Port Lockout: Straw To
Break Economy’s Back?

by Patricia Salisbury.

Could the management-ordered shutdown of 29 West Coast
ports have been the last straw for the U.S. and world econ-
omy? President Bush, or some advisers, thought so; as the
shutdown entered its second week, the administration sought
and got aFederal injunction under the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act,
ordering the ports reopened until Oct. 16. On that date, the
administration will be back in court to seek a declaration of
theofficial 80-day “cooling off” period with ports open under
court order.

Bush’ smoveisthefirst use of the Taft-Hartley provisions
in aquarter-century. It came despite reports that a number of
his advisers had cautioned against using it, given the likeli-
hood of antagonizing labor leaders particularly among the so-
called“he-manunions’ such asthelnternational Brotherhood
of Teamsters (IBT), which Bush is known to be courting for
theNovember elections. Indeed, IBT President Jimmy Hoffa,
Jr. had stated that the use of Taft-Hartley would be considered
an open attack on the entirelabor movement. Asthe adminis-
tration moved into court, Rick Bank, director of the AFL-
ClO’ scenter for collectivebargaining, termed theadministra-
tion*“incredibly anti-union,” and saidthe AFL-CI O labor fed-
eration would make members aware “that their rights and
protectionsarein jeopardy.”

Additionally, a number of labor historians pointed out
Taft-Hartley’ spoor track record on solving disputes; in many
instances, strikes or lockouts resumed following the“ cooling
off” period. A spokesman from the International Longshore
and Warehouse Union (ILWU) seized on this point, saying
the use of Taft-Hartley would delay a settlement for the 80
daysit isin effect, since the key issue between the union and
the Pacific Maritime Association (PMA)—unionization of
jobscreated by introducing modest new technol ogies—won’t
likely be resolved unless leverage is brought to bear against
the PMA.

Economy, War Forced Bush’sHand

But with the economy toppling and the Irag war de facto
under way, what choice did Bush have within his current
deranged assumptions? Ten days of port shutdown had al-
ready begun to send possibly fatal tremorsthrough what was
left of the physical economy, and was a so limiting theinflow
of cheaply made consumer products from Asia, counted on
by desperateretail ersto support one moreround of Christmas
binge-buying on credit cards.

Events of those ten days brought home the fragility of
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West Coast port lockout quickly drove big cracksin afailing
economy. |LWU unionists, herefighting the World Trade
Organization back in 1999, now haveto realize that “ fair trade” —
or continued, expanded trade in any form—depends on

LaRouche' srecovery measures.

the current, depleted U.S. maufacturing base, and its total
dependence on looting Asian nations for cheaply produced
critical parts and equipment—or alternatively, for products
which the U.S. economy can no longer produce to market
standards. Government figures filed in the court case said
a prolonged lockout would reduce employment by 140,000
during the last quarter of 2002. Manufacturing shutdowns
were already well under way in thefirst week of thelockout.

Ironically, the first mgjor casuaty reported was New
United Motor Manufacturing, hailed by JD Powers Consult-
ing as the most efficient auto manufacturer in America. New
United, ajoint venture of General Motors and Toyotawhich
imports key components, including transmissions, from Ja-
pan, has taken the now-dominant practice of “just-in-time’
inventoriesto new lengths, having a normal inventory of six
hours' worth. Sotheentire5,500-personworkforcewasidled,
and United desperately airshipped parts at 30 timesthe usual
cost, trying to restart one-third of their production capability.

Boeing, the nation’s only remaining civilian aircraft
manufacturer, has already targetted 30,000 jobs for elimina-
tion and announced a non-lockout-related decision to vacate
1.2 million square feet and seven buildings in its Everett,
Washington facility. Boeing was projecting major produc-
tion dowdowns if the lockout continued through a second
week, and was trying unsuccessfully to bring shipments in
through the ILWU-organized port of VVancouver, British Co-
lumbia.

Pacific Northwest wheat growers and California cotton
and rice producers, along with growers of grapes, apples, and
almonds, werefaced with stacksof agricultural productswith
no way to move or preserve them. Agricultural importswere
likewiserotting in ships moored outside the shut ports. Asian
news media were headlining a disaster in the making for the
economies of Asian nations. Asfor U.S. retailers, those that
had not already successfully stockpiled had only one perspec-
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tive: Get the ports open through the Christmas season and
stave off bankruptcy afew weeks or months longer.

Answer |sLaRouche Recovery Measures

Contrary to magical views of the economy, a court order
will not put thingsright overnight. Various experts, the PMA,
and the union all estimate that it will take six to eight weeks
to reduce the backlog of freight, so continuing effects on the
economic collapse can be expected. The Union Pecific and
Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroads have aready an-
nounced plansto limit the number of containersentering rail-
yards, to prevent overcrowding as ports open.

Then, there is the unresolved hostility between the ship-
pers and the historically militant ILWU, which has declared
theissue of continued unionization “do or die.” Thishostility
rose to new levelsin the final hours before Taft-Hartley was
invoked: Theunion agreedto aDepartment of L abor proposal
toreopentheportsfor 30 days, only tolearnthat management
had turned the offer down. Spokesmen for the PMA ques-
tioned whether the union would continue to engage in a de
facto slowdown, even asit issued ordersto reopen the ports.

The union says the extra volume of freight will create
safety problems, and that its members will not be forced into
a speed-up to deal with the lockout-created backlog, even if
threatened with court sanctions. Richard Mead, president of
ILWU Loca 10, said, “If safety is against the law, | will
go jal.” Mead ridiculed Bush as “the new walking boss on
the waterfront.”

But militant trade union declarations will not solve the
current crisis, either. For the union, the shippers, and above
all, the Bush Administration, theonly solution liesin alarger
issue: acknowledging the leadership of Democratic Party
Presidential pre-candidate Lyndon LaRouche. LaRouche
campaign supporters have been delivering exactly this mes-
sageto ILWU membersat rallies, picket lines, supermarkets,
and post officesin major cities up and down the West Coast.

One three-person LaRouche campaign team made a big
impact at aSouthern Californial LWU hall where 1,500 work-
ers were arriving for an emergency meeting. Improvising a
rally with amakeshift megaphone, aL aRoucherepresentative
told the workers, in both English and Spanish, “LaRoucheis
right, the financial system is finished, your pension is gone,
and soon your hospital, car, house, will be gone, and Bush
wants to start awar! If you want to survive, join LaRouche.
He warned you about globalization, deregulation, and the
Clash of Civilizations crowd, but you went with Gore, even
though we told you avote for Gore was avote for Bush.”

This message stunned some workersinto silence; severa
could be overheard murmuring, “She's right.” The more
thoughtful stopped to hear about the passage by the Italian
Parliament of aresolution based on LaRouche’ sNew Bretton
Woods proposal ; the growing support for LaRouchein Ibero-
America; and to read hiscampaign’ spamphlet, “ LaRouche's
‘November Program’ to Rebuild the Economy.”
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