, popularized form of industrial policy.129 At 

the conference, “industrial policy” was invoked as a potential framework to resolve the problems 

that the group had identified, but the specifics were not yet clear. At this point, the argument for 

a new type of industrial policy was posited in a more general sense: economic planning posed a 

counterpoint to otherwise market (and corporate)-led development. 
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Table II: FIRR’s Public and Private Sector Causes of Decline for Industrial Communities 128 

PUBLIC SECTOR  PRIVATE SECTOR 

Incentives for offshoring  Mismanagement: lack of investment in R&D, short 
term profit orientation 

De-regulation of finance sector  Growth of speculative capital & increasing role for 
shareholders 

Anti-union policies  Increased business organizing against unions  

Lack of effective regional development strategies 
& resources for state and local rebuilding 

Moving firms outside of cities and northern areas 
as intentional strategy to avoid unions  

Lack of access to training to access what jobs are 
available (or new jobs)  

Growth in small firms v large ones, wherein small 
firms are less competitive globally  

Lack of access to capital to invest in socially 
useful production  

Lack of access to capital to invest in socially 
useful production  

 “Crisis of successorship” wherein aging plant 
owners close shop 

 
 

The anti-plant closing activists built their argument for industrial policy on multiple fronts. Table 

III illustrates the range of arguments, invoking both social and economic benefits. Arguments 

about the social costs of plant closings were compelling, but they also had the potential to 

reinforce the idea that industrial decline was solely a “rustbelt” (or regional) problem. Arguments 

framed around the potential economic benefits for industrial policy defined the community of 

interest in a broader way; ultimately, if unaddressed, the decline of productivity would affect us 

all. Widening the parameters of whose interests were served by industrial policy was significant 

because a common counter-argument was that industrial policy was inherently victim to special 

interests; in essence, activists proposed that the public sector could--and should--take initiative 

for the economic health of the nation. 

  



 
 
 

102 

 

Table III: Arguments for Industrial Policy and Public Controls on Capital  

SOCIAL COSTS RIGHTS-BASED ECONOMISTIC 

Individuals, families and 
communities devastated 

Communities should have a say in 
decisions that affect their economy  

Decline of revenues, including ripple 
effects on service industry  

Loss of secondary businesses  
 

If public funds are involved, public 
has a right to a voice  

Loss of productivity  

Income inequality - manufacturing 
necessary to stem the rise of 
inequality and to grant opportunities 
for workers & families 

Speculative finance takes control of 
capital further from workers and 
management  

Increased cost of social programs to 
support out of work workers 

Industrial policy connection to 
regional policy and the need to 
salvage community  

 Loss of supply chains  
 

  A long-term development plan is 
necessary for optimal development  

  Industrial policy connection to 
regional policy can promote spatially 
driven benefits such as 
agglomeration  

  Decline of trade position in global 
market  

 
 

Following the industrial policy discussion at Gulag, there was a session on “capital strategies” 

(campaigns that are geared to owners or shareholders who have control over investment 

decisions) as well as advice on how to deal with conflicts that can arise when working within a 

diverse coalition. The conference closed with a session on how to turn one’s experience into a 

political platform.  

 

The organizers considered Gulag a rousing success. The retreat generated a lot of palpable 

excitement around the idea of a national network. The steering committee in particular hoped to 

build on the first wave of success and began to actively plan for the upcoming meeting in the 

hopes that it would become the national network’s founding convention.  
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The lasting impact of the retreat was that a number of concrete policy topics emerged during the 

panel discussions. Participating groups volunteered to research each of these topics and 

present them to the broader group at the upcoming IECON meeting in New York in February 

(where the Plant Closing Taskforce was planning to meet separately for an entire day).  

Topics included an “industrial fund,” a “jobs authority,” a “superfund” to aid displaced workers, 

plant closing legislation, and a wage-gap tax.130 Ultimately, these ideas would become the 

foundation upon which the network’s policy platform was built.  

 

Founding Convention - Feb 1, 1988 

The national IECON meeting was preceded in 1988 by a full day IECON Plant Closing 

Taskforce meeting. During this meeting eighteen organizations131 agreed to form a national 

network, separate from IECON and with the objective to expand and promote national efforts for 

industrial retention by increasing exchange between members, using their combined experience 

to develop policy proposals, and give member organizations the capacity to expand their 

projects to national scale.132 This was the formal beginning of the FIRR network.  

 

The opening panel featured three luminaries of the anti-deindustrialization movement: Ben 

Harrison, Staughton Lynd, and Ann Markusen. This was followed by policy presentations on the 

five topics that materialized at Gulag.133 The newly formed coalition achieved consensus on 

three of the five policy priorities: Regional Jobs Authority (RJA), a National Industrial 

Development Fund (NIDF), and plant closing legislation.134 These three policies formed the 

base of a coherent platform to fight deindustrialization as they were seen to be complementary 

to one another. 
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Of the three, the RJA, designed to rebuild industries and create jobs, would be the first priority; 

FIRR members argued that this was the “new idea” that the industrial policy conversation 

needed. Plant closing legislation had been debated for some time already, and a number of 

other groups were promoting versions of an industrial development fund.135 Aspects of the RJA 

also reinforced a commitment that the FIRR network had already made to the type of industrial 

planning they wanted to support: local control and democratic decision-making regarding the 

economy, and a geographical or regional investment strategy in addition to sectoral planning.136 

 

What exactly would the RJA do? They would be public agencies137 for designing and 

implementing industrial plans. The goal would be to rebuild industries and create jobs, with the 

power to “intervene in plant closings by seeking injunctions against machinery removal, finding 

alternative owners, including employees, and using the power of eminent domain to acquire 

facilities from owners who are unwilling to cooperate in the revitalization of their plants.”138  

In addition to eminent domain the RJA would: 

 
a. Act as a broker in the sale of properties to other private owners 
b. Sell or assist in the sale of properties to present or former employees through ESOPs, 

worker cooperatives, CDCs, or other designated mechanisms 
c. Operate a facility directly under the auspices of the Authority 
d. Encourage new development 
e. Initiate or undertake feasibility studies of vacant and/or underutilized land, facilities, or 

machinery to formulate a regional or industry reindustrialization program to combine 
government action with private initiative139 

 
 

In addition to discussing the policy platform, the focus of the Founding Convention was on 

refining an argument about why this particular group of organizations was uniquely qualified to 

craft an industrial policy that would work for communities and workers. The Steering Committee 

wrote: “we felt that no other group in America had more of a right to define the character of 

industrial development than the communities who were fighting the effects of deindustrialization. 
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We also believed that the achievements of that local organizing was central to a national 

solution.”140 This claim disputed the idea that those who design policy should do so from a 

thousand feet above; in this case, it was argued that those who were on the front lines of the 

plant closing fights would be able to devise meaningful policy solutions.  

 

This was reinforced by the fact that each of the federation’s policy priorities had roots in the on-

the-front-lines learning that their membership had accumulated.141 The locally-administered 

regional industrial planning bodies were inspired by the Steel Valley Authority. The organizers 

who fought to save the Mon Valley knew that autonomous regional authorities with a mandate to 

protect jobs needed to possess the power of eminent domain in order to seize industrial 

resources (property, plants or equipment) that were being disinvested in. But the federally 

supported Industrial Capital Fund was a necessary complement, because communities in crisis 

don’t have access to capital in order to pay fair market value for industrial property.142 The 

industrial development fund could support investment in plans with high social value (such as 

shoring up an outdated, yet still profitable plant in a community that was very dependent on the 

jobs). This would provide a much needed counterbalance to the typical mode of investment, 

evaluated solely by the rate of short term profit. Finally, the federation’s plans to improve plant 

closing legislation was inspired by the debates that the WARN Act had stirred within the activist 

community and lessons learned fighting for state and local plant closing laws.143 

 

Policy Refinement  

Staughton Lynd & Bennett Harrison met with the FIRR members in the early spring of 1988 to 

create a first comprehensive draft of the three-pronged policy statement.144 Once this was in 

place FIRR began to circulate the position paper to a select group of leftists with expertise in 

policy and industrial retention. FIRR requested feedback on their policy platform, asking in 
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particular, “what (which details of the policy demands) would you fight for? What would you let 

go?” The first round was sent in the beginning of April to twenty-one different people145 for 

feedback, and by the end of May another round had been sent out.  

 

The comments on the FIRR policy statements stimulated further discussion on topics ranging 

from ideological differences to detailed logistical analysis. In general, the commentary confirmed 

the group’s initial decision to make RJAs the centerpiece of the policy platform. Oftentimes, the 

debates on the details of the policies were related indirectly to the overarching goal of economic 

democracy--how that was defined, and how to get there. For instance, discussions on plant 

closing legislation entertained the idea that even privately held factories that planned to close 

should be required to reveal their financial statements, wherein Bennett Harrison scrawled atop 

the idea “Be patient! No way would I build a movement on that.”146  

 

Despite Harrison’s comment, most FIRR members agreed that it was necessary to assert public 

authority into many of the economic decisions traditionally regarded as private prerogative. 

These discussions led to the group to further refine their stance on economic democracy, 

particularly the relationship between participation and profit. As Staughton wrote, an “internally 

democratic enterprise can still be engaged in the old profit-maximizing rat race, striving to put 

other workers out of a job.”147 Similarly, Jack Metzgar warned that the “potential for broad 

agitation around economic democracy without specific mechanisms that can foster widespread 

democratic involvement in business decision-making… can help legitimate what could become 

a highly effective ‘Executive Committee of the Ruling Class.’”148 On the other hand, Staughton 

noted that the 1930s refrain: “production for use, not profit” led to some of the most important 

models for the plant closing project (e.g., the Tennessee Valley Authority and the Works 

Progress Administration) but that these models were “anything but accountable to those who 
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were affected by their decisions” (1988). Hence, the summary phrases “production for use, not 

profit, in democratically controlled enterprises” and “democratically controlled production for use, 

not profit” were proposed.149 

 

In relation to both the RJA and the NIDF the reviewers lingered on the appropriate mix between 

federal authority and local control. Relatedly, there were questions about how the authorities 

would balance ‘voice’ with the need to act quickly in the case of a plant closing crisis. Members 

mused “can democratic regional planning be seeded by the federal government?” and 

organizational models that take into account the proportion of local needs in their allocation of 

funds, such as the Legal Services Administration, were discussed.150 Most agreed on the 

concept of a balance between the RJAs’ institutional power and the NIDF’s capital; they would 

act as “a socio-economic double helix”151 wherein federal opportunities could be used to disrupt 

local power structures, and local autonomy used to check federal power.  

 

In conjunction with the policy discussion, the steering committee set out parameters for self 

evaluation. The “yardstick of success” included whether FIRR had strengthened local affiliates’ 

projects as opposed to weakening them, and whether they brought in new projects and financial 

resources. Perhaps most importantly, FIRR would seek to shape the broader discourse on 

industrial policy. In the months after the founding conference FIRR pursued policy influence by 

financially supporting and helping to plan a conference on national industrial policy (that for the 

first time would bring substantial participation from organized labor to the table), and growing 

contact with other policy makers. By April of 1988 FIRR counted towards this goal a presence at 

the Democratic National Convention and having built relationships with the Congressional Black 

Caucus, USWA, mineworkers, ACTWU, UAW as well as European and Canadian labor 

leaders.152 
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Regional Conferences and Internal Dissent 

During the summer and fall of 1988 FIRR struggled with internal conflicts but emerged with a 

more refined sense of the objectives for their coalition and the strategies they would use to 

achieve them. There was tension between groups oriented towards activism and those that 

were primarily technical assistance organizations. Members also referenced the challenging 

dynamic of new-comers & old-timers153 and the lack of racial and ethnic diversity within the 

leadership. When the conflict among members boiled over to the point that some progressive 

foundations learned of it, FIRR moved to create an internal policy, and structure, for negotiating 

disagreements.  

 

This internal policy stated that FIRR’s role “need not represent a consensus,”154 and that FIRR 

would not act as a political party.155 Instead it would be “a facilitator for, and promoter of, 

positive examples of community-based group strategies for reaching our shared goals.”156 The 

shared goals, however, could be agreed upon: increased democracy for decisions about the 

economy, reindustrialization, solidarity between workers, and a commitment by government to 

support industry in producing social goods that better communities.”157 The Steering Committee 

argued that FIRR could help select and propel the “positive examples” (of community-oriented 

industrial policy) into the national arena. Ultimately, many in the group envisioned that the ideal 

role for FIRR would be to work on two fronts: aiding grassroots organizing efforts towards their 

policy aims and influencing those in political power. 

 

The coalition expressed a sense of urgency to achieve some cohesion before the planned 

regional conferences158 scheduled for the upcoming months. The regional conferences played a 

key role in overall strategy; their purpose was to consolidate FIRR as an organization and to 

lead to broad agreement on a set of principles. The regional conferences were also an 
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opportunity to promote the strong policy orientation of the federation through workshops and 

trainings. These were likely to be necessary as at least a third of participating groups had been 

primarily focused on direct action with little policy experience.159  

 

The ambivalence for some of the participating organizations around policy wasn’t just lack of 

experience. Internal documents during this time reveal that there was a heated discussion 

surrounding the relationship between the creation of the national policy platform and the role 

that organizing would (or should) play. A few members of FIRR were so alarmed by what they 

perceived as a policy-making process not adequately informed from ‘below’, that they 

recommended disbanding the entire network.160 Others ventured milder warnings, with the 

member affiliate Coalition to Keep Stewart-Warner Open offering “everytime our plans and 

strategies did not correspond to accurate analysis of the timing, level of consciousness of the 

key forces (in our case it is the workers in the plant first, the community second, and all others 

after that”) we would start to flounder”.161 Staughton queried, “Are we a mass movement from 

below or a modern day Fabian Society?”162 

 

In an attempt to make the argument that organizing and policy could be seen as mutually 

constitutive, the regional meetings would open with a presentation: “What is Policy” (a short 

presentation of policy and its relationship to organizing).163 By the new year (1989) the internal 

struggles164 died down165 and the coalition turned its attention to moving forward. Swinney 

organized an opportunity to meet with several “friendly” people from foundations to strategize 

about more long term funding options for FIRR. FIRR began a search for an executive director, 

and opened membership up again (briefly on hold during the internal consolidation period).  

 



 
 
 

110 

Industrial Renaissance Conference - Sept 14-15 1989 

In September of 1989, Mike Stout, a former grievance officer for Pittsburgh’s Homestead Steel 

Works and founding member of Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing, gave the rousing 

opening remarks to the “Industrial Renaissance Conference.” Sponsored by FIRR and proudly 

held on the serene grounds of the former George Meany Center for Labor Studies, the event 

represented--  for many of the attendees-- the culmination of over a decade of organizing for 

alternatives to deindustrialization. The Industrial Renaissance Conference would formally bring 

together over 100 people - representative of 34 organizations (11 of which were affiliated with 

organized labor)  - with the express purpose of crafting, refining, and promoting a “grassroots 

shaped” national industrial policy.  

 

More significant than the size of the conference was the mix of attendees, in particular that 

representatives from the international unions represented a third of those present. For the 

terminally under-resourced community groups that had done the heavy lifting on the local level 

in the fights against plant closings over the past decade this represented significant progress 

towards building a coalition capable of shaping the national policy response to the industrial 

crisis. The symbolism of the location and the keynote speech by United Steelworkers of 

America president Lynn Williams166 added to the weighty promise of the occasion. For members 

of FIRR, bringing the international unions into the coalition for the first time was incredibly 

exciting. 

