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FOREWARD

2020—It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age
of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch
of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair. . .

It is certainly a year like no other and we all have been affected but it is also
an opportunity for the union movement to grow, if we each work to make it happen.
| have tried to collect experiences and strategies that we can use but it is challenging
to write a pamphlet when events change so rapidly.

| appreciate the intelligence that Robin Johnson, a rep for AFGE, and
Rosemary Trump, a longtime organizer for SEIU, have offered with their comments
for improving this book. | also thank the others who have helped and who didn’t
want to be mentioned.

This booklet was distributed with the support of Labor’s Bookstore, with
appreciation to Alice Torres. The website will let every reader send in comments for
improving the booklet, and discussions about Best Union Practices.

One advantage of creating an electronic “booklet,” is the possibility of
constantly revising it and updating it, as new events happen. This edition is from
October 8, 2020.

As always, it’s dedicated to Joan, Willie and Alex.


https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Best

Victims? Don't be melodramatic. Look down there. Tell me. Would you really feel
any pity if one of those dots stopped moving forever? If | offered you twenty
thousand pounds for every dot that stopped, would you really, old man, tell me to
keep my money, or would you calculate how many dots you could afford to spare?
Free of income tax, old man. Free of income tax - the only way you can save money
nowadays.” --Harry Lime in The Third Man

When organizers get together, the one question we always ask is:” Why do
they put up with all of this shit?”

That is, why do non-union workers put up with low wages, lousy or non-
existent benefits, bad treatment and no job security and not organize.

The answer 1s usually “Well, they figure they’re getting by and don’t want to
risk it.”

So now they are not getting by, millions of them all around the world. The
most poorly paid are often the most “essential,” ordered to put their lives on the line
in a pandemic, but they are finally organizing, with a rippling series of work
stoppages and protests in dozens of countries. While the COVID-19 is a public
health issue, it is also a workplace issue—pay cuts, layoffs, loss of health insurance,
health and safety, job security—and the potential source of an enormous union
organizing campaign but we have to make it happen.

In one way, this sudden collapse of the economy can be helpful for union
organizing because it dramatically shows a large group of workers how vulnerable
we are.

The “have-a-littles”--those of us between the “haves” and the “have-nots,”
often called “the middle class”--are a part of the working class into which most union
members fit. We have (or had) regular jobs, with regular hours of work, with benefits
like health insurance, some vacation and retirement money. We owned our own
homes with our own washing machines and thought we knew what the rest of our
lives would be. Since we have private resources, we have not worried about the
decline in public services—public housing, public transportation (about one-third of
the residents of Baltimore City do not have access to a car), public banking (some
payday loans charge up to 400% interest), public education, food stamps, public
access to the internet (40% of Baltimore residents do not have broadband internet
access, the third worst rate in the country) —you name it and we figured it was not
our problem. Now we abruptly learned how vulnerable we are, so the pattern of ““just
getting by” 1s gone.




Unemployment compensation? A handout for those bums who don’t wanna
work, not a good worker like me. Only now, lots of us are in the same long lines--
no jobs, no money, no health insurance. Many states are experiencing a crisis in the
UC area, with tens of thousands of unemployed workers back in, and backed out, of
the system. In Hawaii, the state has even recruited volunteers to help evaluate claims.

More people who figure that “getting by” is no longer happening are
organizing without any relationship to existing unions. Workers are in the streets in
their communities, although in many cases, they have been diverted to look for
exclusively political solutions—for stimulus checks, for relief from rent, for the end
of the Trump administration, for some sort of health insurance coverage, for better
unemployment benefits.

At the height of this crisis, George Floyd was murdered by Minneapolis police
officers, creating a movement of a different dimension, one which drew in many
people whose work lives may not have been drastically cut by the pandemic. The
subsequent murders of Breonna Taylor and Rayshard Brooks and the shooting of
Jacob Blake, Jr. expanded the movement.

