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All Quiet On The Waterfront

West Coast Dock Workers Strike Averted
Scott Paton   
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Activity at a standstill on the docks of L.A.’s San Pedro Harbor  Source: International Longshore & Warehouse Union

All’s quiet on the waterfront—figuratively, if not literally.  In the aftermath of prolonged and frequently stalemated negotiations between the International Longshore & Warehouse Union (ILWU) and the Pacific Maritime Association (PMA) that threatened White House intervention, operations on the waterfront docks of Los Angeles, Long Beach and 27 other California ports of call are back to peak efficiency.  Continued work-shift reductions and a potential strike by union laborers was averted on February 20,  with final ratification of terms expected to be approved by both sides before the end of April.
The 20,000 members of the ILWU are chiefly responsible for loading and unloading cargo from the ocean-going container ships that berth along the coast from the Ports Humboldt Bay to San Diego, with a vast majority of the activity situated in the adjacent ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach.  Recent slowdowns in activity that the ILWU attributed to a reduction in union shifts and non-union hires led to a congestion of cargo containers on the docks and the anchoring of wait-listed ships offshore.  
The PMA, which represents the shipping interests of the merchants whose goods exit and enter these ports, not surprisingly, attributed to the backlog in product distribution to a concerted “soft strike” by union workers.  Talking points and recriminations aside, all parties agree that the recent agreement was essential for workers, business interests and the nation at-large.

A shutdown in the supply-chain that filters from the ports-to-rail-to-truck-to-retail had potentially devastating implications for the U.S. economy, hence the eleventh-hour participation of U.S. Labor Secretary Thomas Perez in the union negotiations, armed with a mandate from President Obama to “get it done.”  If goods and produce failed to reach shelves, reduced merchant revenues would have spiraled into employee layoffs in both the transport and retail environments.  The ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach account for 3.5% of annual gross domestic product (GDP) and an extended strike would have impacted unemployment numbers.
Initial contract negotiations began in May 2014.  When the prior six-year contract expired on July 1, union workers continued on good faith.  According to Craig Merrilees, Director of Communications for the ILWU in Los Angeles, “Wages were not the sticking point, and both sides came to an agreement on health benefits for employees and their families and survivors in August.”  Tripping up the union-association talks were issues of safety says Merrilees, “The large chassis –vertical steel frames—that transport the containers of cargo,  were more and more frequently being operated by less-experienced, non-union workers and, aside from dramatically affecting the efficiency of operations, it posed safety hazards on-site as well.”
The Department of Labor’s intercession in ILWU-PMA negotiations underscored the impact that a West Coast ports shut-down would have had on the U.S. economy.  Labor Secretary Perez credits the President with recognizing the ramifications.  “The Taft-Hartley Act enables the President to prevent a shutdown or walk-off, but he understood that fair and successful negotiation would result in a more satisfactory resolution.”  And Craig Merrilees of the ILWU acknowledges that Perez and his staff were “enormously helpful in negotiating a successful outcome.”
With an anticipated approval by union constituents and a new, five-year deal in place, the ports of the West Coast should operate efficiently and uninterrupted until the end of the decade.
Note: At press time on Friday, April 3, 90 delegates of the ILWU’s Coast Longshore Caucus completed their week-long, line-by-line review of the February 20th agreement, voting 78% to recommend the proposal to union members.  A secret-ballot ratification vote will be the final step in the process and will now take place on May 22.  
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