 

Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing had initiated the conference and FIRR funded (and 

ultimately helped to plan and promote) the event. It was a massive educational undertaking, the 

first half devoted to setting the stage: detailing the staggering social and economic costs of 

industrial decline; the second half learning about what to do, mainly “policy proposals from 
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grassroots organizations”. The policies that FIRR and others had painstakingly debated over the 

prior years were for the first time being introduced to a broader audience. The ultimate goal was 

described as a “New type of ‘New Deal’ coalition”.167  

 

After the Industrial Renaissance Conference, FIRR doggedly sought to maintain their fledgling 

relationship with the internationals. The strategy that the coalition came up with was that in 

order to build trust between the FIRR affiliates and the international union representatives and 

keep up momentum, they should agree on working together towards a nearterm legislative 

target. Unfortunately, after a few months, communication from the internationals became more 

sporadic.168 In response, FIRR redoubled its previously successful efforts towards working with 

locals, but the ebb of such a promising partnership with the long sought internationals had been 

a heavy blow.  

 

V. Lessons from FIRR 

 

The first part of this section looks at key transitions for FIRR during the second half of its 

organizational lifespan and through the 1990s. The second part of the section revisits the idea 

that the history of FIRR represents a culmination of the broader plant closing movement, and as 

such, an essential component of the broad coalition that was ultimately built around “high road” 

economic development. This is one of the ways that the work from this period bears relevance 

for today. The third, and final, portion of this section discusses an even more germane question: 

what are the lessons of the history of FIRR for today’s conversation on industrial policy? 
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FIRR in the 1990s 

However challenging it may have been to work with the internationals, FIRR had an even 

greater challenge barreling towards them: the growing momentum around free trade. In 1984, 

President Reagan had signed into effect a Trade and Tariff Act that provided a congressional 

road map for fast-tracking trade agreements. By the first of the year 1989, the US and Canada 

free trade agreement had gone into effect, removing all tariffs between the two countries and 

reducing many non-tariff barriers. By the following year, a free trade agreement between 

Mexico, Canada and the US was being debated in earnest.  

 

During the early 1990s, the free trade topic dominated much of FIRR’s activities. They actively 

opposed the fast track powers granted to the executive branch to negotiate international trade 

agreements169, as well as the individual free trade initiatives. FIRR members were kept busy 

with activities such as giving testimony at the International Trade Commission hearings against 

the US/Mexico free trade agreement.170  

 

However, FIRR members increasingly felt they were fighting an uphill battle. By the early 1990s, 

the free trade debate was becoming increasingly one-sided, and “free trade orthodoxy” was 

closing in on those who opposed it, from all political perspectives (Frank 1999, 223).171 Self-

interested export sectors were among the most vocal supporters of free trade, arguing that, for 

instance, if the US were to stop buying Japanese automobiles and electronics, then Japan 

would have less money with which to buy American soybeans. 

 

FIRR countered this popular comparative advantage argument172 (drawn from classical 

economics) by pointing to the cost that workers across the globe would bear, in a world of 

decreasing regulations for capital. To foster this, FIRR sought to develop a cross-border 
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perspective and to build alliances with groups that were doing work on the US/Mexico border 

and internationally. This work was formally kicked off during the summer of 1989, when Jim 

Benn went to a conference sponsored by the Cleveland Coalition Against Plant Closings that 

looked at the impact of maquiladoras173 on the Mexican workforce and U.S. manufacturing jobs. 

At the conference Benn met Ed Kreuger, who worked for the American Friends Service 

Committee organizing maquiladoras. Benn remarked on the common problems faced by 

workers and communities on both sides of the border:  

 
GM, GE, Prestolite’s Leece-Neville. All plants (Kreuger) is dealing with, all companies 
abandoning Northeast Ohio. His thirst for making a connection between his work and the home 
communities of company’s exploiting Mexican labor stimulated me to suggest that the common 
threads we were discovering would probably be found in most FIRR affiliates. (Kreuger’s) eyes lit 
up.174 

 
 

In response to this connection, FIRR would create a Maquiladora Project. The Maquiladora 

Project included a portion of their newsletter dedicated to educating their membership about 

work being done on the border. FIRR deepened their relationship with La Mujer Obrera, an 

affiliate member organization that was based in El Paso and organizing among the maquiladora 

workers. FIRR also joined the Coalition for Justice in the Maquiladoras (CJM). In 1991 the CJM 

released the Maquila Standards of Conduct, that addressed health and safety conditions, 

including the disposal and transport of toxic waste, workers’ rights to organize, to be free of 

harassment of any kind, and workers’ standards of living, including wages and lodging. CJM 

argued that these standards were more than just an organizing tool; they represented the 

minimum for worker protections that should be present in any international trade agreement-- 

and as such, could serve as a template for a more equitable approach to trade agreements. 

During their work with CJM, FIRR participated in shareholder filings targeting corporations that 

were not in compliance with these standards.175 
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While consuming, free trade was not the sole area of activity for FIRR during the 1990s. In 

general, the coalition’s interest began to broaden beyond a narrow interpretation of industrial 

retention to include other contributing factors to the fight for justice for industrial (and formerly 

industrial) communities. FIRR began to create alliances with environmental justice groups, delve 

into issues of race and racism, attempted to deepen ties with religious groups, organized labor, 

and peace organizations, and to consider a wider range of capital and financial strategies as 

tools for social and economic change.176 Also during these years, FIRR achieved a level of 

organizational maturity in terms of the coalition’s ability to support local fights with their network 

of resources.177  

 

During the 1990s, FIRR was also concerned with broadening its geographic reach. FIRR 

theorized that one of the most important strategies for organizing in the South was to further 

develop their ties to religious justice organizations. FIRR began a religious taskforce during 

these years, and participated in allied efforts by the AFL-CIO. However, FIRR remained a 

critical voice in relation to what they interpreted as a more superficial approach to coalition 

work.178 Not unrelated, FIRR also began a Diversity task force in these years, calling for all 

affiliates to have a staff that was reflective of the communities they were organizing.  

 

The recession of the early 1990s was another defining feature of this era for FIRR and its 

affiliates. While many affiliate groups struggled to retain funding during these lean years, the 

executive committee saw the recession as both a challenge and an opportunity: “like all 

economic crises this one offers opportunities to make breakthroughs with creative and 

aggressive organizing that in good times might not be as likely.”179 FIRR also sought to create 

connections with the unemployed by forging relationships with organizations like the 

Philadelphia Unemployment Project.180  



 
 
 

115 

 

An additional area of measurable impact for FIRR during the early 1990s was their work around 

the WARN Act, which came into effect in February of 1989. FIRR worked with the Sugar Center 

of the National Lawyers Guild to track the effectiveness of the law across the country, releasing 

annually for several years after the advent of WARN the “Plant Closing Dirty Dozen,” which 

catalogued the worst offenders of the law. FIRR also advocated for more attention by unions 

and other pro-worker organizations to the federal funds that were mobilized in response to a 

WARN case. These funds were called Economic and Dislocation Worker Adjustment Assistance 

(EDWAA). The EDWAA required the state’s Dislocated Worker Unit (DWU) to monitor for signs 

of potential closings and the early warning notice could be critical for organizations that hoped to 

save jobs. In addition, EDWAA funds could be used for feasibility studies regarding the potential 

for workers or municipalities to buy and operate factories planning to close.181  

 

Legacy of FIRR and the Plant Closing Movement 

During the second half of the 1990s, FIRR continued to explore connections with allied 

organizations, in particular partnerships with environmental justice organizations.182 But the 

coalition would not survive the decade; in 1997, FIRR was folded into a larger coalition of 

progressive organizations called Sustainable America. Sustainable America had a more stable 

funding structure at the time, and through FIRR’s participation, it was able to connect with other 

worker advocacy organizations within the coalition and continue gathering on a regular basis. 

While the end of FIRR probably also coincides with the end of the formal plant closing 

movement, this section argues that the influence of the movement has been long-lived. 

 

How should the history of FIRR, and the demise of the plant closing movement more generally, 

be viewed a quarter century later? While FIRR’s version of a community-driven, national 



 
 
 

116 

industrial policy wasn’t realized, the legacy of the work done by this movement reverberates out 

to the present. Over its organizational lifetime, FIRR enjoyed relationships with over 50 affiliate 

organizations, but the impact of the network was more significant than numbers. The work done 

by the plant closing movement during this period didn’t so much disappear, as “broaden,” as 

participant-observer Fran Ansley describes:  

 

In fact, the movement and its attendant framing project flowed directly into several important 
successor currents, including the international agitation against neoliberal ‘free trade’ regimes, 
college anti-sweatshop coalitions, state and local efforts to curb abuse of corporate subsidies and 
other development incentives, and the burgeoning patchwork of campus and community 
campaigns for a living wage (2001, 366). 

 

The connections that Ansley identifies are some of the ways in which the plant closing 

movement has influenced the present. Table IV provides a visual representation of the 

relationships between a wide range of the strategies mobilized by the plant closing movement in 

the 1970s and 1980s and ongoing work towards the goals of corporate accountability, good jobs 

for all, and economic democracy. To name these connections is not to claim any direct 

causality, but rather a first step in making an argument for viewing the evolution of anti-plant 

closing strategies, and those employed by various fights for economic justice that followed, as a 

form of inheritance. The ties between the past and more recent efforts can be seen in multiple 

realms. Some examples are straightforward, a form of direct lineage (for instance, iterations of a 

particular policy over time, or the ways in which the work of individuals in the movement moved 

from one focus to another), whereas in other cases the links are more subtle. Regardless, the 

act of revealing, and naming, these connections is one way that the impact of the plant closing 

movement can be shown. The following paragraphs discuss a selection of examples and trends 

identified by Table IV.  
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A central objective of the plant closing movement was to hold corporations accountable to 

workers and communities. Table IV breaks this goal down into four interrelated strategies: legal 

arguments, policy, organizing and research. There are two trends in relation to the efforts to 

increase corporate accountability over the last half century. On the one hand, moving from the 

1970s and 1980s to the present, certain types of demands on corporations have lessened, or 

become less radical. For instance, the practice (or threat) of using the legal doctrine of eminent 

domain to seize industrial property in an effort to promote a municipal or worker buyout has, for 

all intents and purposes, ceased. In addition, the picture of corporate accountability painted by 

the proposed NEPA of 1974 was far more substantive than the ensuing WARN Act: NEPA 

required not only advance notification of a shutdown, but also measures to provide financial 

compensation to communities when their tax base was threatened by plant closings.  

 

On the other hand, the efforts to build an institutional infrastructure around corporate 

accountability when a corporation has been the recipient of public funds have borne fruit over 

the same time period. (Measures that are contingent upon the use of public funds are shaded in 

Table IV). The court cases in the early 1980s were built on the scaffold of “implicit contract,” 

arguing that if a company accepted public funds, an implicit agreement was struck regarding a 

public benefit that the company would thereby provide (often the creation or maintenance of 

jobs). Therefore, it was argued that the company was in breach of that “contract” after some 

particularly aggregious act, such as using those funds to move from one state to another. 
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Table IV: The Goals and Strategies of the Plant Closing Movement and Ongoing Connections 
to Progressive Movements, 1970s-present 
 
* darker gray shading indicates a measure dependent on the use of public funds 

GOAL Strategy mid 1970s -  
mid 1980s 

mid 1980s- 
mid 1990s 

mid 1990s- 
2000s 

2010+  

Corporate 
accountability  

Legal 
arguments 
and contracts 

Community right to 
property lawsuit 

   

Use of eminent domain to seize industrial 
property for worker or public authority  

  

Implied contract 
lawsuits 
 
 

 Community Benefits Agreements 

clawbacks 

 
Policy 

Vacaville, CA 
municipal ordinance 
requiring firms who 
wish to relocate and 
receive public 
assistance to give 
60 days notice 

State & local “right to know” laws 
(Kerson & LeRoy 1989)  

Governmental 
Accounting 
Standards Board 
Statement No. 77, 
Tax Abatement 
Disclosures 

  Living wage 
ordinances 

Fight for $15 

(proposed 1974) 
National 
Employment 
Priorities Act 
(advance 
notification, financial 
compensation to 
communities for 
departing tax base) 

WARN Act enacted 1988 (companies with 100 or more 
employees provide 60 days notice of closing) 
 
 

 
Organizing 

subsidy related protests and community campaigns Amazon HQ2 
protests 

 anti-NAFTA 
 
maquiladora 
organizing 

Anti globalization 
movements: Anti-
sweat shops, 
Battle for Seattle 

Occupy Wall Street 

  Blue Green alliance Green New Deal 
coalitions 

Early warning networks    

Research 1998 Greg LeRoy founded Good Jobs 
First 

Cost benefit analysis 
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Table IV: The Goals and Strategies of the Plant Closing Movement and Ongoing Connections 
to Progressive Movements, 1970s-present (continued) 
 

GOAL Strategy mid 1970s -  
mid 1980s 

mid 1980s- 
mid 1990s 

mid 1990s- 
2000s 

2010+  

Corporate 
Accountability 
(continued) 

Research 
(continued) 

Social impact analysis, social cost accounting 

Strategic corporate 
research 

Shareholder campaigns 

Corporate campaigns 

 
Good jobs for 
all 

Workforce 
development 

“First-wave” first- 
source hiring 
(Douthat & Green 
Leigh 2017) 

 “Second-wave”  
first-source hiring 
(Douthat & Green 
Leigh 2017) 

 

Federal funding for displaced workers 
CETA, 1973 
JTPA, 1982 
WIA, 1998 

WIOA 
institutionalized 
federal funds for 
industrial retention 
and early warning, 
requiring all states 
to establish layoff 
aversion programs.  

 Labor-force- 
based 
development 
(Ranney & 
Betancur 1992)  

Targeting occupations (Markusen 2004) 

 
Place-based 

 
 

Planned Manufacturing Districts 

Land banking 

Enterprise zones Empowerment zones Opportunity zones 

Industrial TIFs 

  EPA’s Brownfield program 

Economic 
Democracy 

Production 
and profit 
measures  

Municipal or federal purchase of closing 
business 

 Growing interest in 
municipalization 

Municipal 
cooperatives 
(Sutton 2019) Transition closing business to worker 

cooperative 
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Table IV: The Goals and Strategies of the Plant Closing Movement and Ongoing Connections 
to Progressive Movements, 1970s-present (continued) 
 

GOAL Strategy mid 1970s -  
mid 1980s 

mid 1980s- 
mid 1990s 

mid 1990s- 
2000s 

2010+  

Economic 
Democracy 

Production 
and profit 
measures 

Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs) 

 Capital strategies: leveraging “workers’ capital” through 
targeted pension fund investment 

Participation 
measures 

 High road economic development  

Community and labor organizations 
provide feasibility studies and economic 
analysis for firms 

  

 “Public participation” laws (Kerston & LeRoy 1989) 
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Nowadays best practices in this arena have moved beyond these contingent rulings, by 

changing the contracts from implicit to explicit. Today’s contracts include stated benefits for 

communities, as well as language that requires corporations to return the funds if they don’t do 

what they promise. An additional example of progress towards corporate accountability in the 

context of economic development subsidies is the increased attention given to “right to know” 

regulations and organizing. Access to this information varies across states, and without knowing 

how much money is being spent--and on what--(including not just appropriations but also tax 

expenditures, often overlooked in these accountings, as well as company-specific disclosures, 

contracts, and lobbying dollars) corporations cannot be held accountable.  

