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Introduction
In developing this issue of Labor Research Revie~ we kept tripping
over the word "organizing" as we spoke with people about potential
stories. For many people in the labor movement, it seems, "organizing"

means organizing new members and nothing else, By organizing for
health and safety we mean something broader than that. '

Though organizing milions of neW members is undoubtedly the most
important challenge the U.S.

labor movement faces, thinking of organiz-

to organize. ,

ing as a specialized activity that ends after the union wins a representation election may itself
be part of the reason unions find it so difficult
In the broader sense, "organizing" is simply the process of working

with individuals to form a group to engage in collective action-no matter what that collective action is. The point of this issue of the RevIe~
then, is twofold:

- That occupational health and safety is a potent issue for unions to
organize people into cohesive groups capable of sustaining collective
action.

-= That unless unions organize for health and safety-organizing
new members, coalitions and existing members-conditions wil continue to deteriorate. As the subtitle of one of our articles says, there is
"no substitute for union action,"
Diane Factor of the AFL-CIO' s Safety & Health Department and Joe

Uehlein of the Industrial Union Department open this issue by articulating those themes and outlining the ways unions have developed to
organize workers to improve health and safety conditions, As they say,
"(We) start from the premise that from day one the goal of any organizing campaign is union building. While our focus. . . is on organizing new
members, the general approach we outlne is equally effective for union
building in already constituted local unions."

Then we focus on tellng two stories about new locals being organized
where health and safety was the paramount issue, Linda Cromer,

Organizing Director of the Retail, Wholesale & Department Store
Union, tells of the incredible tenacity of poultry processing workers in
organizing and defending their union and eventually winning the first
ever labor contract in the history of Marion County, Georgia. Danny
Perez, International Ladies Garent Workers Union (ILGWU) Organiz-

ing Director in Connecticut, tals about sweatshop conditions in his area

and about workers at Uretek, Inc., where half the workforce was
dangerously il when Perez led them on a three-month strike that even-

tually resulted in recognition and a contract loaded with safety and
health protections.

A number of our articles emphasize the importance of linking
workplace health issues to environmental concerns in the community.
Through the latter half of the 1980s, the Oil, Chemical and Atomic
Workers (OCAW) plowed fertile new ground in this territory through
its astounding defeat of German petrochemical giant BASF's attempt
to bust OCAW Local

4-620 in Geismar, Louisiana. Richard Leonard, who

directed OCAW' s "corporate accountability campaign" against BASF,

explains how the union organized a series of environmental, community

and labor coalitions from Louisiana to New Jersey, from Indiana to
Brazil, Germany, and elsewhere.

Also in coalition with environmental and community groups,
unionists in New Jersey are pushing for state legislation that would set
up structures to empower both workers and communities to take action

against health hazards both inside and outside the workplace; Edith
Jeffrey explains the legislation, called Hazard Elimination through Local
Participation (HELP), and the coalition that is fighting for it. In a differ-

ent area, Elise Morse tells of a, labor-feminist alliance, and of some of

the tensions within it, emerging around the Johnson Controls case,
where women were excluded from work in a battery plant rather than

make the work process safe for everyone.
While organizing new workers and coalitions, unions need at the same

time to be "union building" in existing local unions. Organizing for
health and safety is a primary way of doing that. Our articles on internal organizing explore a number of ways that unions can strengthen
themselves by involving the rank and file in addressing health and safety

concerns. Marjorie Egarian of the Communications Workers assesses

the role of labor-management joint health and safety committees.
MassCOSH activists Nancy Lessin and Charley Richardson explain the

role COSH groups can play. John Mehring tells how the Service
Employees are confronting the AIDS epidemic, and Michael Leslie tells
how his Auto Workers local developed a rank-and-fie "cancer watch."

Whether through internal organizing, developing coalitions or
organizing the unorganized, organizing for health and safety is a unionbuilding activity. Reversing the decline in health and safety conditions
begun during the Reagan era is a daunting task. But no institution in our
society is better equipped for that task than unions, and taking on that

task wil itself be part of building a stronger labor movement. .

Overvi.ew

Organizing for
Safe Work in
a Safe World
-Diane Factor & Joe Uehlein

Health and safety is a promising issue for organizing workers,
whether as new members or in revitalizing local unions.
Working conditions have dramatically deteriorated over the past

decade, and milions of workers now work in workplaces that are
unbelievably dangerous and unhealthy.
But terrible conditions won't organize workers by themselves.
Unions have to develop a clear understanding of the health and

safety problems in specific workplaces. They have to systematically document those problems. And then they have to know
their rights, use workers' direct action, and work with the government agencies that enforce environmental and health laws to put
pressure on employers to correct the problems.

None of this is easy, but when it's done right, unions can build

armies of rank-and-file workers who can begin to have some
impact on the deplorable conditions employers are wiling to sub-

ject them to. At the same time, once an "army" is built, it can
take on a variety of enemies. Health and safety organizing is a
way to build strong unions, Building strong unions is a way-the
only way, when all is said and done-to ensure a safe and healthy
. Diane Factor is an industrial hygienist in the AFL-CIO's Department of Occupa-

tional Safety & Health. Joe Uehlein is Director of SpecIal Projects/Coordinated
Campaigns in the Industrial Union Department of the AFL-CIO.
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workplace.

When is it "done right?" The articles by Linda Cromer of the

RWDSU and Danny Perez of the ILG in this issue of Labor
Research Review ilustrate ways to do it right. This article will
attempt to trace a generalized pattern of health and safety organiz-

ing that works based on the accumulated experience of a variety
of unions.

Nearly two years ago, the AFL-CIO's Industrial Union Department (IUDl formed a staff-level committee of Organizing Directors

and Health & Safety Directors of affilated unions. Through the
interaction of these union professionals, health-and-safety directors learned more about organizing, and organizing directors

deepened their understanding of the technical, scierítific-and
bureaucratic, legal and political-aspects of occupational safety

and health.
Out of this process, the IUD and the AFL-CIO conducted two
conferences and produced a manual designed to help organizers

better address safety, health and environmental issues and to help
health-and-safety activists organize strong unions. This article is
a summary version of that manuaL.
There are many different organizing strategies. The authors start
from the premise that from day one the goal of any organizing
campaign is union building. Recognizing that there are different
ways to get there, and that resources and circumstances differ from

campaign to campaign, we attempt in this article to outline the

3

There are many reasons workers do not raise health and safety
easy to talk about. No one likes
to admit that they are vulnerable, weak or sick. Frustration,
cynicism and denial often cover up feelings of helplessness and
rage. Many workers know that poor working conditions may be
harming their health, but they accept it as just part of the job.
Sometimes they just don't make the connection between a particular chemical and the reason they're sick. Often workers suspect
a problem, but don't think there is anything they can do to correct
the problem. In general, there is a resignation that nothing can

concerns. Fear and pain are not

be done.

Health and safety organizing presents the organizer-whether
organizing a nonunion workplace or revitalizing a union one-

with a daunting set of tasks. The organizer's job is to awaken
interest in health and safety, make connections between hazard
and health, and show workers that the union can be a vehicle to
improve workplace conditions. Through this effort, workers wil
learn about the resources a union offers, how a union functions
and that a union can be effective.
Health and safety is a labor issue that interests both the community and the media, providing opportunites for the union to
be portrayed in a positive light. The union can be cast as the watchdog, preventing environmental contamination and looking out for
the community as well as the workers. Small victories can be won
along the way to the union's goal. Through small victories, the

basic ingredients and a general strategic approach. While our focus

organizer and the union gain credibility, workers become more

here is on organizing new members, the general approach we
outline is equally effective for union building in already constituted loc:il unions.

Using safety and health issues requires a strategy that keeps in
mind that these are powerful and emotional issues. The union

An Issue that Hits Home
Public opinion polls and focus group discussions conducted
recently by the IUD show that health-related issues (health insurance or health and safety on the job) rank as top concerns of both
workers and the general public. A 1988 Roper Poll conducted for
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) showed that health
and safety at work is one of the greatest environmental concerns
of the general public. And according to focus group research commissioned by the IUD, the general public is more sympathetic to

involved, and workplace conditions improve.

cannot raise the specter of toxic exposure or increased risk to
disease without having a plan for help that is realistic and feasible.
Winning health and safety gains can inspire gratitude and loyalty.

But not delivering on health and safety problems after expectacan engender disappointment and distrust.
tions have been raised
Gathering Information as Organizing

Effective health-and-safety organizing requires detailed and
sophisticated knowledge of the specific hazards in a workplace.

But surveying the workers to gather information about hazards

strikes when health and safety issues are involved.

is itself a primary organizing activity.

All our evidence shows that there is deep and widespread concern about health and safety on the job. But that doesn't mean
unions can wait for workers to call them in to organize.

strategy is the development of a strong and active workplace com-

It is a nearly universal truth that the key to any organizing

mittee. Such a committee can be established around any issue or

4
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set of issues that's of concern to the workers. For a traditional
organizing committee, the primary activity is to talk with workers
about joining the union, or at least signing a card petitioning for
a representation election. In organizing around health and safety,
the Organizing Committee's primary activity is to talk to workers
about the health and safety hazards in their particular work areas.
Using One-on-One Canvassing techniques, a survey questionnaire is drawn up and the Organizing Committee's first activity

is to recruit and train workers to administer the survey. In a
workplace of 100 people, 10 canvassers would each talk to 10
people about hazards in their area; in a workplace of 1,000, you'd

need 50 to 70 canvassers to talk to 15 or 20 workers each. The
results of these one-on-one, worker-to-worker contacts are forwarded through the completed survey forms to the Organizing
Committee.

13

However it is done, three valuable things result from this Oneon-One Canvassing: 11 a mountain of shopfloor health-and-safety
information is accumulated; 2) each worker is personally contacted

l

by a fellow worker representing the union, giving the union a
presence throughout the workplace; and 3) the canvassers themselves become a leadership pool, as many get more and more
deeply involved in the union and its health-and-safety activities.

E

Building a One-on-One Canvassing structure may seem like a

lot of work to gather more information than you can handle. But
once built, the structure itself forms a union organization in the
workplace that can be used to communicate with and solicit action

from the workers on any number of issues.*
Identifying and correcting hazardous conditions is a collective
effort. The primary source of information about unhealthy conditions is the workers themselves. Asking the right questions, iden-

tifying hazards that exist and documenting the dangers can be a
fruitful collective activity that lays the groundwork for a successful
health and safety campaign.
Secondary information comes from government rE;cords of

reports, investigations, violations and toxic emissions that are
available under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and other

laws and agency requirements. Compilng and analyzing this information is a rewarding task involving workers in a workplace

Organizing Committee.
'For information about getting One-on-One training for your union, contact the
AFL-CIO Education Department, 815 16th Street N.w., Washington, D.C. 20006.
Also relevant is the IUD's manual, The Inside Game: Winning With Workplace
Strategies, available from the Industrial Union Department, AFL-CIO, same
address.

1;

~

Technical expertise is usually required to develop surveys and
help decipher government documents. In addition to international

union health and safety experts, among the best sources of
technical assistance are local Committees on Occupational Safety

and Health (COSHes), which exist in 25 cities around the country. COSH groups are coalitions of enlightened health professionals

and union health-and-safety activists. There is also a network of
worker health clinics and university-based programs, including
labor education programs, that may assist the union. These local
groups, in addition to national union health-and-safety staff, can
playa role in understanding technical issues, training workers in
recognizing and documenting hazards, and strategizing about how
best to use this information.

One way to gather workers' perceptions of hazards is by using
the One-on-One system to interview workers who have been hurt
on the job. Information from these interviews can be compiled

to show statistically the frequency of injuries and health complaints. This information can then be compared to the company's
records of injuries and ilnesses to find out if the company is main-

taining accurate records or may be trying to hide a problem.
The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHAl

requires that employers collect and maintain certain records. Most
employers are required (by OSHA Standard 29 CFR 1904.7) to
maintain a Log 200, a complete listing of all injuries and ilnesses

6
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that result in death, lost work days, medical treatment, loss of consciousness, or job restriction or transfer. The Log ZOO must be

that serves this purpose. Risk mapping can be used as a committee-

posted every year in February and must be made available upon

Canvass.
Risk mapping allows a group of workers to visualize and draw

request to workers and their union. Failure to accurately report
an incident on the Log is an OSHA violation and has led to milion-

building technique or as a complement to the One-on-One

a picture of their worksite and the various hazards it contains.

In the case of Iowa Beef Processors (IBP), for example, the

The worksite map might be a floor plan of a factory or a depiction
of any workplace such as an airline terminal or a quarry. On the
worksite map are placed variously colored dots or icons to show

United Food & Commercial Workers ¡UFCWl suspected the com-

the locations of various kinds of hazards. The risk maps in Mexico

dollar fines in cases where companies have failed to record
multiple incidents.

pany was maintaining two sets of books-one a "sanitized" log
to show OSHA inspectors to hopefully exempt IBP from in-plant
inspections. After conducting one-on-one surveys with injured
workers, union reps compared their findings with the company
logs. The conflicting logs and the high number of workplace
injuries eventually led to Congressional over
site hearings, where
Congressman Tom Lantos (D-Californial accused two corporate
witnesses of "doctoring" company logs. This exposé resulted in
OSHA conducting more thorough in-plant investigations, cracking down on companies that fail to accurately maintain Log ZOOs,

and rescinding its inspection-exemption policy.
Employers are also required under OSHA (Standard Z9 CFR

resemble wall murals or paintings with colored renditions of
equipment and setting. Risk mapping exploits the abilty to visual-

ize and draw, and is not dependent on written or verbal skils.
Mapping is also a commonly used tool of union organizers who

want to understand the layout of a workplace and where supporters and concentrations of workers are located. Risk mapping

combines this organizer!s tool with more detailed information
about the location of specific hazards.
After drawing the layout of the workplace-including machine-

ry, storage areas, work stations, exits, etC.-the mappers begin an
imaginary walkthrough of the worksite to map the risks they've
learned about through their One-on-One Canvass. Starting with

1910.20) to allow workers and the union to have access to any

physical hazards-noise, heat and cold, leaks, slippery floors,

health and safety records the employer keeps, including any
exposure monitoring and medical records. Under the Right-to-

unguarded machinery, poor equipment design-the mappers use

Know law (Hazard Communication Standard ZO CFR 191O.1Z001,

employers must provide Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDSs) that
contain liealth information about any potentially hazardous

substance used in the workplace.

Requesting certain types of information from the company, such
as the Log ZOO or MSDSs, can itself be a cause for collective action.

a distinctive color and symbols to pinpoint and name each physical

~

~
~

If the company refuses, the word can be put out through the oneon-one structure that a short meeting wil take place at the plant
gate immediately following the shift to discuss the next step. A
continually building campaign of action and pressure ensues to
force the company to obey the law. When the company finally
complies, the word spreads through the plant and the union plans
a celebration. Through forcing the company to comply, the union

wins credibility and the workers get a sense of empowerment.

Risk Mapping
How to keep track of the mountains of data that result from
surveying workplace hazards? Health-and-safety activists in Mex-

ico City have developed a technique known as "risk mapping"

¡=.,..--'---- -

.. Th stufs perfy sa. We te it Ol our animal subje

dod none of th sho iI"J ill ef whar!"
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hazard. The mappers then use another color and different symbols to mark chemical hazards-dust, vapors, smoke, fumes, gas or

tional Safety and Health (NIOSH) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The union also should seek community support

mist. Mappers then go on to categorize hazards that may increase

and media attention, and it should directly call into question the
actions of the company and its officers wherever possible.

stress: work stations or departments where there is particularly
bad supervision, speed up, forced overtime, lack of training,
monotony or isolation.
When the map is completed, the concentration of color and

frequency of a particular hazard indicates problems that concern
many workers, and which might therefore be a good focus for
action. The map creates a lasting document of what is going on

in the workplace and visually shows what the priority issues are.
Workers in one department can see that their problem is shared
by others, or that others face problems more grave than their own.
In the course of mapping, the organizer may discover a problem

that would be simple to correct and thus a good target for an immediate job action. Other concerns may require further research and

investigation, such as what is in the paint that makes people feel
queasy. After finding out what's in the paint from the MSDS,

substituting a safer paint may become the number one priority
for action.

Just as with the Mexican murals, these maps can be displayed

in a meeting place as an ongoing record of hazards and a public

testament of the health and safety campaign. The logs and records,

the one-on-one survey and worker interviews, coupled with the
risk map begin to paint a picture of the potential problems and
provide documentation for further action.

