Why the Protest Continues: It’s All About Democracy

President Shalala’s March 19, 2006 announcement of substantially improved compensation and health benefits for campus contract workers is cause for genuine celebration – a celebration not only of the promised improvements but also of the courage of the striking UNICCO workers who made it happen, the willingness of so many members of the UM community to speak up on their behalf, and the wisdom of the President and the Board of Trustees in beginning to heed the call for humane labor practices on UM’s campuses.

But the strike among the UNICCO workers continues unabated as does our support for their struggle.  The President’s announcement – as welcome as it is – persuades us of the need to continue our protest efforts:

(1) until the UM Administration agrees to require UNICCO and other campus service contractors to respect the organizing and other legal rights of their workers;

(2) until the UM Administration ceases its own participation in UNICCO’s effort to defeat the current union campaign;

(3) until the UM Administration agrees to the establishment of a committee representing all University constituencies to monitor UM’s service contracting practices with the goal of meeting the pay and health care benefit standards established by the Miami-Dade County “Living Wage” ordinance within a reasonable period of time. 

Democracy for UNICCO Workers: 
Bring an End to the UNICCO/UM Anti-union Campaign

Although the UNICCO workers are obviously seeking union representation in order to improve their compensation and benefits, the object of their current strike is UNICCO’s unlawful interference with their legal right to organize free from coercion and retaliation.  According to a complaint issued by the National Labor Relations Board, UNICCO has unlawfully interfered with that right by interrogating workers about their union support; prohibiting them from talking about the union at work; forcing them to sign a statement disavowing the union; accusing them of “disloyalty” for participating in off-hours union functions; threatening reprisals against union supporters; and spying on a union meeting.  Moreover, in the days just before the strike, UNICCO evidently carried out its threats by firing one of the leading organizers after the latter spoke with a reporter about the union campaign.  The union has filed charges with the NLRB asserting that the discharge constituted unlawful anti-union retaliation, and, if the facts are as publicly recounted by the reporter in question, that charge is likely to lead to additional NLRB proceedings against the firm.

The President’s announcement made no mention of these embarrassing developments, let alone did it indicate in any way that the University expects its service contractors to respect the law generally and the rights of its workers to unionize in particular.  Nor did the President make any mention of the fact that the NLRB is currently investigating the University Administration itself for participating in the anti-union campaign by refusing union organizers access to campus on a discriminatory and unlawful basis.

Indeed, the denial of campus access is only the most dramatic instance of UM’s complicity in UNICCO’s anti-union campaign, taking its place in a growing list of other actions that include:

· the decision to side with UNICCO’s call for an NLRB election, despite the fact that a fair election is virtually impossible under NLRB rules – and that final election results would likely be delayed for two or three years – precisely because of UNICCO’s unfair labor practices;

· the refusal to permit the union to distribute food, water, and other emergency supplies to UNICCO employees who continued their campus work while suffering the effects of Hurricane Wilma; and

· the decision to relegate the UNICCO strikers to “the back of the bus” by forcing them to picket at a “reserve gate” all but hidden from the view of the rest of the UM community.

These actions are difficult to square with the Administration’s professed “neutrality” in the union campaign and in any event represent unconscionable interference with the organizing efforts of the UNICCO workers.  If, as President Shalala observed in her recent message to the student body, “democracy is messy,” the UM Administration need not contribute to the mess.

We will therefore continue our protest until the UM Administration agrees to hold its contractors responsible for respecting the organizing and other legal rights of their workers and until UM ceases its shameful participation in UNICCO’s effort to defeat the union campaign.

Democracy for All Campus Contract Workers: 
Give Them “A Place at the Table” in Decisions that Vitally Affect Their Working Lives

Commendably, the Administration’s new benefits package applies not only to UNICCO workers but also to all other campus contract workers, from food service employees to security personnel and beyond.  Yet the new benefits package raises as many questions as it answers, including the following:

· Will the new benefits package turn out to be a one-time gesture – designed to quiet the chorus of protest in the UM community and to attempt to end the strike – or will it represent a genuine first step in the direction of a living wage policy for campus workers?  (In that connection, the Administration’s figures for the new starting salaries fall far short of the levels currently established by the Miami-Dade “Living Wage” ordinance.  The shortage in the case of food service workers, for example, is at least $1.81/hour; it’s at least $1.26/hour for housekeeping staff; and it’s at least $.50/hour for groundskeepers.  The shortages will be far greater – $3.23/hour for food service, $2.68/hour for housekeeping, and $1.93/hour for groundskeepers – if the health insurance in the new benefits package fails to meet the minimum coverage requirements established by the ordinance, an assessment that can’t be made on the basis of the information thus far available from the Administration.)

· If the new package represents a first step toward a living wage, how quickly will the considerable gap that remains be closed?

· Once the gap is closed, who is going to monitor contractor practices in order to ensure that there is no slippage?

· What portion of yearly increases should go to pay raises and what portion should go to health care or other benefits?

· Should health care benefits emphasize lower premiums or lower deductibles? 

· What portion of the health care premium should be shouldered by the contractor and what portion by the employees?

· How will targeted participation rates in health care plans be selected and how will they be monitored? 

· What happens if the President – or the Board of Trustees – concludes that the new benefit package is too expensive and seeks to cut it back or to revert to the “market based” compensation and benefit policies of the last three decades?

If the UNICCO workers succeed in their union campaign, they will have an organized voice in answering each of those questions and in addressing any other issues that arise with respect to their wages, hours, benefits, and working conditions.

But the rest of the contract workers on the UM campuses – and indeed the UNICCO workers as well, should their union campaign stall – will find themselves forced to depend on the continuing kindness of an Administration that had not, after all, shown any serious inclination to take their concerns and interests into account before the onset of the current union campaign.  Given the record of the past five years – as opposed to the record of the past five days – that’s a lot like leaving the canary cage to the exclusive care of the cat.

We therefore echo the recommendation of the Ad Hoc Committee established by the Faculty Senate back in 2001 in response to the infamous survey published by the Chronicle of Higher Education: A broadly representative University-wide committee should be established to monitor the pay and benefit practices of campus service contractors with the goal of achieving compliance with the standards established by the Miami-Dade County “Living Wage” ordinance within a reasonable period of time.  Specifically, the committee should include faculty representatives (chosen by the Senate), student representatives (selected by their government organizations), and administration representatives, and – most important of all – a mechanism must be developed to secure the input of campus contract workers free from concerns about coercion or retaliation.

Our continuing protest, in other words, seeks a long-term, democratic solution to the living wage issue, and we respectfully submit that had such a solution been adopted in 2001 we would not be facing the grave crisis we are facing today.
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