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Dozens of employees of the San Jose
Mercury News—many wearing “j” T-shirts in
honor of former publisher Jay Harris—show

their support for the man who quit rather
than lay them off in a vain effort to maintain
inflated profit margins during an economic

slump. The group portrait was taken from a
cherry picker parked on Ridder Park Drive
and will be presented to Harris.

Coast to coast, papers
slashing hundreds of jobs
As Knight Ridder’s body

count climbs week by
week, a string of other

large newspapers has joined in the
blood-letting by announcing
scores of lay-offs and buy-backs.
All, ostensibly, are caused by dire
economic times—rising newsprint
prices, declining ad revenues and
protestations of poverty—and all
are accompanied by statements of
regret and promises that readers
won’t notice a difference.

The Boston Globe, for exam-
ple, has made “voluntary separa-
tion offers” to 466 full-time Guild-
represented employees, plus
another 333 exempt managers and
other supervisors, although there’s
been no public statement of just
how many of those offers the com-
pany wants accepted. The newly
created Denver Newspaper Agency

—publisher of The Denver Post
and the Rocky Mountain News—
has offered buyouts to 330 non-
newsroom employees and wants at
least 60 to bite. The Buffalo News,
despite posting a 34% operating
margin (operating profit as a per-
centage of revenues) last year, is
maintaining the hiring freeze it
imposed early this year.

The New York Daily News,
where employees two months ago
received their first significant
across-the-board raises in eight
years, has decided to forego buy-
outs and proceed straight to lay-
offs: approximately 35 employees
are getting the ax, including 20
who are represented by TNG-
CWA, most in the editorial depart-
ment. Because the Guild has been
unable to negotiate a contract at
the paper, the layoffs are not gov-

erned by seniority provisions.
And Gannett’s USA Today has

laid off half-a-dozen newsroom
employees—its first since the
paper was founded, in 1982—and
eliminated nearly 100 other posi-
tions.

Knight Ridder, meanwhile,
which has gained the highest lay-
off profile nationally because of its
unabashed chase after higher prof-
its regardless of personnel costs, is
sacking employees at most of its
32 daily newspapers. More than
120 jobs are being cut at the non-
unionized Kansas City Star and its
community papers. Detroit
Newspapers—publisher of Gan-
nett’s Detroit News and Knight
Ridder’s Detroit Free Press—said
it is downsizing by 100 positions,
including both buyouts and “an
involuntary force reduction.”

What
a deal!

While newspaper publish-
ers nationwide jump on
the layoff bandwagon,

one Guild unit in particular may
be excused if it acts a little smug.

When the New York Times
unit of the New York Newspaper
Guild ratified its current contract
in the fall of 1997, there was little
reason for most employees to
think its layoffs ban would have
any personal relevance. Nor, for
that matter, was there much reason
to dwell on its provision of a vol-
untary buyout program. Those
were the boom years, after all,
when the only direction was up—
not out.

But that was then and this is
more than three years later, when
the Times wants to reduce its
ranks by approximately 120
Guild-covered positions. And
because of their contract, all regu-
lar full-time or part-time employ-
ees who completed their trial peri-
ods by Sept. 11, 1997, can’t be dis-
missed or suffer a reduction in
salary for another two years.

The upshot is that a couple of
hundred Times employees have
been offered exceptionally lucra-
tive buyout packages that were
negotiated by the Guild last
month. Because of the no-layoffs
clause, the Times had to make the
package rich enough to entice as
many takers as it needs—rich
enough, in fact, that some employ-
ees have complained not enough
buyout offers were made.

“This voluntary buyout will be
a beneficial windfall to some of
our members and a financial para-
chute to others,” observed unit
chair Lena Williams. Added Guild
President Barry Lipton, “the value
and importance of these two pro-
visions [in the contract] certainly
have been realized in recent days.”

Recipients of the buy-out
offers have until June 15 to con-
sider their options. If an insuffi-
cient number opt in, however, the
company may lay off more recent-
ly hired employees.

The St. Paul Pioneer Press will
be cutting about 10% of its 840
full-time positions, with early
retirement packages and buyout
offers expected in early June—and
layoffs some weeks thereafter.
Two dozen positions are being
eliminated at the Grand Forks
Herald—a 12.8% reduction in
force—less than six months after
another 12 jobs were slashed, and
17 positions are being eliminated
at the Duluth News Tribune.

The two Knight Ridder-owned
dailies in Philadelphia plan to cut
200 jobs by July 1—although pub-
lisher Robert J. Hall insists the
reductions will have “minimal
impact” on content and won’t
affect editorial quality. And the
goal at the San Jose Mercury
News, the poster child of newspa-
per layoffs thanks to the highly
public resignation of publisher Jay
Harris, is to reduce staff by about
120 positions.

