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00:00:10

GOMEZ:

This is Andrew Gomez. This is August 3rd [2011], interviewing Jono Shaffer in my apartment in West Los 
Angeles. If you can start by giving me your name and date of birth. 

SHAFFER:

Jono Shaffer. My date of birth is August 28, 1959. Around the corner, I’m turning fifty-two. 

GOMEZ:

Where were you born? 

SHAFFER:

I was born in Oakland, California, but grew up in Berkeley. 

GOMEZ:

If we can start by if you can give me the earliest memories you have of your family. 

SHAFFER:

The earliest memories I have of my family. Wow. So, I mean, we grew up in north Berkeley. Both my parents were 
grad students at UC Berkeley at the time, my father in criminology, my mom in education. So they had a really tiny 
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apartment near the campus, north side of campus. It was Berkeley in the sixties, so the memories of my family are 
more the memories of Berkeley in the sixties and kind of that—which is in part because of who my family was, 
which was a very political family, very active, activist family. So it was kind of a perfect fit, for who my family 
was, to be in Berkeley. 

GOMEZ:

So you talk about an activist background. It goes beyond your parents? 

SHAFFER:

Oh, way back. 

GOMEZ:

And so where would you—

SHAFFER:

Oh, it was way back, back, back. 

GOMEZ:

Wherever you’d like to start. 

00:03:03

SHAFFER:

The farthest that I know of, really, of any substance are the four grandparents. They all came from Russia around 
the turn of the century. My grandmother on my mother’s side—they all came pretty young. My grandmother on my 
mother’s side came when she was a young girl. She came with her brother, and worked in garment shops. All four 
of my grandparents worked in garment shops in New York and Cleveland. My grandmother on my mom’s side was 
such a good seamstress that she became the sample maker for her shop on the Lower East Side. There’s sort of the 
story that we would be told always as little kids. At that time different shops made a different style, so people would 
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walk up and down the street looking, and they would see something in the window, and if they liked it, then they 
would buy from that shop. So the dresses in the shop that my grandma, “Bubbie” made were in the window, her 
name was Fannie Katz, but it was Bubbie. “Bubbie” is grandmother in Yiddish, and it was Bubbie to everybody. So 
Bubbie’s dresses were the ones in the window to draw people in. 

My other grandparents were cap makers, shoe makers, sort of the traditional Jewish, Russian Jewish immigrant 
experience at the turn of the century in New York. Very active in their unions on my father’s side. I’m not sure 
about my mother’s side. I don’t think they were that active in the union, although the extended family was. On my 
mom’s side at some point, and I don’t know, it was before my mom was born, which was in ’33—both my parents 
were born in ’33, sort of in the throes of the Depression. On my mom’s side, at some point they got out of the shops 
and had a little neighborhood market in Brooklyn, which stayed in the family for a really long time, even after I was 
born. Our cousin Herbie had the store. It’s no longer there. I never saw it in person.

My father’s side, that was much more sort of a political activist kind of life. They moved to Cleveland and I’m not 
exactly sure when. But in Cleveland, they got very active in workers’ issues and were part of the founding group of 
the Communist Party of the U.S. with the Cleveland branch. They went to the founding convention. When I told my 
son that, he was preparing for a bar mitzvah presentation, a secular bar mitzvah presentation, and he decided to do 
Jews in the Labor Movement, and when he heard that his great-grandparents were founders of the Communist Party, 
he was like, “That’s so cool.” [laughs] Which I found to be a really refreshing reaction. 

00:05:19

GOMEZ:

Right, not horrified by it, but—

SHAFFER:

So my grandfather on my father’s side, Nathan, who I’m named after—Jonathan is my full name—he really became 
much more of a kind of a traveling organizer and sort of first with garment, with these benevolent organizations. It 
was a—can’t remember the name. I’ll remember the name at some point or I’ll get the name from my uncle, but it 
was basically a Jewish Socialist group and they had an insurance fund, and it was a way of getting people insurance. 

GOMEZ:

Mutual Aid Society. 

SHAFFER:

A Mutual Aid Society, yes, exactly. That’s what it was. But when the CIO started, they began working with a lot of 
the CIO unions, the autoworkers, the rubber workers, and he would be off in places, according to my uncle. He died 
quite young. My father was seventeen when he died, so I never met him.
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My grandmother was also a party member, lifelong, sort of unreconstructed party member to the end of her life. I 
knew her. She was alive when I was born, and they had this place up in a place called Mohegan, New York. I think 
it was Mohegan, and I remember as a kid we would go up there, and it was like a Communist retreat. So they had a 
place there, but it wasn’t theirs. It clearly wasn’t theirs. It must have been the party’s. 

00:07:13

GOMEZ:

Right. 

SHAFFER:

Because you could use it and there was the lake and there was a place, and I remember going there and there was 
the house. So from the earliest of my upbringing, social justice, civil rights, if you ask me what was my memory of 
my family, it’s that, and I think it was enhanced or over-emphasized because it was Berkeley in the sixties. So I was 
born in ’59. You know, it’s like all hell’s breaking loose.

I went to preschool. My mom was a preschool teacher and she was in the first cohort of Head Start ever in the 
United States, the first group that was created as a result of the Civil Rights Act. And so she had this nursery school 
in Richmond. People know about Oakland. Outside of the world you’d hear about Oakland. Richmond was really 
the heart of the sort of hardest, most impoverished area of the Bay Area, probably. I mean, there’s certainly parts of 
Oakland that were really bad, but Richmond was really, really a hard-hit area.

So she had Tick Tock Nursery School in Richmond, and we would go with her to there. We were the only white 
kids there. So even in that experience of sort of being exposed to that kind of segregation in the Bay Area where we 
were the white kids in a black school at three years old, two, three, four, whatever it was when we were going. Then 
she put us in a preschool with the woman who was her mentor in Berkeley, and, again, it was sort of a lefty 
preschool with multi—it was fully integrated. It was intended to be that way. 

GOMEZ:

So your parents come from firmly working-class backgrounds. 

SHAFFER:

Yes. 

00:09:35

GOMEZ:
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But one was more radical that the other, you had mentioned. 

00:13:28

SHAFFER:

My dad was much more radical upbringing. My grandparents on my mom’s side and my mom’s upbringing was 
working-class. I mean, they certainly were workers. I think they were a little bit more assimilationist. They got here 
and they were in pursuit of the American Dream. They had their little store. But on my dad’s side it was much more 
sort of activist, revolutionary politics and revolutionary sort of activism through life.

In fact, my mom and dad met at Brooklyn College in New York in the John Brown Club, which was a CP front 
group in Brooklyn. So somehow my mom had gotten there. Both my parents have died, so, of course, now that I’m 
trying to think about these things I have no one to ask. Good thing you’re getting this now. So they met there. 
Recently my brother sent me some press clippings from way back when that sort of outed my dad as a Communist 
conspirator. He had them in some old folder and I looked at them. It talked about my grandfather, Nathan, and the 
Mutual Aid Society and sort of being attacked for being reds, and then my dad running this front group in Brooklyn 
College. So that was their life.

My parents met very young; eighteen. They got married when they were twenty, in New York. They had a huge 
wedding. I remember my mom saying to me—she had this vision. She wanted the big wedding, and so you had all 
the pictures with the big dresses and all this. I remember her telling me that her dad said to her, “Harriet, I’ll give 
you the money. Why do this big thing? We can just have a party. You can have the money.”

“No, I want the wedding. I want the wedding.” So they spent a fortune on the wedding.

Similar to in my experience in Los Angeles—as I started doing my work, my first job was organizing garment 
workers in the Labor Movement, and I would see these elaborate Quinceañeras and events, and I’m thinking to 
myself, these people are making minimum wage. Where the hell are they coming up with the kind of money to 
throw a party like this? Limos, incredible dresses, food out the wazoo, booze, and you know these things are costing 
thousands and thousands of dollars. So I’m thinking—and I hadn’t ever really connected it, but this was really what 
this was for my mom. She’d grown up in a working-class—her sisters, she had two sisters, one who was ten years 
older, one who was five years or eight years older. So they were much more impacted by the Depression experience. 
They’re scrimper, savers. She was a baby, so her experience of the Depression, her first experiences were much 
more post-Depression and kind of the WPA, the New Deal revitalization of the economy. So in some ways it makes 
sense that she would have that, “I want the big wedding,” because she’d grown up in the prosperity days of postwar, 
saw it all. That’s what she wanted. 

My dad’s side, my dad has one brother, still alive, five years older. My grandmothers on both sides came from huge 
families, eleven brothers and sisters each. So we have family everywhere, all over the country. So that was kind of 
their world, very typical Russian Jewish immigrant life. 

GOMEZ:

How do you remember your world, your early world in Berkeley? 

00:15:11
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SHAFFER:

My early world in Berkeley. I think about—I had a couple of—how do you go there? So the one part of it was this 
kind of world that my parents were in, Tick Tock Nursery School. The School of Criminology at Berkeley was the 
radical sociology, basically, so all the Marxists were there, and he was a community organizer. He had done Jewish 
Community Center work before he went to college. He had done gang work in New York. So his world was much 
more the black community and somewhat the Asian community in the Bay Area. So it was growing up in the 
struggle. 

If you ask me what my upbringing was, it was like I remember going to People’s Park. I remember going on the 
peace marches. I remember one time we were walking, probably—my brother was born in ’63, so it might have 
been like ’65, ’66. We were walking to a protest and I have my dad’s hand or my mom’s, and it’s a family outing, 
right? The family outing is to go to a People’s Park protest, and so we were marching, we were walking over to 
where it’s about to get—and we see the tanks coming down the street in Berkeley. I remember my father saying to 
me, “Don’t think this is a protest for us to go to,” and we turned around and left, just because it was so militarized. 
But, I mean, Berkeley was militarized when I was a kid. I got tear-gassed when I was eight years old. We were kids. 
We were by ourselves, me and my sister. She was ten, I was eight, and we were on our way down to Sproul Plaza. I 
don’t remember why. And there’s this cloud of tear gas coming our way and people running towards us. I mean, it 
didn’t hit us hard, but sort of like, that’s kind of—

GOMEZ:

You were eight. [laughs] 

00:17:43

SHAFFER:

I was eight, you know? Otherwise, really straight ahead. Went to neighborhood school. They had the Catholic kids 
across the street who went to Catholic school, but we played with them.

Another sort of formative thing is Berkeley in the sixties had this—it was called the ESP program, Experimental 
Schools Program, and they integrated their schools. So the way they did it was K through 3, you went to one school, 
and then 4 through 6, you went to another school and then there were two junior high schools. And so you either got 
bused to your K-through-3 school, or you got bused to your 4-through-6 school, but it was bringing the kids from 
west Berkeley, which was the black community, and the kids from more of the foothills and hills which were more 
white, together. 

So I remember busing, again, sort of this experience of multiculturalism from the beginning of time, which it was 
the normal thing, right? It wasn’t anything abnormal for us. Getting on a school bus when you’re fourth grade, I was 
nine. Walking by myself to the school bus stop, getting on the school bus and riding the bus to school was a 
completely normal thing to do. When I think about my kids’ experiences, it’s rides to school. You don’t go to the 
corner by yourself until you’re fifteen. We were much more independent. You’re out in the street. We had a little 
alley next to our house and we played ball in the alley all the time. There was a church down around the corner from 
our house. We played ball there. Had these beautiful stained-glass windows and we busted those multiple times with 
baseballs and footballs and things. So, kind of a typical Berkeley upbringing that way, I mean the typical kid 
upbringing. We went to the beach. We went to the park. We’d do these camping trips with our family in the 
summertime.

My father’s brother and us would—they had three kids, we had three kids. The boys, the three boys were my 
father’s brother’s family, and we did many family vacations where we would meet somewhere in the country and do 
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a vacation together. It was always hilarious because they had more money than us. He had started an insurance 
company. They would stay in hotels and we would camp. We had one of those tents that you pull along, the tent-
trailer things. And it was actually a good deal because we could get the shower and pool experience, but then we 
were roughing it a bit for us. I don’t know, that’s kind of—a lot of family time. Family time because of the extended 
family that we had all of these cousins from my mother and father’s side, mostly my father’s side. My mother’s 
mother’s family, more of them stayed in Russia. She had a brother, Louie, that came here and there’s Cousin Izzy. 
But my father’s side was much more here and that lived in the Bay Area. 

00:20:44

GOMEZ:

So you grew up in this hyper-politicized environment. 

SHAFFER:

Yes. 

GOMEZ:

But you mentioned before that you knew in your head that you didn’t want to do what your parents did. 

