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Introduction

In developing this issue of Labor Research Review, 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 millions of new members is undoubtedly the most
?mportant challenge the U.S. labor movement faces, thinking of organiz-
ing as a specialized activity that ends after the union wins a represen-
tation election may itself be part of the reason unions find it so difficult
to organize.

In the broader sense, "‘organizing'' is simply the process of working
with individuals to form a group to engage in collective action—no mat-
ter what that collective action is. The point of this issue of the Review,
then, is twofold:

— That occupational health and safety is a potent issue for unions to
or%anize 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 will con-
tinue 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 articu-
lating 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 organiz-
ing campaign is union building. While our focus. . .is on organizing new
members, the general approach we outline is equally effective for union
building in already constituted local unions."”

Then we focus on telling 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 Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) Organiz-
ing Director in Connecticut, talks about sweatshop conditionsin his area
and about workers at Uretek, Inc., where half the workforce was
dangerously ill 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
tobust OCAW Local 4-620in 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 inter-
nal 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-file "‘cancer watch.”

Whether through internal organizing, developing coalitions or
organizing the unorganized, organizing for health and safety isa union-
building 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 will itself be part of building a stronger labor movement. L
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Organizing for
Safe Work in
a Safe World

m Diane Factor & Joe Uehlein
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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 millions 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 system-
atically document those problems. And then they have to know
their rights, use workers' direct action, and work with the govern-
ment 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 willing 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 illustrate 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 Depart-
ment (IUD) formed a staff-level committee of Organizing Directors
and Health & Safety Directors of affiliated unions. Through the
interaction of these union professionals, health-and-safety direc-
tors learned more about organizing, and organizing directors
deepened their understanding of the technical, scientific—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
basic ingredients and a general strategic approach. While our focus
here is on organizing new members, the general approach we
outline is equally effective for union building in already consti-
tuted local unions.

An Issue that Hits Home

Public opinion polls and focus group discussions conducted
recently by the IUD show that health-related issues (health insur-
ance 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 com-
missioned by the IUD, the general public is more sympathetic to
strikes when health and safety issues are involved.

All our evidence shows that there is deep and widespread con-
cern about health and safety on the job. But that doesn't mean
unions can wait for workers to call them in to organize.
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There are many reasons workers do not raise health and safety
concerns. Fear and pain are not ‘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 parti-
cular 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
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 will
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 com-
munity and the media, providing opportunites for the union to
be portrayed in a positive light. The union can be cast as the watch-
dog, 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
organizer and the union gain credibility, workers become more
involved, and workplace conditions improve.

Using safety and health issues requires a strategy that keeps in
mind that these are powerful and emotional issues. The union
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 expecta-
tions have been raised.can engender disappointment and distrust.

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
is itself a primary organizing activity.

It is a nearly universal truth that the key to any organizing
strategy is the development of a strong and active workplace com-
mittee. Such a committee can be established around any issue or
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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 question-
naire 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 for-
warded through the completed survey forms to the Organizing
Committee.

However it is done, three valuable things result from this One-
on-One Canvassing: 1) a mountain of shopfloor health-and-safety
information is accumulated; 2) each worker is personally contacted
by a fellow worker representing the union, giving the union a
presence throughout the workplace; and 3} the canvassers them-
selves become a leadership pool, as many get more and more
deeply involved in the union and its health-and-safety activities.

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 con-
ditions 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 records of
reports, investigations, violations and toxic emissions that are
available under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and other
laws and agency requirements. Compiling and analyzing this infor-
mation 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 NW., 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.

Jim West, Impact Visuals
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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 coun-
try. 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
play a 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 com-
plaints. This information can then be compared to the company’s
records of injuries and illnesses 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 (OSHA)
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 illnesses
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that result in death, lost work days, medical treatment, loss of con-
sciousness, or job restriction or transfer. The Log 200 must be
posted every year in February and must be made available upon
request to workers and their union. Failure to accurately report
an incident on the Log is an OSHA violation and has led to million-
dollar fines in cases where companies have failed to record
multiple incidents.

In the case of Iowa Beef Processors (IBP}, for example, the
United Food & Commercial Workers ([UFCW) suspected the com-
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 oversite hearings, where
Congressman Tom Lantos (D-California) accused two corporate
witnesses of ‘'doctoring’’ company logs. This exposé resulted in
OSHA conducting more thorough in-plant investigations, crack-
ing down on companies that fail to accurately maintain Log 200s,
and rescinding its inspection-exemption policy.

Employers are also required under OSHA (Standard 29 CFR
1910.20) to allow workers and the union to have access to any
health and safety records the employer keeps, including any
exposure monitoring and medical records. Under the Right-to-
Know law (Hazard Communication Standard 20 CFR 1910.1200),
employers must provide Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDSs) that
contain hLealth information about any potentially hazardous
substance used in the workplace.

Requesting certain types of information from the company, such
as the Log 200 or MSDSs, can itself be a cause for collective action.
If the company refuses, the word can be put out through the one-
on-one structure that a short meeting will 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"’
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that serves this purpose. Risk mapping can be used as a committee-
building technique or as a complement to the One-on-One
Canvass.

Risk mapping allows a group of workers to visualize and draw
a picture of their worksite and the various hazards it contains.
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 variqusly colored dots or icons to show
the locations of various kinds of hazards. The risk maps in Mexico
resemble wall murals or paintings with colored renditions of
equipment and setting. Risk mapping exploits the ability to visual-
ize and draw, and is not dependent on written or verbal skills.

