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US President Joe Biden visited the United Steelworkers headquarters this week to announce a push
for higher tariffs on Chinese steel © AFP/Getty Images
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The economy of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, has grown far beyond its
steel industry roots. Yet when President Joe Biden visited on
Wednesday, his only stop was to the headquarters of the United
Steelworkers. 

The labour union’s base provided a fitting backdrop for the
president to announce a push for higher tariffs on imported Chinese
steel. China’s heavily subsidised steel and aluminium makers have
flooded global markets with discounted metals, costing
Pennsylvania jobs, he said.

But Biden had a second message as he addressed the cameras,
flanked by workers holding USW signs: that US Steel, the
Pittsburgh-based American industrial icon, should remain
“American-owned, American-operated by American union
steelworkers — the best in the world”.

The event underscored how the USW, which has just 60,000
members in the steel industry, has inserted itself into the
presidential election and Washington’s relations with its biggest
geopolitical rival.

By flexing its political muscle to block Nippon Steel’s proposed
$14.9bn takeover of US Steel, the union has also complicated the
relationship with one of Washington’s closest diplomatic allies,
Japan.

Biden and Donald Trump, his rival in November’s presidential
election, have both opposed the Nippon deal as they court blue-
collar workers — and their union representatives — in swing states
such as Pennsylvania. USW president David McCall, a vocal critic of
the Japanese group’s bid, was invited to a White House state dinner
last week in honour of Fumio Kishida, Japan’s prime
minister. Biden hailed McCall on Wednesday as “a friend of mine”.

The USW has worked for decades to influence mergers and
acquisitions in an attempt to preserve jobs, backing the companies
it saw as more worker friendly. But members say this fight feels
different inside a union that is under threat as the broader
American steel industry shrinks.

“I have worked at US Steel for 23 years and I have never felt
nervous about my job until now,” said Don Furko, president of
USW Local 1557, which represents US Steel employees in Clairton,
Pennsylvania. 

Nippon offered $55 a share in cash for US Steel in December,
months after the American company had rebuffed a lower offer
from US-based Cleveland-Cliffs. Soon afterwards, Nippon said it
did not plan to close plants or lay off staff before the USW’s
employment contract expired in 2026.

Furko said that rather than appeasing the steelworkers, Nippon’s
comments had the opposite effect. 

“It was just shocking,” he said. “If right out the gate, before we even
have negotiations or anything, you’re mentioning the possibility of
lay-offs or plant closures, we don’t want this deal to go through. It’s
just a stupid thing to say.” 

David McCall, the USW president, was invited to a White House state dinner for Japanese prime
minister Fumio Kishida © Getty Images

Of the USW’s 1.2mn members, only about 11,000 work for US Steel.
Their fear is that Nippon will close the ageing blast furnaces where
most of them work. After years of closures, only five of these remain
open. 

Nippon is still one of the world’s largest operators of blast furnaces,
but it has closed several of its own in Japan in recent years to cut
costs and emissions, laying off thousands of workers. Originally,
Nippon proposed purchasing only US Steel’s electric arc furnace
“mini-mills” in Arkansas, where workers are not represented by a
union.

“US Steel says, ‘Oh, it’ll be good for your members because they’re
going to invest’,” McCall said in an interview. “But they won’t tell us
where. If they’re going to invest in building another EAF down in
Arkansas, that doesn’t help our members.” 

USW leaders have also criticised the Japanese group for not
contacting the union before submitting its bid to US Steel’s board,
in contrast with other interested parties, including Ohio-based
Cleveland-Cliffs and Pennsylvania’s Esmark. Nippon has said in a
regulatory filing that it had wanted to meet the USW before signing
an agreement, but had been prevented by US Steel’s legal advisers. 

Nippon said in a statement: “From the outset, our goal has been
clear — to protect and grow US Steel in the US market for the
benefit of all of its stakeholders through increased financial
investment and the contribution of our advanced technologies. We
look forward to collaborating closely with US Steel to move forward
together as the ‘best steelmaker with world-leading capabilities’.” 

The fight over the future of the century-old steelmaker comes after
decades of decline at US Steel, once the world’s most valuable
company. Its relationship with the union that represents half of its
workers has soured over the past decade as the company expanded
into Arkansas, where unions are rare, McCall said. 

Employment at US iron and steel mills more than halved between
1990 and 2022, to just 83,200 jobs, according to the labour
department. The declining payrolls have left the union in a fight for
relevance and forced it to redefine itself by adding members in
transport, healthcare and education. But recruiting dues-paying
members from new sectors is costly and often takes years.

