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			“The Freedom Foundation is figuratively and literally writing the book on how to defeat government unions in America.”
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Introduction

			American politicians—even Joe Biden, the son of Wilmington, Delaware’s top used-car dealer—like to boast of their humble beginnings, but mine were the genuine article. I was born and raised in the suburbs of Birmingham: not the one in Alabama that Lynyrd Skynyrd sang about but the industrial city in the Midlands area of England. Unfortunately, Birmingham is an industrial city in which the industry died. Think of it as Detroit with an Ozzy Osbourne accent.

			My name is Aaron Withe. The last name is pronounced “With.” The e at the end is silent—but I’m usually not.

			My mother and father broke up when I was very young, so I grew up mostly with just a single mom around in the inner city. It gave me a ground-eye view of socialism’s disastrous effects.

			My dad and grandpa were pretty big names in British soccer. My grandfather, Peter Withe, scored the winning and only goal in the 1982 European Cup final for his team, Aston Villa, which defeated Bayern Munich. Peter even played briefly in the States: in 1975 he was a “cult hero” with the Portland Timbers of the North American Soccer League (NASL), scoring seventeen goals and earning, thanks to the dexterous use of his noggin, the nicknames “the Mad Header” and “the Wizard of Nod.” Like me, my grandfather had the reputation of being a “hard knock,” as they say in England.

			My father and grandfather both moved to Asia to coach when I was a kid. I enjoyed visiting them twice in Thailand, and we caught up on regular phone calls, but other than that, we didn’t have a lot of contact.

			I was no great shakes as a football player—sorry for using the English term for soccer—but another sport was my saving grace. I played basketball. I was tall, and I got pretty good at it. Good enough to make the City of Birmingham, the main local team, as well as trying out for the English national team. This latter fact always impresses people, but I tell them that there are about twenty-three people in all of England who play hoops, so it’s akin to making the Ecuadorian national hockey team.

			Like a lot of American inner-city kids, basketball was my ticket out. Typically, the good English ballers play pro in Europe or go to college in America. I chose the latter route. I spent a year in Geneva, Ohio, playing basketball every single day at the SPIRE Institute, hoping to get recruited. Geneva, by the way, is a lovely town on Lake Erie, just outside Cleveland. I loved America at first sight. This country is also where I became a Christian.

			I came to the United States with one hundred dollars and a dream. I know the expression is a dollar and a dream, but I was fortunate enough to have one hundred of them.

			Several schools recruited me out of SPIRE. I chose Corban University in Salem, Oregon, a small, private Christian school. I felt that God was calling me there.

			I didn’t grow up in a Christian household, although upon reflection I know that I never bought into the idea that humans evolved from monkeys or that a cosmological Big Bang created all that we see. (If we evolved from monkeys, then why are monkeys still around?)

			I was being recruited by various universities, some secular, when I was approached by Steve Masten, the Corban basketball coach. Corban is still one of the most selective Christian schools in America; applicants even have to submit a faith statement. At the time, I thought that this requirement was far too invasive of my privacy and figured they’d never let me in. But Coach Masten was persistent. He told me to be honest in my statement and that he would advocate to get me into the school with the agreement that I’d come in with an open mind.

			Upon Coach Masten’s recommendation, Corban accepted my application. On my first day on campus, I scrimmaged against future teammates and was taken aside by the seniors, who took exception to my “exotic language.”

			During my time at Corban, I felt God speaking to me through various people who entered my life. The most obvious examples are Aubree, who became my wife, and my best friend Joey, but God also spoke through my teammates and coaches during daily devotionals and through my professors, who taught me true Bible doctrine.

			At Corban, God showed me that He’d always been looking over me, and that my whole life had been building to land me exactly where I am today.

			My faith has had a huge impact on my life. In hindsight, it’s amazing to see the things that God has done for me. I know that He is behind me and the work that we’re doing at the Freedom Foundation. It gives me the confidence to know that we will be successful in this fight because we truly are fighting against real evil in this world.

			Salem, Oregon, was a culture shock for a Birmingham boy. I remember my first night at Corban; the sound of nature was deafening. All those bugs and frogs spooked me. I was used to the clamorous sounds of sirens and car horns and street arguments.

			Though I’m six foot seven, I played small forward on the Corban Warriors basketball team. I was lanky and preferred shooting to getting down and dirty in the paint. Until I had ankle surgery, that is, and slowed down. I couldn’t play the sleek and smooth game anymore, so I put on a bit of muscle and became more of a bruiser.