The public rationale for all the
mayhem continues to be a much
lamented drop in advertising,
which supposedly results in lower
revenues and therefore less money

Continued on page 3
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New York Guild
shows value of
strong contract



The 66th convening of The Newspaper Guild-
CWA has been called for July 6 and 7 at the
Millennium Hotel Minneapolis (formerly

known as the Regal Minneapolis Hotel) in
Minneapolis, Minnesota. It will be followed July 9
and 10 by the 63rd annual convention of the
Communications Workers of America, to be held at
the Minneapolis Convention Center.

The Guild’s Executive Council will meet at 9
a.m. on Thursday, July 5, to be followed by a “coun-
cil of councils” meeting—for those interested in
learning how district councils conduct business—at
noon. Registration will be at the Millennium Hotel
from 2-5:30 p.m., with a forum for new delegates
scheduled for 3:30 p.m. An informal reception will be
held 7-9 p.m. in the Market Barbeque Restaurant.

The plenary session is scheduled to start promptly
at 9 a.m. Friday, July 6, and will run until noon, fol-
lowed at 1 p.m. by a panel discussion titled “A Rank

and File Perspective on The Decision to Strike.”
Committee meetings are planned for 3 p.m. 

Saturday will begin with four workshops, each
presented at 9 a.m. and again at 10:45. Topics will
include “The Complete Contract Campaign,” a work-
shop on discretionary pay, an organizing workshop
and a workshop on the intricacies of the CWA’s
Member Relief Fund and the CWA Defense Fund.
Committee reports to the full body will take place
after lunch.

The conference will adjourn at the completion of
business on July 7, but no earlier than 5 p.m.

Copies of any resolutions to be introduced at the
conference must be received by TNG-CWA Secretary-
Treasurer Bernie Lunzer no later than June 21.

Housing will be handled through CWA, and only
by faxing reservation forms to the CWA Housing
Bureau—phone calls will not be accepted.
Reservations must be made by May 30, 2001.

Guild gears up for 66th
gathering of the faithful

In Rhode Island,
Christmas in May 
Ten months after an arbitra-
tor ruled that the Providence
Journal had violated a Guild
contract by failing to give
Guild members the same
3.02% wage increase given
other union members, the
company has paid an esti-
mated $500,000 in back
wages—retroactive to Jan. 1,
1999—and hiked its pay
scales accordingly. But the
payments, prompted by a
federal lawsuit filed by the
Providence Newspaper
Guild, didn’t come gracefully:
an accompanying, rather
petulant letter chided the
arbitrator for buying into a
“literalistic argument”—i.e.
for respecting the wording of
the contract.

Monessen agrees
to 4-year contract
A tentative agreement for a
four-year contract with 3%
annual wage increases has
been reached by Pittsburgh
Guild-represented employees
of The Valley Independent in
Monessen, PA. The agree-
ment includes pension
increases in the first three
years; a mileage increase, to
25¢ per mile; and short-term
disability, after an employee
has exhausted sick leave, of
two months at full pay and
one month at half pay. The
employer also pulled an
open-shop proposal off the
table; there were no union
give-backs.

Minnesota Guild
wins another unit
Twenty-five employees of the
Resource Center for the
Americas, a non-profit advi-
cacy organization in south
Minneapolis, have joined the
Minnesota Newspaper Guild
through card-check recogni-
tion. The center operates a
bookstore and cafe, runs
community education pro-
grams and an immigrant
workers center and is active
on free-trade, child labor and
sweatshop issues. This was
the second success story for
organizer Marty Demgen,
who was hired by the Guild
Jan. 1 under the CWA’s 75-
25 subsidy program.

Scorecard needed
for Boston guilds
The BGEA is no more—not
in name, anyway. Voting in
secret ballot April 19, mem-
bers of what used to be
known as the Boston Globe
Employees Association gave
overwhelming support for
revising their constitution
and by-laws—which, among

other provisions, included a
name change to the Boston
Newspaper Guild, TNG-
CWA Local 31245. That
other Beantown Guild local,
by the way, is formally
known as the Newspaper
Guild of Greater Boston,
TNG-CWA Local 31032.

Eight years later,
NY Guild in court
The New York Guild was
headed for court May 23,
when oral arguments were
to made before the U.S.
Court of Appeals over the fir-
ing of Guild-represented
employees while they were
on strike against the New
York Post—in 1993. The
NLRB ruled last fall that
Rupert Murdoch had acted
legally in the matter, prompt-
ing the Guild to file suit.

Canadian actors
vote for union
The Canadian Media Guild
came one step closer to for-
mal recognition in the film
industry May 10, when the
Ontario Labour Relations
Board held representation
votes for background per-
formers on two productions.
One of the two representa-
tion choices was the Guild’s
PACT branch, and Guild offi-
cials say they are confident
PACT prevailed—although
the ballots won’t be tallied
until after board hearings in
late May and early June.