 

However, there is an outlier to this pattern, which is the jump from the municipal living wage 

ordinances of the 1990s and early 2000s, to the “fight for $15”, which began in 2012 when fast-

food workers walked off the job to demand better wages. The municipal living wage ordinances 

enjoyed significant success but, mobilizing a similar argument to subsidy accountability 

regarding the use of public funds, only applied to those workers who were either city employees, 

government contractors or companies receiving public aid. In a reverse of the pattern seen 

during the 1990s and early 2000s, during the second decade of the 2000s the rise of the fight 

for $15 represented a much broader argument for living wages. This campaign took different 

forms in different places across the country, but, unlike the preceding municipal living wage 

ordinances, was by no means limited to the public sector.  

 

The use of research by the plant closing movement to promote corporate accountability is 

perhaps underappreciated (as a “behind the scenes” strategy), yet it has been influential. While 

the plant closing movement didn’t invent strategic corporate research on its own, it 

democratized and popularized this form of research, in part through the practices of early 



 
 
 

122 

warning networks. The plant closing movement also helped to make this inherently political form 

of research more applied, grounding it in the analysis of economic development policies and 

practices. In addition, research tools that were adopted by the movement have remained useful, 

such as cost-benefit analysis, which calculates when the public will break even in regards to a 

subsidy, and social-cost accounting, which measures the costs to the public of private decision-

making, such as the ripple effects of plant closings.  

 
For many plant closing activists, a concern with the quality and availability of jobs was what 

initially led them to participate in the movement. So, it’s fitting that workforce development has 

been a comfortable place for many former participants (and their attendant ideas) to land. In 

fact, some of the more significant examples of institutionalization of the movement’s aims are 

visible in the field of workforce development, for instance, how the Workforce Innovation and 

Opportunity Act (WIOA, formerly WIA) has institutionalized the use of federal funds for industrial 

retention and rapid response.185 This grew out of the early warning networks developed by plant 

closing groups, activism around displaced workers, and later was piloted at the state scale by 

the Southwestern Pennsylvania Early Warning Network (SEWN) via the Steel Valley Authority, 

USWA, and the state’s Department of Labor. 

 

Workforce development is also where the movement’s work with powerful allies, such as 

international unions, and the federal-level alliances that began during the FIRR stage have been 

sustained, and even in some cases grown. Relatedly, FIRR’s approach foreshadowed the “blue 

green” alliance (work done by organized labor and environmental organizations in coalition). 

These foundational relationships undergirded the projects that carried on between former FIRR 

members and organized labor during the 2000s, such as collaboration within the Working for 

America Institute and the creation of the National Call to Action.184  
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The place-based policies noted in Table IV include strategies to foster private investment and 

good jobs in particular places (regions, neighborhoods, districts, brownfields, etc). Because land 

use laws are the constitutional prerogative of localities, these strategies can, from a distance, be 

viewed as less contentious than those that push against the boundaries of our institutional 

traditions. And yet, on the ground, place-based policies to protect or initiate manufacturing 

employment have come up against powerful local coalitions with competing interests. For 

instance, take Chicago, where planned manufacturing districts (PMDs) were implemented in 

1988, after years of organizing. PMDs provide additional zoning protections to manufacturing 

businesses in traditionally industrial areas of the city, protecting the land from development 

pressures where conversion to residential uses had led to rising rents and other challenges for 

manufacturing. PMDs survived almost 30 years and several mayoral administrations, until 

recently, when several of the PMDs in the Northside, located on the most valuable land were 

reduced up to 75%, suggesting the ongoing vulnerability of zoning strategies in the face of 

increasing market pressure.  

 

Finally, the plant closing movement’s goal of economic democracy is discussed in Table IV in 

relation to two strategies: production and profit measures, and those targeting participation. 

While discussions of workers and municipalities taking over closing factories are no longer as 

common as they were in the 1970s and 1980s, there are still signs of interest in collective forms 

of ownership. Recently, there has been a rise of interest in the municipalization of power 

companies, partially in response to crises like the California wildfires, and how they reveal the 

consequences of an ownership structure that benefits shareholders, at the cost of diverting 

resources from things like basic maintenance. Another legacy of the labor movement and anti-

plant closing work are “capital strategies,” or targeting investments by union pension funds (also 

called “workers’ capital” or “pension power”) to take into account environmental and social 
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factors and increase corporate accountability. An example is the Landmark Fund, one of many 

worker-friendly capital funds started by a network that grew out of the plant closing movement’s 

work, conferences, publications, and getting the internationals together.186 

 

In addition to ownership and profit structures, economic democracy is also about “who speaks,” 

or whose theories and analysis of the economy is affirmed and acted upon. Former members of 

the FIRR network describe their work during the 1980s and 1990s as building a foundation for 

what today is a diverse alliance built around the “high road” framework (high-road economic 

development pursues high quality, high wage, environmentally sustainable jobs as a means to 

increase productivity and create value for businesses and communities, as opposed to the “low 

road”--competing based on cutting costs).183 As such, high road isn’t just about accountability in 

the use of economic subsidies, but also a more democratic perspective on how economic 

prosperity can (and should) be achieved.  

 

The historical impact of FIRR is not only inscribed in what it is that the organization 

accomplished or how it influenced the next generation of movements. It is also significant for 

what it represented in its own time: the evolution of a broader social movement from an ad hoc 

response to the crisis of plant closings to a policy movement that combined a global perspective 

on footloose capital with a commitment to bottom-up strategies. FIRR made an argument that 

industrial policy should be crafted by the communities it purports to help. As such, the 

methodology drawn from the literature on epistemic communities reveals not only what the 

network did, but also how it was done.  

 

Led by its “value-based rationale for social action” (Haas 1992, 3), FIRR is distinct from a 

traditional social movement or an interest lobby. Many of those who led plant closing groups 
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also worked in factories and experienced the dissonance brought on by losing one’s job when a 

still profitable plant was closed. But as Haas and others assert, ultimately it is the “science,” 

more than just shared material interests, that holds policy communities together. The plant 

closing movement, while influenced by first-hand experiences, was also defined by collection 

and analysis of data, which was a central characteristic of their work.187   

 

Like other epistemic communities, FIRR was active in framing the issues for debate as well as 

in designing policy. The FIRR policy network was able to achieve a shared problem definition, 

identify both private and public sector causes (agents and policies) of industrial decline, and 

articulate a broad, interests-based argument for their policy solutions. FIRR attempted to help 

policy makers understand their interest in the context of deindustrialization; in addition to 

arguing that the loss of industrial jobs was increasing inequality, FIRR framed the nation’s loss 

of productive capacity as an economic loss that would have profound and far reaching 

consequences (including on services, as innovation would decline in turn).  

 

Finally, the network drew on local and regional policy experiments to shape the mechanics of its 

national policies. The network promoted a very different version of industrial policy than what we 

see being discussed today. Understanding how FIRR created its industrial policy platform 

further emphasizes its distinctiveness. The bottom-up process meant the federation shaped its 

policy agenda in the context of the hard-won experience gained by community groups fighting 

plant closings. Without its roots in community planning, this particular vision for national 

industrial policy would not have existed. 

 

In sum, the significance of the history of FIRR is threefold. First, the history calls into question a 

false duality between “free trade” and protectionism, illustrating that the array of possible 
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policies is vastly broader than this argument might suggest. Second, FIRR’s industrial policy 

platform was unique in that it was a grassroots effort to create institutions of economic planning 

at higher spatial scales. The movement posited a multiscalar approach to industrial policy qua 

economic development planning. This was accomplished by linking a platform for federal 

industrial policy to regional jobs authorities; the regional jobs authorities would set public policy 

priorities, and while receiving federal funds, would be firmly rooted in a structure of local control. 

The impetus for this community-driven effort, in large part, arose due to a recognition that the 

problems facing local communities often are perpetuated by forces that exist well beyond those 

communities. Third, the history of FIRR represents an opportunity to dispute the scholarly 

literature regarding the scope and scale of the plant closing movement, particularly in regard to 

its impact on the field of economic development planning.   

 

Lessons for Today 

The news cycle today is dominated by stories of President Trump’s trade war with China. While 

many are aghast by the President’s seemingly cavalier approach, in some ways, President 

Trump has done a service to the ways in which we think about economic policy choices. Clearly, 

it is possible to break with longstanding traditions and even the seemingly hegemonic principles 

of free trade, as President Trump regularly threatens to “rip up” and “terminate” NAFTA 

(Tankersley 2018). Part of President Trump’s potency is that he reveals the constructed nature 

of divides like those between the economy and society, boundaries which have often falsely 

appeared immutable. However, much like the protectionist movement of the 1980s, the rhetoric 

directs the anger of left-behind Americans away from corporate actors, and towards consumer 

choices and foreign workers. The result are trade policies that have been shown to harm the 

very communities to which they were promised, and to harm American manufacturing overall.188 
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It’s a trope to say that history repeats itself, but it’s worth remembering that the story of FIRR 

was more than just another casualty in the battle against unregulated trade. It is important to 

remember--and consider resurrecting--the arguments that the movement made: about economic 

democracy, about production and profit, about the metrics used to evaluate the above, or, to 

evaluate the impact of capital flight. These arguments remain as relevant today to the welfare of 

workers and their communities around the globe as they were in 1987.  

 

The free traders who supported NAFTA in the 1990s, and today’s populist supporters who cheer 

the ways in which Trump’s presidency now threatens such international agreements, are more 

similar than they first appear. Seen through the lens of FIRR, neither of these camps have 

addressed meaningful change for communities still affected by plant closings, or entertained 

any version of the idea that “industrial policy should be determined democratically” (Gallagher 

1988). Tom Croft, founding member of FIRR and head of the Steel Valley Authority to this day, 

wrote in 1990: “the feeling is, just like child labor laws, that, someday, there will be some type of 

national industrial policy. The question is, what type will it be and who will it benefit?” The plant 

closing movement would argue that in order to create a federal policy that will truly benefit 

workers and their communities, policymakers need to start with a bottom-up movement, drawn 

from the traditions of community economic development. Luckily, the history of FIRR provides 

us with a template to do just that.  
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CONCLUSION TO THE DISSERTATION ARTICLES 

 

How many of us take the time to ask ourselves why we are attracted to the things we are? In my 

case, my dissertation project dragged on over the course of a decade. These years included the 

births of two daughters, who, between them, required four spinal surgeries in the first four years 

of their lives. Ultimately, I moved across the country (and away from my academic community) 

to be closer to help from family. An unintended consequence of that move was that my husband 

and I each began our careers again, from scratch (mine only now, his in a new field, scrapping 

twenty years of work experience). 

 

So, for me, answering the question of why each of us are compelled by certain questions or 

phenomena was less of a luxury to contemplate in a moment of repose, and more of a 

necessity. Each time I applied for a medical leave from my PhD program, I had to justify the 

time and resources required to return. Over the years, I began to feel that the answer to this 

question was nontrivial. I knew that if I could answer why my interest in my dissertation topic 

wouldn’t wane, if I could convince myself and others that it was worthwhile, it would help me 

marshal the broad-based support I needed to begin again. But I also had a sense that 

understanding my attraction would be helpful, and maybe even a prerequisite, for my analysis.  

 

This instinct, along with the encouragement of my advisor, is what led me to write this first 

person account and include it in my dissertation in lieu of a more typical conclusion. It’s safe to 

say that those who know me well will find this choice surprising. Perhaps because I am a first-

generation college student, I’ve always felt more comfortable erring on the side of formality. 

Even so, academia was not unknown to me. My paternal grandparents, as well as one of my 
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uncles, all earned their PhDs in their 40s (after respectively working as a telephone lineman, in 

a cereal factory at the end of the assembly line, “squirting” the vitamins into the top of the box, 

and as an elevator and motorcycle mechanic). In the end, my own dissertation (and path to 

completion) ended up being even less traditional than my family legacy. And so, this is my 

attempt to embrace self-reflection, in a spirit of humility and further inquiry.  

 

I’ve realized that the origins of this research project began long ago. When I was born, my dad 

was a boilermaker in the Todd shipyards in Seattle. It was 1979 and the industry was 

undergoing huge change in the traditional stronghold of the Pacific Northwest. My 

understanding of that time was shaped by my dad’s descriptions of it later on, when I was old 

enough to listen. Workers relayed rumors of change afoot that would mean job loss for many. 

Discussions revolved around the local metalworking shops that had already shut down, as well 

as resonant national events: Reagan breaking the PATCO strike in 1981, and the creation of the 

two-tier system for postal workers hired after 1984. The workday took on an almost palpable 

tension. And in an event that was patently obvious in its symbolism--in 1983, Isaacson, the 

largest steel fabricating plant in the Northwest, was bought in its entirety and shipped to China 

piece by piece, to be reassembled upon arrival. It was clear that change was happening, but it 

wasn’t completely clear why. The profound structural changes that the global economy was 

undergoing (and the political and economic fallout for many industries) hadn’t yet become the 

familiar narrative that we recite today; rather, the defining experience for those on the shop floor 

was uncertainty. Shortly after the last time he was laid off, in 1983, blacklisted for organizing 

and threatened with an “accident” if he returned to the yards, my dad moved to the building 

trades, but for me ... well, a seed had been planted.  
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The story my dad told me stayed with me, because I kept hearing variations of it. Over the 

years, most of the moments in life that moved me in some way were pulled into focus with a 

reference to this period of time, and the enormity of change it represented. When I moved to 

Chicago in 2000 I learned that the stark differences in neighborhood opportunity and racial 

segregation could, in large part, be traced back to the legacy of deindustrialization. When I 

spent two years in upstate New York for my master’s degree in City and Regional Planning I 

learned that plant closings had transformed the region from one of the most powerful 

manufacturing centers in the world, to one of the most economically devastated areas in the 

country. The particular significance of the industrial decline of the 1980s was further 

emphasized when I found my disciplinary home in urban planning, and in the subfield of 

community economic development. So much of our place-based perspective on the economy 

seemed to be attempts to prevent, mitigate, or even attract industrial transition for a particular 

neighborhood, city, or region--and the ripple effects of U.S. manufacturing job loss was (and still 

is) the backdrop for the whole show. 

 

In addition to my obvious topical interest, there was another compelling factor drawing me 

towards the past. When I read work in my subfield published during those years, I was often left 

with a paradoxical feeling of… freshness? Books and articles, often 40 years old, would 

unselfconsciously posit questions, ideas and arguments about the economy (local and 

otherwise) that seemed downright radical to someone who came of age in the early 2000s. Far 

from quixotic, most articles were accompanied by technical advice and data analysis. While the 

tables and typefaces looked quaint from today’s perspective, they revealed clearly enough that 

the work had been grounded in the (albeit progressive) conversations of its time.  
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Initially, I thought it was a stroke of luck that my topical and methodological interests aligned so 

neatly. Over time, however, I began to question whether it was really a coincidence. Was there 

something intrinsic to this period of research that made it so compelling? I knew that I 

appreciated that the researchers, although academics, seemed to really care about how 

manufacturing decline was affecting communities. What intrigued me, though, was not merely 

the values of the work, but how the concerns of the researchers shaped their research design, 

and how this, in turn, appeared to produce more analytically compelling work.  

