THE IMMIGRANT RIGHTS’ MOVEMENT

When millions of immigrants, documented and undocumented, poured into the streets in May 2006, a new social movement was being born.  And to many in the US, this movement appeared to come almost out of nowhere.  How did it happen, they asked, that a group of people who are pushed to the margins of society economically, socially, and politically, suddenly became mobilized?  In fact, the groundwork for this new movement had been laid over the preceding decades by community-based organizations and unions educating and organizing in immigrant communities and in workplaces.  We are going to focus this presentation on immigrant workers organizing, some of the challenges they are facing, and the organizations that are bringing them together.  We will also discuss student organizations that have emerged to be allies to immigrant workers.  

Everyone should read pages 5-10 of this article:

National: “Groundswell Meets Groundwork” (http://www.mrss.com/news/Groundswell-Report_Final.pdf)
I.  Unions

Meatpacking

Over the last twenty years, meatpacking corporations moved their operations from the Midwest, where unions were strong, to the south, where unions are weak.  At the same time, immigrants became a larger part of the meatpacking workforce. Smithfield Corporation is one of the nation’s largest meatpacking companies.  Its Tar Heel, NC facility is the world’s largest pork processing plant, slaughtering about 32,000 hogs a day and employing 5,500 workers.  It is an interesting case study of how union organizers have overcome divisions between immigrant and black workers and the difficulties they face in organizing against such a powerful corporation.  
 “Blood, Heat, Gore: Organizing Meatpacking Hell” (http://labornotes.org/search/node/smithfield)
“Smithfield Meatpackers Stay Off Work to Demand Martin Luther King Holiday” (http://labornotes.org/node/525)
Darryl Fears, “Union Tries to Unite Blacks, Latinos; Workers at Meatpacking Plant Must First Overcome Distrust, The Washington Post, July 24, 2006
David Bacon, “The Story of the Smithfield Raid,”  (http://dbacon.igc.org/Imgrants/2007smithfieldraid.html) 
“Immigrant Workers Buck Long Slide in Meatpacking Raids Follow as Backlash” (http://labornotes.org/node522)
Steven Greenhouse, “Hundreds, All Nonunion, Walk Out At Pork Plant,” New York Times, November 17, 2006

It took years for the union to finally win a judgment against Smithfield for breaking the labor laws:

Kevin Sack, “Judge Finds Labor Law Broken at Meat-Packing Plant,” New York Times, January 4, 2001.
Steven Greenhouse, “Court Rules Pork Processor Broke Law in Fighting Union,” New York Times, May 10, 2006

Mark Brenner, “Smithfield Agrees To Talk to Union After Big Rally at Annual Meeting, Labor Notes, October, October 2007 (http://labornotes.org/node/1332)
Jane Slaughter, “Is Fighting for Justice at Smithfield Racketeering?” Labor Notes, March 2008

(http://labornotes.org/node/1559)

Recently, workers at Smithfield voted to join the United Food and Commercial Workers and now are going to bargain a contract.

Steven Greenhouse, Workers at Pork Plant in North Carolina Vote to Unionize after a Fifteen Year Fight,”

New York Times, December 13, 2008
II. Worker Centers

Worker Centers are a new kind of worker organization: use these case studies to discuss how workers centers are organizing different kinds of immigrant workers 

Overview:  Worker Centers, Janice Fine  (hand out)—everyone should read this

Domestic Workers

As we learned from the article, “The Nanny Chain,” immigrant women make up a large segment of domestic workers, including housecleaners, nannies, and home-care workers.  Their conditions of work are often very exploitative and they have few legal protections, because domestic work is not covered by federal labor law.  Nonetheless, domestic workers are organizing—especially in cities with large immigrant populations, such as New York and Los Angeles.  How are they organizing?  What gains have they made? Why do you think they have been more successful organizing in these particular places?

Domestic Workers United
http://www.domesticworkersunited.org/

National Alliance of Domestic Workers Formed

http://blog.aflcio.org/2007/07/09/national-alliance-of-domestic-workers-formed-at-social-forum/

Pierrett Hondagneu-Sotelo, “Cleaning up a Dirty Business” Domestica: Immigrant Workers Cleaning and Caring in the Shadows of Affluence (UC Press, 2001)
Day Laborers
Like domestic workers, day laborers are especially vulnerable to exploitation. They wait on street corners to be hired by the day to do some of the dirtiest and most dangerous jobs.  In Portland, as in many other cities, worker centers have sprung up to help day laborers defend themselves.  One of their strategies is to establish hiring centers.  But this has been controversial in Portland as elsewhere.

Abby Sewell, “Violence against say laborers grows,” The Portland Alliance, March 2005

http://www.theportlandalliance.org/2005/mar/daylaborviolence.htm
VOZ: Workers’ Rights Education Project
http://www.portlandvoz.org/
Janie Har, “Oregon chapter of national group opens new front in illegal immigration fight,” The Oregonian, September 6, 2006

Aimee Green, “Protestors Target Day Labor Site in Portland,” The Oregonian,  October 15, 2006
Anna Griffin, “Where to Put Day Laborers,” The Oregonian, July 29, 2007

 “Down on the Corner, “ Ben Jacklet (Willamette Week, 
http://wweek.com/html/urbanpulse080900.html
“New Tent City,” Cory Pein (Willamette Week, March 12, 2008)
http://wweek.com/editorial/3418/10507/
Lawrence Maushard, “Portland jornaleros look to a city-supported day-labor center opening in early 2008,”
Portland Alliance, November 2007

III:  Students As Allies
Students Against Sweatshops

http://www.studentsagainstsweatshops.org//index.php
Student Farmworker Alliance

http://www.sfalliance.org/
Farm Workers

Coalition of Imokalee Workers

http://www.ciw-online.org/
“Imokalee Workers Take Down Taco Bell”

http://www.monthlyreview.org/1005leary.htm