Pressuring the Employer to Clean Up
This kind of elaborate information-gathering and systematic

documentation is necessary if a union is to effectively exercise
the legal protections the government is supposed to provide
through the Occupational Safety and Health Administration
(OSHA).

First, OSHA is more likely to conduct a thorough investigation

if workers can clearly document their problems. Second, the organizational structure built up through gathering and organizing
the information develops a workplace organization and leadership
to actively participate in the inspection and appeals procedures
and to keep pressure on the company. Workers who recognize the

hazards and know their rights help OSHA inspectors justify and
prove violations. Finally, the pressure campaign further develops

workplace organization and leadership.
The union can also work with the National Institute of Occupa-

The OSH Act clearly spells out that employers have the responsi-

bility to maintain healthy and safe conditions. OSHA is the agency
charged with seeing that employers carry out this responsibility.
Since its inception in 1971, OSHA has not been able to develop

the kind of tough enforcement and strong regulations necessary
to enforce the act. During the Reagan Adminstration, OSHA took
a real beating. 'Ienty-three states run their own OSHA program,

reflecting the political situation in those particular states; but half
the funding for state programs comes from the federal budget,
so Reagan budget cuts affected those programs as welL.

Despite this, some workers and unions have had successful
results working with OSHA, obtaining worksite inspections that
have resulted in citations and fines that help force employers to

correct hazardous conditions. Most often OSHA only acts aggressively after a serious accident or workplace tragedy. Individual
or spontaneous complaints do not usually result in timely or comprehensive inspections. Workers and their union representatives
need to prepare well-documented complaints to target hazards that
OSHA can effectively address. Workers must know their rights
to participate and understand the limitations of OSHA's regulations and penalty structure. With realistic expectations and well
thought-out preparation, however, OSHA inspections can produce
useful results.
NIOSH is the other agency that directly concerns itself with
occupational hazards. Its primary function is to research hazards
and make regulatory recommendations to OSHA. NIOSH is
valuable in that it can address new, unregulated hazards such as
ergonomic problems and' 'tight building syndrome." Like OSHA,

NIOSH has been severely underfunded in the last decade and is
slow to respond and produce reports. Stil, NIOSH wil conduct
in-plant inspections at the request of workers. Though its findings

are only recommendations, a strong union organization can build
pressure on an employer around a NIOSH inspection and its
findings.
OSHA and NIOSH are the two agencies most directly involved

in occupational hazards, but they are not necessarily the most
effective in putting heat on a company that is contaminating both
its workforce and the neighboring community.

Wherever feasible, the union should also try to involve the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) or its state equivalent.

10
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EPA can investigate allegations of ilegal activities, and the fines
it can levy for environmental violations are substantially higher
than OSHA's. The General Electric plant in Lynn, Massachusetts,
for example, was fined only $130 under OSHA when a worker
cut his finger off in a machine where safety switches had been
removed. But the EPA fined GE $190,000 for not properly storing
and labeling its oil and chemical waste.
A union pressure campaign can be much more effectiye if it can

tap into community concerns about the environment. Cleaning

11

up conditions inside the plant is usually a first step in preventing

contamination in the community. Workers, being pragmatic, want
to find ways to eliminate hazardous conditions and don't see shutting down the company as an option. Dialogue between workers
and community representatives can lead to finding mutually

beneficial solutions to occupational and environmental health
problems. Community support can give added ammunition to a
union pressuring a company into cleaning up its act. The union
can be seen not only as the watchdog, but as a source of positive
solutions.
A union pressure campaign also has a better chance of being
portrayed positively in the press if the issues are defined broadly
to reflect environmental concerns that impact the community.
Local politicians, district attorneys, religious and community

leaders are more likely to playa role in an effort that is defined
as involving health, safety and the environment. The portrayal

of workers as only being interested in their jobs is recast as
workers exercising their right to healthy conditions and using their
knowledge to prevent unsafe practices by the company. Workplace

hazards and injured workers can present powerful testimony to
the community and help rally important external support.
It's important that any pressure campaign be built around a good
power structure analysis of the company. The union needs to know

everything about the company. Perhaps there's an environmentalist on the board of directors, or an academic or a church or community leader-all people who may be more vulnerable to attacks

on the company over health, safety and environmental issues.
Perhaps the company has been sued on environmental grounds
or by workers at other facilities it owns. The company may be
the subject of an EPA or OSHA investigation; workers and unions

at other plants may know a great deal about this.
The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) monitors public

corporations that sell stock, and it requires these companies to
disclose certain information. The SEC is now beginning to require
additional environmental information. Unions and community

groups can act as important watchdogs to make sure that the
company is complying and filing all important environmental
information with the SEC.

Last year the Industrial Union Department of the AFL-CIO
launched a campaign called "Proxies for Health," whereby companies were chosen as targets for filng shareholder resolutions

dealing with health, safety and environmental concerns. The
resolutions specifically requested that a company's board of direc-

tors establish a subcommittee to deal with these issues.

_, 6i_-.~.-e
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Conclusion
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"Safe Work in a Safe World" was the theme of the 1988 World

Congress of the Brussels-based International Federation of
Chemical, Energy and General Workers Unions (ICEF). That
theme represents a recognition that unions everywhere must do
more to organize for a safer and healthier workplace and community environment. It highlights the linkage between workplace and
community contamination. When the workplace is polluted, it's

:ì

quite likely that pollutants are released into surrounding communities also. Similarly, when communities recognize a pollution

problem and identify the source, you can bet the workers in the
plant are also exposed. Solving these problems requires that unions
organize around immediate worksite issues, while at the same time
forming linkages with groups in the community to solve external
pollution problems.
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It's nearly unheard of that worker issues can be considered
legitimate subjects for shareholder resolutions; they are almost

lems are scientific and technical in nature and demand a high level

always rejected by the SEC as matters of "ordinary business." But
in this instance the worker issue, health and safety, links with
external environmental issues, and the financial
liabilty to a com-

action designed to apply appropriate pressures on the employer.

pany for abusing the environment or worker health can indeed
be quite significant. The argument is that this issue is so important, so potentially damaging to the company, that it cannot be
left to management, that a director-level focus is required.
Prior to 1990 these issues were absent from shareholder proxies.

But this year they represented one of the most active areas of
shareholder concern. Admittedly, the shareholder approach represents a much longer term strategy than is affordable in many
organizing drives. However, it is a thoroughly acceptable unionbuilding strategy. It positions the union to act in nontraditional
arenas, to be a player in what has been solely reserved to management. Attempting to bring pressure on management through its
board of directors and the company's shareholders is an equivalent

of the divide-and-conquer strategy management has long used
against workers. It's important for workers to know that they have
external arenas available to them for leveraging pressure.

Whether it's through government agencies, community campaigns, workers' direct action or pressure on management through

boards of directors and shareholders, the idea of a pressure cam-

paign is to put as much pressure on management in as many
different places as possible.
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But this won't happen simply because we believe it should.
These are complex problems that require difficult nuts-and-bolts
organizing. The complexity stems from the fact that these probof information gathering and analysis followed by a program of
Whether you're involved in an aggressive "hot shop" campaign

designed to begin and end within 60 days or a more deliberate
long-term program, the elements described in this article can be
employed. Power structure analysis can begin immediately so that
certain of the employer's vulnerabilties are identified and can be
exploited at the right moment. Internal organizing structures can

be developed and shopfloor issues identified from the start. An
organizer can always be alert for community support organizations and external issues that may connect with the workforce.

Empowerment takes place when workers act in concert to
address particular problems. Even in a case where an organizer
goes from initial contact to an NLRB election within 60 days, and
wins, and then achieves a first contract within the next 90 days
(a rare occurrence now)-the union wil only prosper if it is powerful enough to keep the company at bay. Union-building does not

stop with the achievement of a first contract. Longer term
approaches help build a powerful union, and safety, health and
environmental issues help build strong and effective unions. .

Organizing New Members
AroundJiealth & Safety

Plucking
Cargill
The RWDSU in Georgia
. Linda Cromer
Buena Vista, Georgia. Population 1,544. An old courthouse
surrounded by trees stands sentry at the junction of Highways
26 and 41, where the town's one stoplight slows travelers long
enough to consider stopping for gas or a soft drink.

It's a hot, dusty, on-the-way-to-somewhere-else kind of town.
Jobs are scarce. Hard times are a permanent fact of life. It's a
community typical of rural towns throughout the South, where
the plantation mentality has never really disappeared.

Buena Vista is remarkable, however, because of the courage and

determination of the mostly black, mostly female poultry
processing workers at Cargil, Inc. Their story is one of organizing

a union to force management to pay some attention to the health
and safety problems of poultry workers. The union, the Retail,
Wholesale & Department Store Union (RWDSU), threw everything

at Cargil to help these workers organize, stay organized, and win
a first contract. The workers at Buena Vista, in turn, have inspired
the RWDSU to target the poultry industry across the South for
a major organizing effort in the 1990s.

Chicken processing is perilous work. Every year, almost 28,000
workers in poultry plants lose their jobs or become disabled due
. Linda Cromer is Organizing Director of the Retail, Wholesale & Department Store
Union (RWDSUJ and was active in the Buena Vista organizing drive.
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to work-related accidents or injuries. It's among the ten most
dangerous jobs in the country-in an industry racked with

rapacious processors who consider damaged workers just another
by-product.
Cargill is no exception. With a worldwide reputation as a grain
king, it is the largest privately held company in the United States.

This Minneapolis-based firm has carpet-bagged its way into
becoming the 21st largest chicken broiler producer in the country,

with sales of $100 milion in 1989 expected to increase by 50%
by 1991. And it's feeding its growth with the damaged bodies of
workers like those in the Buena Vista plant.
Before dawn, workers like Rebecca Lee, a union steward and
single mother of three, step off the sleeping streets of Buena Vista,
pass through a narrow gate in a towering chain-link fence topped

by barbed wire and into the frantic, dangerous environment of
the poultry slaughterhouse. The 550 workers at Cargil labor in
a world of extremes in heat and cold, hectic line speeds, and
crowded conditions--a nether world haunted by a parade of
chicken carcasses engaged in a ghostly dance as conveyers move
them down the production line at the rate of 10,000 a day.

Early Organizing Defeats
The Retail, Wholesale & Department Store Union (RWDSU)

started organizing in Buena Vista in the 1960s. At that time, the
plant was owned by the Dents, a local family with deep roots and
strong influence in the community. In a town where a small group
of wealthy white families dominated business and politics, the
Dents were a powerful force. Opening the plant in 1955, by the
late 1960s they were processing 65,000 birds a week, with an
almost exclusively black work force.
According to Victoria Hudson, a disabled Cargil worker and
union and community activist, ''It wasn't so bad with the Dents,
treatment-wise. If you got hurt, they would take you to the doctor.

The problem was there weren't any benefits outside of the little

money they paid you. The Dents thought the Dents needed
insurance, but us black folks didn't need insurance, or holidays,

and sure enough we didn't need vacation time. Some of us knew

we just had to do something or it wasn't ever gonna get better."
That's when Hudson and a small group of her co-workers
contacted Guy Dickinson at the Atlanta-based Southeast Council
of the RWDSU. They joined hands to begin a 20-year struggle to

bring the union to Buena Vista.
Workers wanted change, and they went up against overpowering
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resistance in an isolated, reactionary, racist environment. The first
union representation election in 1969 was a heart-breaking loss,
but the seeds of desire had been sown. In early 1980, the workers

were ready to try again, but word got out that the Dents were
selling the plant and once again fear killed the campaign. The
Dents did sell, and in August 1980, Cargil became a household
word in Buena Vista.
In 1985 the plant began a deboning operation with speeded-up
lines processing more and more chickens and producing more and

more injured workers. In early 1986, ever worsening working
conditions-including icy floors, ammonia and carbon dioxide
leaks, dull knives and scissors-resulted in another union

representation election, and another loss. Then "business as
usual "-more chickens, faster lines.
The 22 Walk Out

On December 31, 1986, New Year's Eve, the temperature was

unbearably cold in the cut-up department. Ice was forming on

the birds. Fingers were numb with the cold. So numb that a
normally dangerous job utilzing sharp tools was made even more
hazardous, too dangerous to keep working. TWentyotwo brave

women-several with almost 20 years seniority-strode to the
office and complained to management that it was too cold, asking
that the fan circulating cold air be turned off for awhile. They were

told to get out of the office and go back on the line. They got out
of the office, and then went right on walking. That first step out
of the plant was the first step in a successful union representation

campaign. Bily Harpe, union steward, remembers that day,
"Those 22 ladies woke us up. Enough is enough."
"The 22," as they came to be known in the community, were

notified that they had been replaced. They contacted Dickinson
at the RWDSU. Unfair labor practice charges were filed and
RWDSU staffers, assisted by organizers assigned to the AFL-CIO's

Industrial Union Department, were once again knocking on doors,
meeting with Cargil workers, and mobilizing community support.

A litany of safety and health problems in the plant fueled the
campaign: standing pools of water and grease in work areas,
overcrowding on the lines, unguarded power saws, dull knives

and saws and scissors, unsanitary bathroom facilities without
proper lighting and ventilation, open drains backed up near
electrical outlets. And more: inadequate hearing protection,
frequent ammonia and carbon dioxide leaks, icy build-up in colder

areas of the plant, a treacherous build-up of grease and fat on the
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floor in other areas, an ever-growing list of workers with hand,
wrist and shoulder problems.
Resolute Cargil workers including Bily Harpe aríd Zelma

Ghant, also a steward now, put in grueling hours on the production
line at the plant and long hours into the evening with RWDSU
organizers visiting the homes of other workers. They were spread-

ing the word: It was "union time" at Cargil.
In May of 1987, by a vote of 172-78, Cargil became the first
unionized plant in Marion County, Georgia.

The Fight to Stay Union
Bargaining began in July. Meeting after meeting. Delay after
frustrating delay. The union's election win had shown the company that the workers couldn't be scared or bought out. The

company's new plan was to wait them out, and wear them out.

Discouraged workers were given a boost in September 1987

. .

when Administrative Law Judge Philp P. McLeod ruled that "the

. . . Linda Cromer with Cargil workers.

22" were fired for concerted activity and ordered that they be
reinstated and made whole for any loss of earnings and benefits.

we thought we were doing "with those damned letters."
Cargill workers were being systematically denied access to a
doctor for in-plant injuries. The company nurse was handing out
Advil for everything from cut fingers and broken toes to carpal

But the company appealed. And negotiations were going nowhere.
By May of 1988 word was out that three company flunkies were

circulating a decertification petition. The farce being performed
by bad company actors at the bargaining table was in danger of
becoming a tragedy for the many workers who had struggled so
long and so hard. It was clear that it was time for the union to
broaden the stage beyond the bargaining table. Working hand-inhand with the AFL-CIO's Food and Alled Service Trades Department (FAST), the RWDSU launched a multi-faceted attack.
Relationships with media contacts in the surrounding area-in
Colu.mbus, 30 miles away, and in Albany and Atlanta, from 60 to

100 miles in different directions-were nurtured and strengthened.

Press packets were prepared to explain the chronology of events
at the plant. Reporters were courted and educated about the effects

of carbon dioxide and ammonia exposure and the problems with
repetitive-motion injuries. It paid off. A series of plant-gate job
actions with a safety and health focus received surprisingly sympathetic treatment from the press.
Cargil family members holding stock in the company started
receiving handwritten letters at their homes in Minnesota from

Cargil workers asking them to intercede in negotiations to bring
about a fair settlement. We knew we had touched a nerve when

the company's attorney interrupted a negotiating session to take
a phone call and returned to the table demanding to know what

tunnel syndrome. Union stewards began documenting every

injury in the plant, and accompanying injured workers to the
nurses' station demanding that they be permitted to see a doctor.
Union staffers set up portable computers outside the plant gate
and took over 300 affidavits from injured workers. They were
screened for referral to sympathetic attorneys for help with worker
compensation claims. The affidavits were later used to substantiate our case in an OSHA complaint.

In July of 1988, the RWDSU was informed by the NLRB that
the Board had received a decertification petition for the Buena
Vista plant. It was a possibilty the union had discussed since
before the certification period ran out in May. And we were ready.
We requested the OSHA 200 logs back to and including 1983.
Cargill's nurse and personnel staff spent a week creating the fiction
that adequate records had existed before the request. The union

began analyzing the doctored forms for patterns and discrepancies
and building our case for an OSHA complaint.