			I loved Corban. I felt welcomed by the Christian community. These were people who profoundly cared about me. I played ball for three years, graduating early, but more importantly I met Aubree at Corban. We were married after I graduated but while she was still in school.

			Crucially, for my life and for this book—trust me, my basketball career was fun but not exactly book-worthy—I had a roommate named Joey McCabe. He was, shall we say, high-spirited. We had an absolute blast. Joey and I probably broke just about every rule at Corban, but we stayed just this side of expulsion.

			One summer my job was cleaning dorm rooms at Corban. Even Christian college students can be slobs, and I was making minimum wage, so this wasn’t exactly my dream job. Joey McCabe’s summer job sounded much more interesting. He was going door-to-door canvassing for the Freedom Foundation, an organization his father Tom ran in Olympia, Washington. Joey was pulling down fifteen dollars an hour—a veritable fortune compared to my hourly wage of nine dollars—and he was doing something a lot more rewarding than removing junk from college dorms. He was informing union members that they had the right to leave their union, thus saving themselves hundreds of dollars in dues money every year—money that would have been used by the union to promote leftist and even radical causes to which many of these members would no doubt object.

			Tom McCabe offered me a summer job canvassing for the Freedom Foundation, and I jumped at the chance.

			I had grown up largely apolitical. I didn’t know about economics or politics or anything much beyond how to put a basketball into a hoop. But I was vaguely aware—how could I not be?—of the all-pervasive nature of taxes in England. Heck, they even tax your television set. Taxes are little more than a nuisance to the wealthy, but poor or working families like mine take a real hit. Although my mom later married a man of means, among my earliest memories is walking around a grocery store with her as she carried a twenty-pound note and a calculator to ensure that she didn’t overspend.

			I quickly learned that America, even states with politics as ridiculous as Oregon and Washington, is the land of opportunity. That summer I came to understand that conservative values and capitalism are what make America the most prosperous country in the world. I saw that government union activists wanted to make us more like England: a socialist state that impoverishes the people and deadens the spirit.

			I’m not exaggerating when I say that English socialism deadens the spirit. You want to talk about perverse incentives? When I considered, oh so briefly, going to college in the UK, I learned that those who get government loans to pay for higher education do not have to repay those loans unless their income exceeds a certain—and rather modest—threshold. The government actually encourages college graduates to get mediocre jobs so they’ll never have to pay back the money they have borrowed!

			It is via such demeaning nanny-state programs that the government can kill a people’s spirit. I have seen it happen in England, and I am determined to stop it from happening in America.

			England is dead. It just hasn’t stopped breathing yet. Anyone who even jokes around about the virtues of socialism has never lived under a socialist government. Having grown up under that stultifying system, I was amazed by the amount of economic freedom people in this country take for granted. I resolved to do whatever I could to keep America free.

			When I played basketball, I thrived on the competitive nature of the game. I wanted to win. In fact, I hated to lose more than I wanted to win. And what were the stakes? Bragging rights in a forty-minute game.

			The stakes today are so much higher. They are no less than the survival of America as a free, prosperous country. I want to win this fight. Badly. When I played ball, I always said that whether it’s a fight for a loose ball or a position on the team, if it comes down to you and me, it’s gonna be me. I refuse to lose.

			I feel that way today about the Freedom Foundation and the government unions. It’s going to be them or us.





Chapter One

			Door-to-Door for Freedom

			I went door-to-door in western Washington that first summer telling home healthcare and childcare providers that they could leave their union—and the amazing thing was, a lot of these people didn’t even know they were in a union!

			Here’s the background: Family members frequently care for disabled relatives. They’d rather keep them at home than consign them to an institution. Acknowledging this fact, the federal government’s Medicaid program pays home healthcare workers, quite often relatives, to tend to the disabled person at home. This is less expensive than institutionalization and is generally much better for the mental and emotional health of the Medicaid patient.

			Government unions, which can sniff out a potential cash windfall the way a hustler spots an easy mark, persuaded liberal state legislatures to forcibly unionize these healthcare workers. Seemingly overnight, they enacted legislation to seize between 1.5 and 3 percent of the salaries of these workers as union dues. Why? Because they could.