 

The work I liked most was often explicit in rejecting a stance of “value-free” analysis, or logical 

positivism, in relation to economic policy. For instance, Massey and Meegan introduce their 

volume Politics and Methods: Contrasting Studies in Industrial Geography (1985) by decrying 

the separation of the debate over what was happening to the economy (and what should be 

done) from a discussion of the theories and methods that were undergirding said policy 

debates. The volume sets out to elucidate “the relationship between theory, method, politics, 

and policies” (1985, 3). 

 

Scholars who were able to draw out these connections revealed that it was often clashing 

economic theories that dictated not only the conflict around how to understand 

deindustrialization, but also the proposed policy response. Ann Markusen (1988, 182) writes 

that the variety of proposed solutions for industrial decline are not based merely on analytical 

differences, but also “different embedded normative assumptions about what is in the public 

interest.” Markusen and Carlson (1988) review explanations for decline in the steel industry and 

reveals that some are based on a framework that draws from neoclassical economics, whereas 

others build on institutional economics and political economy. These competing explanatory 
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frameworks define the policy problem differently, thereby creating differing proscriptive policy 

agendas, described as “bowing out (moving focus of development agenda away from industry), 

bidding down (lowering labor and other location costs), and building on the basics (working to 

build up existing industries)” (1988, 6). 

 

A critical lens that reveals the often obscured connections between theory and method isn’t just 

useful for analyzing existing policy proposals. This same approach enabled the scholars of this 

period to achieve a level of analysis within their own work that, to me, felt wholly novel. For 

example, Sayer and Morgan (1985, 167) argue that it is methodological choices that will 

determine whether research is capable of describing the extent of a problem, or whether 

research will unearth the origins of a problem. What impressed me further was that, as a whole, 

work from the period that sought to explain the origins of industrial decline was effective at 

stripping away even the most deeply entrenched assumptions regarding social structures and 

practices. This included an understanding that production itself was a social process. This was a 

powerful realization in the context of deindustrialization, because, if production is a social 

process, this “means taking seriously the fact that the changes (in production) we study are 

neither inevitable nor mechanistically produced” (Massey & Meegan 1985, 125).  

 

While the nature of inquiry was surely shaped by both brilliance and sound meta-theory, I’ve 

come to realize that the best work of this period was also shaped by uncertainty. Much like 

when my dad explained to me that people didn’t really understand exactly what was happening 

on the shop floor in the late 1970s and early 1980s, many researchers of the period didn’t--yet--

view deindustrialization as inevitable. While unsettling, this state of the unknown lent a 

newfound urgency to research agendas. And for those whose work produced policy 
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recommendations, uncertainty generated creativity. This fluid period was the moment that I 

wanted to investigate and capture with my dissertation project. 

 

The idea that deindustrialization both explained so many of our current social ills, and yet was, 

at one time, not considered a foregone conclusion was an irresistible combination. So began my 

fascination with the plant closing movement; a network of individuals and organizations that 

embodied, in real life, all the aspects of topical and methodological intrigue that first hooked me 

in the literature. It wasn’t a nostalgia for manufacturing that motivated me, it was the idea that 

there were so many people who believed in the plausibility of a different type of economy 

altogether (and then spent a decade or more of their lives planning for it). Although anti-plant 

closing activists maneuvered on the terrain of economic development strategies by day, it was 

their analysis of capitalism that kept them up at night. The scope of their imagination was vast, 

yet the movement wasn’t formed, and it didn’t fight, in the abstract.  

 

I was surprised that there hadn’t been much writing on the topic, especially from a planning 

perspective. Of those that have written about community and labor responses to plant closings, 

nobody synthesized the overarching vision of the plant closing movement, or discussed the 

significance of particular cases for today. I knew I didn’t want to write about the plant closing 

movement to prove a point or provide a case for any other body of literature; rather, I wanted to 

reconstruct, preserve and contextualize the theory that the movement itself had built.  

 

With the dissertation articles, I wanted to firmly mark this period as something that existed. I 

also realize, though, that things are different now. This particular moment of uncertainty (and 
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possibility) has passed, and understandings of the deindustrialization of the 1970s and 1980s 

have since firmed up. Most people who hear about my dissertation topic want to know, right 

away, what happened to dissolve the movement. Although that’s not the focus of my project, I 

will share a few thoughts about how and why the participants in the movement ultimately began 

to feel differently about what was possible in relation to their ability to shape the economy.  

 

Firstly, the plant closing movement always understood itself as two-pronged: there were 

organizing objectives and policy objectives. The problem with this, when it came to a critical 

mass of plant closings, is that there were no longer manufacturing workers to organize. This 

was particularly relevant for regions that were heavily dependent on a single industry and 

experienced heavy job losses within a concentrated period of time. Collective action requires 

workers to take personal risks, for themselves and their families, and once there weren’t 

manufacturing jobs available, the relevance of organizing to retain manufacturing jobs was 

questionable. Many of the plant closing movement organizers saw this as another indictment of 

the way in which multinational corporations were able to take capital out of communities, and a 

further argument for community economic development strategies that would create democratic 

community-owned institutions.  

 

By far, the largest category of answers to the “what changed?” question was some version of 

not fully understanding the implications of the true nature of global economic restructuring, and 

the level of response that would be necessary to combat the dislocations that followed in its 

wake. In particular, labor union representatives who were interviewed said that their 

understanding of this time period (as institutional actors) was belated, and as such, their 

response was inadequate. Most union people also viewed this period of economic restructuring 
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in the larger context of the history of the labor movement, an accumulation of losses that were 

incurred as a series of events: the way the tide of institutional power was turning, the legislation 

that went against them, and, ultimately, how state power was being used to break strikes.   

 

The idea that the true nature of this transition was not understood at the time was echoed by 

another cadre of participants who said, initially, they perceived the economy to be in a 

temporary decline. Many of the solutions they initially fought for (e.g., job-sharing) were based 

on the premise that there was a business cycle, and that this was a simply a cyclical downturn. 

The big problem came, and a change in thinking was forced to occur, when it was realized that 

this wasn’t a temporary downturn in the economy--rather that there was going to be a 

permanent loss of these jobs.  

 

There were other participants who discussed how their understanding of deindustrialization 

transitioned during the decade of the 1980s. Initially, their focus was on the local level because 

that was where the effects of the plant closings were most strongly felt. However, with time, 

many of the organizers began to realize that the causes of deindustrialization were not 

generated at the local level. Some began to think that solutions could be tenable only if they 

were implemented worldwide (in response to global capital). 

 

Relatedly, there were those who believed that they were, indeed, able to grasp the true nature 

of the problem but weren’t accorded the time or resources to be effective at a large enough 

scale. This included those plant closing activists who transitioned their work towards efforts at 
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global worker solidarity and cross-cultural exchange. Many remarked that they felt that these 

programs held significant promise, but were never enacted at scale.  

 

Although many of the participants in the plant closing movement bemoaned their inability to 

understand the events they battled as they were unfolding, on the other hand, if one interprets 

every local injustice within a framework of the underlying global forces that shape it, one quickly 

becomes paralyzed. I’m reminded of the government workers in Peter Marris’ (1982) Meaning 

and Action: Community Planning and Conceptions of Change. This book explores the 

relationship between the way in which a problem is understood, and the resultant ability (or 

inability) to take action. Marris writes that by 1977, when the Community Development Project 

(an English program designed to address neighborhood poverty in the vein of the US 

community action programs of the late 1960s) was concluding, most of the administrators 

“involved in it had become convinced that inner city problems had to be understood in terms of a 

world-wide restructuring of processes of production. Given that, community organization in itself 

no longer seemed an effective point of leverage” (52).  

 

The plant closing movement was, for a time, able to hold its emergent understanding of the 

significance of global production processes and the belief in local organizing in constructive 

tension. Through the course of my research, I have been convinced that in doing so, the plant 

closing movement shaped the field of local economic development in different ways, some 

intentional and others less so. If my own personal history and interests have guided me 

throughout this investigation, I can say in this regard I’m in good company. In the end, without 

being driven at least in part by visceral feeling, it’s likely that I wouldn’t have finished.  
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Rob Mier wrote a book entitled Social Justice and Local Development Policy about his 

experience being the director of economic development under Mayor Harold Washington in the 

1980s. The book throws much of what we think we know about economic development into 

question. In the conclusion, Mier writes that he’s optimistic about the future because his  

reading of history says the roots of social change flourish when they are nurtured in a symbiotic 
relationship with social and community movements. This symbiosis existed in Chicago in the 
1980s, where there was serious public debate about, and in some cases, implementation of 
worker buy outs, early warning systems, linked development, industrial district preservation, 
negotiated development for equal opportunity, and participatory decision making (1993, 197).  

 

The dissertation articles are my own small attempt to contribute to what Mier and friends began 

nearly a half-century ago, to widen our conception of what economic development planning 

means, and what it can do. I hope that the reader finds in them a moment when they, too, are 

transported back to a time before inevitability.  
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METHODS DISCUSSION 

 

What follows is a discussion of my research design and the methods used for the dissertation 

articles. The index is included because the article format leaves little room for elaborating on 

methodology.  

 

Case Study  

My research questions are best answered through the use of a case study. A case study 

research design has an advantage in addressing “how” and “why” questions, and is well suited 

when it is impossible to separate the variables of the phenomenon from its context (Yin 1994, 

9). In addition, a case study is best suited to “explore a process” (Creswell 2009, 131). A case is 

a bounded instance of a particular phenomenon. The case study is not exclusive to a single 

method (it is often inclusive of multiple methods; e.g., document analysis, participant 

observation, etc) and instead directs attention to the object of study (Stake 1994).  

 

Because this dissertation is a collection of three articles--each with their own case selection 

process--in this discussion I address in more general terms the overarching “case” of the 

industrial retention movement of the 1970s and 1980s. Each dissertation article represents a 

case within the broader movement, and as such is selected to explore a range of time periods, 

individuals, ideas and policies. However, the final article is about a national membership-based 

organization composed of local and regional plant closing organizations, called the Federation 

for Industrial Retention and Renewal (FIRR). For the remainder of this section I discuss the 

selection of the FIRR case as a proxy for the industrial retention movement more generally, and 

to generate thoughts regarding case study as a method of research design. 
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I began my investigation with FIRR and its members because it exemplifies the type of policy 

approach that economic development practitioners are no longer engaging with, and thus 

emphasizes the nature of the unexplained shift in policy theory and practice. The mission of 

FIRR was “to generate, disseminate, and promote ideas and policies concerning industrial 

retention,” and member organizations were the initiators of many of the industrial retention 

policies during the study period.  

 

The case selection of FIRR is an “information-oriented” case selection, as opposed to a random 

selection. Strategic sampling has advantages: it can assist in your ability to build theory, find 

new causal relationships and even affect the ability to generalize from your case study 

(Flyvbjerg 2006). The case study of FIRR is a “critical case.” A critical case is selected for the 

way in which it interacts with the research propositions, hypotheses or themes, or the way that it 

embodies contradictions or extremes. “A critical case can often be identified as a case of 

particular interest and with strategic content in relation to the research questions investigated” 

(Rolland & Herstad 2000, 216). The idea behind a “critical” case is to use the research findings 

to enable the potential for some types of generalizations, mainly in relation to other (less critical) 

cases. In the case of FIRR, the members of a policy group advocating for industrial retention 

would be less likely than a typical economic development practitioner to abandon or radically 

alter their vision for the local state to play a role in planning the local economy (termed a “least 

likely” case by Flyvbjerg, 2006). Thereby, changes in the perspective of FIRR members on the 

potential of economic planning to stem industrial decline may provide significant insight into the 

ways that more generalized thinking on the topic changed over time.  
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Data  

Data gathered in the course of this investigation includes primary documents that reveal the 

internal workings of the plant closing movement including: currents of thought around the 

causes of deindustrialization, proposed solutions, and the policy-making process, as well as the 

organizational history of FIRR. Secondary sources were also consulted, mainly media accounts 

of plant closing fights or policy analysis from the time period. In addition to documents, 

members of FIRR and other former and current industrial retention policy advocates were 

interviewed.  

 

A critical source of primary data will be archival materials. Two separate archives will be 

consulted: the CUED archive in the University Archives at the University of Illinois at Chicago 

Library, and the papers of the former executive director of FIRR, Jim Benn, held in the Tri-State 

Conference on Manufacturing Records, at the University of Pittsburgh Library System.  

 

The Center for Urban Economic Development (CUED) is a research organization affiliated with 

the College for Urban Planning and Public Affairs at the University of IL, at Chicago. CUED was 

one of the key organizations involved in the inception and implementation of place-based 

industrial retention policies and advance notification in Chicago. CUED began in 1978 under 

Rob Mier, who later went on to become Director of the Department of Economic Development 

during the Harold Washington Administration. Part of the mission of CUED has always been to 

work in partnership with stakeholders to provide research and analysis. CUED was instrumental 

in the design and implementation of local industrial policy in Chicago (particularly PMDs & 

LIRIs) and the archival materials will enable an in depth understanding of the climate around 

industrial retention policy and the trajectory of the individual policies in the Chicago area. The 
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CUED archive in the University Archives at the University of IL at Chicago Library materials 

includes meeting notes, research and source material, field and interview notes, formal 

communications with the city administration, contracts and draft reports. 

 

Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing (formerly known as Tri-Conference on Steel) emerged in 

the late 1970s as a response to the mill closings and the resultant devastation of the 

communities of the “Steel Valley” (Monongahela Valley stretching to the upper Ohio Valley steel 

towns). Initially a coalition of labor unions and activists, the group actively fought 

deindustrialization and was known for their involvement in high profile plant closing fights and 

the creation of the Steel Valley Authority (SVA) (a regional authority capable of exerting public 

ownership over closing mills through eminent domain as a means to keep the mills open and 

save jobs). Jim Benn was an organizer for Tri-State and SVA, as well as a founding member of 

FIRR. The FIRR materials in the the Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing Records, at the 

University of Pittsburgh Library System includes correspondence, newsletters, meeting minutes, 

conference planning and proceedings, and clippings.  

 

An additional source of primary materials are the documents produced by industrial retention 

advocates during the period. Particularly valuable in spreading information about industrial 

retention activism was Labor Research Review, a journal published from 1982-1996 by Midwest 

Center for Labor Research (MCLR), a Chicago organization active in fighting plant closings.9 

The journal profiled plant closing fights that were going on across the country, interviewed 

activists, and provided relevant economic theory and analysis.  

 

In addition to Labor Research Review, the ideas behind industrial retention and the diversity of 

local groups involved in fighting plant closings were well represented in a stream of “how-to” 
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publications issued between 1981 and 1994-– these were working documents intended as tools 

for those who wanted to take action.10 The publications were authored by university study 

groups, community-based organizations, progressive research and technical organizations, and 

labor unions, with aids such as sample legislation, drafts of letters to the editor, and instructions 

on how to locate public records, as well as the names of individuals and organizations to contact 

for further resources. Several of the publications were linked to conferences or other events that 

had drawn activists together under the umbrella of broader progressive agendas.  