Organizers and committee members were at the plant gate at
every lunch break and shift change to talk to workers. Weekly
newsletters kept workers informed about the status of negotiations

and educated them about their rights when injured on the job.
The Sheriff of Marion County, Horace Snyder, was (and is) a
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part-time truck driver for CargilL. He and his deputies would wheel
up to the plant gate following a call from the company whenever
handbillers appeared. Armed and in uniform, Sheriff Snyder's
mini-militia failed in their attempt to intimidate the Cargill

workers.
We set up a series of dates for injured workers to be examined

by Dr. Gail Thrner, a local black physician concerned with the
plight of Cargil workers. Our first outing was a mobile set-up in
a van outside the plant gate for workers with hand and wrist pain.
In order to be examined, scores of injured workers breached a
line of hostile law enforcement offcers stationed between the
plant gate and the van. The media coverage was extensive and
friendly to the union. Cargill's management refused comment.
Workers who previously felt they had to accept pain and eventual
disability with no recourse were learning otherwise.
A series of radio spots featured popular former professional

wrestler Thunderbolt Patterson, who urged Cargil workers,
"Don't be misled, put this is your head: Vote for the RWDSU
September 1. It's a union that wil fight for your rights every day."
With the assistance of the IUD's James Orange, we received a
letter of support from Martin Luther King III. It was especially
timely because of publicity surrounding the 25th anniversary of
Dr. King's March on Washington.
Jesse Jackson had been front and center in every magazine,

newspaper and television newscast for months because of the 1988
party primaries and the upcoming Presidential election. We asked
for and received a letter of support for the Cargil workers, in

which Rev. Jackson proclaimed, "Cargil workers have too long
been hired in, broken down, used up, and thrown out. Your union
is working to change that."
The day before the election, we had a mass meeting at Mt. Zion
Baptist Church in Buena Vista and distributed T-shirts with the
slogan "MARTIN, JESSE, AND ME!"
September 1, 1988, the union won the election 229 to 180.

Winning a Contract
With the election behind us, we continued manning the gates
daily to talk with workers. More dates were set for worker examinations by Dr. Thrner.

In October a meeting of representatives of NAACP Chapters
from throughout Georgia passed a resolution to support the Cargil
workers in obtaining a first contract. The media spread the news.
Union staffers collected over 250 signed releases from workers
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authorizing the union to obtain medical records from the compuny.
In November area affiliates of the three major television networks

carried coverage of dozens of injured Cargill workers wearing
white T-shirts adorned with Red Cross insignia who were guthered

outside the plant gate to demand that the company release their
medical records to the union.

The next day Cargill General Manager David Pogge received a
letter from the Regional Secretary of the International Union of
Food and Alled Workers Associations (IUF), an international trade
secretariat headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland. The letter

informed Pogge that an IUF committee would be traveling to
Buena Vista on November 29th in order to see and hear about
the situation first-hand and assess what type of action would be
appropriate.
We contacted area media representatives, presented them with
press packets explaining the IUF, and they were on hand in force
us the IUF delegation addressed workers outside the plant at their
lunch break. At shift end, workers met with the IUF committee
at Mt. Zion Baptist Church to tell their story. The delegation was
moved by the history of pain and injury described by the workers.
The press was again sympathetic.

The following week, the company came to the table with an
offer-including the establishment of a joint safety and health
committee-that the union's bargaining committee felt it could
recommend to the membership. In December 1988 the workers

voted to accept the company's offer-the first ever labor agreement in the history of Marion County, Georgia.

lost its final appeal on "the 22:'

And in January 1989 Cargil

who were reinstated and have received full back pay with
accumulated interest.

The Fight Continues
Though Cargill signed a contract, it has refused to fulfill its
obligations under that contract.
Besides the regular grievance-by-grievance combat in the plant,
the RWDSU has filed an OSHA complaint alleging that Cargil is
violating the Occupational Safety and Health Act by 1) willfully
and knowingly exposing workers to jobs throughout the entire
plant that result in cumulative trauma injuries and 2) failing to

provide proper medical management for injured workers. In
October 1989 OSHA levied fines totallng $242,000 against Cargil

and charged the company with 113 wilful violations against
federal safety and health standards. The company appealed, and
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though that appeal is stil pending, the company has entered into

settlement talks with OSHA. '

In other ways, workers' health continues as a central focus of
union activity in Buena Vista.
The union continues to monitor every injury at the plant and
assists workers through the Workers Compensation maze in
Georgia, battling Cargill's resistance every step of the way.

The location of poultry plants in poor rural areas like Buena
Vista means limited medical resources for workers and their
families. Even workers who have health insurance too often
cannot afford the deductible for routine health care many people
take for granted. In April this year the RWDSU set up a health

fair in Buena Vista for Cargil workers and their familes. Free
screening was made available for hypertension, high blood
pressure, diabetes, child blood lead levels and colon cancer.

Participants had the opportunity to talk with doctors and nurses
about their health problems at no cost. It's the type of service that

has real value for members and their familes, and a service we
plan to provide at other locations.

Organizing Industrywide
Poultry processing has outpaced all U.S. manufacturing since

1960 to become a $ 18 bilion-a-year monster spitting out 110

In addition, recognizing that there is no better organizer than
a rank-and-file member with "fire in the belly" who knows what
the union has done to improve his or her workplace, we are

educating an army of volunteer organizers to assist campaigns on
a lost-time basis. Already, RWDSU members from as far away as
Michigan, Indiana, New York, Pennsylvania and Massàchusetts
have come to the South for first-hand experience on poultry
campaigns.
Reflecting a growing awareness in all of organized labor that
we must concentrate our energies on the battles with employers,

workers labor in 238 poultry plants, three-quarters of which are

not one another, the RWDSU is currently in talks with several
other unions in an effort to develop joint poultry campaigns in

in the South.

targetted areas.

Right-to-work laws in the poultry belt and very high turn-over
rates (as high as 50% a year in some plants) make maintaining
membership in unionized poultry plants a daily battle second only

In an atmosphere where sophisticated management makes sure
that wage and benefit levels are comparable to those in unionized

milion chickens a week. More than 150,000 mostly unorganized

to the initial organizing campaign. The obstacles to organizing
poultry are formidable, but the conditions in the plants make
organizing possible.
The RWDSU represents workers in more than a dozen processing plants and is committed to organizing in the poultry industry.
At our International Convention in June, the union adopted a new
organizing program, including $ 1 milion targetted for organizing
poultry workers. The RWDSU is building a full-time organizing
staff with first-hand knowledge of the conditions and frustrations

in poultry plants. At the same time, the union has earmarked $1
milion for the education and training of local union offcers so
that they can handle more of the day-to-day problems in their

shops, thereby freeing up service staff to devote more time and
effort to organizing.

plants, unions must broaden our organizing focus. A public that
is often unsympathetic to workers organizing for higher wages has

a different attitude when the struggle is for a safer workplace.
There is no compelling defense for a company that is crippling

its workers.
Safety and health must be a major thrust of organizing efforts

in the 1990s-particularly in industries like poultry processing.
The mere threat of organizing will force some employers to
improve conditions, but until the entire industry is organized,
nothing that's been won in Buena Vista or any other union poultry
plant is secure, and future gains will be difficult to come by. The
experience of Buena Vista, however, argues that all the obstacles

across the South. .
can be overcome, that we can organize this brutal industry all

Organizing New Members
Around

Health & Safety

ILG Organizing
Sweatshops
. An interview with Danny Perez¡

ILG Organizer
"Uretek" has become sort of a legend among union health and

safety activists. It has all the elements of a good labor storyworking conditions you wouldn't believe unless and until you saw
them, a struggle that combined a strike by severely exploited
workers with a wide array of tactics that eventually grabbed the
attention of the entire state of Connecticut, and a clear-cut victory
for both the workers and for health-and-safety activism in New

England.
It also included an incident that illustrates the direct connection
between occupational health and safety and environmental health.
Sixty workers at Uretek Co. had been on strike for weeks back
in 1987 over preserving their health. More than half the workforce
had hepatitis or other liver ailments. As the strike kept people out
of work, and away from the dimethyl formamide (DMF) that was
causing their deteriorated health, many people's conditions began

to improve. That was to be expected. But what was surprising was
that new cases of hepatitis and other ailments were developing
among the strikers. Others, after responding to initial treatment,
regressed.
Danny Perez, the International Ladies Garment Workers Union

(ILG) organizer at Uretek, tells the reason: workshoes, which

workers kept wearing during the strike, were coated with DMF.

And this stuff was continuing to make workers sick. They were
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into their own homes. When workers
bringing this pollutant right
got rid of their shoes, they got rid of their hepatitis, headaches,
dizziness and liver ailments.
Perez, responding to a tip he got from a social worker, had begun
investigating conditions at the Uretek plant in New Haven in
February 1987. What he found were sick workers working 12-hour
shifts, standing on a concrete floor with no scheduled breaks and

eating lunch while tending their machines surrounded by toxic
substances. Ten of the workers had been officially diagnosed as
having noninfectious hepatitis and 20 more had been diagnosed
with other liver problems, but everybody had some kind of health
problem-rashes, headaches, dizziness.
A couple days of talking with the workers, and Perez had them
out on strike. At the same time he alerted OSHA to the situation,

and contacted the state Department of Environmental Protection
(DEP), the city and the state Departments of Health, and the local

media. The majority Hispanic workforce picketed the plant as
Uretek tried to keep operating. With sympathetic media coverage,
the Uretek strike attracted a lot of supporters-neighbors concerned about pollution from the Uretek plant, Latino community
activists, the mayors of New Haven and Bridgeport, and even the
state attorney general.

Perez led the strike and related public campaign before the
workers at Uretek had officially voted to be represented by the
lLG. That didn't happen until May 5, when. the lLG won a
representation election 10 weeks after the strike began.
By the end of May, the workers ratified their first union contract

with Uretek-a contract that provided health insurance and that
immediately increased wages $l-an-hour with another 90 cents
coming in the next two years (from an average of $4.50 an hour
to $6.40). The contract also included an array of health-and-safety

provisions-including mandatory protective equipment and training, regular medical screening for workers, and a union right to
periodic inspections.

During the course of the strike, OSHA and the DEP forced
Uretek to clean up its act. OSHA levied $480,000 in fines for 179

violations of the aSH Act-the highest any company in New
England had ever been fined. And, after facing jail terms through
action initiated by the DEP, Uretek's top offcers agreed to install
$300,000 worth of anti-pollution equipment to abate the DMF,

which it uses to coat fabric at its New Haven plant.
The U retek strike also succeeded in raising consciousness in
Connecticut and much of the rest of New England about deteriorating occupational safety and health and other working con-
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ditions-particularly for minority and immigrant workers.
Danny Perez, ILG organizing director in Connecticut, has been
organizing throughout the state for a number of years now, and
he finds health and safety a primary issue in most of his organiz-

ing campaigns. With the assistance of Melinda Thhus, a reporter
for the New Haven Advocate, LRR interviewed Perez this summer.

LRR: Why do you think organizing around health and
safety is so important now? Have conditons deteriorated or

are workers just more conscious of these issues?
Perez: Both. Workers themselves have identified health and
safety as the Number One issue. Workers wonder if they are going
to come home in the same condition they went to work. Vietnam
was safer for a soldier than the workplaces of America are for
American workers. A conservative estimate is that there are
100,000 work-related deaths each year.
Health and safety is an extremely strong issue right now. With
the economy being what it is, with the manufacturing base breaking up in this country, cities and states around the country are desperate to retain what manufacturing they have, and they're really

turning their backs on the conditions in which employees exist.
Health and safety is something of interest
to the workers, but
also to the media. When workers go out on strike for wages, unions

are often criticized-unfairly-"All you want is money." When we
focus on health and safety, we do better with getting the media to
focus on the horror stories of what is going on in some of these
places.
Another thing. There was a question asked in an AFL-cia polL.

The question was: "Do you think an employer should have the
right in a strike situation to replace the strikers permanently?"
60% said the employer should have that right. Now, they asked
the same question but they were more specific. They said some-

thing like: "Do you think an employer should have the right to
replace workers permanently if it is a health-and-safety strike?"
And 100% of respondents said no. So, 60% felt the employer could
do any goddamn thing he wants, including replacing permanently

striking workers, but 100% said NOT if it's a health-and-safety
strike.

LRR: At Uretek before the union came in, half the workforce of 60 had hepatitis and other liver ailments. How bad
were things, and how are they now?
Perez: The conditions were horrible, but I don't want to dwell
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on it. The company has lived up to the contract. There are 22 pages

of health and safety language. The owner testified at the state
legislature that the contract has been good in protecting their

workers and they can live with it. They saw the writing on the
walL. They understood the ILG is not out to hang them-we just
wanted to make Uretek a safe place to work.

LRR: There are a number of elements in the Uretek campaign we'd like to ask you about. Let's start with OSHA.
Unlike many other situations we know, OSHA seems to have
acted pretty effectively at Uretek. Why was that? Did you

do something to light a fire under them?
Perez: Precisely. But in criticizing OSHA we have to be careful

in criticizing the local OSHA people that have no control over
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national OSHA policy. As an example, if Hartford's OSHA office
job and it's only got 3, then
needs 15 industrial hygienists to do its
the criticism has to be laid on the OSHA administation in Washing-

. . . Danny Perez talking with Uretek workers.

ton-the Republican administration that has decimated OSHA. So,

ticut, and it's on television practically every night. And the local

we have to be careful who we're criticizing here because in
Connecticut I believe that the local OSHA people are doing the
very best they can with what they've got.

LRR: So, all that was necessary was for you to inform the
local OSHA? Were there other things you did?
Perez: Well, you have to remember that a lot of organizers don't

know how to utilize OSHA. They think you can get on the phone
and say, "Hey, this is happening in such-and-such a place and we
want you to investigate." It doesn't work that way. The most effective way to get OSHA off its duff is to take workers down there
and have workers sign an affdavit, a complaint, that the condi-

tions where they work are dangerous and unsafe-and, in particular, that workers are getting sick, workers are having serious
accidents there. Now, once you do that, OSHA has to react.
Whether they have two people or 500 people, they've got to
respond to that. And, if they don't, 'then you have the media. You

can go to the media and say, "This is happening in such-and-such
a place and we went to such-and-such an agency, and such-andsuch an agency has not responded, or ignored us." Let me tell you
something. If you understand the media, the media has an insatiable appetite for information. And that's information. Th~t's a story.

LRR: How did the state's Department of Environmental
Protection get involved?

Perez: We had called the various regulatory people in Connecticut. And, don't forget, this is now front-page stuff in Connecpoliticians are now, during an election year in Connecticut,

extremely concerned about what's happening in their area. And,
with all this background, when you call the regulatory people, they
respond very quickly.

And, on top of that, the attorney general-now U.S. Senator Joe
Lieberman-called me and said he was arranging a meeting with
the mayor of New Haven and all the regulatory agencies, and he
invited me to that meeting. So, now we have the attorney general
responding to the crisis, we have the local mayor going to the

attorney general for help, and the attorney general has on the
carpet all the regulatory people', and is asking, "What the hell is
going on here." So, when you get support at that level, and you
get the media responding to a crisis that's not supposed to happen
in 20th Century America, you know, the shit hits the fan, things
start to happen.

LRR: The strike got a lot of community support. How did

that come about?
Perez: Because the community was involved in this also. I mean

there was some test-taking-soil samples taken-in the community, in the immediate area, and there was some contamination
in the soiL. Plus, we, the ILG, went to community meetings,
churches and homes, and we kept the communities involved as

to not only what the ILG was doing, but what the regulatory
people were saying, what they were finding, and what they were
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doing. And we made recommendations to these community
groups as to what action they could take.
LRR: The Uretek strike was not economic. It was an unfair
labor practice (ULPI strike, which meant the strikers could

not be permanently replaced. What was the ULP-the health
conditions in the plant?
Perez: No, that's not a ULP. The ULP was that after my visits
to the plant in the evenings got to management, management-as

they normally do-went around threatening workers with dismissal or even closing the plant down if the union came into
Uretek. Now, that's protected activity, and the law says the
employer has no right to do that. We can't force the union on
workers, and the employer can't prevent workers from forming
their own union-that's a God-given right in this country.

LRR: But you purposely waited until an unfair labor practice was committed in order to make it a ULP strike?
Perez: You don't have to wait! You don't have to wait for an
unfair labor practice. The employers automatically do it. It happens. It happens the first day the employer finds out the union
is involved in organizing its workers.

LRR: At one point during the strike, you organized a
demonstration at Uretek's owner's home in a fancy suburb.

