YOUR WEB SITE mentions that you publish news on labor struggles from around the nation.  I am submitting an article detailing a dramatic victory for workers’ rights in the reddest state of union, Mississippi .  I would appreciate your consideration for publication on your web site. 

I work as an opposition researcher for the Organizing Department of the Laborers International Union of North America in Washington , DC .  I did extensive research for two recent contract renewal campaigns for our union. 

One was for the Sanderson Farms chicken processing plant in Hazlehurst , Mississippi ; the other at another Sanderson Farms processing plant in Collins, Mississippi .  The Hazlehurst plant collective bargaining agreement covered about 580 workers; the one for Collins covered about 800 workers.  In both cases, the objective of our negotiators in the new three year collective bargaining agreements was to increase the company’s coverage of the medical premiums from 50% to 75% by the end of the last year of the contracts.  In both cases, after much struggle, our negotiators succeeded in their goal of increasing the company’ share of medical coverage.  I have attached an article that details the whole story behind these two successes. 

I have copies of the new contracts for both Sanderson Farms plants.  I can be reached at 202-942-2304.

--

Glenn Daigon, LIUNA

Cutting Medical Costs In the Reddest State of the Union.

Mississippi is commonly called the “reddest state in the union” and has been one of the least hospitable places in the nation for unionization drives.  Yet in 1995, the Laborers International Union of North America, (LIUNA), successfully organized workers at two of Sanderson Farms chicken processing plants in Mississippi.  One plant was located in Hazlehurst; the other in Collins, Mississippi.  Negotiations produced a new contract paying $6.90 an hour to one-year employees, making the Sanderson workers the highest paid processing plant workers in Mississippi.
  During subsequent contract negotiations, the wages and benefits of unionized poultry workers outpaced those of their non-union counterparts.

Yet in one area, the benefits did not go far enough.  In 2005, at both the Hazlehurst and Collins plants, under the union contract the company paid 50% of the weekly insurance premium under the company’s family medical insurance plan.  Even though the workers at Sanderson Farms had a higher wage rate than their counterparts, having to pay the other fifty percent of the weekly premium was still too expensive. In 2005, the worker’s share of the weekly premium for family coverage was $66.42. In December, 2005, when the three-year contract at the Hazlehurst plant, covering about 570 workers expired, a key union goal was to increase company medical coverage.  After hard and often heated bargaining sessions, the company agreed to the union’s demand to increase the company’s share of the weekly insurance premium for family coverage from 50% to 75% by the last year of the three year contract.  In more concrete terms, the employee weekly co-payment drops from $66.42 in 2005 to $47.03 in 2007.  And those were not the only gains.

The company agreed to increase the number of union shop stewards servicing members.  The union also won significant increases in the hourly wage rates for their members.  Union negotiator Arnold Mooreland stated, “There were no real union concessions in any category which is excellent in today’s negotiating environment in such a competitive industry”.

The contract at the Collins plant, covering 800 workers, expired in December, 2006.  The union also pressed for increased company coverage of premium costs.  Their efforts, again after heated negotiations, were also successful in increasing the company’s share of premium payments for family medical plans from 50% at the beginning of the three year contract to 75% by the end of the last year of the contract.  They also won a ten percent wage hike for workers over the life of the three-year contract.  Another key concession was the right to use vacation days one day at a time, instead of requiring them to be used in a two week block.  Given the demanding physical requirements of the job, this was an important concession.  The contract was ratified by over 80% of the members at the Collins plant.  More workers joined the union and participated in the family medical insurance plans, after lower premiums were successfully negotiated.  An exact number was not available though due to high employee turnover at the plant.


Asked about what elements that both successful collective bargaining campaigns had in common, LIUNA staffer Frank Curiel, stated, “We represented everyone on the shop floor, black, white, and Hispanic.  We did not allow the company to drive a wedge by race.”


According to Curiel, another important factor was community outreach and support. For example, the LIUNA Local is active, along with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, Mississippi AFL-CIO, and Black Caucus in the Mississippi Immigrant Rights Alliance.  Still another factor was the fact that Sanderson Farms is a public company that has to disclose its profits and the compensation of its executives.  The company’s profit margins and generous executive compensation packages undercut any arguments that Sanderson could not afford to pay better wages and benefits to their workers.


Curiel noted that the goal of each contract renewal session is to improve on the workers’ wage rates and benefits in each new contract.  By staggering the contracts for the Hazlehurst plant and Collins plant, Curiel said that each plant could build on the others’ improved wages and benefits with each new round of contract negotiations for a “pole vault” effect.  With contracts up for renewal in Hazlehurst at the end of 2008 and Collins at the end of 2009, LIUNA will continue to work to “pole vault” wages and benefits to higher levels for poultry workers in the reddest state of the union.

�	 Smothers, Ronald, “Unions Try to Push Past Workers’ Fears to Sign Up Poultry Plants in South”, New York Times, January 30, 1996.