00:22:52

SHAFFER:

Right. I mean, growing up there was always—the fundamental principle of Berkeley in the sixties was rebellion 
against the people older than you. [laughter] So while they were rebelling to the left or into politics, into activism, 
that was what we were raised in and so it was kind of like, “Well, I’m not going to do that.” I started playing music 
at the age of eight, started playing trumpet, and in our family it wasn’t an option. My mom would bring out this 
book that had all the instruments in it and she’d say, “Pick one. You’re going to play one.” So I picked the trumpet. 
Why? Who the hell knows. But I picked the trumpet, which I get grief for to this day from my brother and sister. 
It’s, like, “Oh, we had to put up with that noise.” But I played it pretty steadily through high school and, you know, 
couple little breaks, sort of heading towards being a musician, probably.

Didn’t join parties, didn’t join groups. Even to this day I’m not a card-carrying member of anything with the union, 
and I wonder if that—it never occurred to me, but if sort of the fact that my father and mother were sort of involved 
in part of everything kind of made me not want to join anything. I said I’d never be an organizer, never be a teacher. 
I was going to do something different. I didn’t know what it was. And so I later in life found myself teaching 
organizing. 

My father died when I was twelve. He was sick for several years before he died of cancer. That was just a hugely 
shaping experience in my life, has stayed with my life ever since, but particularly I was starting junior high school, 
all of a sudden my mom was a single mom making very little money. She had a life insurance policy and we had a 
house. So I think that that probably as much as anything shaped kind of my teenage years and maybe more. I 
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withdrew a lot in those years. I think I pulled back from a lot of people. 

GOMEZ:

Is that when you started playing music? 

00:26:3700:28:48

SHAFFER:

I was playing already, but I played more. Even if you’re playing with people, when you’re playing music, it’s in 
you. You’re having this kind of very deep personal experience that’s going on. And I play jazz. It’s always funny, 
because I have all these friends who will rattle off the big songs of the day, especially rock. I don’t know any of 
them. I mean, knew The Beatles. I knew Bob Dylan, knew Pete Seeger. I knew Miles. I knew Charlie Parker. It’s 
like this kind of eclectic sort of set of stuff that I knew.

My sister got much more into sort of the black community in Berkeley and then Bay Area funk and R&B, so there 
was a lot of that, but it was much more black pop music than white pop music, white rock and roll. I couldn’t name 
you five songs that The Rolling Stones did, but I know all the songs that Earth, Wind and Fire did, or the Tower of 
Power did or those kinds of things. So, did music.

When I started at Berkeley High School, Berkeley High had an incredible jazz band. You had to audition to get into 
it. There’s five trumpets. Berkeley High School was 3,000 students, because there’s one high school in all of 
Berkeley. If you ever Google “Berkeley musicians,” it’s remarkable for a town of 100,000 people how many 
unbelievable players come out of that area, Bay Area. It makes sense because it was a magnet for the counterculture, 
so all of these musicians moved there, had kids, raised their kids and those kids went to Berkeley High. So Berkeley 
schools started a jazz program actually as part of the ESP program, so in the fourth grade you had the opportunity to 
play in a jazz band, starting in the fourth grade. 

There was one band, the Longfellow Elementary School Jazz Band, that was just killer. I mean really unbelievably 
killer. The piano player in the band was a kid named Rodney Franklin, who went on to be a professional recording 
artist, incredible player. The drummer was a kid named Peter Apfelbaum, who went on to have a band called 
Hieroglyphics and is a professional—that’s what he does. And there was other kids in the band. So started playing 
that.

I went to an alternative—Berkeley had these alternative options. So I went to an alternative junior high school 
called Odyssey, and they hired this guy named Charles Moffett to be the band director. Charles Moffett was an 
incredible drummer and sort of a trumpet player. He played trumpet, but he was really a drummer, and he was a free 
jazz guy. So he played on—now I’m going to blank on the dude’s name. I can see the picture of the album. But he 
was the regular drummer for one of the big-time free jazz guys of the fifties and sixties, and he was the bank 
director at my middle school, my junior high school. He had this unbelievable band, and his rule was if you want to 
play, you can play. We had five drummers in the band all playing at the same time across the back.

He had three kids in the band. His son, Charnett Moffett, has become a big-time jazz bass player. I’d studied 
trumpet with his son Mondre Moffett. So that was it, I mean, I was really a musician, I guess, if you ask me what I 
was. I was mostly a musician. I played some basketball, but mostly I was a musician. 

So I got to high school and I auditioned for the band and I made it, which I didn’t realize at the time, but apparently 
pissed off a bunch of upperclassmen because “What’s this freshman kid with very little technique?” Because they 
were all these classical players who could play anything, triple-tongue, double-tongue, all this stuff. I just knew how 
to play jazz. And so that was tenth grade, because Berkeley High had a ninth-grade standalone school. So tenth 
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grade I went to Berkeley High. So I guess really, now that you ask, I’d say being a musician was most of my middle 
adolescence.

I had a very bad experience at Berkeley. I got jumped by a gang and beaten to a pulp in the tenth grade, about 
fifteen kids. Freaked my mom out really bad, so she moved me to a private school in San Francisco called Urban, 
which at first was a real bummer because I wasn’t in the band. And it was a tiny school, so there was no band 
option. Of course, hindsight, it was an incredibly formative period, and met some of my dearest friends for life, 
including a drummer who I played with for years and he is now the deputy labor commissioner for the State of New 
York. So, these little things.

I was there for a couple of years. It was really small classes, so from a thinking perspective, couldn’t have been a 
better environment because it was all interactive learning, conversation, discussion, ten, fifteen kids in a class. You 
paid through the nose for it. Somehow my mom did it. But, you know, unbelievable experience. Not a preppie kind 
of a private-school experience; more of a hippie kind of a private-school experience. When we were in the school, it 
was in Pacific Heights, but it’s now in the Haight. It’s in the Haight-Ashbury area. I’m kind of meandering. 

00:31:22

GOMEZ:

So by the time you’re done with high school then, do you have any sense of what you’re going to be doing? 

00:33:40

SHAFFER:

No, nothing. Not a clue. In fact, because the last two years of high school there wasn’t the kind of music outlet that I 
would have had if I’d stayed at Berkeley High and played in the jazz band the whole time—it tailed off. I played a 
little. In my senior year in high school, the school was set up in blocks, so every six weeks you would take two 
classes and then you’d switch. So you’d take the same number of classes over the course of a year as you would in a 
normal school, but you were taking these intensive classes, and you had as an option to do one block of independent 
study of some project that you wanted to do. So I went to work with a landscape contractor as an independent study, 
and ended up basically landscaping my mom’s backyard, building a deck and putting a hot tub in, which was the 
thing in Berkeley in the seventies.

This guy was this very eclectic, genius landscaper. He designed a watering system—I think he designed it—called a 
drip system, where you would bury the pipes in the ground and then you’d bury an aluminum can with each plant, 
upside down. Then you’d run this little wire, this little tube, eighth-inch tube, if not smaller, from the main pipe to 
the can, and for a minute a day or two minutes a day you’d run your watering. It would fill up the can. You didn’t 
have to do it every day. And then the water would seep out of the can at the root of the plant. So it was way down 
deep in the ground, and the idea was that eventually would you wouldn’t have to water at all because the plant was 
growing down and finding its own water. Called the drip system. So I kind of interned for him, worked for him, 
moved a lot of dirt, carried a lot of rocks and broke a lot of concrete. 

So, coming out of school there was this, like, “What am I going to do?” And I just decided to be a carpenter, to not 
go to school, which was a huge battle. My sister hadn’t gone to college. She had had a really troubled adolescence 
and kind of got in a rough gang, rough crowd, started working early and kind of eked her way out of high school. 
But academia was really important in the family. So my sister hadn’t gone and here I was, smart, thoughtful, 
everybody loved me in school. The teachers liked me. So my mom fully anticipated that I was just going to head off 
to college, and I remember sitting down with her and saying, “I’m not going to go to college next year.” We had this 
long negotiations. I may have applied to the UCs, because at that time if you lived in California, you went to the 
UCs. That’s what you did. All my East Coast cousins went to big, fancy private schools. So I may have applied, but 
I really wasn’t planning on going. My best friend wasn’t going to college. Another one of my friends wasn’t going 

Page 9 of 141

10/12/2016http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz002dx6b7-2-master.html



to college. We were all sort of going to live. 

GOMEZ:

Enablers. 

00:36:50

SHAFFER:

We were going to live. And so she was like, “Just try it for a year.” I remember this conversation.

I’m like, “Well, why don’t I just not try it for a year?”

She’s like, “Why don’t you try college for just a year? That way you’ll sort of have it in you, and then you can take 
whatever time. You can always go back to it.”

I said, “Why don’t I just don’t try it for a year, and I’ll see how it goes?”

So I got a job working with an asbestos—it wasn’t asbestos. An installation company blowing paper, the crumbled-
up, chewed-up old newspaper, basically, but it was all chemically treated, into the attics and walls of houses. It was 
really interesting. It was a family friend who had a contractor’s school, so he helped people get contractor licenses, 
and this whole company was former heroin addicts that had gone through Synanon. So the two guys that owned the 
company were Synanon—Synanon was this drug rehabilitation kind of cult. It was more than drug rehabilitation; it 
was more of a cult. But it was classic sixties’, seventies’ experience. In fact, two of my cousins lifestyled at 
Synanon, where if you weren’t an addict you could go live there because you wanted that sort of communal—it was 
a communal socialistic, drug-rehabilitation operation. 

So these guys were Synanon success stories, and I remember driving in the truck with the guy that I blew insulation 
with, this guy named Bobby. He had these huge arms, and I remember looking at his arms, and it was the first time 
I’d seen the veins of a heroin addict because they were just completely sunken in. 

GOMEZ:

He was track-marked? 

00:38:56

SHAFFER:

Yeah, but not just track marks. I thought of track marks as being around the point where the needle goes in. It was 
like this whole vein was white and sunk in because it had been collapsed by the prolonged use of heroin on both 
arms. He had stories for days. So it was great. I’m an eighteen-year-old kid right after high school, making whatever 
it was, ten bucks an hour which, 1977, that’s a pretty damn good amount of money to be making when you’re living 
at home and making spaghetti sandwiches at home for lunch.
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I’m listening to this guy tell these outrageous stories. I mean, he told me about the time where he—copper is a big 
cash business, scrap copper. So he told me about this time that he was tired of the scrap and so he broke into a 
telephone company yard where they had those huge reels, like 20-feet-tall reels of copper wire that they used to 
string. He stole a forklift. He lifted up one of those reels. He brought it to the edge of the fence. He put it on a truck 
and he stole it because he figured he could make more money than collecting a bunch of copper wire. 

The way this came up was every house we went into, we’d go into the attics and there was always copper wire 
laying around, and he was always collecting it. I’m like, “Bobby, what the hell are you doing?”

He’s like, “Hey, man, that stuff’s valuable.”

I’m like, “What are you talking about?”

He told me he sold it for, like, 250 bucks. Right? It was probably $50,000 worth of copper wire, but he needed a hit. 
He needed a fix.

So, like, I’m an eighteen-year-old kid. I’m driving around in this—I grew up in a pretty comfortable middle-class 
family environment. We had a house. My mom taught. By that time she was teaching community college as early 
childhood education. So she stayed true to her aspirations around working with kids. But it’s crazy. I mean, it’s a 
poverty-wage job to be an early childhood educator, so she got a job at a community college teaching people how to 
do it, ran a model school at a college in Pittsburg, California.

That lasted a couple months, it was getting kind of old climbing in and out of attics, and so I got a job as a sort of 
laborer on a construction crew and worked my way up to being a carpenter. 

00:40:21

GOMEZ:

You’d mentioned you were in a union when you went to this—

00:42:43

SHAFFER:

My last job before I went to college was the Berkeley Repertory Theatre was building a new theater for itself, and it 
was a union job. My stepfather was on the board of Berkeley Repertory Theatre and he knew I was a carpenter, 
obviously, and so I was like, “Man, that’d be cool.”

At that time, it was a lot of work, and I was able to get into the union and get on that job, and tested into the union. 
Didn’t go through the apprenticeship program because I had done three years. If you had previous experience in the 
trades but hadn’t been through their apprenticeship program, they would give you this test. It was a written test, 
which was silly to me. I mean, a bunch of pictures, “What is this?” I passed the test, so I went in as a journeyman, 
and I passed the test even though on this one page I didn’t even know what I was looking at. I left the entire section 
blank on the entire test. It turned out it was a freeway construction sort of overview, all this rebar and stuff. But, yes, 
I got in the union there.

My first union member experience was soon after I got in the union we went on strike. The union called a strike and 
they were in negotiations. It was, again, a formative experience. So I go down to the union hall. I mean, I’m a kid of 
Communists, you know? Strike is, like, the ultimate experience. So I’m going down to the union thinking we’re 
going to really get going. So the head of the union says we’re going to form these flying squads, and he took five of 
us. He says, “You guys go in one car. You in another car.” He says, “Here’s your list of sites. You’ve got to drive 
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out to those sites and you have to look and see if anybody’s doing carpentry work, because if anybody’s doing 
carpentry work, we picket that job and we’ll shut the job down.” But scab work, “If anybody’s scabbing the work 
out there, then you get up there and you do it.”