Does that kind of stuff really have any impact?
Perez: Of course it does. It was probably the most difficult thing

to do, I mean for me personally, to go to someone's home. But
this guy was not responding to phone callsi this guy was ignoring

our pleas to sit down to try to find some common ground by which

we could resolve this serious health problem that existed. Since
he didn't come to us, we decided to go to him.
When we strike a company, we're tellng the employer: "You
don't give a damn about what our workers take home. We're going

to show you that we don't care about what we take to your house.

To take a demonstration to your house is to let you know how
we feel when your irresponsible decisions cause problems in our
homes."

LRR: You took the workers at Uretek out on strike before
they were members of the union. Was that just an organiz-

ing tactic in this particular situation or does it reflect your
basic philosophy of organizing?
Perez: That decision was made

.1

as much to save those workers
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from further health problems as it was a strategic decision to
protect their rights.

LRR: You've been quoted as being critical of a "hot shop/'
hit-and-run approach to organizing, contrasting it to a long-

term, community-oriented approach. But Uretek sure as hell
was a hot shop, wasn't it? How is your approach different

from the traditional one?
Perez: Well, I don't think that the labor movement in this
country can make the impact that it was destined to make unless
we start involving ourselves with the entire community. By that
I mean the churches, for example. I mean, look at the black
churches in this country. Where have most of the black leaders
come from? Where did Malcolm'X come from? Where did Martin
Luther King and Jesse Jackson come from? Churches. The labor
movement has to start getting involved with the workforce outside of the workplace.
You've got to be there for people, regardless of whether you're

organizing them or not. That's the philosophy of the International

Ladies Garment Workers. We feel that we're the advocate for
union and nonunion workers. Vou don't have to be a do-gooder
that causes
to be upset over a place that has reckless management
accidents that kill their employees. I think it's the responsibility
of all working people, union or nonunion, to get involved in a shop
like that and to do something about it. To do that, you have to
network in the community, you have to be involved in the com-

munity, you have to know the movers, the people that create
change. You have to live with these people so that when you have
to organize an effort, you can do it.
For example, you can't go up to a newspaper reporter and say,
"Hey, I got this story" and he doesn't know who the hell he's talking to. You should know that guy, you should have a relationship

with him, you should have a few beers with him, you should know
his family, he should know your family. He should know a lot

about you so that when you tell him that you got something
important you want to talk about, he'll take you seriously. And

the same thing for community leaders.
Uretek involved everybody. My essential point is that when the
union is up against the company on its own, it's going to lose. At

Uretek everybody was invölved-the attorney general, the mayor,
mayors from other towns, the people who lived in the area, the
churches, all the regulatory people. So this company was up against
the entire society almost. This was not just a labor dispute. This
was society, or the community, trying to right a wrong, collectively.
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LRR: You organize mostly Hispanic workers. Is there a

formal education will trade off, sometimes, that higher pay for

correlation between a mostly-minority workforce and terrible working conditions?
Perez: I have yet to go any place in Connecticut where I see

health and safety-until it just gets to be so intolerable that they'll

a dirty, filthy building, with 55-gallon chemical drums all over the

respond.
At Acme I talked myself blue in the face. Some of those workers
are making 11 bucks an hour, and they cannot make that anyplace

else. And, on top of that they've done enormous things to that

place, where I don't find immigrant workers, undocumented
workers.

LRR: Are undocumented workers harder to organize, for

fear of being deported if they speak up?
Perez: Not necessarily. Undocumented workers wil strike
because they have a labor history in their country. You go into

any shop with Chi1enos and they wil organize the shop for you.
They have a strong history and consciousness.

LRR: What about Puerto Ricans, who are the largest

Hispanic group in Connecticut, and who are U.S. citizens?
Perez: There are three kinds of Puerto Ricans-the one who
was born here, who grew up here and who wil die here, and who
gets involves in what's happening here, like me; the one who was
born in Puerto Rico, and wil
live and die there, and gets involved
in what's happening there; and the one who lives in an airplane
(going back and forth). He is the most difficult to get involved in
struggles. They are tourists. We want them to get involved and
participate.
LRR: You've been focusing lately on Acme, another plant

in New Haven with a largely Hispanic workforce, where a
worker was kiled last year.

place since our campaign, which benefits the workers. They've

put (safety) guards on everything, they've had all kinds of consultants come in there, safety engineers and all that. Which is fine,

as long as the place gets better. We would like to organize it, but
at least they can no longer operate the way they were.

LRR: You've also got a campaign now at Hartford Feance,

a procelain manufacturer. Is health and safety a major issue
there too?

Perez: Yes, it was and OSHA responded. In all these campaigns
OSHA has responded. And there's not a place that OSHA goes

that we're not involved with, not a place where they levy citations on the company-as they did at Hartford Feance-that we're
not active. And we were successful in organizing that shop. Feance

is now an International Ladies Garment Workers shop.

LRR: Conditions in the garment industry and in other
labor-intensive industries have really deteriorated in the last
10 years. Sweatshops, child labor, homework-conditions we
thought were "history" in this country. What needs to happen in order to reverse directions?

Perez: We lost an election there by one vote three or four years

Perez: Workers are practically brain-dead in this country. No
one knows what their rights are. After the shaft they are getting,
you have to think one of two things: They are immune to pain,

ago. I pedicted there would be a serious accident. Norberto

or they don't give a damn. The ladder of success is bullshit. TWenty

Miranda died. (State Rep. and candidate for attorney general) Jay
Levin called it murder. He called
for an investigation by the state

years ago minimum wage was $1.60. If you went to the store today

attorney general and the U.S. attorney.

LRR: Where's that campaign at now?
Perez: It's stalled simply because it's up to the workers. It's their
campaign, it's their decision to make, and it's their fight. I'm not
the one that's suffering there. And for some workers, the workers
we're attempting to organize, it's extremely difficult to find work,
extremely difficult to change jobs or seek new employment. And
while the pay at Acme is not all that bad, the working conditions

are. And the worker who's unskiled and doesn't have a lot of

to buy what you could for that (then), you'd need $7. In Japan
the differences between a factory worker and top management
in salary is like 8-to-1. In this country, it's gone to 93-to-1.

There's been this tremendous shift in wealth in this country,
which almost makes it impossible today for a factory worker to
own a home-can you imagine that? I've been in shops where

people work three jobs. The system has learned to keep a very
fine balance between starvation and anarchy, to keep you just
just barely survive. We have to stop
above the line where you can
work in this country for just one day to remind Congress that we

exist, that we are stil around, that we are somebody. .

d,cOrganizihg Coalitions

Beating
BASF
OCAW Busts Union-Buster
. Richard Leonard & Zack Nauth
It was only last January when hundreds of workers, their
families and their neighbors turned out for the victory party in
Prairieville, Louisiana. Located two miles. from the sprawling
iil'rochemical complexes on the old Geismar plantation cilong the
Mississippi River, the party had allthe tnippings of those wonderful Bayou shindigs. Someone had even baked a huge homemade

cake ancl arranged for live fiddle music.
The celehrants had ¡I lotto rejoice ¡ihmiL. 1n il Dcivicl-iincl-Golicith
IJ,liile which had

lasted nearly six years, these strong-willed par-

tisans successfully forced their employer, West German chemical
giant BASF, to end the longest lockout in U.S. history.

Those who attended the victory celebration had every reason
to be exuberant, but the memory of the tremendous suffering
inflicted by BASF still lingered in their minds. Who could forget
the suicides, the home foreclosures, the poverty and broken

families that littereel the wake of BASF's attempt to bust the
workers' union, OCAW Local 4-620. Local 4-620 Committeeman

Leslie Vann termed it a "hollow victory." "To say that it was a
. Richard Leonard, who is OCAW's Special Projects Director, directed the "cor.

porate accountability campaign" against BASF. Zack Nauth was a reporter for
¡¡ie New Orleans Times-Picayune and is now executive director of the Louisiana
Citizens for Tax Justice.

36

Labor Research Review #16

Organizing for Health & Safety

37

victory would be making light of the sacrifices of those who suffered devastating personal and financial losses," he said.
Stil, whatever you call it, OCAW 4-620 had, "with a little help
from its friends," backed down a $25-bilion-a-year multinational

remarkable in a right-to-work state like Louisiana. In early 1983,
the company posted notices announcing that a petition to disavow

corporation that has devoted considerable time, money and energy

signed the petition.

to operating union-free in the United States.
What started as a labor dispute involving 370 workers in rural
Louisiana ended after the OCAW had transformed the struggle
into a worldwide labor-environmental coaltion agaist the policies
and practices of BASF everyhere. In the process both the workers
and the communities along the Mississippi River that make up

"chemical alley" (93 chemical plants from Baton Rouge to New
Orleans) learned a lot about cancer and other devastating diseases
and their links to the operating procedures of BASF and other
chemical companies.
Today, with most of the locked-out workers back at work at

BASF's Geismar plant, the OCAW, in cooperation with the National
Toxics Campaign, continues to be a leading force in the coalitions
they helped form in battling BASF -among them, Louisiana

Workers Against Toxic Chemical Hazards (LA WATCH), Ascension

Parish Residents Against Toxic Pollution, and the. Louisiana
Citizens for Tax Justice.
This article tells the story of OCAW 4-620's struggle and of how

the union won by expanding the number of people and the arenas
in which BASF had to fight.

The Labor Dispute
BASF is the second largest chemical company in the world, with
130,000 employees in Europe, the U.S., South America, Asia and
Africa. At the time that BASF went after OCAW 4-620, it was in
the midst of a highly successful labor purge at many of its U.S.
locations, reducing the number of OCAW members working under
contract from 2,000 in 1979 to 200 in 1985.

BASF had eliminated unions at its plants in Wyandotte,
Michigan; Holland, Michigan; and South Brunswick, N'ew Jersey.

At other places such as the BASF plants in Rensselaer, New York,

and Huntington, West Virginia, the unions were bludgeoned into
accepting contracts loaded with management rights clauses and
stripped of provisions necessary for the union to effectively police
the contract. At Huntington, this was the result of an 8-month
lockout.
The Geismar local was one of the last unions to be challenged
by BASF. This was understandable as the group was 100% union-

the union was being circulated and that signing it would be a "wise
choice." But, as far as it was ever determined, not a single person

In July of '83, one day after the election of Esnard Gremilion
as the local's Group Chairman, BASF suddenly determined that
the contractually provided payment of lost time for in-plant union

business was in violation of federal law. Gremilion was told to
remove his desk, chair, filing cabinet and phone from the lO-by-lO

shack that had been provided for the union at the plant.
Then, in 1984 contract negotiations, BASF demanded a one-year

wage freeze, a reduction in health care benefits, and changes in
seniority rules that would have resulted in layoff for workers with
as many as 24 years' service. For the union, the issue was not pay,
but job security and some control over the work environment.
The union rejected the company's final offer. BASF responded by

locking out the union workers and replacing them with outside
contractors.
It was not a good time to be locked out. Louisiana had one of
the highest unemployment rates in the nation, and thousands were
hungry for any kind of work. The Reagan-era's pro-business

National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), backed by the federal
courts, consistently ruled against unions and eventually rejected
all 50 charges fied by the OCAW during the lockout.
The workers knew they were in for the long haul when BASF

began loading up the bargaining table with even more onerous
demands. At first, the company indicated its intention to subcontract all maintenance work. This was followed by a proposal to
subcontract 53 operator jobs and a demand to subcontract any

or all remaining jobs at any time for any reason.
As the lockout wore on, the hardships were intense, too intense
for some. One locked-out worker turned a pistol on himself. Others
saw their boats, cars and houses repossessed, and some marriages

and families fell apart under the strain. There were separations
when some went elsewhere to find work, and bankruptcies when
no jobs were found. A few of the poorer workers tried unsuccessfully to negotiate separately with the company, undercutting the
union's position, but the vast majority of the union held together
through thick and thin.
The bonds between them were not broken even in October 1987

when, after three years of the lockout, BASF ordered 260 operators

to return or be terminated, fired 110 maintenance workers, and
declared the lockout "over:' The operators returned to work under
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terms imposed by management, but they refused to sign any labor
agreement; many of the recalled operators were ready to sign, but

not if it meant abandoning the maintenance workers. While some
of the maintenance workers were ready to take the severance pay
BASF offered if they accepted their firing, the majority wanted
their jobs, not a payoff.

The workers held together again when the NLRB refused to
challenge BASF's unilateral action, the first time in 49 years that
a company had been allowed to permanently replace locked-out

workers. Again, the company dangled severance packages of as
much as $29,000 to some workers, and once again not a single
worker stood in support of taking a vote on the company's final
offer. BASF's attempt to divide the local or crush the maintenance
workers was a miserable failure.
One year into the lockout, the OCAW initiated a "corporate

accountability campaign" with the intention of causing trouble
for BASI" anywhere and anytime it could. This campaign and the

coalitions it spawned changed the rules of the game, and eventually brought the company back to the table on the union's terms.

But without the incredible solidarity of 4-620's leadership and
rank-and-file, nothing else would have been possible.
I ii J )ccein her 1 SiHSi a seiilement was reached when BASI" off ereel

to take back all the locked-out workers, maintain the seniority
system, and not subcontract their jobs. While many workers were

still bitter, the contract was approved 7-to-1 because the union's
basic demands had been met. The contract granted an immediate
8% wage increase for returning workers and increases of 3.5%
a year in 1990 and 1991. All health insurance cost increases during

the first two years und 80% of those in the third year will be paid
by the company. Workers also received seniority credit for their
locked-out years for all purposes except pensions.

How Did They Do It?
As the lockout stretched towards its first anniversary, it became
evident that no amount of bargaining with BASF was going to save

the local from extinction. That is when OCAW decided the only
option left was to institute its "corporate accountabilty campaign."

OCAW decided to begin by bombarding the U.S.-based BASF
Corp. with a sustained attack from as many sides as possible, to
put it on the defensive and keep selected executives busy answering embarrassing questions, prompting them at one point to com-

plain bitterly and shrilly about the "scorched-earth campaign."
Later, OCAW expanded the campaign to take on the company

worldwide. The union used a dizzying combination of legal
attacks, dogged research, grassroots organizing and pressure, and

creative public relations.
The union boycotted BASF's consumer products such as audio
tapes, antifreeze and vitamins; attacked the company for hazardous waste dumping in four states; conducted a sit-in to "lock in"
company executives at their New Jersey headquarters; crashed
a company picnic; and disclosed a $60,000 interest-free, principal-

free "loan" from BASF to one of its top executives.
One of the keys to the campaign was a treasure trove of internal
company documents the union obtained, using means that were
legal but secret. The union used the documents to disrupt the com-

pany's affairs by: using strategic business information to get the
jump on BASF's future plans; mailing the documents to astounded

customers and suppliers; revealing information on the company's
computer system; publishing the formula for a proprietary antifreeze additive, and even returning documents anonymously to
BASF officials just to let them know someone was watching. The

union regularly put out a newsletter with numerous disclosures
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of executive travel itineraries, personnel information, future expansion and marketing plans, and other tidbits.
As a national organizing tool, the union produced a 53-minute

video on the locked-out workers and their community alles. The

video detailed BASF's history of immoral practices-from its
promotion of poison gas in World War I, and the conviction of
BASF executives for Nazi war crimes in World War II, to its
present-day union-busting and despoilation of Louisiana's environ-

ment. Locally, bilboards in Ascension Parish proclaimed the area
"Bhopal on the Bayou" and "Gateway to Cancer Alley." Demon-

strations, ralles, sit-ins, hundreds of newspaper articles, and
various forms of direct lobbying of stockholders and corporate
executives-all played a role.
But despite the blitzkrieg maneuvers and fireworks, the union's
real strength was that its leaders never forgot that its power came
from individual workers, their families, relatives, friends, members
of the community and other towns where citizens felt they were
being trampled by BASF's practices.
The international union instituted an Adopt-a-Family program
that collected tens of thousands of dollars from OCAW locals
around the country and, eventually, from other unions in the u.s.
and abroad. Workers' wives formed a Women's Support Group
that helped weather the financial and personal pressures and

busied themselves with the details of work that needed to be done.
They gathered regularly at the Prairieville Volunteer Firehouse
to meet, swap stories, air problems, and to help determine where
the union's Adopt-a-Family support was most needed.
Many locked-out workers worked full time on the union's campaign-administering union support activities, monitoring chem-

ical plant emissions, and personally reaching out to community
friends and allies to build the local coalition. Many others
contributed by digging out information from local libraries, constructing extensive mailng lists, and getting out newsletters and
direct mail solicitations.
At the base of the campaign, and all the coalitions and activities
the union was able to build around it, was a strong local union
with a dedicated leadership and an active and unified membership. Only that kind of union can reach out and develop the kinds
of long-term coalitions that were eventually aligned against BASF.

