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Sen. Olympia Snowe

One Cumberland Place Suite 306

Bangor, ME 04401

Dear Sen. Snowe,


We, the undersigned religious leaders and representatives of faith-based organizations, are deeply concerned about the pervasive violation of the rights of working people when they attempt to exercise their basic freedom to form unions and bargain collectively for a better life. 


Healthy communities depend on good jobs that support strong families, and people in Maine are working harder and receiving less pay than ever before.  Poverty is increasing and adequate health insurance is beyond the reach of far too many.   For example, according to a survey by the Brewer-based community organization, Food AND Medicine, 21% of laid-off mill workers in Eastern Maine no longer have any health insurance.  This is a community crisis that requires a public policy solution.


Labor unions are a known, effective way to strengthen communities and ensure workers are treated with dignity.  Yet even as conditions for working families are worsening, employers are putting up bigger obstacles that keep workers from exercising their legal right to form a union and bargain for better conditions.  The Employee Free Choice Act would help level the playing field for workers trying to organize, and in turn help bring about more just, healthy communities.  We are writing to urge you to support this act.


Communities that have higher union membership rates have more people with health insurance, fewer people in poverty, and a better solid tax base for their schools, fire and police departments.  Studies show that union workers receive 30% better wages than nonunion workers, and are two-thirds more likely to have employer provided healthcare.  Nonunion workers also benefit from the pay standards set by unions, and local businesses profit by the increase in these workers’ disposable incomes.  


Along with improving the standard of living, unions and their members benefit communities by fighting for legislation that meets the needs of poor and middle-class families.  Union members have provided crucial support for Social Security, Medicare, the Civil Rights Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act, and numerous other policies.  This comes out of a spirit of solidarity that is part of the culture of unions.  Union members help other workers in times of need.


Perhaps most importantly, a union enables workers to win basic human rights at work.  Through the union, workers have a say in their working conditions without fear of retaliation.  Union workers are protected by their contract, so they are no longer subject to “At Will” laws.  The employer must have a just cause to fire or discipline a worker, and there is a process for determining justice, just as there is in the court system of a democratic society.  These critical aspects of unionization help provide the security that brings more dignity to workers.


Given these benefits, it is not surprising that over half of U.S. workers state that they would join a union if they could. Why don’t more of them become union members? Right now labor laws are so weak and poorly enforced that employers can get away with using unfair and illegal coercive actions to prevent workers from exercising this democratic right.


Steve Husson, a worker who was involved with the organizing drive at DHL in Bangor, states, “While we were waiting for the union election we were very afraid of retaliation from the company.  We were subjected to one-on-one meetings with our supervisors, along with other anti-union meetings which scared off several union supporters. You could feel the fear at work. It is not a nice feeling.” The statistics are disturbing. In one fourth of all private sector organizing campaigns, workers are illegally fired. In three fourths, supervisors who control workers’ jobs and pay also give their workers anti-union messages. This is verbal intimidation. 


“I’ve heard workers tell their stories about intimidation, harassment, and rights violated,’ says Alvin Hadley, Executive Director of the Columbus Metropolitan Area Church Council and a board member of Jobs with Justice. Likewise the Rev. Dr. David L. Grainger, Vice-President of Food AND Medicine, asserts, “The community has a moral responsibility to stand together with workers to support their rights.”


In recent years the National Labor Relations Board has abandoned its sacred trust as our public guardian of labor justice by allowing well financed corporate interests to disrupt and delay due process with endless appeals and other delaying tactics. As a Human Rights Watch report states, “Legal obstacles tilt the playing field steeply against workers’ freedom of association.” 



The Employee Free Choice Act strengthens enforcement of current law by increasing penalties on employers who use illegal tactics to thwart workers’ democratic rights. The bill expedites due process for union certification as well as the successful negotiation of the first contract.  The method of majority sign-up, used effectively before the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 and currently in most other industrialized countries, protects the workers’ right to form a union.  The mediation and arbitration provisions in the Employee Free Choice Act provide assure that this due process will be accomplished within 90 days.  These measures bring critical and essential correction to the recent abuses in the mission of the National Labor Relations Board


Unions can be a key in our nation’s economic recovery and in restoring the health of our communities.  Union members vote on contracts, shop stewards and union officials, bringing the practice of democracy to the workplace.  The Employee Free Choice Act is crucial to removing the barriers to a stronger, freer, and more democratic society.


Senator Snowe, we urge you to talk to workers, especially those who have been involved in union organizing campaigns, and hear their true stories. We also urge you to talk to union people to hear in their words how unions benefit workers and communities. The people of Maine have long trusted in you to look beyond partisan rhetoric and to support just causes that will improve our lives. We pray, for the sake of our  communities, that you will support this just cause.







Respectfully,

Food AND Medicine


20 Ivers Street, Brewer, ME 04412


phone: (207)989-5860/ fax: (207)989-5850


foodandmedicine.org/ fam@foodandmedicine.org


Worker Rights Hotline: 866-933-WCEM


Food AND Medicine is a Jobs With Justice Affiliate




