So we’re driving around and we’re, like, basically standing outside of a construction site looking to see if anybody’s 
swinging a hammer that’s nailing two pieces of wood together, because the electricians weren’t on strike, the 
plumbers weren’t on strike, all of the other trades weren’t on strike, and so they were working and they couldn’t 
honor our picket. They couldn’t, like, walk off the job because they had a contract. We didn’t have a contract.

So it was all these lessons that I didn’t understand at all. “This is the stupidest thing in my entire life. What the hell 
are we doing? We’re going to sit here and watch these guys work all day long, waiting to somebody to pull a 
hammer out so we can put up a picket sign? I mean, this is crazy.” The thing lasted about a week and the strike 
settled, and we lost. The union lost the strike. Of course we lost the strike. The employers are having their work 
done and we’re not getting paid, so all the economic pressure is on us. 

GOMEZ:

A lot of kids who grew up in this counterculture had a very cynical view of the Labor Movement at this time, that it 
was sort of this old-fashioned, old white guy sort of institution. 

SHAFFER:

Right. 

GOMEZ:

Did you have this as a result of the—

00:44:54

SHAFFER:

As a result of that more than the previous. Unions were just—what’s the word—honored institutions in my family. 
It was the unions that had created a garment industry that was reasonable to work in, my parents and grandparents, 
that my grandparents had sort of prospered from in a way that allowed my parents to go to college. It was the unions 
of the CIO that built America, and that was the history of the country that we were raised in. It was the work of the 
Labor Movement to build the country, so I had a very respectful view of the Labor Movement and unions. 

But when McCarthyism—I’ve come to know this—I didn’t know it at the time, but when McCarthyism hit and 
labor took a hard shift to the right, all of the people in my family were purged. My father had a cousin, my cousin, 
too, who was a first cousin of my father, who was an animator at the Disney Studios in the forties. Thirties, I guess 
probably Dave started, Dave Hilberman, and so he was part of the original group that was organizing a union of 
animators at Disney Studios. And they struck Disney Studios. They won. I’ve seen all these great old pictures of my 
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cousin and his wife and all these ten cartoonists with incredible signs. You can make great picket signs if you were a 
cartoonist. [laughs] 

GOMEZ:

[unclear]. [laughter] 

00:47:50

SHAFFER:

But during the McCarthy hearings, Walt Disney himself testified at the McCarthy hearings and he named two 
people personally, that’s all, as Communists, and one of them was my cousin, Dave. So there was a lot of cynicism 
about the Labor Movement in that they had kicked all the left, all the reds out.

Simultaneously, we had been raised in the Civil Rights Movement and the autoworkers, 1199 District 65 of UAW in 
New York, the UE, the leftist unions had been sort of part and parcel, sort of core to the success and work of the 
Civil Rights Movement, as were a lot of Jews. And so I had the ideological view that unions were good. I had this 
experiential view that unions had kicked out all my relatives. [laughter] Being a union organizer wasn’t an option 
for my father, my uncle, anybody in my family. If you wanted to work in the AFL-CIO, you had to sign a loyalty 
oath. In the AFL union, you had to sign a loyalty oath, which none of them would ever do. So you either worked for 
the UE, the ILWU, or you did civil rights community work, and the Labor Movement pretty much just kind of fell 
into the background and the Civil Rights Movement really took off. 

And the Labor Movement split on the Civil Rights Movement. The trades, the teachers union, the AFT was born 
because there was one teacher’s union. The separate union was created because they wouldn’t let blacks in. So there 
was a whole issue about blacks and integrating the workforces. The public sector unions, associations were mostly 
white. So there was this negative thing about unions, except that there was this sort of ideological view that if you 
were working class, you were in a union. That’s what you had to do. So I was carpenter. I was going to be in the 
union.

But then I had this experience which is a completely pathetic approach on how you have a fight. So the strike was 
over. I really never thought I’d ever be a union organizer. The strike was over and I went back to work, working on 
the theater, and about two months into the theater job, three months into it, it was, like, spring of probably 1980, I’d 
been doing this for about three years. I was lonely as hell, especially once I got on the union job because I’m a 
journeyman, I’m nineteen years old, twenty years old. I’m a journeyman carpenter and all the other journeymen are, 
like, at least twice as old as me, if not older. I couldn’t even legally go to a bar after work with these guys.

All my friends are in college, so kind of a lonely experience. And my best friend, who had taken a year off but then 
had gone to college, I would go down and visit him. He was at Santa Cruz, and so I would go down to visit him on 
the weekends some, and it seemed like he was having all this fun. 

GOMEZ:

[unclear]. 
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00:50:30

SHAFFER:

Yes. It was, like, I’m up there, my life was forty hours a week, making a shitload of money, but forty hours a week 
pounding nails, playing basketball in the park, pickup games at Lavo [phonetic] Park, not playing any music. It was, 
like, I’ve got to get down there and do that. 

So I sort of decided I was going to go to college in the spring of 1980. So, got in. I guess I applied. I really don’t 
think I applied on time. Maybe I had been accepted at some point and so I was able to sort of call it in. Santa Cruz 
was desperate for people at the time. It had been the hottest campus for a while in the late sixties and early 
seventies, and then it was the complete least desirable place for a while when people got more conservative, and 
everybody wanted to go to Berkeley, Davis, Riverside, UCLA, the big schools, the mainstream schools. Nobody 
wanted to go to the hippie school. So I was, like, their ideal applicant, a returning student. My hair was down to the 
middle of my back. I’d been a carpenter.

They actually assigned me a recruiter. He was a world religions professor, Noel—Noel Jones, maybe. Noel 
something. I think he may have been East Indian or something. I’m not sure. He had this frock of hair, a huge sort 
of a frock, white afro, the big, flowing beard and he wore dashikis every day. I remember he called me up, I guess, 
either emailed me or called—no, he didn’t email. There was no email. Either sent me a letter. He probably sent me a 
letter inviting me to come visit the campus and he’d love to meet with me or something like that.

So I remember going down there. I took a day off from work, had my overalls on. Drove down to the college, and I 
remember clear as day walking into his office, and he has one of his grad students there and he looks up and he 
goes, “Oh. Jewish carpenter. You could be Jesus Christ.” [laughter]

My hair was out because I had just washed it, so my hair was, like, out huge. In those days when I would wash my 
hair and brush it out, it would be like a mane, a horse’s mane. And he, like, “You could be Jesus Christ. We can get 
the Transcendentalists to work on the walk-on-water stuff.”

And I’m, like, “Whoa.” You know, I looked like a hippie, but I was actually the least hippie person there was. I 
mean, I was a carpenter. If anything, my culture was much more sort of blue-collar working-class than anything. It 
was like radical blue-collar working-class, not hippie. Hippies were, like, free love—

GOMEZ:

Aloof. 

00:53:44

SHAFFER:

Yeah. Smoked pot, everything’s beautiful, everything’s wonderful. I’m, like, “The world sucks and we have to 
make changes.” But I just looked like one, you know, like my hair’s long. 

Anyways, I went to school. I got into Santa Cruz and ended up starting there in the fall of ’80, ’81, ’80. 
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GOMEZ:

So even when you started, you didn’t have an idea of what you wanted to study? 

SHAFFER:

No idea. 

GOMEZ:

You just knew you wanted to go to college. 

SHAFFER:

I was going to college to make friends. It was completely a social experience. 

GOMEZ:

Because you were lonely. 

00:54:39

SHAFFER:

Pretty much. It was like I wanted to have some fun. I wanted to be around people my age. I wanted to have some 
friends. My best friend was there. I knew if I went there I’d have fun with him. He was there two years before me, 
or maybe one year more, at least a year, maybe two years, so he was already sort of in. He had the lay of the land. 
He was a drummer, hand drums and traps, and so he had already connected up with this incredible jazz program at 
Santa Cruz. 

This guy Randy Masters was running the jazz program. It was this very cool—Randy was into Afro Jazz, but 
African Jazz, not Afro-Cuban, African, Ghanaian and Nigerian beats. So he was bringing that into the school. So 
Pico was there. I was going to go. So I joined the jazz program—I had never gotten rid of my horn, even though I 
hadn’t touched it in years. But, luckily, there weren’t that many trumpet players. Randy was a trumpet player. So I 
was able to get my chops back and start playing in the jazz program. And that was almost like high school all over 
again. That was who I became.

But in the first year I was there, there had been a multi-year battle to win an ethnic studies requirement for the UC 
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system, I think for the UC system, but at least at Santa Cruz there was—because each campus was able to set up 
their own set of requirements. You had these breadth requirements at the UCs, but you could take all Western 
culture and meet your—

GOMEZ:

Right. Requirements. 

00:58:0801:00:04

SHAFFER:

Requirements for history, literature, all that kind of stuff. And so the students of color, which was a very small 
group at Santa Cruz, and particularly the Native American students—there was a Native American professor there 
named Ed Castillo, I think was his name. He was a Native American activist and very militant and outspoken, and 
had been censured, I think, sanctioned somehow by the college because of some stuff he had said about how the 
college wasn’t providing a well-rounded—he may have even gotten denied tenure, if I remember correctly. So there 
was this big fight around students of color creating a full experience.

I don’t know why, it just hit me. I jumped right in. Seemed like the right thing to do. It was, like, that was the thing, 
and I was part of—at Santa Cruz there are eight colleges. One of the colleges was the people-of-color college, 
Oakes. I had picked it more because it was apartments and not dorms. I also, once I got there, I realized that I had 
grown up in Berkeley in this incredibly multicultural environment where it was the most comfortable place to be. I 
was much more comfortable around people of color than around the white kids that were at the college. 

So it became a main issue of that college, because it was the people-of-color college. The provost of the college was 
J. Herman Blake, who was a sociologist, and ended up being president of a college down in South Sea Islands in 
South Carolina, sort of a famous civil rights sociology guy, who was a name.

And it turned out that one of the sociology professors at Santa Cruz was this guy named Hardy Frye, a black guy, 
who had been one of my father’s running buddies, in the criminology school. My father had been the older one and 
Hardy had been the young kid. In fact, when I saw Hardy, it reminded me that he and this other guy, Davy Wellman 
[phonetic], they were these two buddies, but they had taught me the Black Power handshake when I was, like, ten 
years old. And, like, this huge impression on me.

So I got involved in that, started doing that. It turned into a hunger strike that started and was very active in that. I 
didn’t go on the hunger strike, but I was part of the—I wasn’t one of the hunger strikers. We had a conversation and 
we felt like the hunger strikers needed to be people of color. It was a decision of the group at that time. But I did 
solidarity work and there was media work. It became a huge issue. One of the guys was a disabled student, who was 
so committed. He was Iranian, and he was totally committed to winning this fight, and he got really sick, and they 
had to take him to the hospital. 

It was right around the time that Bobby Sands was doing his hunger strike in Ireland, and there was a huge fight in 
our collective that was planning this, about whether we could call this a hunger strike, because in classic idealistic 
college fashion, it was like there was—I think I was probably part of the faction that said, “Well, are you going to 
kill yourself? Are you going to die? Are you going to take this to death?” Because Bobby Sands, he had either just 
died or was like really close to dying when this was going on. And it was like that was really a really powerful 
image, and it was like, “If you’re not going to die, then you can’t call this a hunger strike. You can call it a fast.”
And then there was this big battle. It was a hunger strike. It was a fast. It was a hunger strike. It was a fast. 
Hindsight as a campaigner now, much better to call it a hunger strike than a fast. [laughter] 
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GOMEZ:

You don’t get much publicity doing that. 

SHAFFER:

Yes. A hunger strike—especially in the context of what was going on in the world at that time. And the university 
caved and they established an ethnic studies breadth requirement that everybody had to take one course of four 
years of college. Seems so silly, but it was really powerful. And then once you start in that stuff, something else 
comes up. So I was just part of the activist group.

I played drums and trumpet. We would do these marches through campus, leading the march with the drums, me 
and my friend Pico, and so just kind of grew from there. Still played a lot of music. 

01:02:08

GOMEZ:

Did this in any way start to reflect on what you were studying? 

SHAFFER:

Still not. Well, yes and no. I was taking whatever I thought of taking, and I was in college and I was taking political 
courses. There was a core course that was taught by a Trotskyist, Roberto—god, I can see his face. He was Puerto 
Rican and he was a Trotskyist, hard-core leftist, I mean like sectarian to the core, but he was an English professor 
and he taught the core course. So he was supposed to be helping us with our writing, but we could write about 
whatever we wanted to write about. And we would have these long political discussions.