The Environmental Coalition
The most important of the union's farflung alles was Louisiana's
grassroots environmentalist network, starting with environmental
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activists in Ascension Parish and spreading out to national groups
like Greenpeace, the Sierra Club, and the National Toxics

Campaign.

The union used the replacement of its trained workforce with
poorly trained and inexperienced contract workers as a jumpingoff point for beginning a debate about the relationship between
worker health and safety and the environment.
With the help of those nettlesome internal company documents,
the union demonstrated a pattern of safety problems at the plant

following the lockout-a pattern so compellng that it eventually
drew widespread attention when Rep. John Conyers (D-Michigan)

launched a Congressional investigation. Later, in an attempt to
institutionalize such concerns, OCAW helped launch Louisiana
Workers Against Toxic ChemicahHazards (LA WATCH) to deal with
workers' health concerns in the state's huge petrochemical

workforce, which numbers about 28,000. LA WATCH, which
teamed with Loyola University's Institute for Human Relations,
offers a hot-line for workers in the industry and acts as a watchdog
over a hamstrung Occupational Safety & Health Administration
(OSHAl.

The union reasoned that if in-plant health and safety was
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deteriorating, external pollution standards were likely declining
as welL. Union workers could challenge unsound health and safety
and environmental practices without fear of losing their jobs. The
contract workers had no such protection.

This suspicion was confirmed by numerous accidental releases
of hazardous chemicals from BASF during the lockout; major

releases of phosgene, toluene and other toxic gases were well
publicized in the local media. Further, locked-out workers, using
special air-monitoring devices, began random tests of air quality
in areas around BASF and other chemical plants. A study docu-

mented that over a one-year period, 196 millon pounds of
chemical pollutants had been released by the 18 Geismar-area

chemical plants. A joint study by OCAW and the Sierra Club
further documented that 76 milion pounds of chemicals had been
dumped into the Mississippi River by 15 area plants in one year.

With the help of environmental activists, OCAW also documented and publicized some of the environmental and health
consequences of all this chemical pollution: threatened wetlands,
contaminated groundwater, an unusually high number of miscar-

riages in Ascension Parish, and one of the highest known cancer
rates in the nation.

Union activists concentrated on research and developed or hired
technical expertise to challenge the scientific assertions of industry

officials. The union helped form Ascension Parish Residents
Against Toxic Pollution, which won two lawsuits against the state,
BASF and other chemical companies. These suits established new

precedents in environmental law and regulation. Aiding in the
suits were the faculty and student attorneys at the Tulane

University Environmental Law Clinic.

One precedent was set when a court threw out as too small a
$66,700 fine against BASF for five environmental violations. The
court ordered a state agency to reassess the penalty by adding the
savings the company had reaped by not installing proper pollution controls. The agency now routinely includes such economic
benefits in its penalty calculations. The state's penalties have been
noticeably higher since the decision and are levied and collected

more aggressively.
The union led the fight to establish another precedent when a
court ordered the Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality
(DEQ) to comply with a legislative deadline to write new rules
to restrict the underground injection of hazardous waste. The new
rules, which are tougher than present federal EPA regulations, ban

underground injection unless there is monitoring, proof of no

migration, and no alternatives such as waste reduction.
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BASF and other chemical companies discovered the terms of
debate had shifted when the state denied construction permits

for a $50-milion facility because of groundwater contamination
at the Geismar site. The decision led to a new state policy of pro-

hibiting such construction, which affected half a dozen other
chemical plants. Another unit built on the same site at BASF

received a temporary operating permit, but may have to be demol-

ished in order for contaminated soil to be excavated.

The union helped environmentalists learn to fight on the
industry/s home turf, in the permit and regulatory bureaucracy
where most of the major decisions are made long before the public

finds out about them. The efforts helped open up the process to
the publiCi with more open meetings and records, and educated

the public about how to get their voices heard. It generated
newspaper coverage of these previously ignored activities and
aired some highly visible battles over permits for incinerators,
landfills, injection wells and new plants, such as a proposed
Aristech chemical venture that was opposed by local citizens and
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eventually put on hold. In many of these battles, the state attorney
general's office was a potent legal ally.

The OCAW was generous not only with its own local, but used
its resources to get other efforts off the ground. The union funded
some projects directly but was more valuable in linking up progressive foundations and other donors with Louisiana causes. The
union helped raise $207/000, filing desperate needs of existing

groups and helping to launch new ones.
The union also took on the company in the heretofore obscure
area of industrial inducement and economic development by
challenging state and local tax breaks granted to BASF and others

as a giveaway of public resources. The union argued that these
tax breaks were especially vile because of their concentration in
industries that create few jobs and most of the environmental
stress. At one point, OCAW efforts forced BASF to ante up

$225,000 in back taxes on a mothballed herbicide unit it hadn/t
bothered to tell anybody was shut down.
The union broadened its attack on corporate tax giveaways by
helping to found the Louisiana Citizens for Tax Justice, a research
and public education project on state tax and industrial policy
modeled on the labor-backed national Citizens for Tax Justice. This

focus on tax breaks for polluters, aided by the Thlane Environ-

mental Law Clinic, recently prompted the governor of the most
economically depressed state in the nation to say that, while jobs
are important, some jobs are not wanted.

Taking the Campaign Global
The OCAW forged international allances during the lockout
with BASF workers, citizen's groups and politicians in other countries. Delegations from the U.S. and West Germany visited their
opposite numbers and staged demonstrations against pollution
problems caused by BASF and others in both the Rhine and
Mississippi Rivers. German Green Party members visited the U.S./

as did Indian victims of the Bhopal industrial disaster.
The union protested the company's actions at BASF stockholder

meetings in Germany, to the International Labor Organization in
Geneva, and to the European Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. The union' s disclosure of BASF computer

shipments to South Africa led to their curtailment, and the loss
of $47 milion in business for the company.
A workers' solidarity committee at BASF's headquarters plant
in Ludwigshafen, Germany, took up gate collections, and organized ralles and publicity in support of the Geismar workers. The
leader of the Solidarity Committee, Bernhard Doenig, was charged

by BASF with having stolen a directory of home addresses and
phone numbers of top BASF executives and with assisting the
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union in writing the wives of the 1,000 most important executives
of the German parent and distributing home address information
to the general public. After a trial that lasted nearly a year, Doenig
was cleared of all charges.
Both financial and moral support also came from BASF union

workers in BraziL, Belgium and France.

The Settlement
The three final acts that broke BASF's will were: the blocking

of a massive hazardous waste incinerator-chemical dump project
in Indiana; the halting of a $50-milion expansion in Geismar; and
efforts to block the company from acquiring state forestland in
New Jersey at fire sale prices for a new corporate headquarters.
In the end, the campaign even earned respect from an unnamed
BASI" ('xccutive who called it "very sophisticated and represen-

tative of a whole new ball game." Undoubtedly, BASF was feeling

tremendous pressure that was continuing to build with no end
in sight.

Toward the end, the pressure was coming not only from unions
and citizens, hut from other companies. Many Louisiana compunies felt the German giant brought down trouble on the entire
petrochemical industry with its stubborn lockout. One locked-out
worker's wife, who is employed by a nearby chemical company,
confided that her bosses were blaming stricter hazardous waste
regulations on BASF. No doubt the chemical industry hopes the

settlement will deflate the growing pressure for corporate and
government accountability throughout Louisiana,

While other unions have had mixed results with these campaigns, OCAW's recent success can be credited to five important
factors: the members' stamina and solidarity; the state's grassroots
environmental network; brillant, tireless leadership from a stable
core; a motherlode of company documents, and unwavering
support from the national union.

The resolution of the labor dispute did not end the corporate
accountability campaign, and activists in Louisiana are working
to maintain the movement's momentum. OCAW officials said that
although they would consider lifting the consumer-products

boycott, the two sides did not discuss ending the campaign as part
of the settlement.

"We couldn't stop (it) now even if we wanted to," OCAW Inter-

national Representative Ernie Rousselle said. "(These issues) have

a life of their own now and they are, in large part, issues over
which we no longer have any ownership. We have an obligation
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to ourselves and to those outside the labor movement
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to continue

the process of coalitionobuilding."
Since the December 1989 settlement, Local 4-620, in cooperation with the National Toxics Campaign, has jointly funded a

project to carry forward the process of bridging the gap between

chemical workers and communities over toxics issues. Larry
Evans, formerly editor of The Milhunk Herald in the Pittsburgh
area, has been recruited to replace Richard Miller, who for the

last five years was funded by the OCAW as the campaign's lead

organizer. As Miller declared, "We've got to carry forward the
momentum around these organizing victories-around toxics,
taxes and other social justice issues. What we've discovered is that
our strength here comes more from coalitions with the community
rather than from the labor movement. We're trying to institulocal union will never again be
tionalize these gains so that this
Idt Il¿iked to a union-busting comp,iny."
Like the Louisiana Citizens for '¡¿IX Justice project, which has
moved successfully to reduce the industrial

tax exemptions of the

petrochemical industry, the net result is a cleaner environment,
more money for vital public projects, more jobs, a broader political
h;ISi', aiid ,I union th,ii is stronger ¿ind mort' resist,iil to both union-

husting am! cnvironmcntal job blacknwil.
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Where to From Here?
The OCAW campaign at BASF in Geismar challenged the tradi-

tional relationship of capital to workers in which the community
pays a certain amount of social costs in order to gain needed jobs.
As the damage has piled up in recent years, workers have become
less willing to accept that trade-off, although many unions are still
paralyzed by their dependence on industry.
"They keep threatening us with the loss of our jobs," said John
Daigle, the Geismar local union president, explaining the new
attitude. "But we don't want those kinds of jobs anymore. We want
clean jobs."

Like Daigle, many workers and citizens in Louisiana wil never
again look at the state's huge petrochemical industry through the

suine eyes. After five years of publicity and debate about the
environmentul, health and social costs of an economy based on
distant multinational oil and chemical producers, the industry is
no longer the goose that laid the golden egg.

The fight radicalized not only local labor leaders and membership but many workers and citizens who observed it from a not-

so-safe distance. The evolution and growth of a broad-based
campaign-which crossed racial lines and included activists from
labor, environment, public housing, economic, religious and social
justice groups-produced a wealth of strategies and ideas for com-

munity organizing and pressure-building against corporate

has been widely distributed to locals and communities across the
country.
Wages, who has overall responsibility for negotiating with the
petrochemical industry and for the OCAW's corporate campaign

activities, described the film as part of a nationwide grassroots
effort "to build bridges between labor and community strong

ground for yet another coalition effort-this time on the issue of
catastrophic petrochemical plant fires, explosions and releases.

enough to bear the weight of a sweeping program of reform at
local, state and national levels."
"Basically," says Wages, "we're capitalizing on our experiences
in Geismar and elsewhere and institutionalizing them on a national

Exhaustive analysis linking the use of temporary labor to increases
in accidents, injuries and chemical releases at Geismar provided

level." Wages believes that if unions are to be relevant, they must
be prepared to offer something to the community that the com-

interests.
The campaign against BASF, for example, has provic:ed fertile

maintenance practices of the entire petrochemical industry.

panies are unwilling or incapable of offering. "You can't do this
by donating to the United Way or sponsoring Little League teams.

In June 1990 the OCAW released Out of Control, a video
documentary produced in conjunction with Ralph Nader. The fim
incorporates interviews with plant workers and industry experts

It's a powerful win/win agenda for job security, worker health,
public safety and environmental protection."
This attitude is backstopped by members like BASF worker

from across the United States and documents the causes of

Leslie Vann, who believes his local set a new standard for the labor

the framework for a nationwide campaign against the slipshod

chemical catastrophes and their effects on workers, communities
and the environment. "During the last few years," says OCAW
Vice President Robert E. Wages, "we've seen more fires, more
explosions, and more death on the job. Our members are basically
saying that life in these plants is like the streets of Laredo. They're
fed up." The video, along with an action plan and discussion guide,

movement. "I think we have set an example for the labor movement in the 1990s," said Vann during the January victory party.

"I think a lot of organizing in the 1990s wil take inspiration from
this struggle. We didn't get any help from the NLRB or the courts.

We had to do it by ourselves and with our friends. And we haven't

forgotten our friends." i!

. Organizing Coalitions

HELP in
New Jersey
From Right-to-I(now to Right-to-Act
. Edith K. Jeffrey

Since i 9ii7 the New Jersi'y l\ighl-l()-Kn()w-antl-I\l' Coalition has

been working to extend the rights of citizens and workers to take

an active part in decisions vital to their health and safety. The
Coalition initiated activity that has resulted in a bill now before
the New Jersey Legislature. The bill is called Hazard Elimination

through Local Participation-or HELP. If passed, HELP could
become a model for other states, and a giant step toward worker
and citizen empowerment for health and safety.
The Right-to-Know-and-Act Coalition has its roots in the righto

to-know struggle of the early 1980s. That effort brought together
labor, environmental and community activists who had come to
appreciate how their objectives converged. Increasingly, it has

become clear that industrial toxics endanger both workers and
community residents and that health and safety in the workplace
and the environment go together. Workers are best situated to
know which practices within an industrial facility constitute a
hazard both outside and inside the workplace. Because of the key
position workers occupy, labor pressure for a safer work environment benefits the community environment as well, while the
backing of environmentalists mobilizes a larger constituency to
. Edith Jeffrey is an historian of American social

Jersey Right-to-Know-and-Act Coalition.

history and is active in the New
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press for corrective action.

The benefits of combined action were demonstrated in 1983
when New Jersey passed the strongest right-to-know legislation

in the nation. Victory in New Jersey encouraged similar efforts
in other states, which ultimately led to the passage of federal rightto-know legislation. With its requirements for identifying toxic
chemicals in industrial use and making such information available
to workers and the public, the right-to-know law has generated

essential data for moving toward the goal of securing community
and 'workplace health and safety.
But, even as this victory was achieved, leaders of that successful
campaign recognized that winning right-to-know, crucial as it was,
would not in itself improve working conditions or reduce pollution, Right-to-know legislation was a first step. Right-to-act is its
logical and necessary sequel.

gate hazards, environmental releases and accidents and will meet
regularly to work on hazard prevention. HELP requires that HPC
members be trained in hazard recognition and prevention.

The committees will be eligible for state grants to hire experts to
assist in inspections and hazard prevention.

If an employer refuses to abate an imminent hazard, an HPC
member could direct that the specific process causing the hazard
to workers or the environment be stopped until the arrival of an
appropriate government offciaL.

On the community side, a petitioning process would be set up
to qualify community groups to have the right to conduct periodic
investigations of facilities within a five-mile radius of their homes.
The state wil pay for a technical expert, chosen by the community
group, to assist in the inspection process.

Community groups will also be represented on Local Emergency
Planning Committees (LEPCs). LEPCs are required by existing

federal law, but the law does not adequately deal with questions

What is HELP?
Government agencies alone cannot prevent environmental and
occupational hazards. With current levels of funding and staffing,

government inspectors cannot get to potentially hazardous
facilities quickly enough or frequently enough to be effective. But
even if standards and inspection procedures were to be substantially improved and financial penalties for violations increased,
the number of inspectors could never be sufficient to provide
an ongoing presence in the workplace and in the crJmmunity

adequate to the task.

Nor, with fewer than one of five workers organized, can the
attainment of a healthy and safe work environment be left to
collective bargaining. It is extremely difficult for many unions to
negotiate effective safeguards. Moreover, a safe workplace ought
to be considered a basic right appropriately secured by legislation, not an outcome of bargaining.
HELP wil establish a right to act by those people who are most
at risk from exposure to industrial toxics. At the heart of the right

to act is the right to inspect, which HELP wil implement both
for workers and for residents of communities located near

dangerous facilities.

In the workplace, HELP wil require that all employers with 20
or more employees establish joint labor-management health and
safety committees, referred to in the bil as Hazard Prevention
Committees (HPCs). Half of the members of an HPC would be
selected by management and the other half by the union, or in
nonunion workplaces, elected by the employees. HPCs wil invest
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of community representation or of funding. Under HELP, LEPCs

will receive funding adequate to carry out the responsibilities with
which they are charged. HELP will also assure public participation
on LEPCs by including representatives of environmental advocacy
groups, labor organizations, firefighters, and medical, industrial

hygiene, environmental or safety professionals. In addition to
framing emergency response procedures, LEPCs could inspect
facilities for environmental hazards in order to prevent emergencies and would be funded through fees charged to the facilities.