			This was a raw power (and money) grab, pure—or impure—and simple. The suddenly unionized workers received no real benefits from their dues and membership, and the union couldn’t really help in workplace disputes. Yes, sometimes Aunt Sally is going to be ticked off at Nephew Rupert because he keeps the TV on Judge Judy rather than changing the channel to Matlock, but this little argument is beyond the abilities of even the most skillful arbitrator to adjudicate.

			Illinois proved to be the battleground state in the fight between these home healthcare workers (and the loved ones for whom they cared) and the government unions that, like some protection racket, demanded their cut. In 2002, a dubious character named Rod Blagojevich, noted mostly for his ridiculous haircut (google him!), was elected governor of Illinois. A Democrat familiarly known as Blago, the governor had been heavily supported by the Service Employees International Union (SEIU). Blago quickly repaid the favor. In 2003, he issued an executive order overturning a 1985 state labor board ruling. Henceforth, home healthcare workers in Illinois would be considered state employees, and after a controversial “card check” election, the SEIU was declared the representative of those caring for family members and friends at home. As a result, the State of Illinois would automatically deduct union dues from their paychecks and funnel them to the SEIU. (There is no evidence that this union election was ever verified. But hey, that’s the way they do things in Illinois.)1

			The SEIU hit the jackpot when it succeeded in having home healthcare aides whose labors were compensated by Medicaid declared as government workers. It was like coming across found—or stolen—money.

			Traditionally, public employees have been defined as those who are directly employed by the government. But unions in liberal states like Illinois, working through their bought politicians and pliable judges, succeeded in broadening—or subverting—this definition to include independent contractors who received part of their compensation from the government, directly or indirectly. That’s how unions representing healthcare workers, notably the SEIU, were able to weasel their way into “representing” healthcare providers.

			As you might expect, these workers—whose wages were very modest—objected. Pamela Harris, an Illinois woman who was caring for her son—who is developmentally disabled due to a rare genetic condition—was the lead petitioner of a group of eight women who, with the help of my friends Mark Mix and Bill Messenger at the National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation and John Tillman at the Illinois Policy Institute, mounted a legal challenge to what amounted to legalized thievery by Blago and the SEIU. Several of Pamela Harris’s co-petitioners were also tending to family members, among them Susan Watts, who cared for her daughter, whose disabilities included quadriplegic cerebral palsy.2

			District and circuit courts dismissed the claims of Pamela Harris, Susan Watts, and the other caregivers, siding with the union and the government of Illinois. The case wended its way to the US Supreme Court, which in June 2014 handed down its Harris v. Quinn ruling, which found that Pamela Harris and her compatriots were not typical state workers and could not be compelled to join the union. The Court held that the “First Amendment prohibits the collection of an agency fee from Rehabilitation Program PAs who do not want to join or support the union.”3

			The First Amendment, cornerstone of American liberties, to the rescue! Justice Samuel Alito, writing for the majority, delivered the ringing conclusion that “except perhaps in the rarest of circumstances, no person in this country may be compelled to subsidize speech by a third party that he or she does not wish to support.”4

			The SEIU howled in outrage. The chairperson of SEIU healthcare’s executive board in Illinois said, “We will not allow the tunnel vision focus of anti-worker extremists…” Governor Blago, however, had other worries. By this time, he was in federal prison in Colorado, having been found guilty of soliciting bribes from those interested in the matter of whom he would appoint to fill the US Senate seat of Barack Obama after Obama’s election to the presidency. Basically, Blago was going to auction off Obama’s seat to the highest bidder. So the SEIU’s benefactor doubled as a crook.

			Harris v. Quinn was huge…potentially huge, that is. The US Supreme Court had said that home healthcare workers didn’t have to pay union dues. But who was going to tell the workers? The SEIU sure wasn’t going to. Nor were the liberal state legislatures and governors who had enabled the union to horn in on the action.

			So, Tom McCabe and the Freedom Foundation went to work. No one else was going to tell these care providers that they didn’t have to pay—it was up to the Freedom Foundation. And that’s exactly what Tom McCabe and the Freedom crew did.

			***

			Who were these champions of the ripped-off home healthcare workers?

			The Freedom Foundation was founded in 1991 in Olympia, Washington, by Bob Williams and Lynn Harsh. Bob, now deceased, was a legendarily kind man and ferocious budget hawk who had served ten productive years in the Washington State legislature. Lynn, who is anything but harsh, has gone on to a great career as vice president of strategy at the State Policy Network, where she has played a key role in helping dozens of state-level think tanks across America.