In my family, being a Trotskyite was a really, really bad thing. I didn’t really know why as a kid, but it was like if 
you were a Trot, you were worse than a capitalist. And my father would tell me stories, father and my cousin, the 
one that got blacklisted by—

GOMEZ:

Walt Disney? 
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SHAFFER:

—Disney, would tell us these stories about how there were some Trots in the family and they would all get together 
for family gatherings, and inevitably they would end up in fistfights and people leaving every time. But then you’d 
have another family event and you’d have to invite everybody, and they would get back and they would all be 
social. And then they’d start having a conversation, and it was Stalin versus Trotsky, and it became a huge war, and 
then there’s a fistfight and they would kick the Trots out. So for me to meet a guy who was a self-avowed 
Trotskyite, and even calling him a Trotskyite, right, in our family—

GOMEZ:

It’s a curse. [laughs] 

01:04:40

SHAFFER:

It was a curse. “He’s a fucking Trotskyite.” And I had no idea what that meant. I couldn’t tell you what Trotsky 
stood for versus what Stalin stood for or anything, but I just knew that if you wanted to really slam somebody, you 
called him a fucking Trotskyite. So this was the first Trotskyist I’d ever met, because he didn’t call himself a 
Trotskyite; he called him a Trotskyist. And I was like, “Is that like a Trotskyite?” [laughter] 

Anyways, so that was one kind of course I took. Yes, I took a lot of music, but I was really interested in Central 
American stuff. It was really big at the time. I was interested in social justice issues. So I would just take—I literally 
was kind of randomly taking classes that I felt like taking. There were some breadth requirements I had to take, so I 
took physics for poets. I took geometry or something like that to get my math requirement out of the way. Mostly, I 
was just taking stuff that seemed interesting to me.

In my freshman year, I took this class called—I think it was called Capitalism for Environmentalists or something 
like that. It was taught by this really famous Marxist guy, Jim O’Connor—I can’t remember. My best friend, Pico, 
was in the class and it was all about this question of the intersection of the issue of capitalism—the fight against 
capitalism and the issues around environmentalism. Environmentalist was just sort of at its beginning then, 
somewhat, and the left, the hard left, the real left had no patience with the environmentalists because they didn’t 
care about people; they just wanted to save a bunch of trees and a bunch of owls and a bunch of crazy shit like that. 
And like, “We’ve got people dying in the streets.”

This guy lived in a beautiful place in a canyon, and this was his first time ever teaching the class. He taught at lower 
division. The next time he taught it, it was a graduate course, the same course, but he realized that it was too hard 
for—but I was a freshman. I was like, “I’m in this. This sounds good to me.” And so it was all about sort of Marxist 
theory and the intersection of the fight about the planet and the fight about social justice and economic justice, 
which was fascinating to me. I bring it up, in part, because he had everybody do groups and the groups would write 
papers for their final work. So we had a group of six of us. I was the only freshman. There was a freshman, junior, 
and couple seniors. Anyways, we ended up writing a paper called—very sort of—what’s the word? 

01:07:47

GOMEZ:
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Pretentious? 

SHAFFER:

It was a heady. You know, we were like—

GOMEZ:

Pretentious. [laughs] 

SHAFFER:

Yeah, pretentious kind of paper, and I think it was called something, “In Pursuit of” or “In Development of a 
Theory of Environmental Socialism” or something like that. And so we pulled the words apart, first, and we spent 
this time talking about environmentalism, socialism. Environmentalism is the study of the relationship between 
people and their environment. Socialism, people on people. And that you can’t have a full critique if you aren’t 
addressing both issues. So it was sort of this effort to sort of not connect to either of the existing definitions, but to 
redefine them in their purity and then talk about why they had to be blended.

Anyways, the reason I say it is, I took this paper, because I was really proud of it, to Roberto Crespi. Roberto Crespi 
was the guy’s name. I took it to Roberto. He was my writing professor. And I was so proud of the paper. And he 
was a Trot, right? So I give him the paper and I say, “Why don’t you read it. Tell me what you think about it. You 
don’t have to read it for the English or whatever, just—.” Because it was all six of us that put it together. And so I 
go to see him and he’s fuming. And this guy had a fiery, fiery temper, and he’s, like, furious. And he and I got 
along. I was not your typical freshman because I was, you know—

GOMEZ:

Right. You were older. 

01:09:45

SHAFFER:

I was twenty-one years old. I had been a carpenter. I didn’t need this place. I wasn’t going to make as much money 
coming out as I’d been making going in. Anyways, I get to his office and he was like, “This is a bunch of bullshit. 
It’s all trash.”

I’m like, “Huh?”
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And he goes, “It’s a bunch of shit.” Throws it down. He goes, “Classic—.” What was it? “Classic bourgeois leftist 
stuff about nukes, no nukes, this and that. If you were thinking about the needs of the people, poor people, then 
you’d be thinking about how you’d get heating. There’s nukes all over Mexico.” He says, “What are you going to 
do about that? What are you going to do about freezing people in Mexico if you build no nukes?”

And I said, “Well, what’s the point of having people warm if you’re just going to fry ‘em?”

And he goes, “What are you going to do? How you going to keep them warm? They’re just going to die.”

I said, “Well, are they going to die or they going to fry? Are they going to die?” We get into this whole stupid fight, 
and I said, “Well, maybe let’s just make more blankets until we figure out a different way of heating the Earth.”

And he stood up. We’re in his office. We stood up. He threw his briefcase on the desk and stormed out of the office 
and turned the lights off and left me there in his office. [laughter] And I’m like, “Whoa!” And I sat there for a 
couple minutes, like, “What the fuck am I supposed to do now?” I just thought we were having a good conversation. 
[laughter] He literally didn’t speak to me for the rest of my college career. He ended up dying young of something. 
But it was really amazing. And then it reinforced my whole family’s upbringing about Trots, which is you couldn’t 
talk to them. [laughter] 

01:11:40

GOMEZ:

You’d mentioned, though, in passing this growing interest in Central America, because in the seventies and eighties 
there’s all this—there’s civil wars, [Spanish word] and you’d mentioned you had an opportunity to go to Nicaragua 
at some point. 

01:14:23

SHAFFER:

There was the middle of my college career, which was five years, of course—the standard tour of duty was five 
years, and the rule was if you didn’t finish in six, you were never finishing at Santa Cruz, because you were just lost 
in the woods somewhere and wouldn’t come back out. So they really pushed to get you out in five. So I chose 
community studies as my major, more kind of because I didn’t know what else to do. I was playing a lot of music, 
and I remember thinking to myself—but community studies was the discipline on campus that was connected to 
social justice and activism. It was the study of social change, so it made total sense, the interdisciplinary of 
economics, sociology, history, anthropology. There were professors in the program from all those different 
departments, a wonderful group, all lefties, all great people.

The core of the program was built around a field study. You would do a six-month, full-time internship somewhere, 
some organization in some way connected with social change. A lot of people did Central America work. A lot of 
people did community-based work with groups like ACORN and other kinds of stuff at the time. People did 
environmental work, all kinds of different things, women’s groups, that kind of stuff.

So I ended up doing that work, and when I graduated, I sort of had been involved with—after the ethnic studies 
thing, there were three other sort of student movement stuff that I got involved with on campus in a big way. One 
was a lesbian professor who did populist educational materials, who had been denied tenure because they said her 
publications weren’t academic enough. She had published more books than anybody else, because she was 
publishing all the time, and they were being used in women’s clinics and things like that. But they said that they 
weren’t in the journals, and, basically, they had run her out of college because they wanted to deny her tenure, even 
though all of her outside reviewers had given her raves. 
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So we had another big old fight, sit-in. We took over the chancellor’s office. I remember taking over the 
chancellor’s office. I still have—or maybe until very recently when I was cleaning out the garage—letterhead from 
the chancellor that we had taken from his office when we were inside. The professor sued the university. It became 
a big, celebrated fight and we were the student movement behind it.

That was one, the Central American solidarity stuff was another, and the third was after the ethnic studies thing 
there had been a newspaper on campus called TWANAS, Third World and Native American Studies, that had kind 
of grown up in the heyday of Santa Cruz. And then the original crew had left and it died. It was still a funded 
student, student—

GOMEZ:

Publication? 

SHAFFER:

Publication or something, but nobody ever did it. And so a small group of us took it on and published it for two 
years, my last—maybe three years. Last three, three, maybe all four years that I was there, we published the paper 
twice, three times a year, and it was a forum for students of color to write about their stuff. Anyways, so all of these 
three, all of this sort of activism, but the Central American stuff was really hot during that time, especially Salvador 
and Nicaragua. Salvador was in the throes of a civil war and the right was funded by the United States, and 
disgusting dictatorship, right-wing dictatorship. Guatemala was sort of stable because we’d already done what we’d 
done there, so it wasn’t—

01:16:20

GOMEZ:

That’s a real relative term. [laughs] 

SHAFFER:

There wasn’t as much active resistance going on in Guatemala because they’d kind of squelched it, and Nicaragua 
was the country where the revolution was winning. In fact, during that period is when the Sandinistas actually 
succeeded in pushing Samoza out and taking control of the country. And so there was this huge upsurge of left-wing 
solidarity work to go to Nicaragua.

After I graduated from college, wasn’t sure what I was going to do, so went back to the Bay Area. My best friend 
had gone to New York to go law school. He had decided—he had fallen in love and was going to go be a lawyer. I 
gave him endless shit for that for a long time. “Sellout bastard.”

So I went back up and started pounding nails, building stuff, doing stuff, and heard about this brigade that was 
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going to Nicaragua to build houses. It was in the newspaper. We still didn’t have Internet, you know. We did have 
computers on campus that we would write on, but all the work was Unix. I’d expressed an interest in going down 
there when I heard about these construction gigs, and I started looking around for one, and there was a lot of stuff 
going out of Berkeley. Some friend of our family’s knew about this guy Abe Osheroff, who was a Lincoln Brigade 
veteran from the Spanish Civil War, and he was putting together a brigade on his own to go down and build these 
experimental houses with the Ministerio de Viviendas y Asentamientos, or something like that, the housing group.

So I reached out to him and applied, and I had these two friends who were carpenters in Santa Cruz I had met who 
were both, turns out to be, CP members, and so that they really wanted to go too. So I kind of made us a little 
package deal and got Abe to take us with him down to—and it turned out it became the Abraham Lincoln Building 
Brigade. 

01:18:49

GOMEZ:

The old Spanish Civil War. 

SHAFFER:

Yes, because one of the sponsors of the group was the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. So we were the 
Abraham Lincoln—we got a Toyota pickup truck with “Abraham Lincoln Brigade” on the side.

It turns out that he didn’t have any carpenters with him, because he was teaching a class at UCLA and had all these 
idealistic young students that were excited about being with Abe, the kids didn’t know which end of the hammer to 
swing. So he was more than happy to have some skilled trades guys go with him. And we went down and we 
worked on this project for two months on the top of a mountain in a cooperative that had been formed after the 
revolution. It had been a plantation, and it had been taken over by the people and they were working it as a working 
farm. 

GOMEZ:

So that was experience. It’s easy to be a college student with all this idealism, and now you’re thrown into the thick 
of it. 

01:20:5001:23:4301:26:42

SHAFFER:

Yes, yes. Still, it was a trades experience. Like, I wasn’t there as a revolutionary in my mind. I wasn’t on a 
motorcycle like Che going around. So I was, like, there as a trades guy, but sort of being in that environment, you 
know, there was no electricity, no running water in the place that we were working. Nobody had a vehicle in the 
cooperative that we were working on. There was a couple horses, but most everybody just walked. And we were on 
top of this really tall, relatively tall mountain. It was such a steep mountain that the trucks that were delivering our 
supplies couldn’t get up the mountain, and we had to pull them up with a tractor—there’s another story about 
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learning how to drive a Russian tractor so I could pull them up the hill. 

But what was really amazing was to see the commitment and dedication of these folks to build their lives, and in the 
two months that I was there, the little more than two months that we were there, the Sandinista community workers 
showed up multiple times to check on the place. The contra war was in full bloom then, even if it was supposedly 
not happening. We were in a pretty rural area a little bit southwest of kind of one of the lines of demarcation where 
the contras were running their operations. They were being run out—a lot of the big ranchers were sort of fueling 
the contras’ operation because they had this land, they were pretty remote, they were really unhappy about the 
changes around collectivizing the land. Land reform was just a hugely contentious issue for those had who it.