“Unions are very successful at organising right now, but they are
often losing members faster than they are adding them because
plants are closing,” said Anne Lofaso, a professor who studies
labour at West Virginia University College of Law.

Art Wheaton, the director of labour studies at Cornell’s School of
Industrial and Labor Relations, added: “Everybody would agree
that US Steel has been declining, declining, declining, and the
workers would all benefit from significant investment, but there is a
lot of political influence involved.” 

McCall formally endorsed Biden on the union’s behalf last month,
after the president spoke out against the Nippon deal. McCall
credited the Biden administration’s pro-industrial economic
policies with creating more job and retirement security for his
members. 

Rank-and-file steelworkers are not necessarily in line with their
union, however. In Furko’s local chapter, support for Trump is
“overwhelming”, he said.

“They just feel that Donald Trump has more of our interests at
heart,” Furko said, adding that the tariffs the former president
imposed on Chinese imports “did help us out at first”.

US Steel’s Edgar Thomson Works steel mill in Braddock, Pennsylvania © Bloomberg

There is also another factor explaining the USW’s resistance to
Nippon’s proposed expansion in the US: what experts call a years’
long charm offensive by Cleveland-Cliffs.

In an industry where relationships between workers unions and
employers are notoriously fraught, Cleveland-Cliffs has touted the
union jobs it preserved after past acquisitions. Last August, the
USW said it would not endorse any other bidder for US Steel,
hailing the Ohio-based company as “an outstanding employer”.

“We have a very, very strong partnership with the USW,” Cleveland-
Cliffs chief executive Lourenço Goncalves told CNBC last month,
predicting that Nippon would never manage to agree a deal with the
union. 

Asked by the Financial Times if there was anything Nippon could
do to win over his members at the USW, McCall’s answer was firm:
“No.”

Sign upEnter your email address

0

Reuse this content

Latest on United Steelworkers

US-China trade dispute

US steel unions urge
Biden to open probe
into Chinese
shipbuilding

Inside Business Kana Inagaki

Are Japan’s managers
ready for the revival of
trade unions?

FT Alphaville Brendan
Greeley

The Trump
administration seems to
like what unions do

News in-depth US trade

Trump tariffs stir voters
in US steel country

US trade

US Steel plans to restart
steelmaking operations
in Illinois

US & Canadian companies

Donald Trump attacks
CEO ‘grandstanders’ as
more quit panel

US presidential election

Closure of Carrier
furnace plant in
Indianapolis fuels
populist fire

Supported by Workday

Special Report

Future of AI

Join youth talks on AI

Markets data delayed by at least 15 minutes. © THE FINANCIAL TIMES LTD 2024. FT and ‘Financial Times’ are trademarks of The Financial Times Ltd.

The Financial Times and its journalism are subject to a self-regulation regime under the FT Editorial Code of Practice.

Support

View Site Tips

Help Centre

Contact Us

About Us

Accessibility

myFT Tour

Careers

Legal & Privacy

Terms & Conditions

Privacy Policy

Cookie Policy

Manage Cookies

Copyright

Slavery Statement &
Policies

Services

Share News Tips
Securely

Individual
Subscriptions

Professional
Subscriptions

Republishing

Executive Job Search

Advertise with the FT

Follow the FT on X

FT Channels

FT Schools

Tools

Portfolio

FT App

FT Digital Edition

FT Edit

Alerts Hub

Business School
Rankings

Enterprise Tools

News feed

Newsletters

Currency Converter

Community & Events

FT Community

FT Live Events

FT Forums

FT Board Network

Board Director
Programme

More from the FT
Group

United Steelworkers Add to myFT

How a union for 60,000 steel
workers became a force in US
politics
The USW has inserted itself into the election, US-China relations and a
$14.9bn cross-border deal

Adaptabililty
is a KPI.

Follow the topics in this article

US & Canadian
companies

Add to myFT

Unions Add to myFT

US economy Add to myFT

US politics & policy Add to myFT

Mergers & Acquisitions Add to myFT

Save

Try the FT for £1

Enjoy balanced reporting and expert analysis.