A short breather,
then fresh talks
Guild-represented employ-
ees of The Leader Post in
Regina finally got a first con-
tract—thanks to an order
from the Saskatchewan
Labour Relations Board. But
the board also denied the
Guild’s request for a six-
month extension, which
means the retroactively
applied two-year pact will
expire in November—kicking
off fresh negotiations.

Chinese News
election contested
Employees of the Chinese
Daily News in Los Angeles
voted for Guild representa-
tion March 20, but their
employer has held up final
certification of the results.
The NLRB held a hearing
earlier this month into man-
agement claims that some
supervisors participated in
the organizing campaign—
even though 16 days of
hearings prior to the election
ostensibly resolved the
issue. A final ruling was still
pending as the Guild
Reporter went to press.
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In brief . . .

The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation has
released the overall results of its employee sur-
vey, which turned out to hold few surprises:

people are proud to be associated with CBC and
Radio-Canada, but are increasingly unhappy about
working there.

The CBC, as reported in the March GR, contracted
with Hay Management Consulting to poll employees
about their opinions of the CBC as an employer as
well as a national institution. Positive findings includ-
ed the following:

• 75% of respondents feel proud to work for
CBC/Radio-Canada.

• 70% feel that CBC/Radio-Canada has a highly
qualified workforce and provides high-quality pro-
grams for Canadian audiences.

• 75% feel that CBC/Radio-Canada does a better
job than other broadcasters of providing a national
perspective on important events.

But the survey also revealed some disturbing trends:
• 58% of respondents believe that the corporation

is not effectively managed.
• 53% don’t feel that employees’ interests or con-

cerns are taken into account when important deci-
sions are made.

• 60% believe that overall morale has fallen over

the past two years.
• 77% feel that one of the best descriptions of the

culture at CBC/Radio-Canada is “cost-conscious;”
78% would use the term “bureaucratic.”

• 50% feel that the level of stress is unacceptable.
• 44% feel that CBC/Radio-Canada is unable to

retain quality employees.
• Only 8% feel that the corporation is concerned

for its employees.
Although this is the first time the CBC has done a

survey of this type, the Canadian Media Guild has
surveyed its members a number of times over the
years, with similar findings: people believe in
CBC/Radio-Canada and in public broadcasting, but
they have serious concerns about the institution itself.
Employees are concerned about workload and
staffing levels, and stress levels continue to rise.

“This is exactly what we’ve been telling the cor-
poration for years, but CBC managers have consis-
tently denigrated our surveys,” said CMG President
Lise Lareau. “Now that the CBC has actually spent
money gathering these opinions in an objective man-
ner, we hope that they won’t ignore us again.”

CMG officials promised that their bargaining
team will make good use of the survey data in the
upcoming round of bargaining, to start later this year.

CBC employees (no surprise)
love their work, not the job

Four activists were nominat-
ed this year to receive the
Guild Service Award, the

union’s highest honor, which is
bestowed annually in recognition
of outstanding service at the local
union level. The award includes a
scholarship of up to $2,000 for a

course in trade union education
appropriate to the winner.

This year’s nominees were
Betsy Regan of Brockton, MA;
Jonathan Ment of Kingston, NY;
Lance Robertson of Eugene, OR;
and Ron Chen of IAPE.

“Each of them deserves our con-
gratulations for the special recogni-
tion they received from their peers
with this nomination by their
respective local executive boards,”
said TNG-CWA International
Chairperson Carol Rothman, who
chaired the awards committee.
Nonetheless, she added, “One can-
didate impressed the selection com-
mittee with her boundless energy
and the variety of projects she
undertook for her local.”

That candidate was Betsy
Regan, who as her local’s secre-
tary-treasurer helped a new local
president and vice-president pick
up the pieces after a difficult lead-
ership transition; worked diligently
until she balanced the local’s
books; then took an active role on

the bargaining committee.
But Regan also was credited

with unifying departments within
the local, recruiting new members
to hold local office and become
shop stewards, and then mentoring
those she encouraged to get
involved. She also became
involved in a mobilization and
organizing campaign at a neigh-
boring newspaper.

Regan also was hailed as an
outspoken advocate for union
members dealing with illness, dis-
ability and grievances. Rallying
the members behind her, she
waged a six-week fight to enforce
the Guild contract, ultimately win-
ning severance, additional life
insurance and long-term disability
for a terminally ill employee .

As summed up by her local
president, “Company executives
view Betsy as somebody they are
kind of afraid of because she’s a
strong, vocal union member.
Deep down they respect her
because she commands respect.”  

Service award winner named
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In addition to gloomy revela-
tions about plummeting ad
revenues and shrinking circu-

lation company-wide, Gannett
shareholders and directors  heard
May 8 that there still is no peace in
Detroit—thanks largely to the
company’s own managers.

For the sixth straight year,
striking and (now) locked-out
workers publicly confronted com-
pany management about its hard-
nosed tactics. Shawn Ellis, editor
of Metro Detroit Labor News,
noted that 150-200 workers still
remain on recall lists, that an equal
number have been fired and that
the issue is preventing any “heal-
ing” in Detroit.