So I just remember being just so blown away. When the community workers would show up, they were all in 
military gear and they would set up like a little medical sort of checkup operation, and all the people from the 
cooperative would come in, kids, all the little kids. It was a very young society, because a lot of the older people—
and agrarian society, so people died young, and in the war a lot of the people—so a lot of kids, kids doing a lot of 
stuff. They would all come running in and they’d line up, and all throughout the day they would be checked, and 
every single one of them had their little health record book that they would pull out of their pockets and they would 
show it to the Sandinista health worker, and the worker would do a little checkup on them and check their vitals or 
whatever and then do a little note in their book. I remember thinking to myself, wow. We’re in the middle of 
nowhere. None of these people has a car. There’s no electricity. There’s no running water. We’re building with 
chainsaws. And they figured out to have health workers show up at a place like this. This is amazing. What America 
could learn from this, kind of a feeling. 

And so really new—in some ways new—I mean, I knew coming out of college that I couldn’t just be a carpenter. I 
had to do something. I fully assumed that I’d come out and do some sort of Central America leftist community-
based work. I mean, it was what I had grown up with. Certainly not a union organizer, because, to me, my lone 
experience in unions was bad, and what the unions had become in this country by that time was just sort of 
technocratic, stale, old white male kind of status quo operation. So, no radical whatever considered lowering 
themselves to sort of compromise into that level of engaging in the Labor Movement.

So I came back and I started doing community-based housing work as a handyman for a company called Jubilee 
West, which was actually founded by this group in Jubilee East, which was funded by one of the richest men in 
Pennsylvania, the Rouse family. I came to know this much later in life, because we ended up when I was organizing 
property service workers, Rouse was a big real estate guy. And so all of a sudden I’m like, “No way.”

Anyways, my job was to fix toilets and to try to get the Section 8 single moms that lived in the housing in West 
Oakland, which was the poorest concentration of Oakland, even though it didn’t have the notoriety of East Oakland, 
to get more engaged in the needs of their community. My standard line is I fixed a whole lot of toilets and bathtubs 
and didn’t feel like I organized very many people to do much of anything. 

But I got home from work one day, had an old answering machine, and there was a message there from this woman 
Mary Ann Barnett from ACTWU, Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union, on there saying, “Hi. This is 
Mary Ann Barnett from ACTWU. We’re looking for organizers and got your name—.” She didn’t say who, but 
she’d gotten my name and that people that she had talked to thought I’d be a good organizer. Was I interested in 
talking to her? Give her a call. 

Completely—never looking for a job in the Labor Movement. There was no organizing institute. There was nothing, 
nothing like that. It was like this weird act of fate, I guess, and I get this cold call. 

GOMEZ:

And on that note, we will— [End of August 3, 2011 interview] 
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SESSION TWO (August 12, 2011) 

00:00:16

GOMEZ:

This is August 12th. This is Andrew Gomez. I’m interviewing Jono Shaffer in my apartment in West L.A. So we 
left off last interview you’d received a call from ACTWU, Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Union. Talk about 
that. 

SHAFFER:

So it was literally this cold call, and I got this call from a woman named Mary Ann Barnett, and never heard of her 
before. I don’t know how she ever heard of me; still don’t. After all these years—and I didn’t even meet her much, 
because she was just like making random calls for the union. And so I got this call and they said, “Do you want to 
be a organizer for the union?”

And I said, “Hmm.” You know, for me the union was a relatively conservative vehicle at that time, if it wasn’t the 
farm workers, probably was the only one I could think of. I didn’t know much about the Labor Movement in a deep 
way. I sort of knew history and I knew that the present-day reality was a bunch of, you know, stiff—

GOMEZ:

Old boy [unclear]. 

00:02:4600:05:0500:07:42

SHAFFER:

Old white guys. I was working in this housing organization in West Oakland, but the union offered to fly me down 
to L.A. And it wasn’t even as—maybe I just sort of blocked it out, but I don’t even remember much of an interview. 
It was almost like they wanted me to start. How they knew anything about me, I have no idea. How they could 
possibly think that I would be able to—looking back as a person who’s hired a lot of organizers over the years, the 
idea that you’d be flying a brand-new, completely green organizer to Los Angeles to hire them is just absurd. Right? 
I mean, without ever talking to them? I mean, it’s sort of like, come on. I could have been a complete crackpot, and 
at the very least, I was a completely unexperienced green organizer in their world. Had I done good stuff at college 
and have good beliefs? Yeah, but did I know the first thing about talking to workers or doing anything like that? 
Nuh-uh. 

Anyways, they offered to fly me down, and I still didn’t think I was going to do it, but I took the trip. They flew me 
down to L.A. They kind of wined and dined me a little bit. They drove me around. I had grown up in the Bay Area. 
I’d gone down there because I had an aunt and grandmother down there, but I really didn’t know L.A. at all. What I 
thought of L.A., if I thought about it, was very negative, because I was a Northern California kid. And so the 
Dodgers were hated, the Rams were hated, the Lakers were hated, so all of the North Cal-SoCal, we were the 
radicals and they were the right-wing conservatives, the whole nine yards. This wasn’t going to be an easy sell.
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The guy that sort of was recruiting me was a guy named Richard Rothstein, who had worked on the J.P. Stevens 
campaign—he’d been with ACTWU for a very long time. He’d worked on the J.P. Stevens work in the South. That 
one was pretty famous. It was the first kind of industrial modern use of a corporate campaign in the way that it’s 
come to be known in terms of really thinking globally about a company and going after them. And there was this 
guy named Ray Rogers, who worked for the union and developed their campaign. He was the famous guy, Ray 
Rogers corporate campaigner.

There was this whole crew of very sort of strategic folks that had worked around on that, and Richard was one of 
them, and he was very compelling. He was taking me around. He was showing me the garment district and he was 
talking about what it was. Other than New York, L.A. was the only place in the United States where large amounts 
of garment workers were still employed in the United States, and unlike New York, there was no union to speak of 
left. There had been a little bit of one, but it was completely decimated. 

He’s taking me around and showing me. And I had this family history, my grandparents were all garment workers, 
and I remember growing up and hearing my grandmother—mostly my grandmother on my mom’s side was the one 
that talked about the garment work. I didn’t know really either of my grandfathers because one grandfather died 
long before I was born and the other one died when I was relatively young. So there was this intrigue about this 
industry that my family had sort of been part of and had been part of building a union in.

So we did a little three-day thing. The money was sort of crazy good compared to what I was used to thinking about. 
I mean, I was a carpenter, so I had made good money on an hourly basis, but especially when you’re a young 
carpenter like me, you never worked full-time. You just worked enough to keep the money in the pocket and then 
you’d go on unemployment for a while when a job finished. And so they were talking, like, $20,000 a year. This is 
1986. And health insurance and a pension, and then he says, “And we give you a car.”

And I’m like, “Huh?”

He says, “Yeah, yeah, we lease all of our organizers’ cars because they drive all the time and it’s easier on 
insurance.”

I’m like, “So I’m going to get a car?” I’m going to get $20,000 a year, health insurance, I mean, all this stuff. The 
nonprofit world was not like that. I was working for this housing organization in West Oakland, and they were 
paying me—I don’t know what they were paying me an hour, but there was no benefits. There was no pension. You 
certainly didn’t get a car, though I needed my truck for that job.

So then I thanked them for their time and I flew back home, and I really went through a whole intense process of 
trying to figure out what I was going to do. Those people who know me well know that making decisions is a 
challenging—personal decisions, things for myself is an incredibly difficult thing for me to do. 

GOMEZ:

There’s a lot of conflicting things here. So you have a union history in your family, but you have a negative 
perception of unions because it’s the sixties and most counterculture kids thought of them as stiff and uptight. 

SHAFFER:

Right. 
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GOMEZ:

And you had one experience with a union as a construction worker and it was a really negative one. 

SHAFFER:

Right. 

GOMEZ:

So what was the overriding factor that made you take the job? 

00:09:3900:13:0300:15:51

SHAFFER:

So I got to this point where I was thinking about it. I mean, one thing was it was all Latino immigrant workers, 
mostly from Mexico and Central America, and so I had this history of working with Central America solidarity at 
that time. So that was, even more so than the labor side of it was, was the idea of extending that Central America 
solidarity and working with that community of people who were fleeing oppression was one thing.

But I really went through this process and I thought about the two universes of people. What was the overriding 
decision was the economic conditions of the two groups, the Section 8 mothers in public housing, subsidized 
housing, and the sub-minimum-wage immigrant garment workers in L.A. living on about the same amount of 
money every year in the same basic economic conditions. But it came to me that one group was in this condition 
looking up, thinking that this is a starting point for something different, and the other group was in that exact same 
place, but they were really looking down, beaten down. And from an organizing perspective, I decided to go with 
the group that was sort of looking up, that had hope, still had hope left. 

I don’t regret it at all. There was a bit of, “Is this the easy way out?” kind of a thing. But you say that to anybody 
who’s done organizing in the Labor Movement and you say, yeah, the easy thing to do would be to go try to 
organize garment workers in Los Angeles in a completely nonunion industry in the most nonunion part of—you 
know, the union-busting south of California. And I’m thinking, “Yeah, this is the easy way out.”

But certainly, hindsight, I’ve come to recognize that the analysis of the world that I was raised with made this the 
right choice, although it wasn’t conscious at the time, meaning I believe fundamentally that in order to achieve 
justice and equality and fairness, we have to have a balancing force to the power of corporations and the wealthy, 
and that organized workers is the only way to do that. You can’t do it through government. So, seriously this is 
hindsight, but had I gone into the world that I was in in Oakland, I would have ended up in much more city hall-
based battles, city hall, state legislature funding for public services kinds of battles, which would have been fine and 
fulfilling, and a lot of people have done incredible work around that. My father, certainly, and my mother had done 
work in that area in the sixties around the Civil Rights Movement.
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But in terms of the kind of structural change that needs to be made in this country and the world, figuring out how to 
unite the working class to confront the ruling class is, I fundamentally believe, is what’s essential in order to be 
successful for the general populace and to create a fair society. It was clearly not nearly as well thought out as that 
when I was making this decision. It was really one of these, “Well, I’ve got this family history. It’s a new place, sort 
of a fresh start, and this is a group of people that is really ambitious. They’ve come here with ambition.”

So I pick up and packed up my truck and we gave up the rent on our house where friends of mine were staying. We 
actually had a house-closing party, which was a lot funner than a housewarming party because you didn’t give a shit 
about what was going on in the house. [laughter] There was nothing there except—I don’t even think we had any 
furniture left in the place. We just, like, invited everybody over and just had a great old time.

And then I just drove down to L.A., and remember pulling in to—and I had one real friend here who I’d known as a 
kid. He was older than me, about ten years, and so he had a house and he had said I could stay there. He had 
recently broken up with his girlfriend. They had shared the house together. So he said, “Yeah, you can stay with 
me.”

So I’m a little bit traumatized. You know, this Northern California boy driving down to Southern California. Don’t 
know anybody. I’m about to start this completely unknown thing, with no training and no sort of—and I get to his 
house and he forgot to leave it open. It’s completely locked. I break into the house. Carpentry has it benefits. And he 
doesn’t show up for hours. Turns out, he’s in the middle of a huge crisis, because he’s got to now decide—his ex 
wants him back and his current girlfriend wants to get married. So I’m there traumatized by this move and I have to 
go take him for a supportive walk on the beach to help him get through his moment. Anyways, so I get to work, and 
it was a bizarre experience because the facility was a completely throwback. You walk in and you feel like you’re in 
a union hall in the fifties. Old stuff, a bronzed head of Sidney Hillman sitting in the lobby, who I had no idea who 
he was. I had not done a lot of labor history stuff when I was in school. I knew about the Labor Movement 
generally. Twenty-six years old, most of my activism has been around Central America, peace, civil rights, people-
of-color issues, being the good Jewish boy that I am. 

So I was like stepping into this foreign land, and it was like stuck in the fifties. You had all these really, really, 
really old people who had been with the union forever. It had been a union that at one point had a reasonable-sized 
membership in L.A., probably when the garment industry was at its height and when a lot of the California 
operations were outgrowths of the Chicago and New York operations, so they were union. I don’t think there had 
ever been a real ground-up organizing movement in the south, in Southern California, in the garment industry, but 
because of victories other places, there was pockets of unionized stuff. 

But all that stuff had just been offshored over the years, and so the few people left at the union had been there for a 
hundred years. I remember the woman who answered the phones. I can’t remember her name, but I’ll never forget 
her voice, because she would answer the phone, “Amalgamated.” Just like that, “Amalgamated,” and she was that 
old. It was her voice, but she was like a thousand years old and she had been answering the phone at the union 
probably since the day she walked out of the shop that she sewed in. 

GOMEZ:

So are you starting to get worried at this point? Is this confirming all your fears? 