 

A final source of documents originates with the individuals who were interviewed. The 

respondents often shared early drafts of documents, meeting notes or attendance lists, 

conference materials, personal communications, pamphlets and news clippings. Taken 

together, the dissertation documents reflect a shared and evolving understanding of policy 

thought, and a consensus about what was considered possible during a given period. 

Documents were analyzed with the aim to “detect broad patternings, silences and exclusions, 

and the gradual realignment of diagnoses and prescriptions over time” (Theodore & Peck 2012, 

19).  

 

Interviews  

Interviews were an essential data source for this dissertation. This section discusses the 

methodology used to structure the interviews. There is an established tradition of using 

interviews and oral histories in the field of economic and planning history (e.g., Bensman & 

Lynch 1988, Krueckeberg 1983, Krumholz & Clavel 1994). The approach to the interviews in 

this project draws from this tradition, as well as more contemporary work. The focus on 

individual biographies during the interviews does not indicate a lack of attention to broader 

structures. Rather because this research project tracks the evolution of a policy network the 



 
 
 

143 

focus is on how the stories participants tell are interwoven with one another, and with the 

intellectual currents and grounded events of the time.  

 

Drawing from Dezalay & Garth’s (2002) concept of “relational biography” the interviews use 

personal accounts of career paths to both understand an individual’s perspective within 

structures of power and hierarchy as well as to shed light upon the way in which professional 

boundaries are constructed. This type of work on policy networks brings forward the notion that 

multiple biographies can produce a cumulative effect-–in effect, they become more than just the 

sum of their parts.  

 

The majority of the members of the original policy network still engage in some type of policy 

work or activism. The members have (or had) a professional, or public-facing, aspect to their 

work. While the degree to which members have (or had) formal power or decision-making 

capacity varies, literature on methods for interviewing elites has some relevance for this project. 

Ward and Jones (1999) stress the importance of examining the interaction between researcher 

and researched, and the researcher’s own positionality. In addition, they introduce the concept 

of “political-temporal contingency,” to get at the significance of when and in what context the 

researcher enters the research field to interview elites. Because this project interviews elites 

about past political projects the nature of this contingency is, perhaps, more related to 

interviewing subjects who are in a life stage where they often have significant time and interest 

for participation in a research project.   

 

There were 24 interviews conducted for the dissertation. Questions were designed around a 

range of objectives including a basic concern to capture stories before they are lost, as many of 

these men and women are now seniors. Questions interrogated individuals’ understanding of 
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the inevitability of deindustrialization and the appropriate role for the local state in economic 

policy, and changes in these beliefs over time. Other questions were designed to understand 

what aspects of these ideas and approach towards the economy have persisted and in what 

forms.  

 

The interviews represented several categories of participants within the plant closing movement. 

Each “type” of interview required a slightly different set of questions, and typically the questions 

were personalized further depending on the case and context by which the interview subject 

had been involved in the plant closing movement. For instance, there were interviews where the 

pressing objective was to understand a particular concept, practice, or perspective, such as: 

“early warning” people, “Chicago” people, “FIRR” people, “labor” people, etc. However, since all 

interviewees had experience and knowledge of the plant closing movement, at a minimum, a 

variation of these questions were asked across all interviews: 

 

● I start by asking what brought the person into this line of work. How did you become 

interested in (plant closings, industrial policy, or whatever it is that is relevant) 

● I'm always interested in their influences and how they first heard of these topics, early 

impressions, mentors, theories or personal experience. Where did their ideas about 

society and the economy come from?  

 

PAST UNDERSTANDING OF DEINDUSTRIALIZATION/ PLANT CLOSINGS 

● A big early question is how did they understand deindustrialization (or plant closings, or 

decline of unions, etc.) at the time? I say something like, I know it's hard to imagine back 

to (for instance) 1980, but if you can put yourself back there, how did you think about 

plant closings at the time? What was causing them?  
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● Once I ask about how they saw the problem, then I ask about the solution - what was it 

that they were arguing for, what did they feel should be done at the time? 

● I like to also ask how they felt? Was it marked by despair, or was it a hopeful time, did it 

seem like the tide could be turned?  

 

THEN to NOW: ANY CHANGE IN IDEAS/ UNDERSTANDINGS 

● The main idea here is to understand the differences between how people understood the 

nature of deindustrialization, economic restructuring, etc. back then, versus now. At 

some point, a lot of these people changed their mind about what was possible... I think 

of myself as a detective and my job is to find out how and why that happened (if it did). 

Here another goal is to get at the demise (to some degree) of the plant closing 

movement, but also to be sensitive.  

● Then, transition to asking about what should be done today regarding industrial policy, 

industrial retention, plant closings, etc.   

● I like to follow up with asking their opinion more generally on WHY is it less common to 

talk about things like economic democracy nowadays? WHY did topics that would have 

been on the table in earlier eras no longer appear there?  

 

Interviews were a mix of in-person and over the telephone. Most of the interviews were 

recorded and transcribed (when permission was given, and when possible). Interview analysis 

and coding was done with the objective to capture the ways participants conceptualized their 

changing impressions of local economic policy problems and opportunities. The semi-structured 

interview guide provided a shared foundation for all the interviews, and enabled some forms of 

comparison and coding across them. Defining relevant codes was a process that emerged from 
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the data itself, but several preliminary areas of interest were a starting place: topics stemming 

from the literature, topics that were unusual, inexplicable, or unanticipated (Creswell 2009, 187).  

 

Validity & Generalizability  

Validity refers to the accuracy of one’s findings and can often be an area of strength for 

qualitative research (Creswell 2009). The nature of qualitative work wherein the researcher 

moves iteratively from the specifics of primary data towards more general findings, and back 

again, provides a good foundation for validity. In this section I anticipate challenges to validity 

within my research design and explain how I addressed those challenges. 

 

A concern for this research design is that the interviews focus on events, experiences and 

impressions that occurred from twenty--and up to forty--years ago. How accurate are the reports 

and how does the passage of time influence memory? In addition to accuracy, there is the 

question of how one’s current knowledge and experiences color the recollections of the past? 

For instance, events that were ambiguous at one time have since coalesced into a particular 

understanding, and it can be challenging to peel away hindsight, in order to reveal past 

perspective. 

 

My primary method of addressing concerns with validity has been an effort to triangulate the 

data. Case studies, by the nature of their design, explore a question through the use of multiple 

data sources to get different angles of a story (Baxter & Jack 2008). In the case of the 

dissertation articles, the archival materials and publications of the time are numerous and 

revealing, and provide an opportunity to cross reference verbal accounts or fill-in when events 

or details are left out. Most respondents were fairly transparent about their inability to remember 

fine-grained detail, such as the specific sequence or dates of events, and many acknowledged 
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also not remembering seemingly larger details (e.g., no interviewee remembered the year that 

FIRR began, or the number of participants).  

 

An additional challenge for this research design is interviewing primarily within a network. This 

creates a risk for hearing too many similar perspectives and research conclusions being overly 

influenced by the network itself. To address this (in addition to triangulation) I made a conscious 

attempt to also interview individuals who were not members of the FIRR network, but engaged 

with plant closings from different perspectives, such as: individuals who worked for national 

labor unions, individuals who worked for academic technical assistance organizations, and 

individuals who worked for city or county governments.  

 

The dissertation articles are designed in the model of intensive research, and therefore do not 

claim to produce generalizable knowledge. As described by Andrew Sayer in Massey & Meyer 

(eds 1985): “Intensive research design asks how does a process work in a particular case or 

small number of cases?” Groups and individuals involved relate to each other in a causal 

manner (not taxonomic groups, as seen in extensive research.) The work is primarily 

explanatory, and, following Sayer (1985), while contingent relationships and concrete patterns 

seen in a case cannot necessarily be generalizable to other contexts, we can “expect the 

mechanisms and structures generating these events to be found elsewhere” (Sayer & Morgan 

1985, 154). 

 

Archival Research 

Archival research for the dissertation essays was drawn from two separate locations: the CUED 

archive in the University Archives at the University of Illinois at Chicago Library, and the papers 

of the former executive director of FIRR, Jim Benn, held in the Tri-State Conference on 
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Manufacturing Records, at the University of Pittsburgh Library System. The CUED collection is 

currently unprocessed (no finding aid or titling of the boxes or folders) and the Tri-State 

Conference on Manufacturing Records collection is minimally processed (meaning a basic 

finding aid is available, and boxes are labeled, but folders are numbered only).  

 

The archives were visited in-person. While viewing I photographed the documents and 

converted them into multi-page pdf files with a scanning app on my phone. After uploading the 

pdf files to my computer, I was able to comb through the documents in detail. The first pass 

through the documents allowed me to name each pdf for date, subject and any other 

abbreviated identifying factors. The next step was to create a timeline, detailing dates of 

relevant documents, and a description. Using the timeline, the next objective was to write the 

empirical aspects of the case studies. This usually began with a summary about what happened 

when, and also included some analysis or context about why the individual events were 

significant for the broader movement. The analysis was a product of inductive engagement with 

the documents that took a form similar to coding, where relevant themes emerged from 

documents themselves. 

 

Textual analysis requires defining what it is that you are studying: the phenomena described or 

represented by the texts, the context of the texts, or the texts themselves (as an archetype or 

example) (Vogt, Gardner & Haeffele 2012). For the dissertation essays the archival research 

represented a combination of purposes but the primary purpose was to study the phenomenon 

of the plant closing movement. The secondary objective was factual, to reconstruct the 

sequence of an organizational history. The ideal balance was getting enough detail from the 

documents in order to tell the stories of the specific cases, but also to capture the big-picture 

ideas of the network and how they evolved over time. The documents that were most useful in 
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meeting these twin objectives were correspondence between the FIRR executive committee 

and the membership affiliate groups, FIRR’s internal newsletter and debating ground 

“DIALOGUE”, meeting minutes, and draft documents with commentary and correspondence.  

 

Studying Policy Failure  

The dissertation essays argue that the impact of the political organizing and policy ideas 

generated by the plant closing movement can be seen today. However, many of the specific 

policies and institutional changes the movement advocated for were ultimately unsuccessful. 

This section engages with a selection of literature that explains the methodological choice to 

study failed policies and failed policy networks. It also addresses the slippery and constructed 

meaning of “failure,” and argues for an approach to writing history that takes seriously past 

possibilities.  

As discussed in the third dissertation article, the epistemic communities methodology has 

leaned heavily on success stories (Dunlop 2009). Epistemic projects that fail to meet their 

objectives are underrepresented in the literature. Recently there has also been a call to study 

the formation of epistemic communities themselves, which can lead to a deeper understanding 

of why some epistemic projects are more successful than others (Meyer and Molyneux-

Hodgson 2010).  

 

Those who study epistemic communities are not the only policy-oriented scholars accused of a 

heavy reliance on success stories. The literature on “policy mobilities,” a literature that studies 

how and why policies move from one place to another, and policy-making spaces that are often 

outside the auspice of the nation state, has faced similar critiques of positive bias. Influenced by 

intellectual perspectives in human and economic geography, policy mobilities scholars initiated 
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their work with the idea that policy is moving more quickly from one place to another. Effective 

analysis requires that we look outside the nation state for a broader variety of policy actors; 

including networks that place an emphasis on the role of policy ‘lessons’ and discourses of “best 

practices” (McCann 2011). Policies are viewed as always embedded in complex power 

structures and politics (Peck 2011), and are adopted in complex and heterogeneous ways that 

operate largely outside of a rational choice policy-making framework (Peck & Theodore 2010). 

Finally, the field of policy mobilities argues that policies are not static--that they exist in 

relationship to their travels and that policies mutate en route.  

 

There is an admitted bias in the policy mobilities literature towards success stories, and there is 

a need for more knowledge about failure; including but not limited to counter-hegemonic 

projects (Massey 2011, Peck & Theodore 2015). As Cochrane and Ward write, studying policy 

includes revealing the limits of what is considered possible in a given setting. “Policy-making 

operates within (sometimes undermining, sometimes reinforcing) frameworks that limit what is 

possible- the choices available to those involved in the negotiation are limited, although it is 

important to be able to trace the possibility of counter-forces…” (Cochrane & Ward 2012, 13). 

As such, the study of failed projects can contribute to the “denaturalizing” process; as a means 

to interrogate how the realm of the possible is constructed in a given policy context (Weir 1992, 

Peck & Theodore 2010).  

 

Recently there has been an uptick in work by policy mobility scholars addressing the context of 

policy failure. The first task is often to define what is meant by a policy failure: does “failure” 

refer to a policy that doesn’t travel, or rather, the movement of a negative policy lesson (e.g., 

when policies become associated with particular cities or otherwise linked to a geographical 

context; whatever you do, don’t do a “Vancouver” or a “Detroit”…)? (Lovell 2019)  
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Lovell (2019) investigates further to ask whether policy failures-- like policy successes--also 

travel? And do they travel differently than successful policies? However, because the field of 

policy mobilities has very little research upon which to build a methodology towards answering 

these questions, Lovell argues for a look back to the bodies of work that informed policy 

mobilities initially and have experience studying policy failures: economic geography, political 

science, and science and technology studies. In political science, research indicates there may 

be a different time lag for negative lessons (Illical & Harrison 2007) as well as different points in 

the policy process where negative learning is more apt to occur (Robertson 1991). In economic 

geography Lovell (2019) finds resonance in discussions of the difference between tacit and 

codified knowledge in policy learning; and how tacit knowledge includes sharing about mistakes 

(Bathelt 2004). This is significant because the international movement of policy is, in contrast, 

mainly premised on codified knowledge and success stories. Rutten (2016) finds that success 

stories and codified knowledge are more easily spread across geographically disparate 

networks (2016). As for the field of science and technology studies, there is a broader focus on 

failures than the other disciplines, particularly the fragility of policy networks and how readily 

they break down. 

 

Stein et al. (2017) are similarly concerned about developing a framework for investigating failure 

within policy mobilities. Stein et al. make an argument for “following the failure”; in their empirical 

work it is revealed that even a “successful” policy model (in this case BIDs) are unevenly 

adopted across geographies-- with places and spaces of actual contestation and failure quite 

common. In addition, their research finds that the assumed “pro-BID” coalitions they studied 

were fragile and prone to falling apart. Additionally, Stein et al. identified weak points in the 

discursive process needed to successfully promote BIDs and were able to categorize them: the 
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first being a failure to construct an effective discourse of urban crisis, the second being that an 

urban crisis was acknowledged--but that BIDs were not seen as the answer (Stein et al. 2017).  

 

Empirical work, in particular historical methods, may be uniquely suited to grapple with policy 

failure. Clarke (2012) writes that Saunier’s historical work on the “transnational municipal 

movement” can serve as a resource both conceptually and methodologically for geographers 

concerned with policy mobility. Saunier (2001) focuses on organizations, connections and 

associations-- providing a counterpoint to the flow methodologies that have been preferred by 

human geographers (Clarke 2012, 26). Taking the organization as the unit of analysis reveals 

the degree of effort that was undertaken to extend the network of influence, and that attempts 

were often unsuccessful. This provides a contrast to many of the policy mobility success stories 

that seem to gloss over the process of influence, leaving an assumption that it was 

accomplished with ease. Finally, Clarke argues that an additional strength of Saunier’s historical 

methodology is that it is less crowded with prior theorization; and that this more inductive 

approach can enable the historical impact of the research to unfold naturally.  