If we want to organize stronger unions, we will have to capture this energy,
showing how issues of race and power spread across our workplaces—even when
we are working from home—and our communities. In a striking moment, some of
the world’s highest-paid workers, professional baseball and basketball players,
called work stoppages to protest the violence, combining a workplace action with a
social issue.

Combined with the appearance of white militia groups and the presidential
election, it is a year like no other.

Even though the jobs report in August showed a slight improvement, as the
unemployment rate fell to 10.2%, it remains above the Great Recession high of 10%
that was reached in October 2009. By the end of May, the US Labor Department
reported that 2.4 million jobs had vanished, bringing the total to 38.6 million since
mid-March. A major concern is that some of these jobs—maybe many of these
jobs—will never come back, drastically changing the future for every America
worker.

American Airlines, for example, announced on August 20, that it was lay off
up to 25,000 flight attendants, pilots and other front-line workers, in addition to
1,500 management and administrative workers already laid off. On September 30,
American Airlines announced the furlough of another 19,000 workers, and United
Airlines said it was dumping 12,000 workers, all of whom had been retained by the
federal stimulus package, which expired at the end of September. The layoffs would
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cap job losses that already total 150,000 at the nation’s four largest carriers based on
employees who have left voluntarily or taken temporary leave. Delta Air Lines
Inc. will avoid most layoffs until at least next summer after 17,000 workers left
voluntarily and 40,000 took unpaid leaves.

At MGM Resorts, approximately 18,000 workers, protected by stimulus
payments through the end of August, would be laid off. There are bankruptcies in
areas like retail and hospitality, affecting both the large chains and small businesses.

The restaurant and fast-food industry, the second largest private employer in
the country “collapsed overnight. At least 5.5 million jobs evaporated by the end of
April and the number of people employed in food service is still 2.5 million fewer
than February. Technomic, a consulting firm for the food-service industry, estimates
that 20 percent to 25 percent of independently owned restaurants will never reopen.”?

The figures are bleak but the numbers are so enormous and so global that most
of us have a hard time getting the scope of the whole problem. We do know how it
affects each of us individually—have | lost my job, my insurance, a friend to
COVID-19? Seeing ourselves as a miniscule—but very important—piece of a
global economy is so important because many of us have lived in a kind of separate,
self-contained world. Now the problems we have to confront—Iloss of a job, loss of
health insurance, erratic unemployment payments—used to be someone else’s
problem. If we are a union member, we worried about our contract, and how it
affected us individually, and not about other unionized workers, and even more, non-
union workers.

Many workers who opposed national health insurance as a government
takeover, or even ‘“socialism,” are now losing benefits. The Kaiser Family
Foundation has estimated that 27 million Americans could lose their employer-
sponsored insurance and become uninsured due to the pandemic. When these workers
voted, if they voted, they voted in what they thought was self-interest, with no
concern for other workers. In our unions, we felt secure and even isolated. Yes,
there were a lot of problems, but it didn’t affect us. I got mine and that’s all I need
to worry about and, besides, we have a President who promised to roll life backward
and to make everything great again.

And then they came for us—relentless but so gradual that we almost didn’t
notice, until we had a union contract with major concessions or suffered through a
plant shutdown. These were isolated experiences, but the pandemic, and the murders
of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and Rayshard Brooks, the attempted murder of

! Priva Krishna. “How to Save Restaurants. New York Times. September 13, 2020.
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Jacob Blake, Jr. threw us into the pit and we have to rethink all of our union
strategies.

In the current health crisis, all of the disgusting inequalities are exposed and
intensified, both for workers whose jobs continue and workers whose jobs have been
shut down. We still have low wages, erratic work schedules, poor or non-existent
health insurance coverage, frightening health and safety conditions, and
victimization of workers by bosses who use every excuse to not make improvements.
The most essential are the often lowest paid, and are heroes facing layoffs. These
bad conditions have been growing for years, however, as union membership steadily
declined since the end of World War Il, but now the privileged union minority is
being pulled down and we need to respond.