TRY NOW

https://www.ft.com/
https://www.ft.com/products?segmentId=f860e6c2-18af-ab30-cd5e-6e3a456f9265
https://help.ft.com/help/legal-privacy/copyright/copyright-policy/
https://www.ft.com/taylor-nicole-rogers
https://www.ft.com/content/bd60c55e-110c-454e-a9f6-be9233bcc2eb
https://www.ft.com/stream/3d0d3a4f-7011-44f3-b15e-05d410dce916
https://www.ft.com/reports/us-steel-industry
https://www.ft.com/content/e0219409-b863-41fb-bbcb-6be9ad6f0a4e
https://www.ft.com/content/26c39a28-45cd-44c5-aea4-d829792f8e53
https://www.ft.com/content/62f902ed-9bb5-4167-84f0-4f1257889a97
https://www.ft.com/us-china-trade-dispute
https://www.ft.com/content/62f902ed-9bb5-4167-84f0-4f1257889a97
https://www.ft.com/content/f0729ef6-3659-4826-abbb-76424e4c54e8
https://www.ft.com/kana-inagaki
https://www.ft.com/content/f0729ef6-3659-4826-abbb-76424e4c54e8
https://www.ft.com/content/4e552fd6-d5e3-3c8b-a5df-d721c9d62135
https://www.ft.com/brendan-greeley
https://www.ft.com/content/4e552fd6-d5e3-3c8b-a5df-d721c9d62135
https://www.ft.com/content/f4606b18-2324-11e8-ae48-60d3531b7d11
https://www.ft.com/us-trade
https://www.ft.com/content/f4606b18-2324-11e8-ae48-60d3531b7d11
https://www.ft.com/content/98094d5a-2228-11e8-add1-0e8958b189ea
https://www.ft.com/us-trade
https://www.ft.com/content/98094d5a-2228-11e8-add1-0e8958b189ea
https://www.ft.com/content/f9fad3bc-81d8-11e7-a4ce-15b2513cb3ff
https://www.ft.com/us-companies
https://www.ft.com/content/f9fad3bc-81d8-11e7-a4ce-15b2513cb3ff
https://www.ft.com/content/5cb6c67c-ee15-11e5-aff5-19b4e253664a
https://www.ft.com/us-presidential-election
https://www.ft.com/content/5cb6c67c-ee15-11e5-aff5-19b4e253664a
https://aboutus.ft.com/en-gb/ft-editorial-code/
https://www.ft.com/tour
https://help.ft.com/
https://aboutus.ft.com/contact-us
https://www.ft.com/aboutus
https://www.ft.com/accessibility
https://www.ft.com/tour/myft
https://aboutus.ft.com/en-gb/careers/
https://help.ft.com/help/legal-privacy/terms-conditions/
https://help.ft.com/help/legal-privacy/privacy/
https://help.ft.com/help/legal-privacy/cookies/
https://www.ft.com/preferences/manage-cookies
https://help.ft.com/help/legal-privacy/copyright/copyright-policy/
https://help.ft.com/help/legal/slavery-statement/
https://www.ft.com/securedrop
https://www.ft.com/products
https://professional.ft.com/en-gb/services/professional-subscriptions?segmentId=383c7f%5B%E2%80%A6%5D4-b62d-cb33-4c278e6fdf61&cpccampaign=B2B_link_ft.com_footer
https://professional.ft.com/en-gb/services/republishing/
https://www.exec-appointments.com/
https://commercial.ft.com/
https://twitter.com/ft
https://channels.ft.com/
https://enterprise.ft.com/en-gb/services/group-subscriptions/secondary-education/
https://markets.ft.com/data/portfolio/dashboard
https://applink.ft.com/A6lV/2khsqyrh
https://www.ft.com/todaysnewspaper
https://ftedit.ft.com/Ju3k/pqkac2ds
https://markets.ft.com/data/alerts/
https://rankings.ft.com/
https://kat.ft.com/
https://www.ft.com/news-feed
https://www.ft.com/newsletters
https://markets.ft.com/data/currencies
https://www.ft.com/tour/community
https://events.ft.com/events-list
https://forums.ft.com/
https://forums.ft.com/ft-board-network
https://bdp.ft.com/
https://ft.com/more-from-ft-group
https://www.ft.com/stream/3d0d3a4f-7011-44f3-b15e-05d410dce916
https://www.ft.com/us-companies
https://www.ft.com/unions
https://www.ft.com/us-economy
https://www.ft.com/us-politics-policy
https://www.ft.com/mergers-acquisitions
https://www.ft.com/products?segmentID=8a0da0e0-2282-0785-04b6-62c060545a6e