Ellis also told shareholders
that Tim Kelleher, vice president
for labor relations at Detroit News
Agency, recently wrote to a union

official that the papers would not
rehire any of the fired workers.
Copies of Kelleher’s letter were
forwarded to the Detroit City
Council, which at that moment
was considering a resolution to lift
a city boycott of the papers,
releasing about $500,000 in legal
advertising.

Disclosure of Kelleher’s letter
resulted in a prompt withdrawal of
the resolution, leaving the boycott
in place.

Also Tuesday, an unfriendly
shareholder resolution was pro-
posed asking management to
nominate at least two candidates
for every opening on the board.
Although defeated, the resolution
garnered 4% of the vote. A similar
resolution at the Knight Ridder
annual meeting won 3.5%, and at
Verizon, 11%.

Labor union staff
The Washington-Baltimore Newspaper Guild (TNG-

CWA Local 32035), a labor union representing work-
ers primarily in the newspaper and information
industry, seeks to hire a staff representative who 
will be responsible for servicing multiple bargaining
units. Duties and responsibilities include contract
negotiations and enforcement, representation, orga-
nizing new members, and leadership development of
rank and file activists. 

A successful candidate will have a minimum of 
3-5 years' experience bargaining union contracts,
preferably in the private sector in the newspaper and
information industry. Experience organizing new
members is preferable. Demonstrated oral and written
communication skills, including the ability to utilize
computer software. 

APPLICANTS MUST HAVE familiarity with local
union structures, and demonstrated knowledge of 
the NLRA/NLRB. Research and analytical skills 
required. The Washington-Baltimore Newspaper 
Guild offers a competitive salary and benefit package.
Apply to:

WBNG, 1100 15th St. NW, Suite 350,
Washington, DC 20005. 

Deadline immediate.

For information 
about your benefits, 

contact Helen L. Coleman, 
assistant to the trustees:

1-888-893-3650
hcoleman@cwa-union.org

with which to maintain payroll.
But one incident after another
illustrates that there is no lack of
cash, just a desire to spend less of
it on labor. The Wall Street
Journal, for example, reported that
Knight Ridder told some of its
executives that they would enjoy
“significant” increases in their
bonuses if they meet their staff
reduction targets. One Knight
Ridder manager said the bonuses
could be twice the size of such
executives’ annual salaries.

Just how much cash is rolling
around Knight Ridder’s coffers is
demonstrated even more dramati-
cally by its share buy-back pro-
gram, which over the past three
years has returned more than a bil-
lion dollars to stockholders.
Although some buy-backs are pru-
dent—for example, to prevent dilu-
tion of earnings when new shares
are being issued through stock
options—in many cases they’re a
sign that a company has no better
ideas about how to reinvest its earn-
ings to generate still more profits.

Share buy-backs also may sig-
nal an effort to woo back stock-

holders who are abandoning a
company—and in Knight Ridder’s
case, as with many other publish-
ers, there’s reason enough for
investors who care only about
stock appreciation to jump ship.
Knight Ridder’s share price has
risen roughly 50% over the past
five years, or about half the
increase in the S&P 500—a far
less risky investment for anyone
buying an indexed mutual fund.

Yet another indication that
Knight Ridder has more money
than it knows what to do with:
Chairman Tony Ridder’s recent
predictions that it may finally suc-
ceed in buying the 51% of the
Seattle Times that it doesn’t
already own. Knight Ridder’s
$750 million offer last year was
spurned, but Tony Ridder has been
publicly speculating that the recent
49-day strike, higher newsprint
costs and lower ad revenues may
finally bring the majority owners
to their knees.

To which Seattle Times CEO
Frank Blethen responded, according
to a Bloomberg News report, “They
must smoke real interesting stuff in
corporate offices in San Jose.”

The Pacific Northwest Newspaper Guild is seeking
candidates to fill the position of Administrative Officer.

We are a progressive Seattle-based union of 1,300
members and an affiliate of the Communications
Workers of America. We are looking for candidates
who can encourage and enhance member involve-
ment, who can build ties to the local labor community,
and who are skilled at contract negotiations and
grievance management.

Applications must be submitted by June 6, 2001, and
addressed to the attention of:

Hiring Committee,
CWA/TNG, Local 37082,

2900 Eastlake Ave. E., Suite 220,
Seattle,WA 98102.

Please include a resume and a cover letter describing
why you want the position and how you view the role
of an Administrative Officer. We offer competitive
wages and benefits.

Job Announcement:
Newspaper Guild

Administrative Officer

Guild-represented employees
throughout the Knight Ridder
empire are circulating a petition
protesting the cutbacks, with a
goal of collecting at least a thou-
sand signatures before it’s submit-
ted to Ridder. The petition also
protests the company’s ongoing
refusal to agree to a contract at the
Monterey Herald, despite four
years of fitful bargaining.