The pandemic has intensified racial and
ethnic economic inequalities, an area that the huge A A argue with
Black Lives Matter demonstrations have not really BE=1aR{e [{=1#
emphasized. “U.S. median household income was
$63,179 in 2018, the most recent year for which They will drag
there is data. . . . Median income for white you down to their
households was $70,642; for Hispanic households, level and beat
it was $ 51,450; and for Black households, it was :
$41,361.”% The issue of race discrimination is you WI.th
rooted in the workplace, as there is an almost 30% experience.
wage disparity between black workers and white
workers,® so the problem is not just with police treatment. Women earn only about
80% of what men earn.

In the food service industry, for example, “the most deeply affected were
restaurant workers, who were either laid off so that they could file for unemployment
or were asked to keep working and risk their health. These are people who often do
not have health insurance, earn less than a living wage and disproportionately
include undocumented workers, immigrants and Black and brown people—the most
marginalized people in the country.”

By shifting the focus on the problem of racial disparities from the workplace
to the community, the solution becomes political action, not union organizing. While
most of the protest movements are political—Storm the Capital, Defund the Police—

2 Jill Schlesinger. “The gigantic economic hole.” Baltimore Sun. June 28, 2020.

3 Elise Gould. “Stark black—white divide in wages is widening further.” Economic Policy Institute. February 27, 2019.
4. Michael Powell. “A Black Marxist Scholar Wanted to Talk About Race. It Ignited a Fury.” New York Times. August
14, 2020.

4 Priva Krishna. “How to Save Restaurants. New York Times. September 13, 2020.
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and the demands are general (high unemployment, federal financial relief) we need
to focus on our workplaces and our bosses directly because that’s where most of us
are, or were, and all of our economic income inequality is based there.

So much energy now is being spent, or wasted, on re-electing, or defeating
President Trump, as if all of our problems will be solved by whomever is in the
White House. The importance of our workplaces has been totally forgotten—except
by the workers themselves, who are running the hundreds of work stoppages.

An instructive event came on August 29, with the huge march on Washington,
on the same date as the famous march in 1963 because many people lamented that
they, or their children, or grandchildren, are marching and protesting today over the
same issues that were important in 1963.

Doing what we have done for 57 years has not worked, so new strategies,
focused on the workplace, are vital.

While the important topic of racism has become widely discussed, with an
emphasis on including African-American history in all school and community
activities, what about workers history? What about painting a street with “Black
Workers Lives Matter,” or even “Workers Lives Matter,” to broaden the campaign
and to emphasize that the division of the county into social and economic classes is
fundamental that needs to be changed?

One illustration of this important debate, a presentation by Adolph Reed to a
New York chapter of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) was cancelled
because Reed “acquired the conviction, controversial today, that the left is too
focused on race and not enough on class. Lasting victories were achieved, he
believed, when working-class and poor people of all races fought shoulder to
shoulder for their rights.” Reed’s supporters “readily accept the brute reality of
America’s racial history and of racism’s toll. They argue, however, that the problems
now bedeviling America — such as wealth inequality, police brutality and mass
incarceration — affect Black and brown Americans, but also large numbers of
working-class and poor white Americans. The most powerful progressive
movements, they say, take root in the fight for universal programs. That was true of
the laws that empowered labor organizing and established mass jobs programs
during the New Deal, and it’s true of the current struggles for free public college
tuition, a higher minimum wage, reworked police forces and single-payer health
care.”

5 Michael Powell. “A Black Marxist Scholar Wanted to Talk About Race. It Ignited a Fury.” Ew York Times.
August 20, 2020.



Some of these criticisms can sound like Blame the Victim but at some point,
we have to face the consequences for our decisions and attitudes. It’s no good to
complain about the political system, for example, when about half the population
does not vote. You may try to justify that by saying that people don’t like any of the
candidates, but the real question is: what did you do to find good candidates, or even
become candidates yourself?

Simply being negative is not a solution.

We always talk with our Kkids about accountability—you make certain
decisions, you have to live with the consequences and now we have to face the same
realities. The whole history of unionism, for example, and the dismal political
situation, are products of our indifference. We didn’t care enough, just like our co-
workers who are always too busy to come to a union meeting.