 

As opposed to a focus on failure per se, the dissertation articles advance an argument about the 

value of, as historian E.P. Thompson proposed, “writing against the established orthodoxy of 

history” (1963, 11). In The Making of the English Working Class Thompson did not study ‘failed’ 

movements (e.g., Luddites) with an eye to explaining the ‘failure,’ or in the context of how their 

various causes are viewed today--but rather as they were lived and experienced at the time. 

Thompson cautions against viewing the past only 

in the light of subsequent preoccupations, and not as in fact it occurred. Only the successful (in 
the sense of those whose aspirations anticipated subsequent evolution) are remembered... Our 
only criterion of judgement should not be whether or not a man’s actions are justified in the light 
of subsequent evolution. After all, we are not at the end of social evolution ourselves. In some of 
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the lost causes of the people of the Industrial Revolution we may discover insights into social 
evils which we have yet to cure” (Thompson 1963, 12-13).   

 

Seen simply, failure or success can be determined by whether goals or outcomes are achieved 

(or not). However, most cases are, in reality, far more complex. Further questions are merited 

such as: what is meant by “failure,” and a failure to or for whom? Policy failures have been 

called contested constructs (Boven & ‘t Hart 2016); meaning that the interests that control the 

overarching narratives can set the context of policy evaluation. There are also “generative 

failures” (Baker & McCann 2018); or policy attempts that “fail” initially, yet set the stage for later 

iterations of success.  

 

But perhaps more important than even the definition of failure, if we only follow the path of 

success then we may inadvertently reproduce a sense of inevitability about the present. In the 

case of the industrial retention movement of the 1980s--and discussions of deindustrialization in 

general--there is a heavy sense of foregone conclusion. But the fascinating nature of the past is 

that there is always a time before inevitability; and in the case of industrial retention, that time is 

not so very long ago. Nonetheless, we have systematically undervalued the contribution of this 

period of policy experimentation as a source of insight for understanding our current state of 

economic development.  

 

There are good templates for remedying this hindsight approach to the past. For instance, 

Margaret Weir’s book Politics and Jobs: The Boundaries of Employment Policy in the United 

States, asks the questions: “why the range of policies that seek to promote employment or 

modify the operation of the labor market has been so truncated in America and why the policies 

that were enacted unraveled soon after their inauguration?” Weir roots the perspective of the 

research in a vision of employment policy that did not ultimately come to be, but could have-- 
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and, for a point, seemed that it might. Giving past possibilities credence enables Weir to avoid 

taking “definitions of problems as given and preferences as established (and instead) examine 

how notions of what is possible become established, and explore how these notions in turn 

affect policy” (Weir 1992, xiii). 

 

The industrial retention policy movement of the 1970s and 1980s was not successful. But 

neither was it a failure, per se. A lack of academic or applied scholarship engaging the period 

contributes to the general sense that it was a failed project. That’s partially because we have as 

a discipline largely neglected to acknowledge that one of the period’s greatest success stories is 

setting the foundation for today’s legal controls on the use of economic development subsidies 

(as well as the vibrant--albeit limited--culture of criticism on the misuse of public funds as 

represented by organizations like Good Jobs First). But it’s not only the success stories that get 

lost--also, by neglecting to study this history we ignore the ways in which these ideas and 

policies have shifted over time away from their original intent; leaving us with a far more 

circumscribed vision for controls on economic development, industrial policy, or opportunities 

more generally to shape the economic structures that have such an outsize impact on our 

communities.  
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APPENDIX 
 
 

Table V: Evolution of FIRR Policy and Strategy Priorities  

1987 
Spring 

IECON plant closing task force discusses creating 
separate group 

  

1987 Fall 
(Gulag 
Conference/ 
Planning 
retreat)  

Regional 
Jobs 
Authority  

National 
Industrial 
Development 
Fund  

Plant Closing 
Legislation  

Superfund  Wage-gap tax  Critique of 
AFL-CIO 
and/or Repub/ 
Dems 

1988 
Winter  
(founding 
convention)  

Regional 
Jobs 
Authority  

National 
Industrial 
Development 
Fund  

Plant Closing 
Legislation  

Superfund  Fair Trade   

1988 
Spring  
(regional 
meetings) 

Regional Jobs 
Authority  

National Industrial 
Development Fund  

Plant 
Closing 
Legislation  

Sought 
feedback on 
policy 
proposals  

1988 
Summer & 
Fall 
(regional 
meetings) 

WARN 
Act 
passes  

Internal dissent 
DIALOGUE Journal 
“Positive example”  

   

1989 
Winter  

Strategy meeting with 
major funders  

    

1989 
Summer 
(policy 
discussion 
meeting) 

Clarify action steps for 
policies  

   Outreach to 
organized 
labor 

1989 Fall  
(Industrial 
Renaissance 
Conference) 

Regional 
Jobs 
Authority  

National 
Industrial 
Development 
Fund  

Plant Closing 
Legislation  

Superfund  Managed 
Trade  

Conversion  
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Attachment I: Clearing House Survey (n.d., estimated November 1987)  
I. Strategy Issues 

1.What companies do you have information on? 
2. What are some of your best experiences in fighting plant closings? 
3. What industries have you analyzed? 
4. What legislative models are you aware of? 
5. Are there regional or national economic reports that you are aware of that might be 
helpful to others? 

 
II. Outreach Issues 

1. Are there unions, churches, and/ or political groups or contacts that you work with which 
might help other projects?  

 
III. Task force Issues  

1. How is your project organized? 
2. Do you know of funders open to new projects? 

 
 
Attachment II: Pie in the Sky  
“Grassroots-led doesn’t have to mean economic development that’s small scale” (Benn - Pie in 
the Sky) in Pie in the sky Jim Benn outlines these 4 qualities that a national industrial policy 
would need, qualities that emerged from hard fought SVA battles over LTV Steel and others.  

1. Planning bodies that are local enough to be accessible and confident enough to assume 
control over any economic resource 

2. Manufacturing matters if you want to create meaningful economic anchors for your 
community 

3. Development has to be environmentally sustainable 
4. Public interest development has to be supported by publically accessible capital  

 
These came directly out of the experience of the Steel Valley Authority  
 
How to achieve these goals - organize  
 

- Local communities across the country keep fighting for economic empowerment - 
promotes the demystification of the economy, and gives testing ground for things that 
work  

- Labor - the most powerful partner - has to commit to organizing not just for bargaining 
units, but a broader model of community-wide perspective, engaging in community labor 
coalitions  

- Progressive religious community needs to practice what it preaches, engage in 
community etc 

- All partners need to come together in a shared vision for industrial policy as the new 
backbone of american democracy  
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Table VI: FIRR Membership lists, 1990, 1994, 1996 

Center for Popular 
Economics  

Amherst MA  

The Industrial 
Cooperative 
Association 

Boston MA Janet Saglio 

EDIC Boston MA Harry Grill 

Machine Action Project Springfield MA Elyse Cann 

Merrimack Valley 
Project 

Lawrence MA Ken Galdston 

The Good Neighbor 
Project 

Waverly MA  

Mature Industries 
Program 

  Pat Hanratty 

    

Philadelphia Jobs with 
Peace Campaign 

Philadelphia PA  

Philadelphia 
Unemployment Project 
(PUP) 

Philadelphia PA  

Steel Valley Authority Homestead PA Tom Croft 

Tri-State Conference on 
Manufacturing 

Pittsburgh PA Charlie Best 
Charlie McCollester 
Judith Ruszkowski 
Judy Leff 

Naugatuck Valley 
Project 

Waterbury CT Ken Galdston 
Kevin Bean 

Ensley Community 
Issues Forum 

Birmingham AL  

Southerners for 
Economic Justice 

Durham NC 
 

Leah Wise 

Carolina Alliance for 
Fair Employment 

Greenville SC  

Tennessee Industrial 
Renewal Network 

Knoxville TN Bill Troy 
Fran Ansley 

ACTWU  TN Doug Gamble 
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Piedmont Peace 
Project 

Southern Pines NC  

Coalition for Economic 
Justice 

Buffalo NY Dick Poethig 

CRUCL Buffalo NY Susan Davis 

Interreligious Economic 
Crisis Organizing 
Network 

New York NY Kinmoth Jefferson 
 

Foundation for 
Economic Democracy 

New York City NY  

Tompkins-Cortland 
Labor Coalition 

Ithaca NY Coert Bonthius 

CommonWorks Syracuse NY Peter Kardas 

Regional Industry 
Center 

Cleveland OH  

Cleveland Coalition 
Against Plant Closings 

Cleveland OH Tom Gannon 
Jim Benn 

Ohio Valley Industrial 
Retention and Renewal 
Project 

Wheeling WV Fr. Jim O’Brien 

Garfield-Austin 
Interfaith Action 
Network 

Chicago IL  

Center for 
Neighborhood 
Technology 

Chicago IL Maureen Hellwig 

Midwest Center for 
Labor Research 

Chicago IL Dan Swinney 
Greg LeRoy 
Susan Rosenblum 

Coalition to Keep 
Stewart Warner Open 

Chicago IL Christine Boardman 
Susan House 

IL Economic Project   IL Richard Wood 

Calumet Project for 
Industrial Jobs 

East Chicago IN Lynn Feekin 
 

Center on Wisconsin 
Strategy 

Madison WI Joel Rogers 

Institute for Agriculture 
and Trade Policy 

Minneapolis MN  
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Minnesota Jobs with 
Peace 

Minneapolis MN Claudette Munson 

Working Group on 
Economic Dislocation 

St Paul MN Diane Drentlaw 
Jim Mangan 

Mujer Obrera El Paso TX Cecilia Rodriguez 

Fuerza Unida San Antonio TX  

The Religion and Labor 
Council of Kansas City 

Kansas City MO Jerry Meszaros 
Brenda Jones 

St Louis Economic 
Conversion Project 

St Louis MO Lance McCarthy 

Center for Economic 
Renewal 

Oakland  CA  

Silicon Valley Toxics 
Coalition 

San Jose CA  

Plant Closures Project Oakland CA Leanna Noble 
Phil Shapira 
Ellen Teninty 
Ron Rhone 
Vivian Godwin 
Phil S. Campbell 

Coalition to Save Van 
Nuys/ GM* 

Los Angeles CA Eric Mann 
Mark Masoaka 
Peter Olney 

Data Center  CA Sam Schuchat 
Fred Goff 

Redwoods Project or 
RedCAPS  

Eureka CA Bob Baugh 
Tom Croft 

Californians Against 
Plant Shutdowns Cal-
CAPS 

 CA Kathy Seal 

Nor-CAPS Siskiyou County CA  

Community Economic 
Stabilization Corp 

Portland  OR Bob Baugh 

Puget Sound 
Cooperative Federation 

Seattle WA  

Seattle Workers Center Seattle WA John Murray 
Jim Cummings 
Tom Croft 
Charlie Best 
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Hometowns Against 
Shutdowns 

Bricktown NJ Butch Struszkiewicz 
Stanley Fischer 
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ENDNOTES 

1.  “The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of dusk” (Knox 1942).  
 
2.  “Is a Just Industrial Policy Pie in the Sky?” By Jim Benn (executive director of FIRR), no date, Box 6, 
Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing Records, 1982-1993, AIS.1993.10, Archives & Special 
Collections, University of Pittsburgh Library System. 
 
3.  Pear (1987) writes in the New York Times that by 1986, 300,000 steel workers would lose their jobs. 
  
4.  Leftist economists used the term “limited” capital-labor accord to acknowledge that the benefits of the 
period were limited to white male workers (e.g., Edwards & Podgursky 1986); most workers were left out, 
in addition to management and technical workers: people of color and women workers who were fired 
from well paid manufacturing jobs when white males returned from WWII, domestic workers, graduate 
student workers, service and retail workers, and workers in light manufacturing.  
 
5.  “The freedom to live in its own way within a steadily expanding range of choices was the principal 
benefit for the working class of the social contract between capital and labor. It seemed a small price to 
pay for these increases in social autonomy to allow “the company” to make the larger decisions… 
Whether and where a company does business, the overall direction of an industry and the conditions of 
the economy are some of those larger decisions” (Metzgar 1980, 38).  
 
6.  One example is General Electric, in 1972 80% of its income came from traditional pursuits of electrical 
equipment, but a mere decade later more than half of its profits were from unrelated activities such as 
aeronautical, transportation equipment, and natural resources (Crittendon 1982).  
 
7.  In 1969 Youngstown Sheet and Tube was purchased by a New Orleans based conglomerate, the 
Lykes Corporation. In the decade before the merger, investment in plant and equipment averaged 72 
million a year, whereas after 1969 it dropped to about 34 million a year with almost zero growth. For the 
eight years between the purchase and shutdown of Youngstown Sheet and Tube in 1977, Lykes 
Corporation used the mill’s cash flow to finance the purchase of additional non-steel operations 
(Bluestone & Harrison 1982, 152).  
 
8.  High writes that what is now known as the rustbelt used to be “the wholesome midwest” but that by the 
1970s, the center of the “midwest” had moved westward, freeing it from the more pejorative connotations 
of the region beginning to be known as the “rustbelt.” The “social construction” of the rustbelt was 
ultimately damaging because it reinforced the belief that economic and social problems could be confined 
to one region, and led attention away from the causes (public sector institutional and legal changes and 
the restructuring of the firm) (High 2009, 24).  
 
9.  High (2013, 995) breaks scholarly work on deindustrialization into three periods. The first period is 
defined by scholars who “saw their research as being part of the wider political mobilization against mill 
and factory closings.”   
 
10.  Drawing from proposed federal legislation the year before (The National Employment Protection Act, 
NEPA) the Community Readjustment Act went much further than what WARN would ultimately address, 
requiring departing companies to make severance payments not only to its workers, but to communities, 
in order to make up for lost tax revenue and increased need for public services (Kerson & LeRoy 1989).  
 
11.  FIRR documents, Box 6, Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing Records, 1982-1993, AIS.1993.10, 
Archives & Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh Library System. 
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12.  It was important to retain pro-labor expertise, particularly in relation to ESOPs, because (in contrast 
to cooperatives) it was possible for managers to take advantage of tax breaks without necessarily 
creating avenues of meaningful participation and control for workers.  
 
13.  The Progressive Alliance also sponsored the manuscript that would become Beyond the Waste 
Land: A Democratic Alternative to Economic Decline (1983) in which Bowles et al. reject the “capital 
crunch” explanation for economic crisis and argue instead that the problem is the enormously wasteful 
US economy; if we could harness all the productive resources inherent in the people, places, and 
machines that were being cast aside then we could achieve full employment.  
 
14.  David Birch, an economist at MIT used D&B data first used D&B data to estimate the number of plant 
deaths and relocations, but later, in light of the limitations of the dataset, Bluestone & Harrison worked 
directly with David Birch to revise numbers for the New England area (Schearer in Schweke (Ed.) 1980, 
4).  
 
