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Priest says his group’s study takes

impartial lock at farm laber unions

- By NEIL PARSE
Press-Enterprise Staff Writer
COACHELLA — While two rival

unions battle over who will represent

" laborers in Coachella Valley vine-

yards, a small group of Catholic
priests- has been quietly conducting
an investigation.

Most pronouncements by clergy- -

men in connection with the prape dis-
pute have been on the side of the Ces-
ar Chavez-led United Farm Workers
of America, but this group is making
its own study, according to the Rev,
Richard Humphrys, pastor of Qur

. Lady of Scledad Catholic Church

here. ‘ -

- The group — the Mexican-Ameri-
can Commission of the Diovese of
San Diego — includes-about 20 priests
from Riversirde, San Bernardino, Im-
perial and San Dicgo counties.

Father Humphrys, one aof the

~members, explains that cach priest
has been asked to conduc! bis own re-'

search so he can make up his own
mind instead of just listening to
someone’s recommendations,
One thing Is certain — the study
will not result in 100 per cent suppori
for the United Farm Workers. Father
Humphrys already has presented his

“four-page report which holds that

Jmost workers did want te join the
Western Conference of Teamsters.,

" That report was presented at the
Mexican-American Commission's
meeting here last week, It was (he
fatest in a series of commission mect-
ings on that topic, but the group's stu-
dy has not been publicized.

Coachella Mayor Anthony Gar.
cia, who was invited to sit in on last
week's mecting, told news media
about it afterward. ;

Father Humphrys said the com-
mission will continue to mect aboyt
twice a month.

One of his basic conclusions,
Father Humphrys said. is that “te
come out in favor of either union is a
tremendous mislake' unless there is
conclusive evidenee that one union is
not doing the job for its members.

Ile noted in his report that *a
small number of Catholic bishops
have come aul in favar of the Chavez
union.”* There are “many priests,”
fie said, who think the church should
be impartial and that the bishops'

statement atiributed toco many of the
farm workers' problems lo growers.
“#y research,' Father Hum-
shrys wrole, *does not mean that [
am taking sides Letween the unions. {
am only & reperter of what I Liave
been able to find out in the four years

{ have been close to the issues.”

The majority of those four years
were in the Palo Verde Valley, He
said he went there with 4 very epen
mind" concerning in the Uniled
Farm Workers, and was surprised (o
find widespread epposition to Chavez
among Mexican-Americans.

iie became pastor of the Coachel-
Ia'church last July.

To trv to d=atermine whether the
workers really wanted to be repre-
sented by the Teamsters, or did 30
because they had no choice, Father
Humphrys said he talked with grow-
ers familiar with Teamsler petitions
which workers had signed.

He said he saw a petition taken at
the Bagdasarian Ranch near Mecea
and signed by 452 workers whe did
not want to be represented by the
Chavez union.

At Mel-Pak, pear Thermal, he
learned that %0 per cent of the work-
ers on hand at ihe time of the peti-
tioning had signed.

**Considering that a worker
might sincerely be afraid to sign such
a netition for fear of reprisals,” he
said, *it would seem that this great
number of signatures would indicate
that the werkers sincerely wanted
the Teamsters Unlon.”

He said he “found that similar
petitions had been taken by all the
other ranches,”

There have been charges, Father
Humphrys observed, that the Team-
sters agreed to 2 “'swectheart con-
tracts" (labor agreements which
provide little for the worker) to help
persuade growers to sign with the

Teamslers instead of the United

Farm Workers. ,

An examination of the eoniracts,
however, indicates that the worker
earns more than £3 and in some cases
more than $3.50 an hour, including
fringe benefits.

That, he said, discredils the
“sweetheart contracts' theory.

Father Humphrys said be inter-
viewed workers en thelr feelings

about the United Farm Workers and
found these grievances:

+ The union split families when
it dispatched them to ficlds, and fam-
ilies in many cases could not continue
to waork at vineyards where they had
worked for years and knew the grow-
er. .

¢ Unlon *“harassers” visited
fields, asked to see¢ unjon cards, de-
manded that workers take part in un-
ion picketing if they wanted to contin- -
ue to work.

v When one type' of work (such
as pruning) was concluded, the work-
er had 1o drive back to the union of-
fice and wait to be dispalched to the
next type of work (such as thinning),
evenil it was atth. *ame vineyard.

¢ Back dues  ad to be paid be-
fore a worker was dispatched to a .
job, even if he did not have any mon-
ey. After last season this “ahuse”
was corrected, he noted, but dues
wore increased. ;

v Failure to zttend a union meet-
ing resulted in a $25 fine.

“Many workers I have talked to
over the past few years,” Father
Humphrys said, “thought that Cesar
Chavez was a (air person, but they
bitterly complained ol the treatinent
thf.:y received from officials of the
union." ‘

He also said in his report that
growers are not *‘getting rich™ as
some crities contend.

Maost growers, he said, are mak-
ing far less than they could earn by
selling thelr property and *“investing
their money at 7 per cent (interest)
with noe risk and no work.”

The “middle men” make 4t least
Couble the profits of the grower, he
said.

Father Humphrys added that it is
“terribly unfair not to give the grow-
ers eredit for the wagtes they are pay-
ing." It compares favorably, he said,
with the pay for many other types of
commeon labaor.

He concluded that farm labor
should be placed under the National
Labor Relations Board so that free
elections could be conducted among
workers without question of bias, and
that “until it can be proved that all

_virtue and right is on the sidé of one

unjon . ., ,we should be [air and im-
partial to both unions.*



