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Independent Unions Cooperate: CCCI (April 2010)
By Rich Hansen
President, CCCI

Independent unions have long been cooperating through a confederation of their locals called the California
Community College Independents (CCCI).  This group meets twice each year to share local bargaining
information and discuss statewide issues.  Dues are modest insofar as CCCI does not maintain a central
office and employs no staff.  Leadership consists of a president, executive secretary, treasurer, and part-time
faculty officer.  CCCI is the voice of independents on the Chancellor’s Consultation Council and Council of
Faculty Organizations (COFO).

In addition to COFO and the Consultation Council and its activities, CCCI represents the independent
unions at Community College Board of Governors meetings, in legislative hearings and budget advocacy,
and in liaison capacity with other faculty organizations.  CCCI has been a consistent participant in State
Academic Senate activities and regularly attends its monthly executive committee meetings.  When
appropriate, CCCI sends delegates to other faculty meetings like those of part-time faculty organizations like
the California Part-Time Faculty Association (CPFA) and Coalition of Contingent Academic Labor
(COCAL).  Part-time faculty leaders of independent unions have played key roles in the history of part-time
faculty advocacy in California.

Since the founding of CCCI, Santa Monica College has played an important role in its advocacy efforts and
in its biannual meetings.  In addition to Santa Monica College, the members of CCCI are Allan Hancock,
Contra Costa, Chabot-Las Positas, Foothill-De Anza, Ohlone, Pasadena, Rancho Santiago, Redwoods, Santa
Barbara, Santa Rosa, West Valley-Mission, and Yosemite.

Over the last thirty years, in an era of declining membership in organized labor, community college faculty
in California have been engaged in a unique way to organize.  After the Rodda Act granted community
college faculty the right to unionize in 1977, a significant number of community college districts organized
into independent collective  bargaining units dedicated  to improving the compensation and working
conditions of their colleagues.  These local unions are entirely independent of any larger state or national
labor organization.  They embody, in their various local structures, the ideal of workplace democracy, fully
accountable to the faculty they represent because the local union leadership works shoulder to shoulder with
their constituency every day.

While statewide advocacy is a significant component of a union’s representation of its members, the
important point is that with an independent union, the primary focus is local.  Union dues are collected and
used locally.  Contributions are not funneled off in support of larger organizations over which local faculty
have no control.  Decisions about the level of dues and the use of those dues are not imposed on an
independent local.  When an independent union decides to invest in district or external, usually statewide,
activities, these are local decisions subject to local review.  Dues rates vary widely among the independent
unions, determined largely by the level of office and clerical activity the local supports.  But even the
highest independent union dues are less than half what the affiliated union members pay, and the
independent locals who have a high dues rate are those that have chosen to support a significant state-level
presence.

Independent union leaders point out that, whether affiliated or not, success in bargaining rests on a
foundation of local faculty leadership.  Because local issues are always deeply rooted in the unique
academic culture of each district, outside agents rarely make a critical difference in resolving local issues. 
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The academic tradition of having a strong faculty voice in institutional decision-making was codified in
1988 through AB 1725 which recognized the faculty’s share in both local district governance and statewide
policy formation.  Independent union leaders, without any overarching organizational dictates, are free to
collaborate with or, when necessary, to confront other district interest groups.

With their foundation in local democratic unionism, independent bargaining agents are well positioned to
engage in what should be a democratic governance process among district constituencies. Over the years of
collective bargaining, independent unions have been exceptionally successful in finding ways to pursue the
interests of their members while also working with the administrative, classified, and other faculty
leadership on their campuses.

Perhaps the success of independent unionism can be attributed to the unique structure of the California
community college system, in which the districts are, themselves, decentralized under autonomous locally
elected governing boards.  This allows each negotiated agreement to take on its own local character, and the
nature of independent bargaining agreements do indeed vary widely from district to district.

However, it would be a mistake to assume that local focus implies a lack of involvement beyond the local
district.

Independent unions have a long tradition of joining their affiliated colleagues in support of FACCC, the
Faculty Association of California Community Colleges.  This is a professional membership organization that
wins praise for being the most effective voice in Sacramento for community college faculty interests.  While
FACCC seeks to represent all community college faculty and maintains strict neutrality with respect to the
local choice of bargaining agent, independent locals are drawn to FACCC because it advocates solely for
community college faculty.  Several independent locals (Santa Monica, Foothill-De Anza, and Santa
Barbara) support the organization through a contract membership, under which all of the local unit members
also become FACCC members.

It is with regard to statewide activities that the independent unions are most clearly differentiated from their
affiliated colleagues. Independent locals see that, all too often, community college faculty interests are
submerged below the other interests of the larger statewide unions. While dedicated first and foremost to
local faculty interests, independent unions believe that their statewide involvement through their individual
unions, their collaboration in CCCI, and their support of FACCC provide a strong voice solely for the
interests of community college faculty.
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