HELP will create no new levels of bureaucratic supervision, nor

is it oriented toward punitive measures. It puts in place orderly
procedures for cooperative inspection, assessment and planning.
Toward this end, HELP encourages management to work out and

sign Good Neighbor Agreements with community groups.
As New Jersey Assemblyman Bob Smith, a prime sponsor of

the legislation, pointed out in public hearings on the bill in
Februrary: The proposed HELP legislation "is in keeping with the

continuing evolution of environmental and public laws in this
State, but it is also a radical departure in the sense that it proposes

to supplement existing regulatory efforts by the active engagement

of communities and worker-management groups in protecting
public health and safety."

The Right-to-Know-and-Act Coalition
At a press conference in December 1989, Assemblyman Smith

and State Senator Gabriel Ambrosio announced the filing of the

5/1
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HELP bill in the New Jersey legislature. For the Right-to-Knowand-Act Coalition this occasion, though it was only the beginning

of the legislative process, was a milestone achievement in a planning and organizing effort that had begun in 1987 with the revival
of the right-to-know coalition.

In New Jersey cooperative action by labor, community and
environmental groups is a "naturaL" It is also prudent. Leaders
from powerful labor, citizen, and environmental organizations in
the state formed its core group. More than 140 environmental,
civic, public health and labor organizations have joined the Coali-

tion. Its underlying strength, however, derives not only from its
make-up but from its history in action. Crucial to the functioning
of the Coalition is the fact that besides sharing a stake in a common
goal, the diverse groups represented on its steering committee
were already out there, working on different aspects of the problem, years before they formed the

Coalition that exists today.

There is a wealth of experience represented on the Coalition's

steering committee. Its co-chairs are Jane Nogaki, chair of the New
Jersey Environmental Federation (the N.J. chapter of Clear Water
Action), and Eric Scherzer, secretary-treasurer of Local 8-149 of

the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers (OCAW). Other groups
represented on the 30-member steering committee include the
United Auto Workers Region 9, the Environmental Research Foundation, International Chemical Workers' locals, the Environmental
Lobby, the Industrial Union Council AFL-CIO, New Jersey Public
Interest Research Group (PIRG), the Philadelphia Area Project for

Occupational Safety and Health (PHILAPOSH), New Jersey

Citizen Action, the White Lung Association, and both the state
Firemen's and Police Benevolent Associations.
Many of these groups had earlier joined forces to achieve New
Jersey's Worker and Community Right to Know law in 1983. For

some, joint action went back even further to the Delaware Valley

Toxics Coalition, which won the nation's first right-to-know law
in Philadelphia in 1981. This, in turn, had grown out of the work
of PHILAPOSH, which had begun to push for federal regulation
giving workers the right to know as early as 1976.

Over the years dedicated activists within these groups had
learned how to work together, had shown a willngness to learn
from one another and to try out innovative strategies. But "work,"
above all, is the key word: hard work, persistence, imaginative
planning, cooperation, and grassroots participation won the right
to know, and it is this experience that is now directed toward
winning the right to act.
Even as the Coalition began to develop concepts for the HELP
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legislation, it reached out to the broadest spectrum of concerned
new organizations. Professional
canvassing by NJ Citizen Action and the NJ Environmental Fed-

groups and individuals to recruit

eration generated thousands of postcards supporting HELP, in
addition to the thousands of cards collected by other Coalition
activists. Meetings were held to explain the proposed legislation

to unionists prior to its formal introduction in order to enable
unionists to contribute ideas and help plan strategy. The Coali-

tion also worked on models for community inspections and helped
local groups concerned with toxic emissions and other dangerous

processes in their localities to press for citizen inspections.
In November 1989, for example, the Coalition organized a rally
at a Coastal Oil Co. plant to present a petition signed by 500 residents in the surrounding neighborhoods, demanding an inspection
of the plant. Information was distributed at the rally detailing the
types and amounts of emissions produced by the plant, information that came from researching EPA records. Jane Nogaki of the
Coalition explained that a community inspection would mean that
a delegation of residents living near the facility, together with their
own expert, would go inside the plant to evaluate its operations.
Nogaki, as secretary of the Coalition Against Toxics, had

successfully led such a community inspection at Dynasil Corp.

in 1988 that had resulted in a Good Neighbor Agreement. Unlike
Dynasil, however, the Texas-based Coastal Oil refused requests
for inspection. Coastal had earlier broken the union at this plant;
now it was disregarding the concerns of the community as well,

despite the fact that multi-milion dollar fines had been levied
against it for polluting the Delaware River.
News coverage of the rally at Coastal and the issues it high-

lighted was followed early in December by a report of the NJ
Department of Health on occupational disease in New Jersey. The
study's recommendations fit very well with the provisions of the
HELP bil; press coverage of the report quoted Coalition members
from the Industrial Union Council and the UAW making this point.

Since the bil was introduced in the legislature, the HELP
campaign is being waged on many fronts at once. This spring,

following major efforts at the public hearing on the bil, the
Coalition co-sponsored a forum and workshop with the A. Philp
Randolph Institute on "Hazards on the Job: Impacts on African-

American Workers and Strategies to Fight Back." On April 27 the
Coalition held a Workers' Memorial Day conference attended by
more than 100 union and environmental activists. In Maya benefit
concert by Pete Seeger helped raise money and awareness. In July
the Coalition released to the press a report, Keeping Workers in
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the Dark, analyzing OSHA records and showing widespread
failure on the part of New Jersey employers to comply with
OSHA's Hazard Communication standard.

At the same time that the Coalition has kept the issue in the
public eye, it continues the less visible, but equally important,

work behind the scenes. Periodic contact with key legislators
proceeds on a regular basis; Coalition leaders have met with
Governor Florio and his staff; and outreach to labor and commu-

nity groups continues-to listen to their concerns, to explain the
provisions of the legislation, and to solidify support.

Prospects for HELP
New Jersey's history, economy and location have provided fertile
conditions favorable for building our labor-community-environ-

mental coalition. Much of the state is highly industrialized and
has been for a long time. The state has a strong organized labor
presence, and in recent years a large and growing environmental
movement. In New Jersey much of the population is now well
aware of the threat of toxics in the environment.

The sights and smells of refineries and chemical plants are a
common experience for New Jersey residents, many of whom
regularly drive past smoldering chemical storage drums near major

highways. Frequently these same people have learned that their
local water supplies are at risk from leaking old landfills or ilegal
dumping sites, and that some of their favorite recreation areas have
been polluted by toxic effuent, the vestiges of oil spils and other
water-borne wastes. While many toxic chemicals cannot be readily

seen or smelled, enough of them can in New Jersey to have
produced a high level of citizen awareness and apprehension.
A recent study conducted for the EPA indicates that in New

Jersey suspicion of industry as a source of reliable information
concerning toxics is widespread, as is mistrust of industry's professed wilingness to act on its own to eliminate hazards associated

with its operations. The same study shows that government
bureaucracy is also mistrusted. It is environmental and local
emergency responders who are seen as both the most knowledgeable and the most trustworthy. Given this climate of opinion, the
HELP legislation has garnered significant public support.
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American Cyanamid and DuPont. Bozarth asserts that inspections

"imposed" by HELP would merely duplicate those now being
carried out by "highly educated and trained technical experts from
regulatory agencies." He contrasted current practice to what we
could expect under HELP when, he warned, public safety would
be entrusted to "laymen inspectors."
Industry spokesmen insist that existing laws and procedures are
sufficient to handle all problems that HELP is intended to correct.
The chemical industry likes to portray itself as sensitive to community concerns. The Chemical Manufacturers Association (CMA)

has gone so far as to urge its member industries to establish facili-

ty/community advisory panels as an excellent way to open
dialogue. But advisory panels and dialogue are one thing, parti-

cipation in an inspection process is another.
While CMA public relations espouses cooperation, industry has

been trying to drive a wedge between community and labor
interests with the blackmail threat that manufacturing wil move
out of the state if burdened by new regulation. A similar effort
by industry to factionalize the coalition that waged the earlier right-

to-know campaign failed. And industry's threat during that
campaign-that jobs would move out of the state-did not
materialize. Then, with the passage of the federal right-to-know
law creating uniform standards for the entire country, this threat
lost whatever credibility it might have had. This points up a crucial
reason why a federal right-to-act law should be the long-range
target of labor, environmental and community activists-why the
measures that are being fought for now in New Jersey ought to
become the law of the land.
Industry wil fight hard to defeat HELP, but the Coalition con-

fidently expects passage of the bil during the next legislative
session.
To win HELP is now the Coalition's goal. But just as the work
of the Coalition's constituent groups did not begin with the campaign for HELP, its work wil not end with the passage of a right-

to-act bil. The Coalition wil have a role in continuing to build
bridges between the different segments of the larger community
who share concerns about health and safety, in encouraging the

use of the new structures, in training for effective use, and in
monitoring and publicizing the progress of implementation. The

In response, industry groups have targetted HELP as their

empowerment that HELP legislation wil bring wil be a new

number one bil to defeat. They say New Jersey doesn't need HELP

beginning, with new rights and new reponsibilities. ·

because there's "no problem."
Hal Bozarth, executive director of the Chemical Industry

Council, testified at the public hearing, as did representatives from
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Reproductive
Hazards
A Labor-Feminist Alliance
. Elise Morse
This term the U.S. Supreme Court will hear a case called UAW

vs. Johnson Controls. The Court wil decide on the legality of
excluding women from certain jobs under the guise of protecting
unborn children. The decision may have a dramatic impact on
the future of women's equal employment opportunity and on companies' responsibility to provide clean and healthy workplaces for
all workers.
Johnson Controls wil be defending its policy of excluding all

fertile women from employment in areas of its battery plants
where too much lead, used in making batteries, is present in the
air. Earlier court decisions have allowed Johnson Controls to
implement this policy, in the interest of protecting pregnant

workers' unborn children. The United Auto Workers argues that
Johnson's policy unfairly discriminates against women.
Joining the UAW is an impressive array of political forces.

Writing friend-of-the-court briefs in opposition to this exclusionary
policy are the American Civil Liberties Union, the 31,OOO-member
American Public Health Association, Attorney General offces of
17 states, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, the American Nurses
. Elise Morse is an industrial hygienist with the Massachusetts Department of Labor
and Industries and is an active member of MassCOSH (Massachusetts Committee

on Occupational Safety & Health).
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Association, the Association of Women in Science, the Toxic Use

Reduction Institute and many others.
In the Boston area a number of labor and women's organizations
wanted to respond to this case in a way that recognized its impact
on the fights for health and safety on the job, for reproductive
privacy and choice, and for equal employment opportunity. We
formed a coalition to develop a comprehensive response and to
articulate the need for healthy workplaces for all workers and an
end to discriminatory work policies. This article is about the work
of this new coalition, the disagreements among us, and the progress we've made.
Biology and Exclusion

Excluding women from predominantly male jobs based on
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are fewer jobs that women can bid on, and now there are only
four departments out of 10 that are open to women of childbearing age."

In other Johnson plants hiring of women has stopped altogether.
Johnson Controls told the press it was unwiling to "expose unborn

children to serious harm." But the more likely reasons for this
policy are unwillngness to pay the cost of cleaning up the lead
and fear of a lawsuit by a child injured by exposure in utero.
Nor is Johnson Controls the only company adopting such

policies. Digital Equipment Corporation in Hudson, Massachusetts, for example, suddenly pulled women out of its computer
wafer fabrication areas when a poorly designed study seemed to
show an increase in miscarriages among women employed there.
AT&T soon followed suit. The study neglected to examine the

families of men working in the same positions.

biological differences isn't new, of course. But women have slowly

A subsequent study conducted by the Massachusetts Depart-

been breaking gender barriers, proving their. physical, mental and

ment of Public Health and the University of Massachusetts found
that more than half of the 198 companies contacted were using
radiation or one of several chemicals proven to be reproductive
hazards for both men and women. Many of these companies were

organizational competence, entering traditionally male workplaces

including auto plants, steel mils and the building trades as well
as professional careers in computers, law and medicine. Now some
of these gains are being met with new resistance, wit,h the biological vulnerability argument now focusing on women's childbearing capacity.

The Johnson Controls case seems to be an effort to legitimize
this approach: exclude women from jobs because they might be
pregnant at any time, but leave men to work with the same hazards
that also harm their health. Lead, for example, is a hazard known

to damage kidneys, brain cells and the cardiovascular systems of
both men and women. If pregnant women are exposed to lead,
their children may be born with learning and developmental
disabilities, hyperactivity and mental retardation. But studies also
show that lead causes sperm abnormalities and decreased sex
drive in men.
Johnson Controls has 14 battery plants across the country, from
Bennington, Vermont, to Fullerton, California, with its corporate
headquarters in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. In 1982 the company
wrote a new policy: "All female applicants must present medical
documentation of inabilty to bear children to be hired for any

not training workers about the hazards, and nearly 20% were
excluding women from selected jobs and work areas.
This approach of protection by exclusion is unique to maledominated industries. When questions have been raised about the
effects on pregnancy of video display terminals or anaesthetic
gases in operating rooms, in jobs traditionally held by women,
nobody has advocated exclusion of women from hospitals or
offices.
A Labor-Feminist Coaliion

Both labor and women's groups have recently become more
involved with reproductive hazards, and the

Johnson Controls case

has galvanized a new coalition in Massachusetts. As in any coali-

tion, the partners bring different outlooks and priorities to the
coalition, and this has produced tensions that needed to be worked
through.
On a daily basis unions and occupational health activists try to

hourly job in a battery plant." Those women working in lead areas

answer questions and advise workers about workplace hazards

were demoted to janitorial and cleaning jobs; although they

to the reproductive system. In some areas, COSH groups like
MassCOSH and PhilaPOSH have written flyers and booklets

retained their previous wages, the women lost overtime pay and
promotional opportunities because of their restriction from production jobs. A UAW member from Louisvile, Kentucky, claimed
she lost about $40,000 in wages over the years. "Each year there

educating workers about the health hazards of chemicals at work,

including their potential harm to the reproductive system. The
most pressing questions come from pregnant women frightened
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by the potential harm to their pregnancy of constant lifting, or
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matters worse, the coalition formed on the heels of a controversy

auto exhaust fumes, or degreasing chemicals they use on the job.

about the Macy's decision by a California Appellate Court. The

Pregnant workers are stymied by incomplete scientific information and limited medical expertise. They face a difficult choice
of remaining on a potentially hazardous job, or leaving the job,

different responses to this case exaggerated the differences

relinquishing medical insurance and income.
In some unions-like IUE Local
201 at General Electric in Lynn,
Massachusetts-women's committees and health and safety com-

mittees have developed tactics to force the company to reevaluate
and change the chemicals used on certain jobs and to provide
transfers for men and women trying to start familes. Unions are
also in the forefront of the battle for family leave, and for

unemployment compensation and disabilty leave with wage and
seriiority retention.
Within the movement to preserve the right to choose abortion,
some groups like the Reproductive Rights National Network
(R2N2) have expanded their concerns to fighting forced sterilzations and recent attempts to prosecute pregnant women for harming their .fetuses. They became interested in workplace issues in

the context of the Supreme Court's Webster decision, which curtailed women's choices in the name of fetal rights. They see recent
exclusionary policies in the workplace linked to larger issues of
reproductive freedom for all women.
Numerous other individuals and organizations formed a community of concern that followed recent developments in the Johnson
Controls case. The National Lawyers Guild, skiled in both labor
and discrimination issues, was pressed with questions from
various sides. Someone suggested bringing together activists from
diverse constituencies who saw the Johnson Controls case as a
serious threat: to women's employment rights, to reproductive
freedom, and to the continuing battle to clean up the workplace

and empower workers. The result in Massachusetts was a meeting
that included the MassCOSH Executive Board and Women's
Committee, the IUE 201 Women's Committee, the Boston Reproductive Rights Network, Women of Color for Reproductive Freedom, and the Lawyers Guild.
"At the first meeting of the coalition, everyone was tense," says
Tolle Graham, MassCOSH staff member who co-chaired the first
meeting. "Each organization attending thought they had the defini-

tive experience on reproductive hazards and the correct analysis
of the Johnson Controls case and its political implications."

Beneath the wilingness to unite to work on this project were
suspicions that the feminists were anti-worker and that the trade
unionists underestimated the attack on women's rights. To make

between member organizations.

