Autoworkers Fightback 2009

At the end of 2008 as GM and Chrysler were appealing to Congress for a bail out, Senators Richard Shelby (R-AL) and Robert Corker (R-TN) created quite a stir when they opposed the bail-out whipping up anti-Big Three autoworker sentiment claiming we were highly overpaid thanks to unions. UAW officials supported GM and Chrysler in their appeal. Corker’s state has provided Nissan with tax incentives to buy a plant there. He sees unions as too adversarial. He asks why a waitress, who doesn’t make nearly as much, should have to contribute to these high-waged jobs through taxes. Recently, he told Volkswagen to oppose the union in an upcoming representation election, but they replied they would let their employees decide.
 
Shelby made millions as a title insurance executive, landlord and real estate developer. He has received large contributions from the financial-services industry, and as a member of the Banking Committee, he has blocked many proposals that were unfavorable to the industry, including legislation to curtail so-called predatory lending.
 
Several autoworker comrades discussed the idea with the staff at Labor Notes of going to Washington DC and speaking out to both political representatives and the media about how autoworkers feel about the economic crisis and the continuing restructuring of the industry. We wanted to present ideas about how the industry ought to be retooled to build manufacturing for the 21st century, and the need for manufacturing jobs. This would entail prioritizing mass transportation, which hardly exists in this country and is being cut back in those few areas that do have a network. With our pensions and health care benefits under attack, we proposed the need to expand Medicare to all, and to expand social security making it into a pension system for all. 
 
In discussing what demands to put forward, we decided not to call for nationalizing the plants under workers control because it was simply a formulaic demand rather than something autoworkers might see as possible and desirable. 
 
Elements of our approach consisted of:
 
* Retooling for renewable energy. Conversion was done in preparation for WWII and then reconverted to civilian use in the postwar period. Each process was completed in less than a year.
 
* Retooling could be carried out in order to meet the country’s need for energy efficiency. The industry would be manufacturing for mass transit such as light rail, buses, as well as electric and fuel- efficient cars and trucks, and renewable energy such as wind, solar and water sources.
 
· Job retention and job creation would be integral to this manufacturing process, and should lead to further job creation as mass transit and renewable energy went on line.
 
· Since the Big Three was not interested in such a program, we discussed how this might be implemented. If the government was going to “bail out” manufacturers such as GM and Chrysler there should be criteria that put job creation and manufacturing renewable energy at the center. If the companies were not interested, the federal government should allow a board that could direct this conversion process. This board should be composed of the workers and community members.
 
· We emphasized that plant closings were not just destructive to the lives of the workers at the plant. It also affected their families even if they were to be moved to another plant. Over the last thirty years, as plants have closed and others built or consolidated, workers became “gypsies,” forced to relocate if they were to keep their jobs. This usually meant that families were forced to relocate, or the worker was separated from the family for periods of time. Often the reality of this separation led to a number of problems.
 
· Not only do plant closings affect workers and their families, but they also affect the larger community. It drives shops and restaurants out of business and leads to deteriorating community services. Look at the Pontiac Truck and Bus facility and see what the devastation brings. Perhaps the prime example is Detroit’s Packard plant. It closed in 1957 and the huge facility and its toxic waste have been polluting that area of the city for more than fifty years!
 
We involved autoworkers in this broad discussion and organized an auto caravan to Washington DC to present this viewpoint. A send-off rally was organized in Detroit, the beginning stop.
 
We stopped at a couple of points along the way to pick up additional supporters and reached DC. Representative John Conyers’ office which was willing to help in the setting up of the press conference and in helping us make some visits to Congressional offices.
 
Additional activities we have carried out include:
 
· Organizing demonstrations on press day at the yearly International Auto Show in Detroit. This is a good venue to talk with the international and national press, who are very interested in talking with workers during this show, when there is tremendous corporate publicity.
 
· Organizing a demonstration at the June 2010 UAW Constitutional Convention, in which we welcomed the delegates with a leaflet. We also worked with other autoworkers to bring forward specific questions around health care and opposition to concessions. We participated in supporting a “no concessions” candidate running for president against Bob King.
 
· Two of us from the Autoworkers Caravan attended a TIE-sponsored conference in Germany in 2009 where we discussed this perspective with autoworkers, primarily from Germany. Both an expert in European mass transportation and a Swedish autoworker also gave talks about the need of autoworkers to fight for manufacturing for mass transit. Even though Europe has mass transit, it is being privatized (in Germany, the stations are privately owned, but not the trains themselves; in England, the entire train system has been privatized). Although it exists, it needs to be replenished and extended.
 
· I was asked by Sam Gindin to speak at a workshop at the 2009 Left Forum about this perspective. While the workshop had a relatively small attendance (many other topics are far sexier!), it did lead to an excellent article in The Nation and, later, a forum in Detroit where I was one of several speakers and able to address this issue.
 
· When Wendy Thompson went to France, Italy, Spain and Portugal in the summer of 2009, she was able to meet with a variety of autoworkers and discussed some of the ideas we have developed.
 
· We participated in a forum with the Sierra Club and Steelworkers around the need for a green economy. This helped some autoworkers develop an understanding that NAFTA did not help Mexican workers and peasants, but hindered their livelihood too. This was an important forum for us to participate in because many autoworkers support “Buy America” campaigns.
 
· We worked with peace and justice organizations at the US Social Forum in Detroit in June 2010 to present a 4-hour discussion in which we were able to discuss how retooling manufacturing would be essential to overcoming the economic and climate change crises that workers face today.
 
· We also continue to support other autoworker struggles as we collectively fight for democracy within the union (against an entrenched one-party caucus that has controlled the leadership since the end of the 1940s) and to oppose the UAW leadership’s strategy of cooperation with the corporations, trying to pressure them to turn-around the continuing concessionary trend in negotiations.
 
Problems we face:
 
· We have also set up an Autoworker Caravan website but we have failed to update it as regularly as we should.
 
· While we are presenting an alternative vision, there is no organized force at this point to fight for this.
 
· We also had the idea of leafleting the non-unionized transplants in the South with our message and our solidarity, but have not been able to follow through on this.
 
I do see more references to the notion of manufacturing for mass transit by a number of journalists and academics, including Chris Hedges and John Nicholas. This is important, but there needs to be more! I’ve also written about this alternative for Against the Current. (My current article about the “new” UAW and Bob King’s perspectives has been picked up by a number of different list serves including Portside.)
 
The reality is that a growing number of autoworkers oppose the current UAW leadership’s explicit strategy to keep the corporations “competitive” but don’t have a larger vision of what can be done. Others reluctantly accommodate themselves to the UAW leadership’s collaborationist perspective because they don’t see any viable alternative—so we have our work cut out for us! What has been good about this campaign is that it’s posed a concrete alternative, opened up a layer of autoworkers to learning about climate change and has presented a vision that undermines the “Buy America” perspective that is probably the most dominant thinking of most autoworkers.
 
In solidarity,
Dianne
 
