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btrlke dominated the

It affected
practically
everybody

By ELIZABETH SCHILLING
STAFF WRITER

The strike that began nearly
four months ago at two frozen-
food..plants comtinues to smol-
der at year’s end and neither
the union nor the companies see
an end in sight.

More than just being a signif-
icant event of 1985, it may also
mark a turning point — the
year Watsonville went from
being a prospering, well-bal-
anced community to a town
plagued with obvious symptoms
of an unstable economy, and
hard feelings that will not heal.

As 1985 concludes, more than
700,000 hours of work, and the
wages resulting from that
labor, have been lost by perma-
nent .and temporary workers
from the plants. Indirectly, the
toll is reflected throughout the
county, and the sense_of loss
has often been expressed in acts
of vandalism and violence.

Members of Teamsters Local
912 authorized their negotiators
to call a strike against Watson-
ville Canning and Frozen Food
Co. and Richard A. Shaw Inc.
in early August. At that time
employees were presented with
contract offers from the com-
panies that asked for wage
reductions and 45 take-aways in
benefits and work rules.

Under the original offers, line
workers, who make up 90 per-
cent of the plants’ employees,
would have absorbed cuts of
between $2 to $3 an hour, with
their  hourly pay dropping. to
$4.75. Compames also sought a
two-tier wage " system . that
would start new employees at
$4.25.

Teamster negotiators
returned to the bargaining table
with a strike vote they really
didn’t want.
from union officials that a
walkout would be long, hard
and costly, the rank and file
had voted overwhelmingly to
strike.

Negotiations
Teamsters and seven frozen
food plants in Watsonville
started last January. The old
three-year master contract was
set to expire on June 30, 1985.
When it did expire, all the
plants continued operating on
day-to-day extensions. Eventu-
ally, the other plants renewed
their union agreement for one
year, ensuring a secure 1985
season.

Shaw was the first to break

the extension, and implemented

Despite cautions .

between the

WAREHOUSE |

Picketing began in a light rain -in, September and

continues now in the end-of-the- yeér cold.
wage cuts on July 8. Union

officials .  delayed the walkout

until the peak of harvest

season, but on Sept. 9 the strike

~was called.

At dawn on the first day,
hundreds of workers began to
picket, despite a light rain.

About 300 workers demon-
strated peacefully along Walker
Street outside Watsopville Can-
ning. About 200 pickets sur-
rounded the Shaw plant with a
line that extended one-third of a
mile along Riverside Drive
toward the Highway 1 overpass.

By nightfall company law-
yers had obtained temporary

_restraining orders which lim-
< ited pickets to a handful at

each plant.

Premonitions of the strike
came in April when Shaw
issued a press release laying
bare its strategy to reach wage
parlty with Watsonville Can-
ping.

For the previous three years
Watsonville Canning had been
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operatmg with a wage advan-

tage of 40 cents an hour less

than the other six unionized
food processing plants in Wat-
sonville.

As negotiations proceeded
through the spring, Watsonville
Canning officials declared they
intended to lower wages even
more in an attempt to reach
parity with non-union plants in
Texas and Oregon.

Negotiations continued at a
snail’s pace, and sometimes
slower, during September and
October. :

On Oct. 5 Shaw negotiators
walked out of talks with the
union, rejecting a federal
mediator who they claim was
biased toward the union.

Talks between the union and
the companies ceased and vio-
lence began an upswing.

Four cases of strike-related
arson occurred in mid-October.
The worst fire caused $500,000
damage to Farmers Cold Stor-
age, a freezing facility immedi-

ately adjacent to Watsonville
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