Chicano farm workers. But a ruthless Teamster effort to
destroy his union may set them back for years
LONG ago, the Massachusetts Board of Rabbis
branded as non-kosher all
grapes and lettuce that didn't bear
the union label of Cesar Chavez's
United Farm Workers (AFL-CIO).
Ancient Jewish law, the rabbis said,
condemns the oppression of laborers; the fruits of their labors are unclean.
With this dictum, the rabbis lined
up with the National Council of
Churches and the National Conference of Catholic Bishops to support a boycott rare in American labor
history. For this boycott is not directed at employers alone. The target, too, as an "oppressor of laborers"
is a union, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters.
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Without worker elections, and
despite workers' opposition, the
Teamsters and California's major
agribusiness corporations signed
union contracts last year that supplanted those of the United Farm
Workers. All but a remnant of its
60,00o-odd members were dumped
into the Teamsters like so many
sacks of potatoes.
Contrary to every union tradition,
the Teamsters mobilized to smash a
union-and a dream as well: the
Mexican-American agricultural
worker's aspiration of gaining a
voice in the conditions of his work,
and of shedding his migrant status.
To members of the United Farm
Workers-as scores of interviews in
fields and workers' homes indicate

the field and in their own language
- Spanish. The Teamsters send occasional representatives to the fields
-many of them Anglos speaking
only English - whose primary concern is collecting initiation fees and
monthly union dues from the workers. Some workers complained to me
of arbitrary firings which the Teamsters had ignored.
"Yes, there have been firings," a
supervisor at the Giumarra, Inc.,
vineyards near Arvin said, but the
Teamsters had brought no grievances. "They cooperate pretty well
with us," he said.
Struggle for Security. This cooperation has gone far beyond the
abolition of workers' rights alone. It
strikes at the very heart of the agricultural worker's struggle for security and stability, by permitting the
return in force of the labor contrac-

placed the anarchic and archaic
labor-contractor system with the
union hiring hall. This has long
been used on the docks, in shipping,
in the building trades, where workers have jobs with a number of employers during the year. The hiring
hall dispatches workers to employers
on the basis of seniority. Besides providing farm workers with job security for the first time, the hiring hall
also screened out and drastically reduced the use of "wetbacks." As
Cesar Chavez told us, "The hiring
hall is our basic, gut reform. It
stabilizes the work force and curbs
migrancy."
In an earlier visit to California,
three years after Chavez had established his first hiring hall, I asked a
unionized employer-then operating vineyards in the San Joaquin
Valley-what changes if any the hir-

manager said, used to be migrants,
obtained through labor contractors.
The company had shut down the
three camps that once housed them.
The longer work year at union
wages had permitted the workers to
stay put. Some had built homes in
nearby Richgrove with self-help government loans. They had elected
fellow farm workers to the water
and school boards. But now labor
contractors, reduced by about 25
percent during the first three years
of the hiring hall, are returning in
force to threaten this stability.
Angry Activists. Asked why they
refused to re-negotiate their contracts
with Chavez but signed with the
Teamsters instead, grower after
grower told us that the hiring hall
was the basic reason. "We had every
intention last winter of re-negotiating with the United Farm Workers,"
John Giumarra, Jr., counsel for

struck. The growers, contending
that the strike was merely a dispute
between two unions, sought to outlaw it under a state law that bars
jurisdictional strikes. The judges
told the growers that they could not
invoke the anti-jurisdictional strike
statute to break a union.
Chavez's strike continued, but because growers ,could harvest crops
with migrant Mexican workers and
wetbacks-and even Chavez loyalists who needed work-the strike
failed. The Teamsters stayed in the
lettuce fields.
Next, in 1973, the Teamsters took
over most of the grape growers' union contracts as well, when Chavez's
negotiations for new contracts broke
down over his refusal to give up the
hiring hall. Here again, the evidence
indicates the workers preferred Chavez. When a committee that included Rep. Edward R. Roybal (D.,
Cali£.) and 25 religious and civic
leaders polled 953 workers in 31
fields, 83 percent voted for the
United Farm Workers, as against