00:18:26

SHAFFER:

Exactly. Yes, I’m at 25th and Hill in the heart of downtown, southern part of downtown L.A. Now it’s probably 
considered south L.A., but it’s really on the northern edge of south L.A. right in the heart of the garment district. It 
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was this beautiful hall. Typical of the Labor Movement, they had a lot of resources so they had this incredible 
building, big space, which was a ghost town. Almost all the offices were empty. Nobody ever used the meeting 
space because nothing was going on. There were no shops left. I mean, there was maybe, you know, ten shops left 
in L.A. 

So I come in, and this guy Richard Rothstein, he’s relatively new to L.A. and he’s kind of this hotshot guy from the 
South. He wasn’t from the South originally, but coming out of this, the famous J.P. Stevens thing and he was going 
to organize L.A. It was going to be the turnaround place of the country.

I immediately realized—well, relatively quickly figured out that there was a tremendous amount of tension between 
the old guard of the union and this organizing guy. Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union was a 
merger of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union and the Textile Workers Union of America, and they had 
merged a while back before I started, but only in a couple of places in the country had they actually merged their 
operations. They were called joint boards. The J.P. Stevens crew was out of the Textile Workers Union of America, 
TWU, which was the more radical union domestically. The garment shops were all Amalgamated Garment Workers 
Union, which was a more conservative union historically.

So Richard was from the TWU side and the Amalgamated side was still hanging around, and there was like real 
power struggle between these two guys about who ran what and where the resources went. All the resources for the 
organizing program for organizing new workers was from the international union in New York.

So I have this one distinct memory. It was like, I don’t know, eight of us, nine of us that worked for the union 
complete and total. Two of us were organizers, and I remember soon after we got there they took us out to dinner to 
introduce us to the whole crew, and, you know, people are going around. I remember saying, “I just want to thank 
you all for the opportunity. I’m really looking forward to getting going and figuring this out and doing this stuff,” or 
whatever.

And I remember Richard saying, “No, we should all be thanking you.”

And I’m like, “Huh?”

“Because if we can’t figure out how to organize this industry, we’re all going to be gone.”

00:21:43

GOMEZ:

No pressure. 

00:23:53

SHAFFER:

So I wasn’t really thinking about the pressure. I was thinking like, “What the hell? I don’t know shit about Shinola.”
I don’t know nothin’. I’ve never been to a factory in my life. And so as I look back and think about the amount of 
energy, time, and thought that’s gone into how to train organizers over the course of my career, this was the wild, 
wild west. I mean, I’d go in and he says, “Here’s the address of the place.”

The one big thing is he—I walked into his office for my first planning meeting to, like, “So what am I supposed to 
do?” I didn’t know what the National Labor Relations Board was. I didn’t know anything. And I go in, I have my 
big notebook. I bought my eight-and-a-half-by-eleven notebook and I bring it in. I’m sitting down and he says, 
“First rule—.”
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His desk was at the head of the office and then it was this long office with a meeting table that came off the desk, so 
that it’s sort of like an executive style. So he would sit at his desk and people would meet around at the table. And 
he reaches into his desk and he pulls out this little pocket-sized notepad, spiral-bound, that fits in your chest pocket, 
and he threw it down the table to me and he goes, “Never use a big notebook. It’ll intimidate workers when you 
walk in the door. You don’t want to take big notes when you’re talking to somebody because it’ll freak them out. 
You’re building a relationship. You’re having a conversation, and then you might take out a note, say, ‘You mind if 
I just jot some things down?’ But if you have a big old pad, they’re going to be like, ‘What the hell is this?’” I mean, 
it stuck with me my entire career. 

And so he sends me—he says, “First target we have is this company Briar Neckwear. It’s right down the street. 
Want you to go out there and see what you can get going.”

And I’m, “Okay. What do you mean?”

He’s like, “Well, go talk to some workers. See if you can get some folks interested.”

You know, it’s bizarre to think that that’s how they would do it, especially in a place like L.A. I mean, when you’re 
organizing textile factories in the South, the factory is all there is in those towns. There was a famous twenty-year 
effort to organize a place called Cannon Mills in Kannapolis, South Carolina, North Carolina, one of those two. It 
was Cannon Mills in Kannapolis, literally, and 10,000 workers or something like that. So you go down to the 
factory, that’s all there is. You could go to any restaurant, any coffee shop anywhere, you’re going to find a worker 
that works for that. 

GOMEZ:

It’s a company town. 

00:27:1500:28:4200:31:2900:33:5100:36:3300:39:4800:41:53

SHAFFER:

You go to an eighty-person necktie shop in L.A. in the heart of the garment district, it’s like a needle in a haystack. 
You have no idea where these people are going after work. There’s nothing.

So he sends me down there and he says, “Just see what you can get going.”

They gave me a—it was 1986, and I had 1986 Pontiac Bonneville, brand spanking new, shiny as could be. I’m 
twenty-six years old and clean, I’d got my hair cut. I was looking clean. He had told me that you wear button-up 
shirts and nice pants, you know, this isn’t like a jeans and t-shirt operation. And my Ray-Bans, and I’d drive up to 
the factory to try to talk to workers.

So I find the place and I park outside. It’s a one-shift operation, so at three-thirty, you know, is when people get off. 
I didn’t know, should I go up to the door? Should I walk inside? Nothing. So I pull up in my car, and I get out of the 
car and I go stand out in front of the factory right around three-fifteen, thinking I’ll catch people when they get off. 
And I’m convinced that they must have thought I was the migra, the Immigration Service, because I’m standing 
there right in front of this, like, government-looking car, clean-cut, with Ray-Bans on, saying, “Hi. You want to talk 
to me?” In not very good Spanish, and they’re like running like flies. 

Even if it wasn’t that I was la migra, for a worker to talk to a union organizer in public was just a verboten thing. 
You just don’t do it. So they just took off, and within fifteen minutes everybody was gone, and I’m standing there, 
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my entire day shot. What am I doing? I mean, I don’t know where they live. I don’t know where they are. I don’t 
know what to do. I waited all day for this moment to try to talk to a worker, and it’s like I completely blew it.

So this repeated itself for quite, for some time, and I would go back and I would talk to Richard about, you know, 
“What do I do? How do I do this?”

He says, “You just got to find people, meet people.”

I had this friend who was working for the—he had worked for the hotel workers union and at that time was working 
for a public sector SEIU local in San Diego. I called him up. I’m like, “Doug, I don’t know what to do. They won’t 
talk to me. They run away from me.” You know, I’m, like, miserable. I’m literally, like, crying over the phone to 
this friend of mine.

And he says, “Well, you know, you’ve just got to maybe ride the bus with them.”

I’m like, “I don’t know where they’re going on the bus. Once they’re on the bus, who’s who?”

He says, “Yeah, that probably doesn’t work in downtown L.A.” [laughter] So then he says, “Well, you should 
follow somebody.”

So I thought, great idea. So I pull up in my car and I’m watching cars come out of the parking lot one day. So, the 
next day, I picked out the car that had the most people in it, figuring it was a carpool. I’d have my best shot at sort 
of—finding someone. The idea was I would follow people, see where they dropped folks off, note the addresses, 
and then be able to go back and meet them, you know, find them at their homes in the evening, sort of away from 
the threat of the shop.

So I pull up in my car. I park, waiting, waiting. This yellow station wagon full of people, the one that I had picked 
out, pulls out. I feel like I’m a secret agent or something. I should have been driving my pickup truck, but I pulled 
my ’86 Pontiac Bonneville up around, get ready to go. They take off. I take off. They go one, two, three turns, and 
I’ve lost them. Gone. They’re on a freeway and I have no idea—and I don’t know L.A., like, at all. So they’re gone.

I go spinning back to the factory to see if I can catch another one. Gone. Everybody’s gone. Another complete 
wasted day.

So the interesting thing for me about this is, looking back, is just getting a visceral experiential understanding of all 
of the things that you need to know to do this stuff right. So that when I work with people, you know, as I got better 
and worked with better people—but long before there was ever an organizing institute or anything like that, one 
thing I think I took from my college training that was helpful was just to be very thoughtful about what I was 
experiencing. The program I graduated from, community studies, they focused extensively on this exercise of field 
notes, that you would do your thing, and then at the end of your day you would take notes about all you had done in 
your day. So they were very focused on making your experiences conscious, as opposed to just sort of things 
happening and then you’re on to the next thing. 

So if I think back to kind of something that really was very powerful help for me in doing this work, it was—and I 
was not the world’s best student. My field study—I mentioned this before—was hours away from where I lived, so I 
would have these long drives back and forth at the end of my work days when I was in my field study with 
community studies. So I came up with this system where I got a little tape recorder and I would pin a little 
microphone onto my seatbelt and talk my field notes in as I would drive back to talk about what I had done. And I 
was half-assed about it. I never really transcribed them. But if I think back about the experience I had at ACTWU 
and then going forward with the general organizing, it was that I really was very conscious about what I was 
experiencing and knew that what was going on wasn’t good and that I needed to be better at helping people learn 
how to do this stuff, if I learned how to do it.

So somehow—and I don’t even know how—I ended up making a couple contacts. I really can’t remember how I 
got the first address, but it’s always the first—in a factory setting, it’s the first contact. In any setting of worker 
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organizing—maybe in the public sector it’s a little different, but in private-sector organizing, it’s always, can you 
find a worker? And you build out from there.

So I went in, I found this worker, and I can see her face. I wish I could remember her name. She was incredible. She 
lived way down in south L.A., I think maybe South Gate or something like that. I didn’t know anything about L.A. 
I’m just driving around, you know, with a Thomas Guide, finding addresses. 

So Richard would tell me, “Get a worker,” and then that worker starts to get—you get as many names as you can 
from that worker, partial names, full names, whatever you can get, any phone numbers. And then it’s all complete 
cold-call visiting, and no call ahead. The one thing about ACTWU which became sort of the standard fare for union 
organizing in the late eighties and nineties, the one-on-one technique where it was all built around these one-on-one 
house visits and contacts which we did. It was never called that when I was doing it, but that’s what it was.

So I found this worker, got in, and slowly, over a couple-month period built a fairly extensive understanding of what 
was going on in the factory, and had a group that said they wanted to have the union, and got them going. So this 
was a completely cold situation. This was not a place where the union had gotten a call from anybody. So there was 
no starting place, which, again, in hindsight, was a great experience because hot-shop organizing was the standard 
of the day in that period of time. What organizers did is they pursued people who called in and said they wanted the 
union, which is a completely inefficient, unproductive, backward way to think about how you’re going to make 
social change, is that you’re going to follow random calls of interest, and yet that was the dominant sort of model 
for union organizing in the Labor Movement in the eighties and nineties.

So that my first experience wasn’t that was probably a really good thing, again in hindsight. Wouldn’t have known 
that. I would have probably jumped at the chance to have a couple contacts that I was starting with, in the other way 
around, you know. I just would spend the days trying to understand stuff. I wrote, like, flyers and wrote them in 
Spanish and English. 

But I remember this one experience. We had our first committee meeting with this woman from—she was Mexican. 
Had got ten workers, and, luckily, we were two blocks from the factory or three blocks from the factory, so brought 
them down to the union. It was, like, a celebrated event that we had a group of nonunion workers at the union hall. I 
had no—I mean, that’s all I knew, right? My whole entire union career was two months long, and so of course 
you’d have a meeting, right?

So I had these ten or fifteen women in the room, all women, and I was sitting there and I had this flash of, like, as 
I’m listening to them talk about what the issues are and talking to each other probably for the first time, really, in 
that kind of a setting about how messed up it was inside the factory, and how it was unsafe and the machines were 
old and things were broken, you know, all this stuff, right? And you can imagine how horrendous the working 
conditions were inside a little tiny eighty-persons factory in downtown L.A. in the 1980s. You know, this was an 
industry that was completely dominated by sub-minimum-wage subcontracted jobbers. I’m sitting there and I’m 
thinking, “This is wild. This is what my grandparents did.” I’m sitting in a room of my grandparents eighty years 
later or seventy-five years later, whatever it was, and it’s exactly the same, completely unregulated, substandard 
working conditions. No matter what the law that existed said, it wasn’t happening. And the only difference was they 
were speaking Spanish instead of Yiddish, and they were from Central America, not Eastern Europe. And they were 
working for Jews.

So here I am, a Jewish guy, bilingual Jewish guy, with sort of this deep feeling for the struggles of Central America, 
sitting with a group of Latino, Mexican, and Central American workers in America, kind of doing what my 
grandparents must have done. Now, all of my grandparents had passed away at that time. Is that true? My 
grandmother might have been alive. She was really, really old at that point if she was alive. And so it was just like 
this amazing moment of just sitting there thinking, “This is wild.”

Also, as I think back, I’d never really thought about this, but the fact is, I got the thing going, and having done this 
now for a long time, you don’t always get it going. You know, there are lots of places where you go in and the 
people just won’t talk to you. There’s just no heat. There’s nothing to get going. So maybe they thought, “Wow, this 
is pretty impressive,” because they first target they give me, I get something going, and I don’t know.