Some locals, meanwhile, are
aiming closer to home. A May 3
membership meeting of the
Newspaper Guild of Greater
Philadelphia adopted a resolution
noting Knight Ridder’s plan to
reward executives who meet staff-
cutting goals, then added: “Cutting
deeper into the human and other
resources of these profitable news-
papers threatens long-term harm
to both newspapers and the adver-
tisers and readers they serve.

“Paying bonuses for cutting
staff creates a serious conflict of
interest, inviting executives to put
their own gains ahead of the long-
term health of the newspapers and
the urgent needs of the communi-
ties they serve.”

Four days later, the trade publi-
cation Editor & Publisher released
newspaper circulation figures for
the first three months of the year
under the headline, “Circ takes it
on the chin.” Daily circulation for
the Philadelphia Inquirer, com-
pared to the same period a year
earlier, was down 3%.

Detroit workers
pay Gannett a visit

Continued from page 1

Hundreds of jobs slashed

TNG council mulls Guild name change
Following years of tentative sugges-

tions that The Newspaper Guild mod-
ify its name to better reflect a chang-

ing membership, TNG-CWA’s executive
council agreed at its April meeting—with
three dissenting votes—to recommend a
change to “The Media Guild-CWA.” The
council’s recommendation will be presented
for a membership vote at the July 6 sector
conference.

In a subsequent teleconference, the
council won over a couple of the dissidents
by amending its resolution to acknowledge
“it will, and should, generate substantial
debate within the Guild.” As the motion fur-
ther noted, “We also must do a full review
of the impact of a name change, so that we
use the appropriate process both internally,
and with our broader union, the CWA.”

One of the other names floated at the
meeting, then withdrawn under a barrage of

protests, was “Communications Workers of
America, Guild Sector.” A new name would
be the union’s third since it was founded in
1935, as the American Newspaper Guild.

In other business, the council also
resolved to eliminate its remaining two at-
large vice presidential seats, effective at the
end of the terms currently held by Percy
Hatfield and Larry Hatfield. The reduction
of the council to 12 seats was mandated by
the 1999 sector conference.

The council also changed the name of
the Guild Defense Fund to the Guild
Mobilization and Defense Fund to more
accurately reflect its use for internal mobi-
lizing, contract campaigns and strike situa-
tions for which money is not available from
the CWA’s Defense or Member Relief
funds. Effective next year, the council is
proposing that the TNG-CWA per capita be
adjusted by 1.5% to maintain the Guild’s

renamed fund, plus another 1.5% to be paid
into the CWA Member Relief Fund. The
combined increase, if implemented today,
would be 49 cents per member per month.

Also on the council’s agenda was a res-
olution establishing a task force to develop
recommendations for overhauling the TNG-
CWA Human Rights Program. The existing
program was fashioned in the mid-70s,
before the Guild’s merger with CWA, which
“introduced a new organizational structure,
legislative activism and educational events
that add more dimension and choices to the
Guild,” the council resolution noted.

The task force will be charged with
reporting back to the council this fall.

In other business, the council:
• Approved a motion that the collective

bargaining committee develop guidelines for
negotiating drug policies with employers; and
that it develop recommendations for negotiat-

ing over publishers’ clustering strategies;
• Discussed the desireability of eliminat-

ing the “at-large” category of Guild mem-
bership, with existing at-large members
encouraged to join a specific local;

• Approved a finance committee recom-
mendation to forgive a $60,000 loan to the
Pacific Northwest Newspaper Guild, as well
as half of a $120,000 strike benefit payment,
that helped sustain the strike against the
Seattle Times and Post-Intelligencer;

• Approved a proposed budget for fiscal
year 2001-2002 totaling $2,663,439.

• Urged locals to respond to a letter from
Secretary-Treasurer Bernie Lunzer request-
ing payroll information on discretionary pay,
commissions and other incentives; and to
provide electronic copies of their contracts.

• Received a report that the legal services
program has generated, to date, $1.7 million
in back pay awards.



4 LABOR: THE BIG PICTURE www.newsguild.org

By Andy Zipser
Editor, The Guild Reporter

It was, at best, an incongruous
juxtaposition. Gathering April
12 at the massive yet airy new

office building at 18th and H
streets in northwest Washington,
approximately 60 academics,
bureaucrats and a sprinkling of
journalists met to discuss the
media, democracy and other high-
minded subjects. Yet the organiza-
tion hosting this “consultative
meeting” was the World Bank,
which has been under fire for the
secrecy in which it operates—
under fire, in other words, for
behavior that is antithetical to
either democracy or a free press.

Perhaps the title of the sympo-
sium, at which a dozen papers
were presented, was the tip-off:
“The Role of the Media in
Development.” That’s another
way of asking how the media can
promote or hinder economic
development—which, given the
setting and its über capitalistic
outlook, was hardly surprising. At
times, however, the blinkers were
embarrassingly obvious.