The economic crisis seems trivial compared to the reality that going to work
can be a matter of life or death—an experience no one could have imagined just a
few months ago. A report from The Imperial College of London COVID-19
Response Team offers a frightening analysis of the expansion of the pandemic in the
United States as a result of the rapid resumption of social and economic activity
demanded by the Trump administration and big business. The report predicted the
death toll by the end of July “could reach 2-3 times what it is today, or nearly
300,000 lives lost.”® By mid-August, more than 183,000 people have died in the US,
increasing by several thousand every week, and the increased “hot spots” like
college campuses and large group gatherings make the original prediction look
realistic. In the same mid-August report, a recorded 776,000 people have died
around the world.

Unlike financial crises which often hit just a few countries, the pandemic, and
the economic catastrophes, are global—from migrant workers in Kuwait’ to skilled
trades workers in Detroit. The current circumstances are extraordinary, and no one
can predict where it will end—or when or even if--so workers around the world have
to confront this brutal new reality.

And you can’t simply run away.

And you can’t hide.

And wishing we could turn back the clock somehow is not a solution.

And hoping some Savior will miraculously make it all better is not a solution.
It is always helpful to remember the warning from the great union leader, Eugene V.
Debs in 1905: “Too long have the workers of the world waited for some Moses to

6 https://www.imperial.ac.uk/mrc-global-infectious-disease-analysis/covid-19/
" Vivian Yee. “Virus Forces Persian Gulf States to Reckon With Migrant Labor.” New York Times. May 9, 2020.
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lead them out of bondage. | would not lead you out if | could; for if you could be led
out, you could be led back again. | would have you make up your minds there is
nothing that you cannot do for yourselves."

Let’s talk SOLUTIONS, not victims because if we are not part of the solution,
we are part of the Problem.

The Chinese character for
CRls Is “Crisis” is  comprised of  two

components—the character for “Danger”
and for “Opportunity.” In her book The
Shock Doctrine, Naomi Klein correctly
illustrated how catastrophic events have

provided the opportunity for right-wing
Danger Opportunity | movements to expand while workers are
distracted dealing with a crisis. In the most
recent financial crisis, the Great Recession of 2008, companies like General Motors
and Verizon seized the moment as the opportunity to gut union contracts, cutting
benefits and opening multi-tier wage structures. The Obama administration
proposed a $ 700 billion bank bailout and eased the minimal restrictions on the banks
and investment companies which caused the recession in the first place.

Not a solution.

In the 10 years that followed, we saw “the largest spike in wealth inequality in
postwar American history,” SO “Income disparities are so pronounced that America’s
top 10 percent now average more than nine times as much income as the bottom 90
percent, according to data analyzed by UC Berkeley economist Emmanuel Saez.
Americans in the top 1 percent tower stunningly higher. They average over 39 times
more income than the bottom 90 percent. But that gap pales in comparison to the
divide between the nation’s top 0.1 percent and everyone else. Americans at this
lofty level are taking in over 196 times the income of the bottom 90 percent. . . The
official poverty rate understates the number of people in the world’s richest country
who have trouble making ends meet. An estimated 40 percent of the total U.S.
population are either poor or low-income. . . Income concentration today is as
extreme as it was during the ‘Roaring Twenties.’ . . . In 2018, the CEO-worker pay
gap was nearly seven times larger than in 1980. According to the AFL-CIO, S&P
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500 firm CEOs were paid 287 times as much as average U.S. workers in 2018. CEO
pay averaged $14.5 million, compared to average worker pay of $39,888. In 1980,
the average big company CEO earned just 42 times as much as the average U.S.
worker.”®

Now the global capitalists, with the support of the Trump administration, have
tilted the whole system even further away from us. Major tax breaks, drastic NLRB
decisions, the spreading of a culture of prejudice—all intensified by the pandemic
epidemic and by the murder of George Floyd.

One cliché¢ of the pandemic is that “we’re all in this together.”

Not so.