			First known as the Evergreen Freedom Foundation, it was a very good traditional think tank, brimming with great ideas supported by incisive reports on the critical issues of the day. Dedicated to the advancement of individual liberty; free enterprise; and limited, accountable government, the Freedom Foundation did excellent work in defense of property rights, fiscally conservative tax policy, and other important matters. But it faced an insurmountable roadblock: the state government of Washington was owned lock, stock, and barrel by the government unions. They subsidized the candidates, and once elected, those candidates did their bidding. The state legislature and the governor were in their back pockets. The reforms Washington so desperately needed stood no chance of enactment. Nothing could be achieved unless it had the approval of the government unions.

			Then along came Tom McCabe.

			I think of Tom as my American dad. His son Joey, my Corban roommate, introduced us, and Tom immediately took me under his wing. I think he saw me as a young man who was without a close father figure, living in a new land, and without much knowledge of American culture. Joey used to say, “My mom always wanted a kid who was British, and my dad always wanted a kid that was a basketball player.” I showed up and was blessed to have the McCabes take an interest.

			Tom is a force of nature: smart, determined, principled, wise. And like me, he does not like to lose. When he and I mix it up on the basketball court, the elbows fly.

			Upon becoming the CEO of the Freedom Foundation in 2014, Tom changed it from a think tank to an action tank.

			There was still an abundance of thinking going on here, but Tom wasn’t satisfied to see all these reforms dying on the vine, choked off by the opposition of the government unions. He planned to win.

			Tom McCabe had a vision. It was direct and simple and had been formed after decades in the trenches fighting the malign forces of the left. He understood that while promoting the ideals of free markets; personal liberty; and limited, accountable government was admirable and praiseworthy, it was treating the symptoms of the illness rather than attacking its source—government unions, which had become what Tom called “a shadow government” that for too long had been given a free hand to confiscate dues from public employees.

			So, he realigned the focus of the Freedom Foundation. Since conservative and pro-freedom reforms were simply impossible to accomplish as long as government unions dominated politics in Washington (and many other states), the solution was to remove the influence of those unions over public policy and politics. Instead of having twelve operation centers—or silos, as Tom called them—active in areas from property rights to education reform, the Freedom Foundation would focus like a laser on eliminating the pernicious influence of government unions.

			As Tom recalls, he told the smart and dedicated members of the staff that “everything we did would have the singular purpose of defunding and defeating the government employee unions that have infiltrated and taken control of the governing process.”

			Easier said than done, right?

			In previous years that might have seemed like a pipe dream—but Harris v. Quinn had given the Freedom Foundation an opening. We charged through it—and the American freedom movement will never be the same.

			That might sound like an exaggeration, like the “Best…Ever” hyperbole to which salespeople are sometimes given. It’s not, as I will explain in the coming pages.

			Under Tom McCabe’s leadership, the Freedom Foundation’s mission was sharpened. The think tank became even more than an action tank. It was now a battle tank battering the entrenched power of left-wing government union bosses who represented a permanent lobby for bigger government, higher taxes, and radical social agendas. Thanks to Harris v. Quinn, and the subsequent and earthshaking US Supreme Court ruling in Janus v. AFSCME, we could drain the treasuries and diminish the pernicious influence of government unions by helping their members leave the union. Given that the average member could save about $1,100 a year by opting out, the sky’s the limit as far as our success goes.

			I was proud to be part of this campaign in my own small way, as a college student traveling from Olympia to Lacey to Tumwater in the summer of 2015. This was a tough and grueling campaign, but my task was a pleasant one: I went door-to-door telling all these people they could opt out and stop paying union dues. In Washington State, these dues amounted to 3 percent of their salaries. This was real money. A mom caring for her son might be making $15 an hour, or about $25,000 a year. Three percent of that is upwards of $800—not much to the president of the SEIU, Mary Kay Henry, who pulls down a total compensation of $289,994, but a tidy sum to that mom.5

			I met some great public employees while canvassing. I recall a woman in the Portland, Oregon, area named Michelle. She was an in-home provider taking care of her disabled daughter. When Michelle answered the door, she was initially hostile because when I used the word union, she assumed I was with them. After I made clear the purpose of my visit, her whole demeanor changed. “I hate the union,” she said. “They take eighty dollars a month from my paycheck to do what? That’s money that’s meant to help pay for groceries for my daughter.”

			I told Michelle the Freedom Foundation could help her leave the union. She said that she’d tried to call them to get out, but no one would return her call—a typical story. We eventually helped Michelle escape the union and use that money to put groceries on the table for her and her daughter.