But we got something going. We got enough cards to file for an NLRB election. I remember at one point it was 

Page 31 of 141

10/12/2016http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz002dx6b7-2-master.html



going really difficult, and I wasn’t getting enough. Under the law, you have to have 30 percent of the workers 
signed up in order to file for an election. Nobody in their right mind would file with 30 percent at that time, because 
you always lost support. You didn’t gain support as you moved towards the election. And so, you know, the rule 
was, you wanted 60, 65 percent, 65 percent, really, on cards so that you could file for the election and hope.

I remember one time it was going really bad, and then Richard tells me, “Well, this is a subsidiary of a unionized 
shop in Chicago, Hartmarx,” one of the original, literally, probably one of the original Amalgamated clothing 
workers union shops of all time, from Chicago. And he says, “So if we can’t get something going, we’ll just go have 
a conversation with the owners in Chicago, because we have a great relationship with them.”

At the point, the garment industry was under intense attack in the United States as a result of outsourcing, and so 
those manufacturers that were still U.S.-based were desperate to keep work here. A lot of those that were left that 
were doing mostly men’s fashion, suits and things like that, they wanted the union’s help, so there was a way to 
have those conversations. At that time, that seemed like the most appalling thing in the world to me, that you would 
go have a conversation with the boss to get an agreement about the workers being unionized. And I remember 
having this argument with Richard where it was like, “That’s absurd. That’s ridiculous. Look, if the workers don’t 
want the union, then they don’t want the union. How are we going to force the workers into the union? That’s not 
the way it should be.” You know, this whole sort of, frankly, infantile idealistic leftist—

GOMEZ:

Don’t budge an inch? 

00:45:3100:47:5600:50:4700:52:4500:55:2900:58:0500:59:50

SHAFFER:

Yeah, kind of analysis, and we’re having this big old battle. And he says, “That’s absurd.” And the reason it sticks 
with me so much is because it’s become one of the intense critiques of the work I’ve done at SEIU and the work 
that we’ve done over the years is that we’re “top-down” organizers, that we organize bosses, not workers. Like if 
you hear the left critique of Justice for Janitors is, “Oh, they just organize bosses. They don’t organize workers.”

So the fact that my initial gut was to say that, which was that, “We aren’t going to get the boss to do this; we’re 
going to get the workers to do this. And if they don’t want to do it, then we’ll go someplace else,” completely 
wrongheaded view of the world, frankly.

So anyway, somehow we got to a place where we got enough cards to file. We filed. The company did all the usual 
things. They filed charges. They challenged the bargaining unit. They did all this stuff to delay the process. Once I 
had my committee and my sort of election date, for the last two weeks going into the election the union piled on 
resources, they brought in folks from the ILGWU, which was a sister union. They weren’t merged at the time, but 
they had an organizing crew. I remember this guy Miguel Machuca, Christina Vasquez. Peter Olney. Christina is 
now the head of Unite’s joint board now in the western United States. So they kind of loaded it up with all these 
experienced people, and part of me is going like, “Where were the hell were all these people when I was struggling 
to make this thing happen?” So we were jamming to election day. 

We get to the day of the election. We hit the plant right before shift time with the, “Vote yes, vote yes, vote yes.”
And then it’s like seven o’clock in the morning and voting has started, and there’s nothing you can do.

I remember all the experienced organizers saying, “Okay. Got to go get some breakfast.” And they said, “And we 
have this tradition. You have to predict the outcome.” So everybody was, like—I think there was eighty-five 
workers in the shop and we did it by percentages, and they were doing it based on who they had seen and kind of 
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their sense of what was going on. So almost everybody predicted a win, and the ranges were like 55 percent yes 
votes to 80 percent yes votes. Mine was the 80 percent yes votes, of course.

There was this incredible organizer that I met there named Nick Builder, who had come to California from Georgia. 
He was British, but he had come from Georgia—actually South Carolina. He had come out to try to help get stuff 
going in California, and he’s the first guy that really spent time with me teaching me the ropes, the nuts and bolts, 
the assessments, how do evaluate where a worker is, all this stuff. He had come out a couple months before the 
election and was working on other stuff, but he came for the final push. So he was the one, he had it the closest, and, 
of course, I had it the biggest victory. It’s, like, the worst feeling you have, right? Because you’ve done all this 
intense work. Especially the last couple of weeks, you’re jamming towards an election, you get to the thing, and 
then time stops, because they go to work and the voting’s going on all day long. There was, I think, two or three 
voting times. 

So at the end of the day, they open the factory and for the first time we are allowed into the factory for the vote 
count, because they do the election in the factory itself. And so this group of us, four or five of us, walk into the 
factory for the vote count, and I see all these workers that I know, my committee. And they start doing the vote 
count, and it’s clear almost immediately that we’re losing. We get destroyed, like 70 percent for the company, 30 
percent for the union. And I’m, like, devastated. Maybe it was 60-40. I am just completely crushed.

And as I’m walking out of the factory, I see some of my committee members hanging out with the anti-union crew 
celebrating, drinking. The company’s lavishing them with food and booze, and I was just like, how could they do 
that to me? They told me they were for the union, and they’re sitting there just partying away.

That one woman, the one woman that I had first met that lived in South Gate or something like that, Maywood, she 
was devastated, inconsolable, actually. But, you know, it was, like, “Oh, my god, I can’t believe it.” And again, just 
sort of like an early, clear lesson that that system was wrong. There was something wrong with that system. I mean, 
I think I did a very, very poor job, obviously, of assessing where people were at. I’ve always said that I was so alone 
in L.A., I didn’t know anybody, I didn’t have any friends, I didn’t have much of a life outside of work—that I kind 
of mistook the workers for friends by going around and hanging out with them and talking to them, because it was 
the only people I knew. I had my one friend that I was living with, and then these workers in this factory. So, again, 
a lesson about objectivity and about the need to be able to really keep things separate—you’re not a worker; you’re 
an organizer. Your job is to do something very different, and you have to keep that ability to be objective. 

Anyways, after about nine months, I just decided I couldn’t take it anymore. I was completely miserable. I’d lost 
that election. They had given me a couple more addresses to try to get leads going in, so I was driving around. You 
know, just cold shop, cold shop, hitting factories randomly in the garment industry in L.A. There was 100,000 
nonunion garment workers, and there was two of us, myself and a woman named Berta Silva, that were expected to 
kind of get out there and organize the industry. Hindsight again, this is absurd, a completely ridiculous idea to go 
about it from that perspective.

So I was getting more and more miserable. Then this guy Nick, who had been with the union a really long time, he 
was a Trotskyist. He was the first Trot that I knew that I ever, like, had a real conversation with, because the only 
Trots that I knew growing up were Spartacist Youth League types, and they were impossible. When you’re doing 
student organizing, if you’re doing any kind of organizing, Central America organizing, student organizing, you 
couldn’t do anything with the Trots. They just wanted to get up and, like, give these four-hour-long discourses 
about, you know, the sellout left wing, and how they were the pure ones, and this and that. They were amazing at 
controlling meetings. They had this way of always getting to the microphone at the same time. So you’d shut one 
microphone down and then they would be on the other one. 

Anyways, so Nick was this Trotskyist from Britain, and Berta, she was a CP member. She had come out of the 
StarKist Tuna factory as a worker down here somewhere in L.A., and become an organizer. And I remember this 
distinct moment where Nick, Berta, and I were in a car, and I was not—I was, like, nonpartisan. I had no party 
affiliation, because I grew up in the New Left, kids of party members where they had left the party because it was so 
fucked up. And so here’s this young Chicana who had joined the CP, this old British guy, chain-smoking British 
guy who was a Trotskyist, and me, and we would sit around for hours because what are you going to do once the 
factory starts? So we would sit in the car for hours and have these long political debates about things, and this and 
that. 

Page 33 of 141

10/12/2016http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz002dx6b7-2-master.html



And I remember at one point Berta saying, “What are you?” to Nick.

He says, “Well, I’m a Trotskyist.”

“You’re a Trotsky?” Like that. It wasn’t Trotskyite, it wasn’t Trot, it wasn’t Trotskyist; it was, “You’re a Trotsky? 
You’re a Trotsky? I can’t believe you’re a Trotsky.” Because in the CP, Trotskys were, like, more evil that 
capitalists, you know. And I remember Berta, because Berta was Chicana and very into Chicano issues and Latino 
issues, and Nick had done almost all his work in the South of the United States. He’d come from Britain, done a 
little bit of work in the Northeast, but then really had sort of established his base. He had run a whole joint board in 
Rock Hill, South Carolina. And Berta was very, very fair-skinned Latina. And I remember this time we were sitting 
there talking and Berta’s going on about people of color this, and people of color that, and I was sort of chiming in, 
people of color this. Nick looked at her and he goes, “What color are you?”

And she says, “What do you mean?”

He says, “Well, what color are you?”

She was really fair-skinned. And she goes, “I’m Latina.”

He says, “What color is that?” [laughter]

She says, “I’m brown.”

He says, “You don’t look brown to me.” And this is the way Nick was. And he said, “Look, let’s be clear. I grew up 
organizing in the South. In the South, there’s two colors: you’re white or you’re black. And I’ll guarantee you, if 
you walked into any of the towns that I was organizing in in the South, you would not have been black. So you are 
white.”

And, oh, my god, it was like this huge blow up—but it was actually, again, one of these helpful things about you 
have to use your powers of observation to understand what’s really going on. Just because you identify a certain 
way yourself isn’t going to be how other people see you.

Anyways, I digressed. So Nick came in, and when he first came in a couple months after I started it was kind of a 
boost, because he was, like, this guy who took me under his wing, took us both under his wing, and was very 
experienced. He would, like, show us stuff. I think he really helped get things going at Briar. But then he got more 
and more demoralized about what was going on, and after a while, he and I would just talk. He was like, “I can’t 
take this anymore.” Richard Rothstein turned out to be just harder and harder to work with, very critical, very sour, 
you know, kind of negative about everything. So Nick decided at one point he was going to go back to Georgia.

I was also thinking at the time about quitting. I had never quit anything in my life, and I didn’t know what I was 
going to do, but I quit. I finally just couldn’t take it anymore. After about nine months, I went in and I gave my 
notice. And I remember saying to Richard, “This isn’t really working out. I feel like I’m not being productive.” I 
can’t remember how it all went down. “But I don’t want to leave you in the lurch. You let me know how you want 
to do this. I want to leave, but I’ll work for a month. I don’t have anything else I’m going to. I’ll just work for a 
while to transition, but just let me know.” He tried a little bit to talk me out of it. I said, “No, I’m really going to 
leave.”

And he said, “Okay. Well, we’ll make Friday your last day, but you don’t have to work after today.”

I was like, “Whoa.” And he was just furious. He wasn’t, like, yelling at me or cursing at me, but afterwards I found 
out, I heard that he really, really was furious and felt betrayed, and put the word out throughout the union and other 
unions not to hire me. I was nine months on the job. I was this punk kid organizer. I’d never done anything, and he 
felt the need to put the word out that people shouldn’t hire me because I had quit the job, and I was going to be 
nothing but an “itinerant leftist,” is what he said.

So that was it. I left. Nick quit. Nick always teased me, because he said he was mad at me because I got in and quit 
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before he did. And then he asked me if I’d drive him down to Georgia, because he rented a big old Ryder truck and 
didn’t know how to drive a stick shift.

So I said, “I’ll take you down. I’ve got nothing to do.” So I drove down to Georgia with him.

The only union I knew was ACTWU, so I asked the people in Georgia whether they were hiring. There was this 
thing called the Industrial Union Department, “IUD.” The big joke about it was that it was called the IUD because it 
stopped everything up and nothing ever happened. 

Then I worked my way up to New York, went to the headquarters of ACTWU where I had met some other people 
and I asked for jobs there. I met with the organizer director. It was all very pleasant, but everybody said, “Well, 
we’ll get back to you. We’ll see.”

And then I went back to L.A. and I had nothing to do. I had met some people through the Labor Committee on 
Central America, which I had decided to keep doing that. Some of the folks were with the United Electrical 
Workers Union, which was not part of the AFL-CIO. They weren’t hiring, but they were good people. They were 
really nice folks, and good politics. You know, there’s this sort of classic left-wing “Never join the AFL-CIO.”
They were a CIO union and they never went into the AFL-CIO because they wouldn’t do the loyalty oath issues, so 
they stayed out post-merger.

The head of the UE for Southern California knew the woman who was going to start the Justice for Janitors 
campaign in L.A., and said he had heard that they were looking for people and I should give her a call, so I called 
her. Her name was Cecile Richards. She was on maternity leave, but when she came back, they were going to start a 
Justice for Janitors campaign, which hadn’t really existed. It wasn’t like now if you say, “Oh, they’re starting a 
Justice for Janitors campaign,” everybody would know what it was. It was more like, well, they’re going to try 
organizing some janitors in L.A. So I called her. 

