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Some Background

Olds Motor Company begins in 1899 followed by Ford which goes into business in 1903. 

Ford had the goal of mass-producing cars to move them away from being a luxury item to a commodity of mass consumption. They implemented the first Assembly line in 1913. Olds merges with GM in 1917.

Production was on the ascendancy up to the depression and boosted by the war and the post war Boom.

A key thing in all this is the sit-down strike of '37 that launched a generation of blue-collar Americans on the road to a stable respectable life of work. It birthed the UAW and blossomed other industrial unions around the country.

The world famous sitdown strike: According to Labor Historian Neil Leighton: “The workers are up on the roof of the plant. And it's 16 degrees out and they open the fire hoses and coat the police with a nice coating of ice. And in addition to that, they drop fire extinguishers on them, tiles, and ultimately, they take car hinges, which are great ammunition, especially when they're fired from an inner tube.”

Women played a key role. Though women are not yet working in the plant, many depend on the wages of the their husbands and organize a strike defense brigade that maintains the sit down strikers through the 40 days. A film worth seeing on the struggles of women in the auto struggles—well worth seeing—is called With Babies and Banners and we have it in our library and its in the labor center library.

Needless to say they win the strike and the UAW is born.

By the mid 50s the Big 3 automakers are global corporations. And union membership is at its peak. It declines from there. And competition with automakers from around the world grows enormously.

Up through the 1970s workers were able to demand slight improvements in pay, benefits, working conditions through collective bargaining as part of what Peter called the Accord. By the end of the Seventies this had become a defensive struggle to hold on to the gains that workers had made for a century or more. Whole plants were closing and moving south. Then in the mid 80s there were massive and sweeping closings. Roger and Me (89). This was a wave of attacks on one segment of the American Working class that began with the Air Traffic Controllers being fired by Regan in 1981.

Now there is what Sam Gindin is calling “the second wave of this attack on the North American working class” as represented by the struggles around such firms as United and Delphi. Companies are using the bankruptcy as a mechanism by which they can further reduce and squeeze their workforce.

United briefly. This week United Airlines board members were on the floor of the NY Stock market ringing the opening bell and raising the roof because they emerged from bankruptcy after getting huge concessions from the work force while their CEOs and CFOs were raking it in. This use of bankruptcy will continue to be used by corporations to weasel out of their legal obligations to their workers.

The Delphi Story
In order to compete in the global market place Delphi claims that it must restructure the company and its contracts. This reorganization includes downsizing, cutting wages, reducing pensions, and reducing health care.

The company 
Delphi is a parts supplier for Gm that was one part of the company and spun off from it in 1999. 

The Union
UAW there are other unions involved Electricians, Communication Workers … as well as Canadian Autoworkers Unions

The Workers
Workers from Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin and their families and communities such as Flint, Dayton, Kokomo and Milwaukee. And workers in Canada and Mexico.

Delphi 
Is demanding major concessions and massive cuts or they will just go bankrupt. If it sounds like a threat its because it is. If it sounds like black mail well I’ll let you decide…

Hotshot CEO Steve Miller has said "Any plant that wants to be at the top of our plant closure list should engage in industrial action as a way of sending that message."

You can see the kind of cuts I’m talking about on the back of the hand out ….
http://mrzine.monthlyreview.org/eyck140106.html

UAW 
Is attempting to negotiate as a business union. They are working through the courts as best they can to settle a deal. They’re also not answering their phones. Recall last quarter the film Finally Got the News. How black workers were forced to fight both the carmaker and the union to improve their condition, wages and respect in the plants. Doesn’t mean unions are bad in themselves just means you better be real careful about who runs the union. 

Soldiers of Solidarity
The workers themselves is where the action is. This is a dissident group that is organizing the workers to rallies, informational teach ins, slow downs called work to rule, and potentially wild cat strikes.

I’ll put a piece by Greg Shotwell one of the spokesfolks on the web.
http://mrzine.monthlyreview.org/shotwell280106.html

And another about the protests at the Autoshow:
http://labornotes.org/archives/2006/02/articles/b.shtml

One autoworker I spoke with yesterday has said:
CLAIRE McCLINTON: “You know, emergencies used to be some catastrophic event in people's lives and now people are seeking help just to live. You know, their life is in an emergency. We're just going to be like a hurricane Delphi; that's what people are calling it. It's going to be a devastating, catastrophic event. But on the other hand, the people from Flint, and with our history and the things that we're hearing is that people are not going down without a fight.

She told me of a story of soup kitchen that she volunteers with in Flint…

Meanwhile all this is happening as we are seeing massive cuts to social programs and the safety net. This is neoliberalism: government restructuring for corporate rule while people are forced more and more to stand in line at a soup kitchen and sleep in a shelter.

This brings up some key questions we’ve been looking at around the global economy and so-called deindustrialization in the global north. 

Real wages have been declining rapidly for workers over the past 30 years. Though we may be adding jobs we have to ask what kind of jobs and at what other costs?

How will this race to the bottom spread across the country? Who’s next?

How flexible can workers and their families be as companies are restructuring and as corporations are using their own ability to be flexible to squeeze even more out of their workers? 

At what point does that dishrag, that is squeezed and squeezed for every last drop, every single last drop, finally get so dry and brittle that it snaps?