			I even met a couple in Vancouver, Washington, who were caring for their son and paying thousands of dollars a year in dues! You can imagine their relief—their elation—when I helped them opt out of this legalized thievery.

			Most of the good folks I met that summer didn’t even know that the SEIU was skimming 3 percent off the top of their paycheck, and they sure as heck didn’t know that they could stop this swindle just by signing an opt-out form. This was music to their ears—and I was thrilled to play a supporting role in the orchestra.

			I’d ring the doorbell, introduce myself, and hand the home healthcare worker a packet containing information on the Harris v. Quinn ruling and what it meant for his or her life. They had a choice of whether or not to send 3 percent of their earnings to the union. If they were fine with that—and I did run into a handful of shop stewards or ardent SEIU supporters who bade me good day, shall we say—I’d go on to the next name on my list. As I’ve said, I hate to lose and do not ever back down from a fight, but even if an SEIU lackey started screaming at me or spewing profanities, I kept my cool. Our policy was to kill ’em with kindness. I’d smile, tell them that I respected their right to disagree, and I’d wish them a nice day. I learned that summer that killing a fanatic with kindness drives ’em crazy. I highly recommend it.

			The majority of those whom I visited that first summer said they’d rather keep the money they had earned than give it to the SEIU. So I’d hand them an opt-out form. They could fill it in and give it back to me, or they could send it in a self-addressed stamped envelope to the Freedom Foundation, which would then send it on to the union.

			To say that we were successful would be an understatement on the order of saying that government union presidents are somewhat overpaid. In the first couple years of the campaign, we convinced 65 percent—approximately two-thirds—of Medicaid-funded care providers in Washington State to opt out of paying dues.

			By informing home healthcare providers of their option to decline union membership and dues deductions, we devastated the SEIU in the state of Washington. Then we opened offices in Oregon and California. In the former state, the Freedom Foundation has helped 40 percent of SEIU members opt out. And in the Golden State, we have freed tens of thousands of workers from the (expensive) bondage of the government unions. We have cost those unions hundreds of millions of dollars in lost dues—and counting. That’s hundreds of millions that they don’t have to spend lobbying for extortionate taxes, pork barrel spending, and the dangerous and un-American social agenda that has in recent years come to the forefront of the government union agenda: offensive radical propositions like defunding the police, teaching Critical Race Theory in public school classrooms, shutting down schools, and punitive mask and vaccination mandates. Moreover, it’s hundreds of millions of dollars back where it belongs—in the pockets of hardworking public employees and their families.

			These victories have been especially sweet, because of all the government unions, the SEIU is the nastiest of the bunch. (It’s a tough choice for a dubious distinction.) Like malevolent teenagers who have discovered social media, they thrive on personal attacks. They create websites that advertise the names and addresses of Freedom Foundation leadership—obviously in the hope that unhinged or demented people will show up at our houses to harass (or do something worse to) us. They blanket their membership with over-the-top denunciations of the Freedom Foundation, and they try to tie us up in the courts with nuisance lawsuits and pettifogging litigation. Not coincidentally, they are probably the union that does the least for and cares the least about its membership.

			They are, in a word, jerks. Which is one reason it feels so good to defeat them. I am proud to say that the Freedom Foundation has helped more members leave the SEIU than any other union.

			You’ve got to stand up to a bully. Sometimes that means punching him in the face. And as heavyweight boxer Mike Tyson famously said, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.”

			Our success on the West Coast, combined with the radical direction in which the government-union-fueled Biden-Harris administration is dragging the country, convinced us that this campaign must be taken nationally. So we’ve expanded it to all fifty states of the union. More on that later.

			Although the Freedom Foundation is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, we figured out a way to measure our success in a real, meaningful, and tangible way: by the number of employees we have liberated from government unions. This is highly unusual for a nonprofit. Most of them have vague, nebulous goals that are wrapped in jargon and empty verbiage. The Freedom Foundation is in a league of its own in this regard. We’re a nonprofit that operates on private-sector principles.

			We’re also unique in that we started a freedom-oriented organization in a deep-blue state—and we succeeded. I’m not aware of any other conservative or liberal group that has been launched in the opposition’s territory and then taken the fight to them. It just didn’t happen—until the Freedom Foundation did it.

			***

			Less than ten years after arriving on these shores, I was named CEO
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