
National Right to Work Newsletter – July 2009
7

passage of Idaho's Right to Work law.
Mr. McKnight led a team of Idaho 

Freedom to  Work  Commi t tee 
spokesmen who were long-time or 
native residents of  the state, and who 
had the credibility to sway thousands 
and thousands of  citizens to vote to 
uphold the Right to Work principle 
they believed in, and ignore Big Labor's 
Chicken Little campaign.

Terry McKnight 'Helped 
Idahoans See Through
Big Labor's Lies'

Pro-Right to Work Idaho TV ads 
featuring Hollywood legend Charlton 
Heston received more national media 
attention, but Idaho citizens' grass-roots 
efforts were also key factors behind the 
solid 54% to 46% electoral victory over 
compulsory unionism that ensued 
November 4, 1986.

"Terry McKnight's principled stand 
helped Idahoans see through Big 
Labor's lies," recalled Gary Glenn, who 
worked closely with Mr. McKnight 
while serving as executive director of 
t he  Idaho  Freedom to  Work 
Committee during the eighties.

On June 20, Mr. McKnight died 
after a long struggle with diabetes. 
Because his fight for the Right to Work 
continued as long as his health 
permitted it and was an important part 
of his life, Mr. Glenn returned to Idaho 
to speak at his funeral.

"Terry was a key spokesman for the 
Right to Work cause. And his extensive 
research unearthed information that, 
besides helping him see the light on the 
Right to Work issue, led thousands of 
others also to change their minds," said 
Mr. Glenn. 

"And Terry recognized, to quote the 
famous saying often attributed to 
Jefferson, that the price of  liberty is 
eternal vigilance.

"For many years after 1986, whenever 
Big Labor hatched a new scheme to gut 
or destroy Idaho's Right to Work law, 
Terry was there, standing in the union 
bosses' way. And he encouraged other 
grass-roots Right to Work supporters to 
be equally vigilant."

Legacy Includes a 'Booming,
Higher-Wages Economy'

While Mr. McKnight became a 
lifelong activist for the Right to Work 
cause because he came to recognize 
that compulsory unionism is morally 
wrong, he also understood well and 
appreciated Right to Work laws' 
economic benefits.

That Idaho's overall economic 
performance has been stellar since voters 
upheld its Right to Work law in 1986 is 
an undeniable fact, and one, naturally, 
that confounds Big Labor bosses and 
other forced-unionism apologists.

Continuing a long record of above-
average growth, from 2003 to 2008, real 
personal income in Idaho soared by 
20.2%. That's far more than the 50-
state average of  12.9% and roughly 
double the non-Right to Work state 
average of 10.3%.

Meanwhile, from 1999 to 2007 
(respectively the furthest back and 
most recent years for which comparable 
data are available), the number of 
Idahoans with job-based private health 
insurance grew by an impressive 15.7%

That compares extraordinarily well 
to the nationwide increase of only 0.4% 
and the 2.2% decline experienced by 
forced-unionism states as a group.

"Terry McKnight was a freedom 
fighter whose legacy includes safeguarding 
not only Idahoans' Right to Work without 
being forced to join a union, but a 
booming, higher-wages economy in which 
they've enjoyed the Right to Work for 
more," Mr. Glenn concluded.

Right to Work's 'Eternally Vigilant' Ally
Idahoan Led Efforts to Pass, Protect State's Right to Work Law

In the fall of 1986, top union strategists 
in Washington, D.C., were pouring 
millions of forced-dues dollars into Idaho, 
then home to barely a million people. 

Big Labor was carrying out massive 
media and get-out-the vote campaigns 
in a determined bid to wipe out the 
Gem State's then-fledgling Right to 
Work law. The statute, to prohibit the 
firing of employees for refusal to join or 
pay dues or fees to an unwanted union, 
had taken effect only that January. 

The forced dues-funded propaganda 
blitz shrilly warned Idahoans that, if they 
voted to uphold the law in a November 
ballot measure, their incomes would 
plummet, and employees and their family 
members would lose their health insurance.

Top union bosses undoubtedly did 
not expect many Idahoans actually 
would accept such wild claims at face 
value. Instead, they hoped to raise 
sufficient doubts to kill Right to Work.

But they didn't account for people 
like Terry McKnight.

Mr. McKnight, a Boise resident and 
12-year member of  the International 
Brotherhood of  Electrical Workers 
(IBEW/AFL-CIO) union, had once 
opposed Right to Work laws.

Through personal study of the issue 
and experience, Mr. McKnight changed 
his mind. And by 1986, he was co-
chairman of the Idaho Freedom to Work 
Committee, which together with the 
National Right to Work Committee had 
successfully lobbied the year before for 

Longtime union member and Boise 
resident Terry McKnight became a 
Right to Work supporter out of 

principle. And acting on his principles, 
he helped make Idaho America's 21st 
Right to Work state.