Mapping is also a commonly used tool of union organizers who
want to understand the layout of a workplace and where sup-
porters 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
physical hazards—noise, heat and cold, leaks, slippery floors,
unguarded machinery, poor equipment design—the mappers use
a distinctive color and symbols to pinpoint and name each physical

o = — =

“ Ti;e stuff's perfectly safe.We tested it on our animal subjects
dand rone of them show any ill effects whatsoever!”
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hazard. The mappers then use another color and different sym-
bols to mark chemical hazards—dust, vapors, smoke, fumes, gas or
mist. Mappers then go on to categorize hazards that may increase
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 imme-
diate 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 org-
anizational 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-
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tional Safety and Health (NIOSH) and the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA|. The union also should seek community support
and media attention, and it should directly call into question the
actions of the company and its officers wherever possible.

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. Twenty-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 aggres-
sively after a serious accident or workplace tragedy. Individual
or spontaneous complaints do not usually result in timely or com-
prehensive inspections. Workers and their union representatives
neced 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 regula-
tions 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. Still, NIOSH will 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.
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EPA can investigate allegations of illegal 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 effective if it can
tap into community concerns about the environment. Cleaning

[l

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 shut-
ting 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 play a 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 environmen-
talist on the board of directors, or an academic or a church or com-
munity 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 com-
panies were chosen as targets for filing 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.
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It's nearly unheard of that worker issues can be considered
legitimate subjects for shareholder resolutions; they are almost
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 liability to a com-
pany for abusing the environment or worker health can indeed
be quite significant. The argument is that this issue is so impor-
tant, 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 repre-
sents a much longer term strategy than is affordable in many
organizing drives. However, it is a thoroughly acceptable union-
building strategy. It positions the union to act in nontraditional
arenas, to be a player in what has been solely reserved to manage-
ment. 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 cam-
paigns, 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.

Conclusion

""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 commu-
nity environment. It highlights the linkage between workplace and
community contamination. When the workplace is polluted, it's
quite likely that pollutants are released into surrounding com-
munities 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.

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 prob-
lems are scientific and technical in nature and demand a high level
of information gathering and analysis followed by a program of
action designed to apply appropriate pressures on the employer.

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 vulnerabilities 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 organiza-
tions 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 will only prosper if it is power-
ful 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. B
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Plucking
Cargill

The RWDSU in Georgia

m[inda 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 Cargill, 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 Cargill 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

e Linda Cromer is Organizing Director of the Retail, Wholesale & Department Store
Union (RWDSU) 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 million 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 Cargill 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 Cargill 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

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, Cargill 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 utilizing sharp tools was made even more
hazardous, too dangerous to keep working. Twenty-two 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. Billy 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 Cargill 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 Cargill workers including Billy Harpe arid 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 Cargill.

In May of 1987, by a vote of 172-78, Cargill 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 com-
pany 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 Philip P. McLeod ruled that "'the
22" were fired for concerted activity and ordered that they be
reinstated and made whole for any loss of earnings and benefits.
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-in-
hand with the AFL-CIO’s Food and Allied Service Trades Depart-
ment {FAST), the RWDSU launched a multi-faceted attack.

Relationships with media contacts in the surrounding area—in
Columbus, 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 sympa-
thetic treatment from the press.

Cargill family members holding stock in the company started
receiving handwritien letters at their homes in Minnesota from
Cargill 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
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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
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 substan-
tiate 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 possibility 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 Turner, a local black physician concerned with the
plight of Cargill 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 officers 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 Cargill workers,
“Don't be misled, put this is your head: Vote for the RWDSU
September 1. It's a union that will 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 Cargill workers, in
which Rev. Jackson proclaimed, ‘'Cargill 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 exami-
nations by Dr. Turner.

In October a meeting of representatives of NAACP Chapters
from throughout Georgia passed a resolution to support the Cargill
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 company.
In November area affiliates of the three major television networks
carried coverage of dozens of injured Cargill workers wearing
white Tshirts adorned with Red Cross insignia who were gathered
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 Allied 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
as 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 agree-
ment in the history of Marion County, Georgia.

And in January 1989 Cargill lost its final appeal on "the 22,
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 Cargill 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 totalling $242,000 against Cargill
and charged the company with 113 willful violations against
federal safety and health standards. The company appealed, and
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though that appeal is still 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 Cargill workers and their families. 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 families, 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 billion-a-year monster spitting out 110
million chickens a week. More than 150,000 mostly unorganized
workers labor in 238 poultry plants, three-quarters of which are
in the South.

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
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 process-
ing 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 million 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
million for the education and training of local union officers 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.

Organizing for Health & Safety 23

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

In an atmosphere where sophisticated management makes sure
that wage and benefit levels are comparable to those in unionized
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
can be overcome, that we can organize this brutal industry all
across the South. R
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LG Organizing
Sweatshops

m 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 story—
working 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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bringing this pollutant right into their own homes. When workers
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 con-
cerned 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
ILG. That didn't happen until May 5, when. the ILG 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 $1-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 train-
ing, 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 OSH 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 officers 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 Uretek strike also succeeded in raising consciousness in
Connecticut and much of the rest of New England about deteri-
orating 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 Tuhus, 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 conditions 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 break-
ing up in this country, cities and states around the country are des-
perate 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-CIO 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 work-
force 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
























































