(It should be noted, parentheti-
cally, that despite the subject mat-
ter the World Bank clearly was not
looking for a great deal of input
from the media itself: an invitation
to the International Federation of
Journalists was sent less than three
weeks before the event.)

The World Bank’s unabashed
agenda for the day was to make a
case against government owner-
ship, funding or control of the
mass media, and to do so with an
ostensibly rigorous intellectual
critique. Yet what filtered through
all the stodgy academic prose—
one researcher described his
search “for perfect Bayesian equi-
libria,” while another fretted about
the theoretical constraints faced by
Pigouvian economists—was a
starkly utilitarian view of the
media that seemed oblivious to the
political questions Western jour-
nalists obsess about. The result
was context-less statements, like
“the media help break the control
of ruling elites,” with no apparent
recognition that in many parts of
the world, the media are the elite.

When Pippa Norris of Harvard
University’s Shorenstein Center,
who chaired a session under the
title “Media Regulations and
Media Freedom,” was asked about
the actual degree of press freedom
in the countries her study had
characterized as politically “free,”
she ducked the question “in the
interests of having lunch.”

The lone sour note of the day
was sounded by Frank Vogel, for-
merly of Reuters and the British
press and currently a Washington-
based consultant, who was
assigned the tail end of the day to
make an opposing case. Thanks to
the consolidation and corporatiza-
tion of the western media, Vogel

dutifully observed, the dominant
“journalistic” attitude is becoming
one of “comforting the comfort-
able and ignoring the afflicted.”

To which one participant inci-
sively replied that yes, private own-
ership can be terribly flawed—but
it’s better than the alternatives.

Yet as facile as some of this
sounds, something pretty impor-
tant was going on at this gabfest.
The focus on the media “is a new
and significant topic” for the
World Bank, according to one of
its economists, but the bank plans
to remedy its oversight in its next
annual development report,
Institutions for Markets, due out
later this summer. The April 12
“consultation” was, in essence,
fodder for any recommendations it
may make—and judging by the
proceedings, it’s safe to say the
message will be: government bad,
private ownership good.

That simplistic, either-or con-
clusion should be worrisome for
Western journalists who rely on
(increasingly frail) government
regulations to keep broadcast enter-
tainment empires from swallowing
up newspapers, or who look to gov-
ernment funding to sustain public

radio, the BBC, the Canadian
Broadcasting Corp., and so on.
Much as the Western journalistic
ethic abhors government control or
intervention, government, paradox-
ically, often stands as the only bul-
wark against the complete com-
mercialization of the media.

But the situation is much less
black-and-white in developing
countries, where the government
may directly own or control the
media, may censor the news and in
some cases may persecute, jail and
kill dissident journalists. That not
only sounds extreme, it is extreme,
and is in no way defensible; but
it’s also true that “mass media” as
we know it, particularly when
applied to print media, have a dra-
matically different meaning in the
developing world, where illiteracy
and logistical hurdles result in
audiences a fraction of those
found in the U.S. or Canada.

(In India, for example, which
by emerging-nation standards has
a relatively high literacy standard,
the per capita circulation of all
newspapers and periodicals is
0.053. That means one person in
20 reads a newspaper with any
regularity, essentially making

newspapers an elite rather than a
“mass” news medium.)

For the World Bank and other
international funding and trade
agencies, including the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and the
World Trade Organization, private
control of the media is crucial for
advancing a pro-Western, pro-
business agenda. But there are seri-
ous ideological hurdles preventing
the World Bank from swinging its
weight on this issue directly; far
better, from a strategic point of
view, to take the high road by
demonizing any government
involvement in the media on
democratic grounds—even if the
end result is a corporate monopoly.

But if a “free” press is the goal,
what that means is far less lofty
than any democratic rhetoric would
indicate: it’s all about money. As
several speakers observed April 12,
the desired outcome of a free press
is the free flow of information—
not of ideas or political debate, but
of data. And as Roumeen Islam, the
World Bank’s director for this
year’s World Development Report,
emphasized, “information is know-
ing about your business partners.”

The primary mission of the

mass media in the developing
world, then, is as a check on an
invariably corrupt and venal gov-
ernment while providing the mar-
ketplace with the data it needs to
make informed business deci-
sions. This view took its most
extreme form in a comment by
Andrei Shleifer of Harvard
University, who ventured that
“state ownership of the press has
been a nightmare. . . . State owner-
ship of the media is bad for the
poor.”

There are, unfortunately,
enough examples in the develop-
ing world to defend such a gener-
alization. But that doesn’t mean
it’s universally applicable, or that
corporate media ownership is
therefore any less of a night-
mare—although that won’t pre-
vent federal budget cutters and
free market advocates in the U.S.
and Canada from seizing on the
bank’s specious logic to advance
their own agendas.