15.  This ethos led Lynd towards two defining legal strategies for the plant closing movement: first, an 
exploration of whether there was legal standing for the argument that refusing to sell the steel mill to the 
workers violated a “community right to property,” and, when that failed, to embrace the use of eminent 
domain as a legal means to force the sale of private industrial property that had been disinvested in order 
to preserve the public good (jobs and communities). Lynd reinforced this connection in Stepping Stones: 
Memoir of a Life Together: “The essential components of the Cooper Square Alternate Plan were two: a 
step by step plan of development that preserved important existing elements, especially people; and a 
strong public role. These were precisely the features of the “worker-community ownership” that in the late 
1970s and 1980s, many of us would advocate in Youngstown and Pittsburgh as an approach to saving 
existing steel mills.” (Lynd & Lynd 2009, 58).  
 
16.   Feb 29, 1988, Letter from Staughton Lynd to “Plant Closures Project Meeting” Box 6, Tri-State 
Conference on Manufacturing Records, 1982-1993, AIS.1993.10, Archives & Special Collections, 
University of Pittsburgh Library System. 
 
17.  The traditional use of eminent domain in the US has mainly facilitated large scale physical 
infrastructure projects, such as highways. The historical use of eminent domain in this way has 
disproportionately affected low income neighborhoods and communities of color. For a classic critique 
see Jane Jacob’s The Death and LIfe of Great American Cities (1961).  
 
18.  Dozens of lawsuits of this nature were filed against corporations by the late 1980s: In 1987, the town 
of Norwood, Ohio, filed a 318 million dollar lawsuit claiming that General Motors’ planned auto factory 
closing was in breach of an implied contract… In West Virginia, in 1988, Governor Archie A Moore Jr 
sued the Newell Corporation for breach of contract when it announced that the company was closing its 
plant in Clarksburg. That same year, the city of Duluth, Minnesota, joined by local unions, sued the 
Triangle Tool Company to force it to keep its local plant open. The city of Chicago sued Hasbro Bradley, 
Inc. when it decided to close its Playskool plant. Kenosha, Wisconsin threatened a lawsuit against 
Chrysler when that company announced that it was shutting down operations (Lobel 2003, 150). 
 
19.  United Steel Workers v. United States Steel Corp. 631 F.2d 1264 (6th Cir. 1980). 
 
20.   “But what has happened over the years between U.S. Steel, Youngstown and the inhabitants? 
Hasn't something come out of that relationship . . . it seems to me that a property right has arisen from 
this lengthy, long- established relationship between United States Steel, the steel industry as an 
institution, the community in Youngstown, the people in Mahoning County and the Mahoning Valley in 
having given and devoted their lives to this industry. Perhaps not a property right to the extent that can be 
remedied by compelling U.S. Steel to remain in Youngstown. I think the law could not possibly recognize 
that type of an obligation. But I think the law can recognize the property right to the extent that U.S. Steel 
cannot leave that Mahoning Valley and the Youngstown area in a state of waste, that it cannot completely 
abandon its obligation to that community, because certain vested rights have arisen out of this long 
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relationship and institution.” Local 1330, United Steel Workers of America v. United States Steel 
Corporation, 631 F.2d 1264, 1270-77 (6th Cir. 1980) (Lynd 1987, 939).  
 
21.  In fact, lack of access to capital for eminent domain seizures was a shared experience across plant 
closing groups during the 1980s, and by the end of the decade had motivated FIRR to call for an 
“National Industrial Development Fund” as a key facet of its industrial policy platform.  
 
22.  An analysis of the effects of steel worker job loss: “The University of Illinois and a member of our 
Editorial Board, calculated the ripple effect of the loss of steel jobs in the East Chicago-Gary-Hammond, 
Indiana area. 20,000 steelworkers have lost their jobs since 1979. For every ten of those jobs lost for an 
entire year and not replaced in that time by other basic employment, the community loses 5 jobs. This 
effect worsens with time. In the same area, Persky concluded, "that for every 10 steel jobs lost and not 
replaced by another basic job within 5 years, the community can expect to lose 17 additional jobs. On this 
basis, the loss of 20,000 jobs in steel since 1979 would imply that another 34,000 jobs in the local 
economy will be lost if these steel jobs are not returned or replaced in 5 years" (Swinney 1983, 51). 
 
23.  See Plant Closings & Runaway Industries: Strategies for Labor. (1981). A National Labor Law Center 
Publication, National Lawyers Guild, Washington DC.  
 
24.  See Shutdowns and Layoffs: Assessing the Impacts. A Manual for Activists, prepared at a 
conference on “The Social Costs of High Unemployment: How Shall the Human Services Respond?” 
Held on May 25, 1982 in Philadelphia.  
 
25.  See State and Local Initiatives on Development Subsidies and Plant Closings. (1989). The 
Federation for Industrial Retention and Renewal, Chicago.  
 
26.  Markusen keynote Symposium on Rebuilding the Mon Valley May 20, 1988, Homestead, PA. Box 6, 
Tri-State Conference on Manufacturing Records, 1982-1993, AIS.1993.10, Archives & Special 
Collections, University of Pittsburgh Library System.  
 
27.  Luria and Russell may have said it best when they argued that “we in Detroit are uniquely situated to 
see the absurdity of a public policy that assumes a healthy private economy. The problems left unsolved 
by private development history are not merely “rough edges” in an otherwise successful game 
plan...Rather, Detroit’s plight is that of a city whose basic industry is being abandoned because the 
assumptions on which it was built--an ever-growing market for large cars and trucks, cheap energy, and 
unconstrained private decision-making--have been rendered historically obsolete… the game plan of the 
private sector is to leave” (Luria & Russell 1981, 11).  
 
28.  By 1983 federal dollars to municipalities had declined in real terms by 25%.  
 
29.  “Equity planning” emerged during the 1970s and was marked by the use of planning authority or 
technical expertise to redistribute resources, to the benefit of poor or marginalized communities. Norman 
Krumholz & Pierre Clavel’s (1994) Reinventing Cities: Equity Planners Tell Their Stories. See also 
Metzger (1996). For a planning history predecessor to equity planning, see advocacy planning, Paul 
Davidoff’s (1965)  “Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning”.  
 
30.  One example of this: in 1975 Chester Hartman began the Planners Network newsletter, sent out to a 
loosely defined and growing network of “radical planners”, and in 1979, at a conference on progressive 
planning at Cornell University the network took its first steps towards becoming a formal organization. The 
conference produced a published collection of papers: Urban and Regional Planning in an Age of 
Austerity (Clavel et al. 1980). The first sentence of the introduction lays out the issue at hand: “Problems 
in the American city reflect changes in the U.S. economy.” Also see (Weiss & Schoenberger 2015, 64): 
“This new generation of scholars and activists wanted to deeply understand the factors that enabled 
businesses and industries to thrive, and then use this knowledge to promote greater prosperity and 
quality of life everywhere, especially for communities, cities, and regions facing deindustrialization, 
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poverty, unemployment, disinvestment, pollution, racial and ethnic discrimination, and many other difficult 
economic, social, and environmental challenges.” 
 
31.  By the mid-1980s there were 15,000 dedicated local economic development planners in state and 
local government, and in the same period many municipalities created for the first time separate 
economic development agencies within their cabinets. 
 
32.  Although the idea of promoting one's place as an ideal site for a new firm or lobbying for other 
opportunities to increase local jobs and revenue had been around a long time, the concept of local 
economic development as a profession distinct from real estate developers or site consultants was 
relatively new, emerging only in the 1960s, and growing exponentially through the 1980s. Eisinger (1988, 
10) traces modern economic development back to the 1930s in the American South, where coordinated 
bodies were designed with the goal to lure industries from other regions. Fitzgerald & Green Leigh (2002, 
10) posit there were two distinct perspectives during this early period: “a regional and community 
development focus drawing on international development theories and experiences and an industrial 
location focus extrapolated from theories of firm behavior”. 
 
33.  At MIT, David Birch and Bennett Harrison debated each other, using the same data set to come to 
radically different conclusions about the economy (Phil Shapira. Interview by author. August 9, 2017.)  
 
34.  See also on this topic the writings of the period from Robert Reich, Charles Schultze from Brookings 
and Lester Thurow. The topic of market-led economic restructuring was countered with ideas of industrial 
policy from both the left and right, for an example see Wayne (1982) “Designing a New Economics for the 
‘Atari Democrats’”.  
 
35.  The National Employment Priorities Act of 1974, HRB 13541. 
 
36.  Federal advance notification was first attempted with the Ford-Mondale bill in 1974 and died in 
committee. (A new version of advance notification was introduced in every Congress until 1988, when the 
WARN Act was finally passed). 
 
37.  Bennett Harrison (1984) wrote that he feared advance notification legislation in the United States 
might not benefit from the traditional strategy that progressive legislation had used in the past, focusing 
on state level laws until a federal law became feasible--because even state laws were so virulently 
opposed by business interests, and that individual states were loath to create a perception of an 
unappealing business climate (particularly during a recessionary period).  
 
38.  Twelve percent of US workers in the period 1983-84 received no advance notice at all that they 
would be laid off, and most workers received from one to two weeks (notably, this is during a period of 
economic growth and recovery).  
 
39.  Blakely and Shapira write of extending the US tradition of "right to know" into the workplace: 
“However, while increased powers to regulate the direction the economy takes are certainly necessary, 
the central element of our alternative framework involves not top-down planning, but a new thrust to give 
workers and communities the capacity to know about, participate in, and bargain over investment and 
disinvestment decisions that will affect them. There is already a strong right-to-know tradition in the 
United States, through legislation on environmental hazards, the Community Reinvestment Act in 
banking, and freedom of information in government. We believe that this tradition should be extended 
fundamentally into the workplace.”  
 
40.  Collins argues that a legal obligation for plants to provide notice for closures could be established 
through judicial means, as opposed to political legislation (which had undergone its fair share of fits and 
starts throughout the 1980s). Breach of contract lawsuits (by 1989 several of these had been attempted 
across the country) are built on legal rights that workers and communities already possess and held in 
contest with the plant’s legal right to close. Collins breaks these down into “backward-looking” and 
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“forward-looking” arguments, a violation of an implied or existing contract wherein workers make 
concessions or public funds are supplied, or reference to imminent economic harm that would occur as a 
result of the closing (respectively).  
 
41.  Eisinger termed efforts such as plant closing legislation and attempts to exact performance measures 
or change firm behavior when the firm is a recipient of public funds as “protective” economic 
development. The states began experimenting with advance notification legislation in the first half of the 
1980s, but between 1982 and 1986, 40 states had attempted a plant closing bill, but only 3 had passed. A 
handful of municipalities passed plant closing legislation, but faced enforcement issues. 
 
42.  The geopolitical dynamics of local economic development forced states and localities to compete to 
attract investment. This reality bolstered calls for national legislation. See Ann Markusen’s 2007 edited 
volume, Reining in the Competition for Capital.  
 
43.  Bennett Harrison connects European plant closing legislation to a discussion of tripartism. Other 
scholars saw community labor coalitions as a promising avenue to connect the politics of the workplace to 
those of residential neighborhood, a historical divide that Katznelson, in his City Trenches (1981), 
identifies to explain the lack of a socialist party and widespread class consciousness in the U.S.  
 
44.  Among many other influential works, Harrison co-authored The Deindustrialization of America with 
Barry Bluestone. Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison, The Deindustrialization of America: Plant 
Closings, Community Abandonment, and the Dismantling of Basic Industries.  
 
45.  Shared characteristics of community and labor-based early warning networks drawn from a series of 
interviews with early warning leaders who organized in California, Illinois, Indiana, New England, Ohio, 
Oregon, Pennsylvania and Washington done by author in 2009 and 2017. Leaders spoke of the 
significance of early warning work to their life course, as well as the profound effects on other 
participants--in particular those who previously felt powerless in the face of job loss and wide scale 
economic transition.  
 
46.  The Chicago-based publications of the time period were representative. The MCLR’s 1986 pamphlet, 
“Early Warning Manual: Against Plant Closing” is a “how-to” manual addressed to unions, workers, 
community-based organizations and economic development officials. An example directed to planners is 
Dave Ranney’s (1988) “Manufacturing Job Loss and Early Warning Indicators,” published in the Journal 
of Planning Literature. Ranney reviews the literature on plant closings to identify sixteen local 
management practices that can be viewed as early warning indicators by those concerned with industrial 
retention, including factors that describe management behavior, corporate disinvestment, industry trends, 
characteristics of the location, site or facility. Ranney emphasizes the need to understand the broader 
context of the plant and its location, ownership structure, and industry in order to make sense of the 
indicator. If one of the early warning indicators regarding local management practice is present, 
particularly in combination with conglomerate ownership or a local ownership succession problem, then 
further research is advised.  
 
47.  See for example the cases of Morse Cutting Tool, LaSalle or LTV Hammond (Doherty 1986, Nissen 
1995).  
 
48.  Bruce Nissen (1995) argues that often the only question asked is: “do campaigns against plant 
closings save the plant?”; to this, the answer is, “usually not.” However, if the question is, “do plant 
closing struggles improve the situation of the affected workforce?” the answer is, “usually yes” (172). 
Typically, earlier warning would lead to better outcomes (in both cases).   
 
49.  Each country had its own path; in Great Britain (which had a weaker legal tradition for worker 
protections than some other European countries) the key moment was the Redundancy Payments Act of 
1965, which led to the Employment Protection Act of 1975. This law suggested that workers have a right 
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to work, or have a right over their jobs that should be legally protected; whereas in Germany similar laws 
establishing such rights had been developed earlier (Popham 1986).  
 
50.  Bennett Harrison confirmed this in a 1988 interview: “The UAW in Ohio and the Ohio Public Interest 
Campaign, and actually Walter Mondale when he was a Senator and then Vice President of the United 
States, started the movement for plant closure legislation in the 1970s.” "Fighting Capital Flight: An 
Interview with Bennett Harrison," Multinational Monitor 9, no.9 (September 1988).  
 
51.  The National Employment Priorities Act of 1974, HRB 13541. Sponsored by Michigan Representative 
William D. Ford and Senator Walter Mondale (at the time a senator from Minnesota, where he supported 
fair housing policies, school desegregation, tax reform and consumer protections). Later Mondale served 
as Vice President under Jimmy Carter from 1977-81, and ran an unsuccessful presidential race against 
Ronald Reagan as the Democratic candidate.  
 
52.  Also see Edward Kelly’s 1977 “The Industrial Exodus: Public Strategies for Control of Runaway 
Plants”. 
 
53.  Already by the late 1970s and early 80s only a relatively small proportion of the U.S. labor force 
(while large by today’s standards) was covered by collective bargaining agreements.  
 
54.  This included members of the UAW, the United Steelworkers of America, and the International 
Association of Machinists and resulted in a 1979 report titled “Economic Dislocation; Plant Closings, Plant 
Relocation and Plant Conversion.”  
 
55.  Progressive Alliance was born of frustration with the Carter administration not following through on 
the promises of 1976. In addition, a split in the labor movement’s leadership led progressive unions to 
desire a network for labor politics outside of the AFL-CIO and to renew labor’s power and agenda within 
the Democratic Party. The Alliance included community action and feminist groups in addition to the core 
union members. The Alliance lasted three years and during that time the most successful branch of its 
work was that addressing the issues of plant closings and capital mobility. The Alliance funded and 
disseminated relevant research, organized conferences, funded the development of a community labor 
coalition in Pennsylvania and worked for national advance notification legislation; wherein Bluestone and 
Harrison’s report was delivered to the Joint Economic Committee of Congress and to the House and 
Senate Labor Committees, and Bluestone and Harrison testified before the House Committee on Small 
Businesses in early 1980 (Battista 2008).  
 