“The billionaires in the United States have increased their wealth by $282
billion since the mid-March stock decline, according to a new report by the Institute
for Policy Studies. While more than one fifth of the American population is now
unemployed, and millions are deprived of basic needs and confront an uncertain
future, the fortunes of the ultra-rich have not only recovered, they are improving
substantially. Jeff Bezos’s fortune increased by $25 billion between January 1 and
April 15. Never in history has any individual made so much wealth so quickly. As
the report noted, ‘this is larger than the Gross Domestic Product of Honduras, which
was $23.9 billion in 2018.””

Eight billionaires, so-called | prerrrerr————
“pandemic profiteers,” have increased their
wealth, each, by over $1 billion during this
time: Jeff Bezos (Amazon), MacKenzie
Bezos (Amazon), Eric Yuan (Zoom), Steve
Ballmer (Microsoft), John Albert Sobrato
(Silicon Valley real estate), Elon Musk,
Joshua Harris (Apollo, financial asset - -

management) and Rocco  Comisso
999

US. svwrage ncorms, 2018

(Mediacom, cable and internet).
Let’s create our own Shock Doctrine—Ilet’s look at this pandemic as a crisis
that workers can use as an opportunity to organize and expand.
Don’t cry
Don’t panic
Don’t have academic discussions

8 “Income Inequality in the United States.” Inequality.org
9 Gabriel Black. “US billionaires increase wealth by $280 billion since March, as millions are unable to get
unemployment benefits.” World Socialist Web Site. April 27, 2020.
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Don’t trust our governments

Don’t ask anyone else to solve your problems

ORGANIZE.

The pandemic has drastically changed everything in our lives, so our unions
also must make major changes--to focus on new organizing, to seize the opportunity
and begin to grow our movement again. Since many of the changes—the
configuration of the workplaces and, most importantly, the new attitudes of the
workers—will be “permanent,” the changes in our unions also need to be permanent.
This pandemic is not simply a financial crunch in one country that will pass in time
but a life-threatening catastrophe in every country, with no end in sight, opening the
possibility of global organizing. The risk is NOT doing anything, because our bosses
are relentlessly organizing against us.

As we talk about union organizing, it
Is essential to recognize that this crisis could
force the permanent reconfiguration of
every workplace—with more machines
replacing live workers and with teleworking
becoming the “new norm”--creating life-
changing situations and decisions for
workers in every country, and a historic ORGAN IZE!
challenge for union organizing. As an
example, Alden Global Capital, which controls Tribune Publishing announced the
permanent closure of numerous newsrooms so all of the reporters will be working
from their cars instead of sharing a work space.

Moral imperatives are not solutions, as in “There must be Universal Health
Care,” or “We deserve protection from epidemics.” “The government ought to do
something!!”

Yeah, right, but how do WE make it happen?

| had a nice conversation with some retired union friends, and we talked about
how we felt, and about people who are making statements about the pandemic but
nowhere is this question: what am | going to do to change it? How am | going to
organize my coworkers to change it? All of the philosophical, or even historical,
discussions don’t confront us with the question of our responsibility, our obligation,
to make the change happen. We can complain about our bosses and about the
government but what have we done/are we going to do to change it?

One way we don’t make it happen is by depending on Someone Else,
especially if that person is Donald Trump. In a classic example, AFL President
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Richard Trumka issued a public statement expressing outrage at Trump’s use of the
Defense Production Act to keep meat-processing plants open, even though UFCW
officers know of at least “20 meatpacking workers who have died from COVID-19,”
and then proclaimed: “We need workplace safety standards based on safety and
sound science, and we need the president to use his authority to make and distribute
personal protective equipment to essential workers.”*°

Another dead end is appealing to the so-called “better instincts” of our bosses.
As an example of the unfortunate attitudes of some high union officers, an article in
USA Today featured Chris Shelton of CWA, Randi Weingarten of AFT, Mary Kay
Henry of SEIU, and James R. Hoffa Jr. of the Teamsters who argued for “ethical”
capitalism: in favor of companies with close, positive relationships with their
workers, versus those that shirk their social responsibilities. They suggest that “the
public should positively recognize that employers like AT&T, Kroger, Verizon,
General Motors, and Major League Baseball have made moves to protect workers
and remember those that have not.!* The choice to these union officers, is clear:
“vulture” capitalism or “ethical” capitalism.”