The irony, of course, is that the
rationale for further corporatiza-
tion of the media is being generat-
ed by a quasi-governmental body
that still operates mostly behind
closed doors. 

Look out, you ink-stained wretches:
the World Bank is watching you, too

ILO pushes for recognition of rights
Despite its promising name, the

International Labor Organization is
hardly a model of labor activism. The

United Nations agency stood on the sidelines
as protests in the U.S. and Europe forced South
Africa to end apartheid. It has looked the other
way as the U.S. and other western powers
ignore its resolutions on child labor and other
oppressive workplace practices. It has been
remarkably ineffectual as union leaders from
Russia to Colombia to Indonesia have been tor-
tured, killed and “disappeared.”

But perhaps the staid and bureaucratic ILO
is about to change. Last year it voted to sanction
Burma, the first time in ILO history that it took
such a step—a dozen years after Burma’s mili-
tary dictatorship outlawed trade unions. And on
May 1 it launched an unprecedented campaign
to publicize the four basic rights of the
“Declaration of Fundamental Principles and
Rights at Work,” which the ILO’s 175 member-
nations unanimously reaffirmed in 1998.

The campaign is distributing a poster (above)
worldwide, with the AFL-CIO making the poster

part of its Campaign for Global Fairness and
unions like the Teamsters using it as an organiz-
ing tool. “We’re challenging employees and gov-
ernments around the world to help workers know
their rights and exercise them freely,” explains
AFL-CIO President John Sweeney.

Copies of the Declaration of Fundamental
Principles, the Rights at Work poster and a
screen-saver poster can be downloaded from
the web at: www.aflcio.org/iloposter/iloscreen-
saver.htm. Posters also can be ordered from the
federation by calling 800-442-5645.
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Even though she was working 40
hours a week at the Valencia St.
Travelodge in San Francisco,

Matilda (last name withheld), who moved
to the U.S. from Mexico a decade ago,
couldn’t afford to clothe her four children.
“First I go to churches where they give
clothes and food away,” she said. “When
school begins, we get pencils and books
from the Salvation Army. If it wasn’t for
this kind of help, we couldn’t live in San
Francisco.”

Meanwhile her coworker, Patricia,  was
paying $635 a month for a studio apartment
for her children and husband—and consid-
ered herself lucky, since rent for a San
Francisco studio usually starts at $1,000. At
the end of each month, after spending $250
for food, nothing would be left of her
$6.25/hour paycheck.

So it’s not surprising that Matilda,
Patricia and their coworkers were inspired
to join a union, Hotel Employees Local 2.
But as soon as the union signed its first con-
tract, says organizer Chito Cuellar, supervi-
sors began threatening the workers with
immigration problems. In May, 1999, the
general manager called nine of them into his
office—including Matilda and Patricia—
and told them Social Security had notified
the motel that their numbers didn’t match
the government’s database. A week later,
when they tried to punch in, security guards
told them they’d been fired.

Twenty years ago, most unions would
have written off such workers and their
problems. As recently as 1986, the AFL-
CIO supported the “employer sanctions”
provision of the Immigration Reform and
Control Act, which make it possible for
employers to use Social Security “no-
match” letters as a pretext for firing immi-
grants who assert their rights.

The federation reasoned that if it
became illegal for the undocumented to
work, fewer immigrants would come to the
U.S., while those working here illegally
would return home. But the AFL-CIO’s
position also reflected cold war, business-
union attitudes that sought to protect wages
for native-born workers by excluding immi-
grants, as contrasted with the approach of
an earlier CIO and the Wobblies, who had
sought to organize everyone.

And sanctions didn’t halt the migrant
flow—they only undermined the migrants’
rights once they got here. Sanctions provided
employers with a pretext for firing workers
who tried to organize unions. By making the
undocumented more vulnerable, sanctions
helped lower their wages and increase their
exploitation.

Moreover, unions began recognizing
that organizing immigrant workers had
become important to their own survival.
Last year, for example, the proportion of
U.S. workers belonging to unions dropped
from 13.5% to 13.3%, and to just 9% in the
private sector. For the overall percentage to
stay constant, unions must organize 400,000
new workers each year; to grow by a mere
1%, they have to organize twice that num-
ber. And while the AFL-CIO recently set a
goal of organizing a million workers annu-
ally, that’s a rate not seen since the 1940s.

Over the past decade, meanwhile, such
growth as has occurred within unions often
has come from immigrant workers. In Los
Angeles, the resurgence of union activism

has largely rested on strikes and organizing
drives among immigrant janitors and hotel
workers. Immigrant carpenters, harbor
truckers, garment workers, factory hands
and tortilla drivers have staged pivotal
strikes and organizing drives. Immigrant
day laborers, domestics and gardeners have
built independent organizations, even with-
out labor law protection or support from
local unions.