56.  Fraser had strong ties to the Bluestone family. Barry’s father, Irving Bluestone, was vice president of 
the UAW. Irving had an interest in economic democracy and had initiated a number of projects of 
“democratization of the workplace” in UAW plants around the country during the late 1970s.Fraser 
worked with Barry in his own right as well, a 1983 NYT magazine special on industrial policy notes that 
Fraser and other high level officials at the UAW spent much of 1982 hosting economists and policy 
experts at UAW headquarters including Barry Bluestone (Blumenthal 1983).  
 
57.  Phil Shapira was a masters’ student of Bennett Harrison’s and a key figure in the plant closing 
movement. Shapira learned about early warning at this seminar. Shapira also met Ann Markusen and 
Doreen Massey (a UK industrial geographer who taught at UC Berkeley in the very early 1980s) at these 
seminars, which led to a PhD at UC Berkeley with Markusen. While in California Shapira was active in the 
plant closing movement as a scholar and an activist. He was a member of the California Plant Closings 
Project, designed and co-taught a course on plant closings (with Ellen Teninty, director of the Plant 
Closures Project in Oakland) that formed the organizing base of the project and later wrote a dissertation 
on plant closings in California. Shapira also developed the first well-regarded database of plant closings 
in the state. Early 1980s California plant closing activism was a key force in the national plant closing 
movement as connections between individuals and groups grew throughout the decade (Interviews by 
author: Ellen Teninty February 11, 2009; Phil Shapira August 9, 2017; Tom Croft November 13, 2017).  
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58.  There she met Hal Baron, one of the directors of the ACM Urban Studies program. Hal Baron was a 
long-time community activist in Chicago, had been the research director for the Chicago Urban League, 
and had run Harold Washington’s unsuccessful mayoral race in 1977. Later Baron would provide Moe 
with her opportunity to work for Harold Washington.  
 
59.  After working in youth services and education, Moe was increasingly skeptical of the availability of 
future opportunities for her students. She became motivated by the question: where are the jobs of the 
future coming from, especially for those who struggle at the bottom of the labor market? Moe was drawn 
to Harrison’s work on deindustrialization and employment/ training policies.   
 
60.  CWED’s origins can be traced to a conference that was organized to critique Reagan’s enterprise 
zone program; but many of the groups gathered there wanted to do more than just provide a critique - 
they wanted to create their own progressive economic development agenda. CWED’s platform ended up 
being highly influential--many of the authors of the CWED platform would be involved in the development 
of the Washington papers, both of which provided a foundation for the 1984 DED plan “Chicago Works 
Together” (CWT). (Mier is explicit that the Washington Papers and later CWT drew upon CWED’s work.) 
Mier was also a member of CWED as was Dan Swinney, executive director of Midwest Center for Labor 
Research (MCLR), the organization that was contracted with the city to form the early warning network on 
Chicago’s west side (with the help of CUED). Particularly relevant to the early warning project was 
CWED’s critique that a major issue was disinvestment in neighborhoods, and that resources weren’t 
being spread evenly throughout the city. The platform called out those economic developers who “jump 
onto the high technology bandwagon” (presumably leaving older industries to wither). “CWED platform 
statement” undated. Center for Urban Economic Development Records. Unprocessed. University 
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries. 
 
61.  MCLR was an organization that Dan Swinney, a former steelworker and community activist had 
started earlier that year in 1982. Swinney’s objective was to provide research and analysis to unions, city 
officials and community groups to better understand how to respond to the crisis of deindustrialization. 
 
62.  “CWED platform statement” undated. Center for Urban Economic Development Records. 
Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries.  
 
63.   Personal communication from Bob Giloth regarding Giloth’s interview of Kari Moe, sent to Pierre 
Clavel, August 27, 2010, when asked about the origins of an early warning network in Chicago (Giloth 
was Deputy Commissioner of the Department of Economic Development under Mayor Harold 
Washington).  
 
64.  Chicago plant closing fights, industrial retention strategies and arguments for a critical look at subsidy 
use in the 1980s all had roots in neighborhood struggles in the 1970s. The movement against Chicago 21 
(a comprehensive development plan released in 1973 that sought to create a mixed income residential 
neighborhood south of the Loop; critics argued that it was an attempt to create a barrier between 
downtown and African American neighborhoods) was hugely galvanizing for many neighborhood groups, 
leading to cries for greater participation for neighborhoods in planning and economic development. Both 
Giloth and Mier had done organizing and community work in Pilsen, and Moe, Rosenblum and Ducharme 
had deep roots in Uptown. For a related argument see Pierre Clavel’s (2010) Activists in City Hall: The 
Progressive Response to the Reagan Era in Boston and Chicago.  
 
65.  There is however reference to “early intervention” to help ailing plants as well as worker ownership as 
a possible response to plant closings. “The Washington Papers: A Commitment to Chicago, a 
Commitment to You,” The Research and Issues Committee, Washington for Mayor Campaign. Accessed 
on Oct 14, 2018: 
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/40518/WashingtonPapers.pdf?sequence=2&isAllow
ed=y 
 
66.  Susan Rosenblum. Interview by author. September 23, 2017.  
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67.  “Subject: Your Jobs Policy” from Rob Mier (at the time “Coordinator of the Employment and 
Economic Development Research Group”) to newly elected Mayor Harold Washington, April 25, 1983. 
See Appendix D “Special Projects” for recommendations on how to address distressed industries and 
plant closings. The section muses, “Although controversial, some form of plant closings legislation is in 
order. Perhaps this can be phrased... in terms of early warning…” (D-5), Center for Urban Economic 
Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries.  
 
68.  “Memorandum of Understanding” from UICUED to MCLR, January 13, 1984. Center for Urban 
Economic Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago 
Libraries. This document states that collaborative work on early warning began as early as August of 
1983.  
 
69.  Mayor Washington was elected by a “rainbow coalition” of African Americans, Latinos, and 
progressive whites. However, Washington faced organized opposition post-election; most famously the 
“Council Wars” where from 1983-86 Alderman Eddie Vrdolyak led 29 (of 50) council members (mainly 
white) to vote in a block against Washington’s appointments. They also voted themselves into control of 
all committees.  
 
70.  Giloth also ran the R&D Division after Moe. 
 
71.  Many people from community and labor organizations believed the rate was much higher. Woods 
Charitable Fund application, by Dave Ranney, Jan 10, 1984. Center for Urban Economic Development 
Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries.  
 
72.  West Side Jobs Network Research Report #3: Factory Closings and Early Warning Indicators. Center 
for Urban Economic Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at 
Chicago Libraries.  
 
73.  Table II: Industry Share of Net Job Loss: Cook County, City of Chicago, West Side Target Area 1977-
83, Ibid.  
 
74.  Ibid.  
 
75.  Woods Charitable Fund application, by Dave Ranney, Jan 10, 1984. Center for Urban Economic 
Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries.  
 
76.  Quoted from memorandum of understanding between Swinney and Ranney, fall of 1983, same 
description of objectives written in MCLR’s application for CDBG funds, Nov 1, 1983 - Oct 31, 1985. 
Center for Urban Economic Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of 
Illinois at Chicago Libraries. 
 
77.  Swinney and Ranney had significant differences of opinion during the course of the project. I choose 
not to elaborate on that here as it isn’t relevant to the paper’s objectives.  
 
78.  Bill Howard was a natural fit for the chairman as he ran a program funded by Catholic Charities on 
the Westside to provide technical assistance to economic and community development organizations in 
the area. Previous to his work on the Westside, Howard had been a financial manager for Conoco 
(formerly Continental Oil), but left the corporate world behind after becoming disillusioned with the level of 
exploitation that oil companies were engaging in in Libya. Howard’s accounting, finance and strategic 
planning background--skills not typical for community organizers--proved to be key for early warning 
research in Chicago. Howard’s analysis was often determinative, in particular for a later case for WJN--
Stewart Warner. Rosenblum was a sociologist and community organizer who not only had worked on 
Harold Washington’s campaign full-time, but had also worked as an organizer and knew Moe from her 
work in Uptown previously. Interviews by author; Bill Howard, October 25, 2017; Susan Rosenblum 
September 23, 2017.  
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79.  GNPDC was also picked by Mier to be the pilot for the Local Industrial Retention Initiative (LIRI) 
program; a program that provided funding and technical assistance to community groups that were 
determined to have the capacity to provide neighborhood industrial retention. After the group reached the 
highest level of “business service capacity” they were given additional financial support, DED staff were 
pulled out of the neighborhood, and the local group became the official mediator between area 
businesses and the city. LIRIs would go on to become one of the most successful facets of the 
Washington administration’s economic development policies, and continue to this day. Jim Lemonides, 
Interview by author, October 24, 2017.  
 
80.  Woods Charitable Fund application, by Dave Ranney, Jan 10, 1984. Center for Urban Economic 
Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries.  
 
81.  Untitled, undated schedule of activities for Early Warning Demonstration Project. Center for Urban 
Economic Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago 
Libraries.  
 
82.  Letter to Susan Rosenblum from Dave Ranney, July 20, 1984, Re: “Firms Targeted for Further 
Analysis”. Center for Urban Economic Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, 
University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries. The original number of firms proposed was 56, (had to have at 
least 50 employees) the project would ultimately monitor 75 firms. 
 
83.  CUED created a manual where the economic trends of firms could be compared to those of the same 
industrial category for the U.S., Cook County, and the Target Area itself at a glance. West Side Jobs 
Retention Network Research Report #1: Profile of Manufacturing Industries for Cook County and 
Expanded Target Area. (n.d.) Center for Urban Economic Development Records. Unprocessed. 
University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries.  
 
84.  City of Chicago Request for CDBG Funds, Nov 1, 1983 - Oct 31, 1985. Center for Urban Economic 
Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries. 
 
85.  Letter to Susan Rosenblum from Dave Ranney, July 20, 1984, Center for Urban Economic 
Development Records. Unprocessed. University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago Libraries. 
 
86.  Ultimately, WJN would focus primarily on union plants. Ranney argued that this strategy was short 
sided - that the network should work on developing a strategy for plants that weren’t organized, as this 
was the case for the majority of plants by far. In addition Ranney expressed concern about only 
accessing workers through union channels even in organized shops, because this missed other channels 
of information.  
 
87.  Playskool workers contacted the city earlier with their suspicions when new owners Hasbro-Bradley 
sent to Chicago in 1981 continued to rent homes for themselves and their families, instead of buying.  
 
88.  This happened at least three times for the city during the course of the Early Warning Demonstration 
Project--there would be concern over a plant’s future, industrial representatives would investigate and the 
management would deny any plans to shut down. Dave Ranney (research director with CUED and 
founding member of the WJN) used this as evidence in a communication with Bob Giloth (who at the time 
was the head of the R&D department) Ranney wrote that worker knowledge in early warning networks 
wasn’t an addendum to other channels of data collection about early warning indicators; rather, from his 
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175.  To read Ed Kreuger’s testimony and see the full text of the Maquila Standards of Conduct see 
Economic and Environmental Implications of the Proposed U.S. Trade Agreement with Mexico: Joint 
Hearing Before the Committee on Environment and Public Works and the Subcommittee on Labor of the 
Committee on Labor and Human Resources. (S. HRG. 102-116). Senate, 102nd Cong. (1991). 
 
176.  Capital strategies typically refers to the investing of union members’ pension funds to leverage 
responsible corporate behavior (“pension power”), as well as corporate campaigns. Randy Barber (1987) 
expands this definition to “a capital strategy is an integrated approach to trying to affect all aspects of the 
structure, finance, and operations of both single employers and entire industries.” (36) Barber’s examples 
include wider points of leverage and access to information such as industry analysis, early warning, 
negotiated production agreements (which would include access to corporate financial information and first 
right of purchase if plant were to close), ESOPs and worker ownership, and alternative capital pools from 
public sector pensions that could invest in union-supported plant buyouts (1987).  
 
177.  Two examples of this are drawn from “Minutes of April 26 & 27th Steering Committee Meeting” 
(likely 1991). A fight around Proctor Silex, a plant that was running away from North Carolina to Juarez, 
got a lot of media attention because it represented maquila issues as well as being located on a 
superfund toxic hazard site. FIRR helped workers to win $495,000 from discretionary Economic and 
Dislocation Worker Adjustment Assistance (EDWAA) money; different affiliates each provided: the social 
impact study, consultation in organizing methods and media management, water testing from the 
contaminated plant, built support to put pressure on parent company NAACO, and bussed workers to 
speak at NAACO shareholder meeting. Similarly, in a fight around the closure of Whitehall Labs in 
Indiana, affiliates were able to provide a social impact study, political contacts at the state level, 
dislocated worker assistance, organizing strategy and a feasibility study. Box 6, Tri-State Conference on 
Manufacturing Records, 1982-1993, AIS.1993.10, Archives & Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh 
Library System.  
 
178.  “Letter from Jim Benn to Michael Szpak June 4, 1991”. Ibid. Benn was disappointed that during a 
religion and labor conference sponsored by the AFL-CIO in Atlanta that there had been no discussion of 
why the constituencies had been separated (eg racially segregated apprenticeship programs).  
 
179.  “June 1991 Directors Report”. Ibid.  
 
180.  Organization began in 1975 to help low-income and unemployed people fight for economic justice. 
 
181.  The law also required states to encourage companies that gave WARN notice a joint “Labor 
Management Adjustment Committee” that would advise on how to help dislocated workers (LeRoy 1992).  
 
182.  FIRR created a Brownfields Taskforce. Brownfields cleanup and remediation was seen as an 
environmental justice issue as well as a way to support abandoned industrial communities. Six FIRR 
affiliates joined the brownfields taskforce, several would receive the Environmental Protection Agency’s 
Brownfield Pilot grants (of up to $200,000) to assess sites, do remediation planning and community 
outreach before the cleanup. Winter 1996 FIRR Newsletter, Vol 8 (2).  
 
183.  “High road economic development” also indicates a measured approach to the use of public funds-- 
ideally that businesses would be attracted to a place because of a highly skilled workforce and well-
developed infrastructure as opposed to direct firm subsidies with nothing promised in return. If firms are 
given direct subsidies there would be stipulations on their use, assuring that the community benefits in 
return.  
 
184.  Working for America Institute is a nonprofit, AFL-CIO affiliated national workforce intermediary that 
promotes apprenticeship programs, as well as high wage career paths for disadvantaged workers 
(including manufacturing) and the participation of unions in the federal workforce development system, 
and lobbies on relevant questions of economic policy. The National Call to Action is a national multi-
sector coalition promoting economic stabilization and recovery.  



 
 
 

191 

185.  The WIOA replaced the Workforce Investment Act, (WIA), which replaced the Jobs Training 
Partnership Act (JTPA). The WIOA provides federal funds for training and job placement for displaced 
workers (as well as other workforce development functions). The legislation requires states to provide 
“Rapid Response” following an announcement of a permanent closure, mass layoff, or natural or other 
disaster which results in mass job loss. Layoff aversion consists of strategies and activities to prevent or 
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industries, especially as the tariffs expand by the end of the year onto nearly all Chinese products” (Long 
2019). 
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