The Macy's case represented the conflct between labor's efforts
to use every available tool to force companies to reduce hazards
and the feminist movement's opposition to giving rights to fetuses
and treating women as incubators.
A pregnant clerical worker at Macy's became il at work. She
was seven months pregnant and had severe abdominal pain, but
the company nurse delayed giving her care or sending her to the
hospitaL. This delay resulted in severe consequences from a rup-

tured uterus and brain damage to the child, who was born
prematurely. The baby, Manuel Robert Freytes, died at age two
years and four months. The parents sued Macy's for the wrongful
death of their child, as well as on their own behalf. The Court
denied their claim, stating that Workers Compensation was the
exclusive remedy for injuries at work.
Several COSH groups attempted to build nationwide support
for an appeal to hold Macy's responsible beyond the limitations
of Workers Compensation law and to require Macy's to compensate the family for their emotional suffering and financial
devastation. The Court, in the majority decision, had acknowl-

edged the financial danger to employers if they were to be held
responsible for fetal health from the "by-products of the Industrial
Revolution.' '

The Boston Reproductive Rights Network was appalled at the
COSH groups' efforts to solicit friend-of-the-court briefs. Efforts
to empower a fetus to sue, as though it were a separate individual,
they wrote, fed into the attack on women's rights. While sympathetic to the family's loss, this lawsuit could strengthen efforts
by companies to pose as babies' protectors.
, 'The fetus should never be considered separate from the
mother," stated Sabrina Kurtz, a member of R2N2. "You can't
bestow rights on parts of a women's body in opposition to her
rights as a mother." R2N2 cites the case of a pregnant woman who
was charged with the death of her fetus after an alcohol-related

auto accident, as well as cases of pregnant women who have been

jailed to protect the fetus from alcohol or cocaine.
Milagros Padila, a founding member of Women of Color for
Reproductive Freedom, pointed out that these recent "save the

unborn babies" attacks on women have their greatest impact on
women of color, who are less likely to have a private physician
or lawyer to intercede. Maureen Paul, an occupational physician
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specializing in obstetrics and gynecology, observed that companies

are claiming to know what is in the best health interests of their

women employees, or claiming to protect fetuses from their
mothers' poor decisions. If governments can punish women who
are ' 'guilty" of exposing their fetuses to alcohol or drugs, could

the 'next step be prosecuting women for staying on a job where
hazardous chemicals are used?

The Work of the Coalition
Our coalition has been meeting for six months, agreeing to
disagree on certain points. The importance of the Johnson Controls
case has muted these differences. Early efforts have been aimed
at tentatively exploring our areas of agreement and disagreement
and doing research on Johnson Controls and the legal issues. We've

discussed the Court's unwilingness to accept animal research
showing lead's effect on sperm, preferring instead to allow workers to be exposed until male offspring show the harmfi;l effects.
We've discussed the impossible choices that pregnant women face

when working in jobs where they fear the chemicals they use.
We agree that the ultimate solutions must include forcing companies to remove the hazards and not the most vulnerable workers.

We agree that exclusion of workers because of their gender or
reproductive status must be prohibited. We don't always agree on

which to say first. We agree that workers must have the right to
know the chemicals with which they work and the right to act
to protect themselves. We want
to advocate toxic use reduction
to replace hazardous chemicals and processes with safe onesfor example, to build batteries without lead.
We are trying to figure out how to organize our respectiv~ constituencies when we stil disagree about whether protection for pregnant women can be written in a way to avoid protecting them
out of the workplace. We stil cannot resolve whether to advocate
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coalition.
The IDE 201 Women's Committee is continuing its battle to help
men and women planning familes to transfer away from jobs that

entail contact with mixtures of alcohols, freons and dyes that may
be reproductive toxins. Coalition members active in the Coalition

for Labor Union Women (CLUW) are planning a forum that wil
address reproductive hazard issues as one of five main topics.
Unions facing worsening economic conditions are battling to
hold onto jobs; this is traditionally a time when efforts to divide
union members may be used. This can be especially effective

when it is done with the rhetoric of "save the children." MassCOSH has helped bring this issue to its member locals in the context of the battle for a safe and healthy workplace, an issue which
clearly points out the different interests of owners and workers.
Some women who have been active within their unions see this

as an opportunity to raise women's issues "from the bottom of
labor's agenda," as a member of both SEIU and R2N2 wrote. She
hailed these meetings as the beginnings of a "labor-feminist
alliance." Others have expressed excitement at being able to finally
bring together their political concerns, as women and workers,
on one issue. It offers the chance to bring the concerns of working
women into the established women's movement. It also offers both

the labor and women's movements the opportunity to work with
women of color on an issue that affects them at work and in their
communities.
Whatever the Court decides on Johnson Controls, by working
together we'll all be in a better position in the future to defend
all workers from reproductive hazards without sacrificing

women's rights. ·

that workers have the right to refuse work with a reproductive
toxin when they cannot refuse work with a cancer-causing agent
or neurotoxin. Does healthy reproductive function merit better
protection than brain function? How can we balance the protection vs. discrimination scale?

The coalition is writing its principles and developing a press
packet. Committees are beginning corporate research on Johnson
Controls and gathering information about local cases of exclusion.
MassCOSH is planning presentations for its Labor Committee and
its 80 member unions to help locals develop shopfloor tactics and

contract language that benefit from the shared experience of the

In Labor Research Review #15, "Privatization & Contracting Out,"
the photos on pages 36 and 42 should have been credited to:
Johnny Knox of the SEIU Local 660 Voice
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AIDS at Work
The SEIU AIDS Project
· John Mehring
In the early stages of the AIDS epidemic, AIDS was primarily
an urban phenomenon, appearing first among gay men, intra-

venous (IV) drug users and their sexual partners.
Service workers in San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York,
Newark and Miami were among the first to confront this mysterious and frightening disease. As the number of AIDS patients grew,

attention and anxiety followed. Reports surfaced that some
healthcare and other workers were discriminating against persons
with AIDS or those perceived to be at high risk for AIDS: gay men

and minorities in inner-city areas.
Sensational press coverage focused on public workers wearing
protective equipment. These workers reacted to what they understood as possible exposure to AIDS by putting a barrier between
themselves and the public: police and transit workers wore gloves,
sanitation and public works employees donned suits and masks.
Service workers interact with all population groups, including
many who are deemed outcasts and "untouchable": the homeless,
the mentally handicapped, and chronic substance abusers. Some
. John Mehring was recently appointed SEIU Western Region AIDS Education
Coordinator. As a healticare worker at Pacific Presbyterian Medical Center in
San Francisco, Mehring was one of the founders of SEIU Local 250's AIDS Education Committee in 1983.
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service workers acted publicly in ways many people act privately.
In the early days of the epidemic, people generally were respond-

ing to the horror of AIDS with a limited understanding of the
disease.
Community-based AIDS service agencies were founded, in part,
in response to misinformation and to a leadership vacuum, which
was not unique to the workplace. These agencies wanted to reduce

workers' fears and stop what was viewed by many as overreaction, and by some as homophobia and racism. Offering workplace
educational programs on AIDS, these agencies hoped to faciltate
better public service for their clients and constituents. Manage-

ment also launched its own programs to reassure workers and
prevent workplace disruptions or public relations problems.
These AIDS-in-the-workplace trainings emphasize that you cannot get AIDS from casual contact. You can get AIDS only from
unprotectGd sexual intercourse or sharing hypodermic syringes.
Since you are not having sex or shooting up drugs on the job, you

I:t:

SEIU Rank.and.File Took the Lead
SEIU's commitment developed out of a rank-and-fie initiative
in the San Francisco Bay Area.

In 1983 several members of northern California's SEIU Local
250 Hospital and Healthcare Workers' Union formed an AIDS
Education Committee because of concerns about service workers'
risk of exposure to AIDS and reports of discrimination against people with AIDS.

Just as gay men had taken upon themselves the task of educating
their peers about safe sex through a frank brochure, Can We Ta1k~
250's AIDS Committee wanted to produce a brochure underLocal

standable and relevant to healthcare workers. AIDS and the
Healthcare Worker became a collective effort, bringing workers

together from several job classifications. The brochure filed an

important need; it is now in its fifth edition and hundreds of
thousands of copies have been distributed world-wide, including

are not at risk of contracting AIDS at work.
While this is correct information for most workplaces, it over-

many requests from nonunion healthcare facilities.
The decision of SEIU to fund and distribute the brochure and

looks the fact that many service workers have more than casual
contact with the public, including direct exposure to blood and

the adoption of a comprehensive AIDS resolution at the 1984 SEIU

Convention launched SEIU's program of AIDS education and

other body fluids. Most AIDS service agencies are not familar with

health-and-safety organizing.

workers' job duties or with the poor occupational health and safety

record of employers and the government. Workers often come
away from these trainings with doubts about their protection

against infection, doubts which remain unaddressed in many
workplaces.

Workers are naturally suspicious of management, and many
have also become suspicious of the close corporate ties many AIDS
service agencies have developed-ties which bring corporate funds

and personnel to the agency, in return for technical expertise in
"managing" the issue at the corporate workplace. In fact, most
AIDS service agencies have given only lip service to developing
strategies to reduce service workers' occupational exposure to
AIDS.

Most unionized service workers are represented by the Service
Employees International Union (SEIUI or by the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME). These
progressive unions have developed similar AIDS-related policies

aimed at respecting and protecting everyone-both uninfected
workers and people with AIDS. This article explores the history
of this development within the SEIU and discusses the extensive

and varied AIDS organizing that is presenting challenges and
opportunities for workers and their unions.

Local 250' s AIDS Education Committee developed other activi-

ties too. Committee members conduct union-sponsored AIDS

education workshops for staff, stewards and members. In 1988,
the Committee, working with the University of California at Berk-

eley Labor Occupational Health Program, trained several dozen
stewards in a "train the trainer" program to educate co-workers
about AIDS transmission and infection control.

The Committee is also concerned about contract protection for
members' occupational health and safety, pushing for the union
to get language establishing health and safety committees and
making health and safety violations grievable.

the Committee advocates contract language banning discrimination based on sexual orientation,
For members who have AIDS,

lifestyle, or handicap status; extending health insurance and
bereavement leave to members with domestic, or unmarried, partners; and establishing "sick leave banks" for members who have
exhausted their sick leave and who face serious or life-threatening
illnesses.

On the political front, the Committee has put the union on
record favoring AIDS anti-discrimination legislation; increased

government funding for AIDS research and education; and
national health care. In January 1990, the Committee organized
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care workers to testify at public hearings for a strong
OSHA Blood-borne Infectious Disease Standard. The standard wil
require employers to provide training on infection control incorporating the Center for Disease Control's "universal precautions"
a dozen health

-treating all patients' and

clients' blood as if it were infectious

for AIDS and hepatitis B.
Last year the SEIU International established an AIDS Project

in its Health and Safety Department. Financed through a fouryear grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Project

includes a project director and two staff in Washington, D.c., and
three regional coordinators in Boston, Chicago and San Francisco.
The Project is focusing on three broad areas: AIDS education

and training, enforcing OSHA's infectious disease standard, and
preventing needlestick injuries.

AIDS Education & Training

Organizing for Health & Safety

87

from seeking counseling and treatment.
While unions are focused primarily on workplace issues and
protection, protecting union members from exposure to AIDS

requires a broader discussion than how to eliminate exposures
to blood on the job. Good risk-reduction education necessarily
includes information of an intimate nature: a frank discussion of
how AIDS may be transmitted during unprotected sexual intercourse and through sharing needles when injecting LV. drugs.

AIDS has a disproportionate impact on racial minorities,
especially minority women. African-Americans are approximately
12% of the United States population, but over 24% of diagnosed
AIDS cases are black. Fully half of all women with AIDS are black.
Hispanic-Americans are approximately 6% of the population, but

represent over 12% of diagnosed AIDS cases. These figures wil
increase as the infection continues to spread unchecked through
poor minority neighborhoods with high IV. drug use.
To discuss this subject can bring on a heated discussion or even

SEIU AIDS education trainings grapple with several difficult
issues that any union must face when determining the scope and
objective of an AIDS education program.

lead to a political fight, because there is a high level of denial,

There is a risk of occupational exposure to AIDS and hepatitis

communities are not unified regarding approaches to reduce
transmission. Many minority leaders and organizations are
unalterably opposed to providing drug users with clean needles

B wherever direct contact with blood occurs. This would most
likely happen in healthcare settings involving needlestick or other
sharps injuries, when a patient's blood enters the body or bloodstream of the worker.

Because a confirmed diagnosis of AIDS or hepatitis B is either
difficult or impossible to get in a timely fashion, and is not always
accurate, workers cannot know who is and who is not infected.
This is why the cornerstone of good infection control policy and

practice today is "universal precautions": treating all blood-every
person's blood-as infectious, and taking appropriate precautions
to reduce or eliminate exposure.

Many workers, however, demand the "right-to-know" a diagnosis of infection. This demand for a diagnosis actually undercuts the application of universal precautions, which only protect

workers when applied across the board. If workers insist on
mandatory testing of patients and clients to determine their
diagnoses, not only is infection control compromised but workers

run the real risk of clearing the way for the mandatory testing
of healthcare workers. Forced testing or the threat of testing
produces an adversarial relationship between patiénts and

workers, and violates the patient's right to privacy, which may
lead to employment and insurance discrimination. Forced testing
could also drive the epidemic underground by discouraging people

mistrust and anger about the AIDS epidemic in communities
already under economic and political siege. Furthermore, minority

or even teaching addic.ts how to clean their needles with bleach
to prevent transmission' of AIDS.
Like SEIU, many unions have heavy minority memberships and

the same tensions in the wider community wil be reflected in
a union AIDS education effort.

Enforcing OSHA's Blood-Borne

Infectious Disease Standard
OSHA's proposed standard is currently enforceable in health

care

settings, and the final standard-which has been promised for
early 1991-wil apply to all worksites where workers have contact

with blood. While OSHA wil respond to a complaint of violations
by conducting a worksite inspection, SEIU encourages a strategy
of enforcement based on strong worksite organization.
Organizing for effective infection protection begins by surveying
members to find out what infection control practices are currently

in use and comparing these with the facility's written infection
control policies. Conducting walkthroughs with stewards and
activists and interviewing workers on site is a good way to do this.
H there are substantial differences between policy and actual
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practice or if the policies themselves are substandard, the union
can bring that to management's attention through grievances,
bargaining, filng an OSHA complaint or direct action, depending

product evaluation committees. Once on these official bodies, the
union advocates using new, safer products which are needle-free

on the situation.
The union should determine the employer's compliance with
OSHA's directive to offer free hepatitis B vaccine and with other

better designed and safer needles and syringes, LV. catheters

aspects of the existing OSHA standard. It should also determine
all prior or current OSHA citations and their status.
Merely gathering this information is a major organizing and
education activity; but based on this research among the membership, the union should assess the need for education and protective
equipment in various departments and then work to build a unionled education and safety program.

or which place a protective barrier between the needle and the
worker. Local 250, for example, has developed a campaign for

and tubing connectors, blood-drawing equipment and sharps
containers.

Conclusion
AIDS education and training, enforcing OSHA's blood-borne

infectious disease standard, and preventing needlestick injuries
are important concerns for all, particularly service, workers.
Industry and government are dragging their feet. AIDS service

agencies are occupied with other issues. It falls to workers and
their unions to organize for their protection both on and off the job.

Preventing Needlesticks
At least two SEIU members have contracted the AIDS virus after
having been injured by needles containing AIDS-infected blood.
The first was "Jane Doe," a San Francisco General Hospital
healthcare worker, in 1987. The second is "Jean Roe," a health

care

worker at another hospital in San Francisco.
Nursing staff, housekeepers, and other healthcare workers are
at high risk of needlestick injury. There are hundreds of thousands

of these injuries each year, many of which are unreported,
undocumented, and not evaluated and treated. If the blood of the

source patient is infected with AIDS, studies indicate there is a
1 in 200 chance of infection. The infection rate for hepatitis B is
much higher, 1 in 80. Many healthcare workers are stuck several
times over the course of their working careers. And as the number
of AIDS patients increases and treatments in clinical as well as
nonc1inical settings keep these patients alive longer, the number
of needlestick injuries with AIDS-infected blood wil also increase.
Preventing needlestick injuries is one of the SEIU AIDS Project's
prïorities. To accomplish this in a hospital requires a well thought-

out strategy. In addition to surveying the extent of the problem
by reviewing OSHA Log 200 forms and in-house documents and
by interviewing members, our local unions raise members'

awareness of the risk of a needlestick injury by showing a video
about "Jane Doe." After viewing the video, members are encouraged to discuss their experiences and emotions after a needlestick
injury; they're also encouraged to report all injuries and informed
about appropriate follow-up procedures.