Good luck with that game, especially since GM is one of the most aggressive
employers in forcing workers to return to work in unsafe conditions. Almost two
months later, in mid-June, AT & T announced plans to close 250 AT&T Mobility
and Cricket Wireless stores, in response to ‘“customers' shopping practices,”—
shopping on-line—intensified by the pandemic. "If we are in a war to keep our
economy going during this crisis, why is AT&T dismissing the troops?" said CWA
President Chris Shelton. "AT&T could help lead the country toward recovery by
partnering with its workforce to build next generation networks. Instead the
company is adding to the pain of the recession already underway."*> And ATT closed
the stores anyhow.

10 Richard Trumka. “If Trump Wants Meat Plants Open, He Should Protect Their Workers.” New York Times. May
7, 2020.

11«4 ynion leaders: Coronavirus is a stress test for capitalism, and we see encouraging signs.” USA Today. April 13,
2020.

12 CWA Newsletter. June 16, 2020
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The most dangerous movement directs
workers’ anger at other workers, as if workers of
color, or different backgrounds, were responsible
for white workers, especially men, losing their
union jobs. As part of post-industrial crisis, the
{ blame game has become both distorted and
4 violent, as if the businesspeople who make the
deC|S|0ns have no respon5|b|I|ty We do need to

It’s true that workers
organize unions, not
that unions organize
workers. The enormous
surge of waorkplace
actions over the past
few months
demonstrates the truth
of this statement. Not
since the early 1930’s,
when hundreds of sit-down strikes were carried out in workplaces from the GM plant
in Flint to a local Woolworth 5 and 10, in a range of languages, has there been so
much fury. Workers are organizing in many different directions: demanding better
health and safety conditions, demanding higher hazard pay, demanding an extension
of health insurance, and proclaiming that Black Lives Matter. These workers are not
depending on the President to “use his authority,” they are not hoping that the boss
will miraculously become benevolent--we are establishing our own authority.

This movement is fabulous, a sudden sense of collective power, like the surge
of teachers strikes in 2018-19—the ‘Red For Ed” movement when a half-million
teachers were involved in major work stoppages, often over the objections of their
union officers. The Payday Report, an on-line union newsletter, created a map to
illustrate more than 1,000 wildcat strikes since the beginning of March,®® strikes
rippling through all levels of the economy, from enormous auto assembly and
meatpacking plants to the gig economy, like Uber.

\WOOLWORNTH
WORKERS

fTRIKE

AELP US WIN

AO IRNVEEK

".V‘T sN
A

13 https://paydayreport.com/covid-19-strike-wave-interactive-map/
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The most exciting element of this surge is that, thanks to social media, there
is a new global sense of “fellow worker”—a worker in Indiana can talk with a worker
in India. Most union officers in the US think of organizing one group of workers, in
a “bargaining unit,” in one location but the ownership of companies has gone
global—they have no country and no loyalty, so our movement also has to become
truly international. A global pandemic has provoked both a global movement and
the demands that go far beyond “normal” union proposals-- a suspension of rent
payments, protection against eviction, a forgiveness for student loans—in short, a
whole structural change.

The organizing spread on social media across the country, and across the
world, with organizations like Amazonians United group starting an international
workers petition under the self-help slogan “We Keep Us Safe.” There were
wonderful May Day demonstrations at companies like Amazon, Whole Foods,
Instacart, and a group called the Gig Workers Collective. These workers didn’t
worry about ‘“bargaining units,” or “legal jurisdiction” or “independent
contractor”—they see themselves as part of the global economy and as participants
in a global workers movement.

Unfortunately, these workers are not attached to any existing unions so a big
question is what will come next. At the beginning of the US labor movement in the
1880s, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the proportion of strikes not
initiated by a union was about 39%, with a higher figure for the 1870°s.1* The same
thing is happening today.

