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‘We can help galvanize
the labour move-

ment to a better
future not only for

- health care workers
but for the whole

society’

By BRAD TEETER
STUNNING 1989 bar-
gaining victory by New
York health care workers
provided a rare moment
of glory for a U.S. labour movement
badly battered in recent years, HEU
activists were told Aug. 12 in a gap-
tivating talk by the president of a
New York health care workers’
union.

Local 1199 Hospital and Health
Care Employees’ Union President
Dennis Rivera painted a dismal pic-
ture of the plight of
U.S.labourin alive-

REBUILDING
US. LABOUR

union rights and benefits continues
under the Bush administration,
leaving workers demoralized and
impoverished.

Rivera said a fundamental
rebuilding process is needed to
overcome worker cynicism and
apathy. And, leading the way in the
U.S. is the health care sector, said
Rivera.

Local 1199’s successful strike in
1989 showed that militant action
by a united membership can
produce gains, Rivera said, and

the New York lab-
our movement had

ly HEU Summer A [].S. health followed up that

School presentation
before some 200
union members.

But he challenged
Canadian health
workers to step up
the defence of medi-
care so that Amer-
ican workers have a
goal before them in
their fight for better conditions.
And he invited HEU to join with
American health workers in a con-
tinent-wide campaign to rebuild
the labour movement by a massive
organizing drive.

"Cur labour movement is in a
deep crisis," said Rivera. "And, the
lower the union density is in the
U.S., the lower the wages and
benefit conditions."

Rivera said labour suffered under

the punishing Reagan presidency

which shifted the tax load from
wealthy corporations to lower in-
come earners and transferred tax
dollars from people and services to
the military budget.

And, he said Redgan’s attack on

‘union leader
Ch (111 en ge s HEU break the unions at

victory-by defeat-
ing an attempt to

the New York Daily

to expand its  News.
vision of
the future

The relatively
stable health care
field, one of the
only sectors of the
U.S. workforce not
decimated by government policy,
will act as a cornerstone for the
revitalization of the wider labour
movement, Rivera explained. "We
can help galvanize the labour
movement to a better future not
only for health care workers but for
the whole society. We are very op-
timistic."

Rivera said an effort is now under
way in which the big three U.S.
health care unions will undertake a
joint, nation-wide organizing cam-
paign targeting some 10 million
health care workers currently
without union affiliation.

A brighter future will depend on
workers understanding that work-
ing together within the trade

. prepared you are to strike, the more

union movement will positively
impact every part of their lives, said
Rivera. "We have to say that life
may be difficult but we can change
it."

He said workers must be
reminded that at stake are benefits
impacting every part of their lives
from their children’s daycare
programs to their summer vaca-
tions.

Rivera challenged the HEU to
continue defending the Canadian
medicare system for the sake of
more--than 40 .million -Americans-
who cannot afford health care in-
surance under that system’s
privately run health system.

He said U.S. studies show that if
the U.S. was to adopt the current
Canadian public health care model
— "and I know the struggle that you
have with people who want to chip
away at your system" — a saving of
$70 billion would be realized and
health care could be provided for .
every American,

"It’s very important for us that you
fight to have the best kind of health
care in Canada. Because when you
fight, you're not fighting only for
yourself, but for something that we
in the U.S. — 250 million people —
are trying to achieve."

The recent Local 1199 bargaining
success flowed from years of
preparation and planning after an
earlier bargaining setback.

"It took careful preparation,
building the union, department by
department, chapter by chapter,
and we made a calculated plan that
as soon as we could strike we
would send a message to the
employer," said Rivera.

To a cheering HEU audience,"
Rivera concluded, "The more

ready you are to strike, the more
determined you are to strike, the
less you will have to strike.

"If the employer knows that you
have been gearing up to strike,
that you have lined up all your
community friends and allies,
that you have mobilized the politi-
cal community behind you and
you have invested millions of dol-
lars in a public relations cam-
paign. At that moment, they say

‘we’d better come to terms with
these folks.”™
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