And L.A. is not an isolated case. As
union activity among immigrant workers
grew into a national phenomenon, the fed-
eration began to see that defending immi-
grants’ rights to organize was in its own
self-interest. “Every period of significant
growth in the labor movement was fueled
by organizing activity among immigrant
workers,” says HERE President John
Wilhelm. “We’re a labor movement of
immigrants, and we always have been.”

In 1999, labor activists in Oakland wrote
a resolution calling for the AFL-CIO to
change its old pro-sanctions position. Picked
up and adopted by labor councils across the
country, the resolution generated a wave of
support that crested at the national conven-
tion in Los Angeles in the fall, where a suc-
cession of union presidents spoke in its
favor. Wilhelm declared that his own
union’s support for sanctions in 1986 had
been  a big mistake: “Those who came
before us, who built this labor movement in
the great depression, in strikes in rubber and
steel and hotels, didn’t say, ‘Let me see your
papers’ to the workers in those industries.
They said, ‘Which side are you on?’ And
immigrant workers today have the right to
ask of us the same question: Which side are
we on?”

Following the convention, the AFL-CIO
executive council adopted its own resolu-
tion in February 2000, calling for the repeal
of sanctions and for a legalization program
to allow undocumented immigrants to nor-
malize their status.

But while many immigrants’ rights
activists assumed the federation’s
change of heart would result in a

national campaign for amnesty and for
repeal of sanctions, no bill for such reforms
has made it into Congress. Instead, Henry
Cisneros, former secretary of housing and
urban development, proposed last April that
unions and immigrant communities support
expansion of the H1-B program—which
supplies contract labor to high-tech indus-
try—in hopes that such a compromise might
garner Congressional support for proposals
ending discrimination against Central
American and Haitian refugees and for
other reforms.

TNG-CWA, among other unions,
strongly opposed the H1-B program on the
grounds that it was unnecessary—because
there was an ample supply of qualified part-
time and contingent U.S. workers looking
for such jobs—and because its net effect
was to depress wages by flooding the labor
market. Many civil rights groups also
opposed H1-B, pointing out that increasing
the number of contract-labor visas makes it
more difficult for engineers of color to find
jobs in the high tech industry, where the per-
centage of African-American and Latino
engineers is very low.

And, as it turned out, Cisneros’ tactical
approach didn’t work, either. “High tech was
only interested in its own issue, and had no
desire to link it to any broader program,” says
Eliseo Medina, vice-president of the Service

Employees and a leading immigration strate-
gist, in recounting how Congressional
Republicans steamrollered over all opposi-
tion to get H1-B without compromises.

With the Bush administration in office,
the political terrain is becoming even more
difficult for immigrants’ advocates. In
January, Texas Senator Phil Gramm, the
most rabid anti-immigrant voice in
Congress, flew to Mexico City to meet new
Mexican President Vicente Fox, a former
Coca-Cola executive with close links to
major Mexican and U.S. corporations. On
his return, Gramm announced that he and
Fox had discussed a vast expansion of
bracero contract labor programs—pro-
grams  that ostensibly give immigrant work-
ers more legal protections, but which
require them to maintain their employment
to stay in the United States. Employers, in
other words, gain not only the power to fire
workers who protest bad conditions, but in
effect to deport them as well.

Gramm’s visit to Fox was followed by
one from Bush himself, who carefully culti-
vated a pro-Latino, pro-immigrant image

during his election campaign. But Bush also
opposes amnesty, fearing to cross the right
wing of his own party, to whom immigration
is still anathema. His solution? Tout contract
labor to Latinos as a chance to work legally
in the U.S., while telling his conservative
base that it affords no one the opportunity to
stay. Bush’s position also aligns him with
industries that want guestworkers, such as
agriculture and meatpacking.

For his part, Fox needs to protect the
huge economic role that migrant labor plays
in the Mexican economy. The remittances
of Mexicans working in the U.S.—estimat-
ed at $6 billion to $8 billion a year—rank as
the country’s third largest source of foreign
income, after oil and tourism. Politically,
Fox has to speak to the needs of millions of
Mexicans who seek a way to cross the bor-
der without trekking through the desert,
which for hundreds every year is a walk to
their deaths. He supports a general amnesty
but he also supports contract labor, seeing
like Bush that it can be portrayed as a means
of providing the sought-after opportunity to

By David Bacon
Northern California Media Guild

Freelance Guild member David Bacon, a former union organizer, has made a career of
chronicling the lives of immigrants in words and images. A selection of 58 of his pho-
tographs, documenting farm labor in California and the activities of the United Farm
Workers, is on display at the Oakland Museum of California through Aug. 26. The
images follow the four-year campaign of the UFW among Watsonville strawberry
workers, the strike at DÕArrigo Brothers Produce Co. in Salinas, and the month-long
march from Delano to Sacramento in which the union renewed its commitment to
organizing in the fields. BaconÕs most recent contribution to The Guild Reporter,
ÔJonkeadosÕ put NAFTA to the test, was published January 19.

Which side are you on?
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