When a union officer talks about organizing, it ignores the astonishing new
reality that hundreds of thousands of workers are already organizing—
spontaneously, without a union structure. The real question is—what next?

In the 1930’s, the enormous energies of the sit-down strikes, like the work
stoppages of today, were started by specific workplace issues—assembly line
speedup, long hours of work, lousy treatment by supervisors. But all of these
campaigns had a crucial demand: UNION RECOGNITION, so that workers could
continue to exert power in their factories and communities after the strikes were
over. The biggest, baddest, most anti-union bosses, like General Motors and US
Steel signed contracts, and even have unions today.

As a comparison, look at the difference from the 1930’s, when UNION
RECOGNITION was the most important demand for strikers. In 1935, for example,
there were 2,014 strikes involving 1,120,000 workers and then in 1937, there were

14 Melvin Dubofsky. Industrialism and the American Workers, 1865-1920. p. 40
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4.740 strikes involving 1,860,000 workers. Union membership increased from
3,632,000 in 1930 to almost 9 million in 1937—almost triple the numbers. What if
we did the same thing today?

So far, it does not look like the wave of spontaneous strikes has moved in this
direction to demand union recognition. Will this upsurge be like OCCUPY? An
exciting event with no long-term changes, a movement that flashed and then died,
with no real organizations surviving. Can workers bring permanent changes for
themselves? The danger is what we can call MO’s—Momentary Unions—when
workers organize in incredibly brave and sophisticated ways but don’t demand union
recognition and don’t plan on building long-lasting organizations.

Let’s look at some of the inspiring examples—and | am including a long list
(hope it’s not too long for you) to show the enormous size of the movement:

e [n Belgium, 10 supermarkets in the Carrefour chain were closed after workers
walked out over low pay and inadequate protection against the coronavirus.
Workers at a Carrefour in southern France previously walked out in late March.

- Royal Mail workers at a sorting facility in Kent in the United Kingdom walked
out to protest the lack of hand sanitizer and other safety measures.
The Communication Workers Union called off a strike earlier in March despite
Royal Mail’s intransigent opposition to implementing more safety precautions.

« Postal workers in the United States started an online petition to demand hazard
pay. The petition, which had garnered nearly 500,000 signatures, denounced the
postal workers union, stating: “The union is no help to employees during this time
at all. They should be fighting for this hazard pay or threatening another shutdown.
We have to get louder, post office!!”

¢ In the Bahamas, emergency medical workers staged a sickout to protest the lack
of safety measures. In response, the country’s health minister promised a
payment of up to $5,000 for frontline health care workers.

e In Massachusetts, over 10,000 construction workers, members of the North
Atlantic States Regional Council of Carpenters, planned to strike over worksite
safety concerns. The governor had left the decision to local governments on
whether to allow construction to continue, while issuing toothless guidelines for
safety practices.

e Nearly 1,000 meatpacking workers at JBS, a major pork and beef processor,
stopped work in Colorado in mid-April. Much of the heavily immigrant
workforce at the plant, who speaks 27 different languages, refused to report to
work after as many as 10 workers tested positive for COVID-19. The job action
was not organized by the UFCW, the local union president said.
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e Amazon workers at a delivery facility in Chicago demonstrated for two days after

two of their coworkers tested positive. This followed strikes by Amazon workers
in Detroit and New York earlier in the same week.

Over forty workers at the Perdue Perry Cook Plant, located in Kathleen, GA,
walked off the job at the end of March and protested outside the factory
demanding sanitary working conditions, hazard pay and time off after multiple
workers reported being exposed to COVID-19 at the factory. According
to Bloomberg the factory has 600 workers who process chicken and pork
products. Across the United States, workers at Tyson Food, Sanderson Farms and
Perdue Farms have reported an increase in forced overtime and production levels
with the demand for meat soaring as bulk purchases skyrocket due to concerns in
the population of possible shortages due to the pandemic and increased demand
as restaurants are shuttered and millions of children remain home from closed
schools in an effort to slow the spread of the virus.