Our locals are also active in demanding that union members
be on hospital safety committees, needlestick task forces, and

The AIDS epidemic is changing so much of our world that labor
unions have to be involved in AIDS-related issues if only to react,

and keep-up. But it also ensures that for labor unions wiling to
respond with thought, commitment and energy to the challenges
this epidemic poses, organized workers can be a critical force in
improving workers' health and safety, reducing transmission
of the virus both on and off the job, building coalitions with
community-based organizations, and achieving radical reform of

our healthcare system. .
For more information about the SEIU AIDS Project, contact Jamie

Cohen, SEIU AIDS Project, Service Employees International Union,
1313 L Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20005, (202) 898-3200. The
AFL-CIO AIDS Project is producing a set of written materials for
local unions; for more information contact Diane Factor, AFL-CIO,
815 16th Street, NW., Washington, D.C. 20006, (2021 637-5210.
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Stalking a
I(iller
UAW 735's Cancer Watch
· Michael Leslie
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GM Hydra-matic is a dangerous plant. Formerly known as the
"Willow Run (Michigan) Bomber Plant" because it produced B-24
bombers during World War II, the plant today builds transmissions
for GM vehicles and overseas customers such as Bentley, Jaguar,
Rolls Royce and Isuzu. In manufacturing transmissions, the plant

uses thousands of coolants, lubricants, degreasers and solvents.
Those chemicals, workers suspect, are the causes of GM Hydramatic's high rate of cancer, particularly brain cancer.

This is the story of how a group of workers represented by UAW

Local 735 formed a union Cancer Watch Group (CWG) at GM
6

Hydra-matic to address a problem that the company and outside
researchers were not showing suffcient urgency about. It's a story
of rank-and-file health-and-safety organizing that relies on the
workers'themselves to research the links between cancer and the

substances they work with.
c:_...l:

Noticing a Pattern

May 1987. A woman employed at GM Hydramatic dies of

''A the last CA~CfRsC'iJre,
we thought you needed d litt cheering up:'

· Michael Leslie is First Vice President of United Autoworkers (UAW) Local 735

at General Motor's Hydra-matic plant in Willow Run, Michigan, and has been
an active participant in the Cancer Watch Group since its formation.
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astrocytoma, or brain cancer. The following June, another worker

who had been hospitalized for months died-again of brain cancer.
Workers noticed a pattern. Too many who'd worked the same
jobs had become sick. Too many, advised by company doctors that
"it's not work-related," became ilL. And too many who'd worked

in the same area died. Besides brain cancer, numerous cases of
larynx, testical and kidney cancer had been reported.
Some workers took their concerns to UAW Local 735 union reps

Marty Thompson and Richard Kahn, who began working with
company-run safety awareness groups, challenging management
and raising helL.

"At first management wanted people to police each other, check'stopped
that:' says Richard. "Workers began to get legitimate health and
safety information. For example, at a meeting between union committeemen and the company's industrial hygienist, she explained

ing other workers for safety glasses and safety boots. We

how a skull-and-crossbones label on a container was there only
to scare workers. 'It's harmless: she said. Later, under pressure
from union reps, they replaced the 'harmless' chemical with a
safer one."

That pressure would again be applied from the UAW safety rep

and union officers on the cancer issue. After several meetings
between the UAW, GM medical and safety staff, and the UAW-

GM National Joint Committee on Health and Safety, an informal
group of union committeepersons, offcers and rank-and-filers
constituted itself as the semi-official union Cancer Watch Group.
CWG eventually wrested from GM a decision to conduct a cancer
investigation at Hydra-matic.
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Now You See Us, Now You Don't
Before the cancer investigation, a group of Harvard researchers

studied the effects that coolants, solvents and mists have on
workers' lungs. Research has shown that workers exposed to
machine coolants and mist have higher rates of coughing, phlegm
and occupational asthma.

In 1985 Harvard began examining workers at three GM plantsHydra-matic and two Steer & Gear plants. Workers were given
breathing tests, monitored and classified by age, race, smoker or
nonsmoker, exposed or unexposed. On test days workers wore
air-sample devices, and the samples collected from the three plants
were compared to samples from the general population and nonparticipants. Then, after the testing, sampling and data collecting

were completed, the Harvard researchers added a new twist to
the study: They disappeared.
From August 1985 to May 1989 no one heard a thing. Even
though the Harvard study was partially funded by the membership through UAW-GM National Training funds, union members

who were tested received no feedback.
The informal group of union committeepersons, officers and
rank-and-filers who eventually became the CWG started making
inquiries about the results of the Harvard lung study. Though
federal OSHA law "guarantees access" to "any compilation of data

or any research, statistical or other study" which the company
has prepared from exposure data and medical records, the local

could not find out what happened to the study.
Trying to get the results of the Harvard lung study became a

The studv, being run by Harvard University and the University
of Lowell (Massachusetts). is examining the possible links between
brain and larynx cancer and chemical substances such as sulfuric

central activity of the CWG. Was there something in the lung study

Acid Mist, asbestos and solvents.
Workplace cancer studies probe the potential causes of cancer,

cancer rate?
Gettng answers to these questions was frustrating. Though the
department level health-and-safety committees (composed of

using death certificates and corporate, state and city records.
Deaths due to specific causes are documented. Comparisons are
made between deaths of workers and the general population.

They're distinguished by sex, race, age and job classification.
Studies, unfortunately, take time. They're slow and often evasive.
Numerous studies, using the best epidemiological methods known,

provide nothing. And at times working with management and
company doctors can bring the same: nothing.

that would help determine what was causing so much cancer in
the plant? Was there, indeed, evidence of an abnormally high

union members appointed by. management) were helpful in
gathering information and raising concerns, management representatives on the plantwide joint health-and-safety committee

blocked any effort by union representatives on the committee to
really deal with the issue.
When we eventually got a copy of the results of the study, it
was not through official company-union channels. Through

informal contacts with an AFL-CIO officiaL, we discovered an
article on the study was being published in the American Journal
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of Industrial Medicine. While the published article confirmed that

machining fluids caused "acute airflow obstruction" at levels "well

below current recommended exposure limits," it said nothing
about cancer.
Though the Harvard lung study didn't provide any information
that would help our Cancer Watch, our experience tracking it
down provided an object lesson in turning over health research
to outside experts with no accountabilty to the union membership. Later, it was discovered that the Harvard researchers had
run up against management/GM medical department interference.

Union members due for retesting were transferred, says one
source. Air quality tests were thrown off by tampered ventilation.
The plant's health and safety department had begun to take on
a ridiculous quality. Rather than deal with the real issues, manage-

ment set up "good housekeeping" and "safety contests" in one
section of the plant. A nice clean department with a minimum
of injuries would be rewarded with GM hats, coffee cups and key
rings. Instead of tackling noise problems head-on by enclosing
machinery, management designed stupid ear plug programs,

illustrated by cartoons of ear hairs singing when workers wear
ear plugs and gettng dizzy and dying when they don't.
Waiting on a study could take forever, and phoney safety pro-

grams with singing hairs just didn't cut it. It was time to hold
management responsible for health problems at Hydra-matic. It
was time for a change.
Cancer Watch Group
In May 1989 the Cancer Watch Group distributed 5,000 flyers
at the plant gate. The issue: a meeting concerning brain cancer
deaths at Hydra-matic. At that meeting workers compiled the
names of co-workers who've died and their former jobs. In attendance were union reps, active and laid-off workers, surviving
spouses and many cancer victims. Volunteer forms were printed
and distributed plantwide. Later, another flyer was passed out on

all shifts asking workers to compile a list of members who are
victims of cancer.

The initial response was frightening. One grinding department
turned in a list of 18 names of workers who had died of cancer
over the last 15 years. Every week, a new name would be turned
into the locaL. As time passed, CWG volunteers began their own
cancer study, listing names by department, social security number,

age, race, sex, seniority, active/retired/laid-off, and surviving or
dead. Through this process, we learned of 30 deaths due to brain

95

cancer in the plant, which is well above what would be expected
in a normal population of our size.
Conferring with officers from UAW locals at GM plants in Lords-

town, Ohio, and Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the CWG modeled its
cancer study on similar rank-and-file union efforts at those plants.
As our Cancer Watch was developing its information, the union
initiated a series of grievances, phone calls, letters and meetings
that finally resulted in company recognition of the problem and
the decision to commission a new expert study. This time Harvard
and the University of Lowell are examining brain and larynx

cancer, and they're communicating with Local 735. CWG volunteers have asked to be involved in the study so as to avoid a second
disappearing act. CWG has also acquired the study's proposal,

schedule and procedures, and it is actively monitoring the study's
progress and keeping the membership informed and involved.
Unions, like most large organizations, have immense communications problems. Local 735 is no different. Members at Hydramatic (over 9,000 active, laid-off and retired) had heard about all
these studies, but few beyond the CWG volunteers had seen them.
The local union paper and CWG flyers and meetings had informed
many, but many were stil uninformed. The CWG decided to bulk

mail the 1985 Harvard lung study, the proposal for the brain and
larynx cancer study, and a shorter less technical report on both
to the local's entire 9,000 members.
The union's executive board financed a raffe, with proceeds
going toward postage costs. The board also provided paper, office
space, phones, printing equipment and clerical support. Post cards
were mailed to all offcers, committees and union reps requesting
their help. Volunteers collated, stapled, stuffed and sealed thousands and thousands of envelopes. Some took work home. Others
drafted children, grandchildren and neighbors to help.
Besides providing more detailed information, our bulk mailing
helped keep people agitated about the issue and attracted new

volunteers and new leads on cancer victims in the plant.
The CWG is a small group of workers fighting for a cleaner
workplace. At an auto plant with 6,800 active members, we'll get
from 5 to 40 people at a meeting, but many more give us leads
and stay informed of what's going on. Retirees and family

members work with active members. We've involved workers

waiting in the Job Bank, workers disabled with carpal tunnel
syndrome, and many members who are otherwise not actively
involved in the union.

While workplace cancer is our focus, workers bring other problems like carpal, workers compensation, fumes and mists, head-
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aches and breathing difficulties to the CWG. We've brought in

speakers on workers comp, refusing unsafe work, right-to-know
and corporate crime. We've generated OSHA training for union

reps, shown health-and-safety fims like one on "hard metals
disease," and provided general information on a range óf workplace health and safety issues.
lilt was because of my husband's death that I'm doing this," says

Bonnie McBee, an activist with the CWG. "I've got friends and
relatives in the plant. I'm doing this to just save one more life and

"Taking On General Motors
by Eric Mann is a great book that offers hope and encouragement
during these diffcult times. I have marched with the Van Nuys
workers and have seen their impressive organizing first-hand. But

Taking On General Motors takes you beyond where the eye can
see to share the complexities of how social movements are built. If
you are an environmental or peace activist, a labor or community
organizer, a high school or college teacher, or if you are a member
of the Rainbow Coalition, I strongly urge you to read this book."

- REV. JESSE JACKSON

get that plant cleaned up."

What Cancer Watch wants is simply that: a clean, healthy place
to work. Nothing less. CWG wants workers to know what they're

ON
GENERAL MOTORS
TAKNG

being exposed to and how to fight the company when it won't
do its job to obtain substitute chemicals, improved ventilation, and
accurate exposure records.

ERIC

MANN

Taking On General Motors is a fascinating
story whose lessons go far beyond one union
local or even the UAW as a whole. Its method-

ology and analysis are invaluable for training a
new generation of labor and community organizers to think strategically.

We want studies that zero in on real problems. Minority and
women workers, for example, are often relegated to lower-paying
and more dangerous jobs. Skiled trades workers are exposed to

Tony Mazzochi, Sec.-Treas.
Oil, Chemical & Atomic Workers Union

chemicals, electrical fields and substances that other workers are

not. These groups face specific cancer, reproductive and general
health problems that require specific solutions.
The workers themselves know or suspect the problems, and they
should be part of providing the solutions. Company safety departments, studies by university experts, and joint union-management

Taking On General Motors analyzes the UAW Campaign

to Keep GM Van Nuys Open-a movement of Chicano,
African-American, White and Asian auto workers and their

community alles that has kept the plant open by threatening GM with a boycott of its products in Los Angeles.

health-and-safety programs are valuable and useful, but only if
the local union is aggressive in pursuing its own health and safety

Taking On General Motors critiques the failure of the Democratic Party and union elites
to develop effective responses to capital flght, moves to a 60 page history of GM and the

agenda. When in-plant programs move too slowly or seem to evade
the real issues, then the union should help by giving them a little

with a "non-adversarial" "team concept" management system and ends with broader obser.
vations about today's labor movement.

push in the right direction. .
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A Journal of Environmental
and Occupational Health Policy.
Published four times a year in association with
the OiL Chemical and Atomic Workers Inter-
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ing an end to the unchecked, heedless growth of the hazardous
waste stream and, as much as possible, the complete elimination
of toxic materials from the production cycle. This put the trade

~(

unions and the environmental movement on the collision course

f1lN COMMON caOlD

they find themselves to this day.
Those of us in the trade union movement, who represent people
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national Union, AFL-CIO. $40 for one-year
subscription. Make checks payable to New Solutions, P.O. Box 2812, Denver, CO 80201.

movement-spurred on by a growing number of tragic incidents
and catastrophic accidents-became ever more vocal in demand-
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Earlier this year, OCAW SecretaryIreasurer Anthony Mazzocchi, one of
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employed in industries that either use or produce hazardous materials, now find ourselves caught on the horns of a difficult dilemma:

On the one hand, our first concern is to protect the jobs,

movement in the late 19605, started a
new publication that embodies and seeks to further the growing

incomes; and working conditions of our members. That is what
they elected us to do, and if we can't do it, they are within their
rights to replace us. Which they do.
On the other hand, people who work in hazardous industries,

coalition of OSH and environmental activists. We reprint here MazNew Solutions.

as most OCAW members do, want safe jobs and a healthy environment, just like everyone else. And they expect us to do everything

the "founding fathers" of the OSH

OSHA
ATio

",No"

zocchi's Publisher's Introduction to the first issue of

Act in 1970 promised to provide workers and the public alike with

we can to ensure that their employers provide them with a
workplace free from all recognized hazards, as the Occupational
Safety and Health Act requires.
The problem is that these two goals often seem to conflict with
one another. Ask workers at home if they support government
efforts to clean up the air or the water, and they will most likely
say yes. Ask them at work, after the company has told them that
new OSHA or EPA regulations threaten their jobs, and they wil
most likely say no.
They are right both times. Most people are astute analysts of
their own best interests. Workers know that they are the first to
die from exposure to hazardous materials, both at the workplace

significant protection from hazardous materials and processes,

and in the community. They also know that their families can't

both on the job and in their communities.

In those days, those most active in the movement took it for

live on clean air and clean water alone. And they know that if
they didn't have a job, or one that paid as well as many of the

granted that the interests of workers and community members in a

jobs in the petrochemical and atomic industries do, they would

safe and healthy workplace were inseparable. That I should be
asked, as a labor offcial active in environmental issues, to chair

live less well and die a lot sooner.
Both the trade unions and the environmental movement need

the first Earth Day ceremonies in April 1970 at New York's Union

to find a way to help working people escape from this cruel choice.

Square, struck no one as unusuaL. The labor movement and the

We can't go on forever always putting off until tomorrow the

environmental movement were working together on a common
cause.

necessary task of cleaning up the mess we make today. We are

FINDING COMMON GROUND:
Our Commitment to Confront the Issues
by Anthony Mazzocchi

Tventy years ago, protests from organized labor and from
environmental and public interest groups heralded the beginning
of a new wave of environmental activism. The passage of the Coal
Mine Safety and Health Act in 1969, the Occupational Safety and
Health Act in 1969 and the National Environmental Protection

Things have changed. The end of the post-war economic boom
in 1973 resulted in the radical restructuring of the U.S. economy
and the loss of hundreds of thousands of unionized, manufacturing
jobs. Workers became increasingly reluctant to complain about
health and safety problems, even as the grassroots environmental

rapidly running out of corners into which the dirt can be swept.
At the same time, we can't expect most people voluntarily to give
up all the benefits of modern industry, which has enabled more
of us to enjoy a higher standard of living than has ever been true
before, without offering a realistic alternative-a different, if not
a better, way to live.