Dozens of workers walked out at a Hershey’s food packing plant in Palmyra,
Pennsylvania operated by logistics giant XPO. “We demand an explanation of
why they did not close the factory since there was an infected person, and they
kept it quiet,” a worker at the plant told the local press.

Over two dozen poultry workers
at a Pilgrim’s Pride plant in
Timberville, Virginia walked out MAKE NO MISTAKE:

to protest the lack of information States are opening back up

after a person at the plant tested BRI R LA ST
positive for COVID-19. “They

worked us all day. They didn’t tell
us, and we didn’t know how long
that they have known,” a worker
told local news.

In Louisville, Kentucky, baristas at the coffee shop chain Heine Brothers carried
out a sickout demanding better protective measures and hazard pay. Hannah
Jones, a shift lead, told local media, “This entire COVID-19 outbreak [the
company has been saying], ‘Wait and see, wait and see, wait and see. We hear
you, we hear you. We’re nervous too.”” She added, “They aren’t coming into
contact with 200 people a day.”

In Pittsburgh, on March 25, a group of several hundred, mostly African-American
sanitation workers in Pittsburgh, members of Teamsters Local 249, went out on
an “illegal” wildcat strike to protest unsafe working conditions during the

NOT because it's safe.
So YOU bhe safe.
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COVID-19 pandemic. The strike comes as momentum for strikes goes with
#GeneralStrike becoming the top trending topic on twitter in the United States.
Even popstar Britney Spears called for a General Strike in late March. Spears
seemingly called for the redistribution of wealth and a general strike on Monday,
"regramming" a post written by Instagram user Mimi Zhu. “During this time of
isolation, we need connection now more than ever,” the text shared by Spears
said, going on to describe how "we will learn to kiss and hold each other through
the waves of the web. We will feed each other, redistribute wealth, strike. We
will understand our own importance from the places we must stay." (Payday
Report)
Since April, workers for food delivery apps controlled by large transnational
companies have engaged in a series of strikes and job actions in a number of
countries including Brazil, Spain, Ecuador and Argentina. Their demands are the
same: better delivery rates, safer working conditions and for the multimillion-
dollar companies to supply essential protective equipment that has been paid for
by the workers themselves.
An extraordinary strike started on May 26 at a McDonald’s—Ves, that
McDonald’s, the company that no union has been able to organize--in North
Oakland, CA, after
twelve workers there
tested positive for
COVID-19, as well
as eight of their
family members,
including a 10-
month-old baby. As |
one of the longest |
recorded strikes ever
by McDonald's
workers, strikers are demanding a two-week paid quarantine period, company-
paid medical costs, a deep cleaning of the store, and proper personal protective
equipment, as well as Essential Worker pay and one free meal per shift.®
Christian Smalls became briefly a media star in the spring after he was fired

by Amazon at the” fulfillment” center in Staten Island. He was let go almost

immediately after he led a group of colleagues from the building during lunch hour
in protest of what they saw as the company’s inadequate response to the crisis. They

15 Kaela Sanborn-Hum. “Striking McDonald’s Workers Block Entrance, Shut Store.” Labor Notes. June 15, 2020.
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were calling simply for the building to be temporarily closed and more stringently
sanitized and for workers to be paid during the hiatus as several had become sick.

Amazon has stated that Smalls was fired because he violated the company’s
14-day quarantine policy by returning to work after coming into contact with a co-
worker who tested positive for COVID-19.

Not content merely to fire Mr. Smalls, executives planned to exploit him as
part of a public-relations strategy meant to deflect attention away from safety issues.
Internal notes from a meeting of executive leaders at Amazon obtained by Vice
News reveal the company’s general counsel David Zaplosky trying to smear the
organizing campaign by calling Mr. Smalls ‘not smart or articulate and thus a useful
tool in its ongoing plan to besmirch unionization efforts.”*® In minutes of a meeting,
Zaplosky stated: “We should spend the first part of our response strongly laying out
the case for why the organizer’s conduct was immoral, unacce