01:01:56

GOMEZ:

Out of curiosity, why did you decide to stay in labor organizing? You left the job. You had some positive 
experiences in it, but you left. So why did you want to stay in the Labor Movement? 

SHAFFER:

I didn’t know anything else. I was in L.A. I had moved to L.A. I didn’t know anything else. I sort of felt like my 
only options were to go back to construction. So I did a couple jobs in that interim period for friends. You know, I 
remodeled somebody’s garage and I did a couple of other jobs. But I really didn’t know anything else, so, for me, at 
least, it was like the only people I knew in L.A. other than this one friend who I was staying with were in the Labor 
Movement. I’d met some good people, some very progressive, activist people. I didn’t know the Central America 
activist community. I didn’t even know, like, how I would think about going about another job. I was finished with 
college. I was sort of like floundering and didn’t know what to do, and so it seemed like now this is what I did, and I 
wouldn’t know what else to do. 

GOMEZ:
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So how was the Justice for Janitors job presented to you as? 

01:06:2401:08:05

SHAFFER:

So I went to meet Cecile. I sent her my résumé and called her up. She was doing everything from her home because 
she had this new baby. And she said they were hiring an organizer to organize janitors in Los Angeles, and that 
there had been this successful campaign going a couple places and it was a new, different way of organizing. It was 
in the service sector, and did I want to do it?

I just wanted a job. I needed a job. So they were more interviewing me about whether—this was much more of an 
interview, and so then she decided to hire me. I remember it was funny because I was out of work. She was out of 
work. She was on maternity leave. So even before I started working for the union, because I wasn’t going to go to 
work until she went back to work, I was babysitting for them. [laughter] Because her husband worked for the union 
too. Her husband’s name, Kirk Adams, and they both had come out of welfare-based organizing in the South, New 
Orleans. They had worked with this United Labor Union, which was a union started by ACORN in New Orleans. So 
they knew some people that I knew from college who had gone down to New Orleans and worked with ULU and 
Wade Rathke. They had much more of a community organizing background.

At this point I didn’t know really anything about the national Justice for Janitors, anything like that, hadn’t met 
Stephen Lerner or any of the people in Washington. But there had been this discussing about trying to get something 
started in L.A., and so they knew they wanted to hire an organizer, and they liked me. So that’s how I got hired, and 
started in June of ’87 with the union.

When Cecile went back to work, I went in and we hired a research person, or Cecile hired a research person. So 
there was a researcher, there was me, Cecile was the organizing director for the whole local. It was Local 399 of 
SEIU, and that was an Amalgamated local, so they had healthcare workers and they had janitors, and allied workers 
like racetracks and supermarkets, but their biggest chunk of membership was in healthcare, in Kaiser, actually. 

So Cecile’s job was organizing director for the whole local, and I was hired as a specifically assigned organizer in 
janitorial, and there was one guy who was the rep. What they did was when we started—and this all happened 
without kind of my real involvement—there was a negotiation with the local by the national program, the Justice for 
Janitors program, to carve out a chunk of area of Los Angeles that this new effort, this new innovative effort would 
have complete control over, and it didn’t seem like anything revolutionary at the time. Now that I’ve been in the 
Labor Movement a long time, it’s incredibly revolutionary that a union would allow outsiders to sort of have 
autonomy, autonomous authority to work and develop a program with a chunk of their members in a geographic 
area, which is what we did. The only real place where there was any janitorial membership left in the union was in 
downtown L.A., and there was a deal between the international and the local that we would have full operational 
control of downtown L.A. 

There was a Building Service Division of the local, and they would represent and deal with the contract work 
outside of downtown, which was very small numbers of buildings spread around. They did the residential 
representational; they had Park La Brea; they did the supermarkets; they did the racetracks. But we had downtown, 
and it was me and the researcher and the rep, and that was it. 

GOMEZ:

All right, let’s stop there. [End of August 12, 2011 interview] 

SESSION THREE (August 19, 2011) 
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00:00:16

GOMEZ:

This is Andrew Gomez. It’s August 19, 2011. Conducting an interview with Jono Shaffer in my apartment in West 
Los Angeles. When we last left off, you’d started working for the Justice for Janitors project, so if you can talk 
about your early experiences in recruiting workers. 

00:02:5900:05:5500:08:2000:11:4100:14:0200:16:4900:20:0100:22:4200:25:3900:28:3100:30:5200:34:0600:40:19

SHAFFER:

Sure. I guess I’ll start with how J for J sort of began in L.A., why it began, because I wouldn’t have had a job if they 
hadn’t decided to do it, right? In the mid-eighties the SEIU had been organizing janitors, representing janitors since 
its inception. The janitorial workforce, building maintenance workforce, was the first workers who were ever 
members of SEIU, Building Service Employees International Union, BSEIU. It was actually BSEU and it was 
formed in Chicago. The first local is Local 1 in Chicago, and they were flat janitors. They were the folks that were 
supers if you lived in New York. They took care of the residential buildings.

So organizing janitors wasn’t anything new for the union. It was our core, so to speak. Over the next fifty years—
that was in the twenties—over the next fifty years, the union had diversified intensely, grown hugely, primarily 
outside of janitorial. It affiliated a lot of public-sector workers, organized and affiliated unions of healthcare 
workers. The way office buildings operated had gone through a significant alteration, which had had a huge impact 
on the union. So by the mid-eighties in most of the country, SEIU had lost its janitorial membership. The workers 
had lost their union in a lot of cities. The only places with a serious janitorial union membership left by the mid-
eighties were San Francisco, Chicago, Boston, and New York. Places like L.A., Washington, D.C., Detroit, which 
had been largely unionized starting in the sixties and seventies and moving forward, had been decimated by a shift 
in operational work. 

First there was a shift from direct employees where buildings employed the cleaners themselves, to using 
contractors. That wasn’t actually a bad thing, originally and initially for the union, because what happened was is 
that the early contractors, because they were going into unionized buildings, went in and became union. That was 
how they could get the job. They weren’t going to take on the union. So as a result of the union having represented 
and having master agreements in those cities I mentioned where they were with building owners, a building owner 
couldn’t just say, “I’m out of this.” They had a written agreement with the union that said these are the terms and 
conditions. I wasn’t around for any of this, obviously, but my sense is that the building owners agreed. They wanted 
to get out of the business of managing people and back to just being real estate guys, and they wanted somebody 
else to manage this cleaning operation. It was inefficient for each building to do their own thing.

So contractors kind of sprung up, and it was efficient, but I think the tradeoff, the deal was the contractors had to 
deal with the union, so in most places you had dual agreements, which was not true in L.A. originally, but in most 
places you had contractor’s agreement and an owner’s agreement. The owner’s agreement was bargained first, 
because that set the terms and conditions; they were the ones paying the freight. And then the contractors would just 
do whatever they were given. So there different things that you would negotiate with a contractor because they had 
to be able to transfer workers between buildings and other kinds of issues that wouldn’t happen if you were just 
dealing with a one-off building owner.

But the core terms and conditions were the same whether it was contract or not. And the contractors made their 
money off volume. They could make money off supplies. Their pool for buying insurance was much cheaper 
because they were so much bigger. The sort of operational costs go down as you get to that economy of scale, even 
if you don’t change the wages and working conditions initially, and they can still make their profit. And they 
probably cut management at a certain level, which we didn’t obviously care about, because it wasn’t our 
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membership. 

Starting in the late seventies, there was the beginnings of a concerted push to reduce the working conditions, and the 
only way they could do that was to get rid of the union. Like most unions, most private-sector unions, I would say 
of the time, the people that were in the union had gone into union jobs. It wasn’t like they organized their way into 
the union. That work had been done by a previous set of generations.

Really, the beginning of the eighties there was this significant shift by the industry to move away from unionized 
contractors by the real estate industry, and the union was failing miserably at responding to that attack. And L.A. 
was in some ways the greatest example of that, for a variety of reasons. I think the L.A. environment just sort of 
generally was a better place for that to happen. It had a set of factors that made it much more ripe for that to happen 
than a lot of other places where the union was. We were probably the only significant unionized place for janitors in 
the South. You know, even though L.A.’s California, nobody thinks of Southern California as the South, but south 
of the Mason-Dixon Line, we didn’t represent people. Houston, Dallas, Atlanta, those kinds of places, they weren’t 
organized. So the vast majority of the places where any workers were union was in the North, and L.A. was a border 
town in that sense. 

So even though it was California, it didn’t have right-to-work laws and those kinds of things. L.A. historically, and 
people who talk about L.A. from a labor history perspective, they talk about it as like a historically union-busting, 
anti-union town going back to when the L.A. Times busted the union way back when, and the graybeards get going. 
And even in the Labor Movement in California, the power base of the Labor Movement was always in the North, in 
part because that’s where the capital is, but also just because that’s where the big—it was union. The North was 
union. The South was wild, wild West.

L.A. got rocked between 1980 and 1985. The union went from representing about 80 percent, 80 to 90 percent of 
the janitors citywide, countywide with a really good contract, a contract that was as good as any working conditions 
anywhere in the country. It paralleled New York and San Francisco, which is pretty remarkable, to 10 percent union 
with a destroyed contract. There was a contract negotiated in 1979 that set a wage-benefit-level package that took 
the workers to a package of about $10 an hour, 10.50-an-hour total package, real dollars, 1980 dollars, not in current 
dollars. That was as good as New York had, as good as San Francisco had.

Almost immediately, that agreement was frozen because the building owners started responding by firing union 
contractors. In subcontracted work, the union is not gotten rid of by workers deciding it’s not what they want; it’s 
gotten rid of by the client getting rid of the contractor. And so the Labor Movement generally felt like you couldn’t 
organize subcontracted workers because of the volatility of the employer situation, because you’d organize one day 
and you’d be gone the next. The traditional methods that had been adopted by the Labor Movement coming out of 
the grand bargain, the terrible deal of the fifties and sixties where we would ride the coattails of capitalism, was that 
everybody used the National Labor Relations Board and you have these elections. 

Well, the industry of union-busting was in full force in the seventies and eighties in terms of these consultants who 
had mastered the art of utilizing the National Labor Relations process to make it almost impossible to organize. My 
experience in some ways, you know, the experience I described with the election I did at the necktie factor, Briar 
Neckwear, where they delayed the process, they would buy off the workers, they would scare workers. There was a 
whole sort of program that they ran from the moment that the union showed up or the workers mentioned union or 
the idea of organizing. And it ran full force, reaching its climax the day before the election so that everybody—I 
always said in an election, the way employers became the dominant winners in union organizing was, boil it all 
down, you create a chaotic environment that’s just unbearable for workers. So when they get into the voting booth 
to vote, they’re voting for peace. They just want it to stop. The just want the craziness to stop. They don’t want to 
be, quote, unquote, “harassed” by the organizers. They don’t want to be harassed by the bosses. They don’t want 
any more captive-audience meetings. They just want to get back to, “I’m doing my job.”

So the fact that the job was piece of shit that got them wanting to organize in the first place has been pushed out of 
their mind by the fact that everything is just craziness, and it reaches this crescendo level of just outrageous chaos 
the day and the week before the election, so people go into that voting booth and they say, “I want peace and quiet. I 
am voting for peace.” Peace is what was around before that damned union thing started. Right? That’s the basic 
methodology that bosses use and consultants developed. 
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In a subcontracted environment, that method wasn’t necessary at all. You didn’t have to hire a consultant. You 
didn’t have to do anything. You just had to fire a company and you bring in another company. One of the reasons 
that L.A. was such a prime location for the de-unionization of the industry was—I would say it was three factors. 
Geographically, it was not a center-city place. It wasn’t a San Francisco, a New York, a Chicago, a Boston, where 
there’s a downtown that is very compact and where the vast majority of the work is, and everything sort of revolves 
around that. L.A. is a suburban-sprawl city with a little bit of downtown.

But in the seventies, particularly in the seventies and into the eighties, there was this mass expansion of 
development throughout the region. So buildings were big. Significant commercial buildings were being built up 
and commercial zones were sort of emerging in the South Bay, in the West Side, in the San Fernando Valley, in the 
West Valley up in Woodland Hills. People were building whole complexes to draw business. And it makes sense 
because the communications, telecommunications technology was exploding at that time too. It used to be that you 
needed to be nearby. There were no fax machines, right? There’s no Internet, there’s no fax machines, there’s no 
cell phones. So proximity was important if you were doing business. As those technologies emerged, you could be 
farther away.

So because of how L.A. is situated, people live all over the place here. Everybody drives a half an hour to anything 
they’re going to, at least. So people who own businesses were saying, “It would be much better for me to have my 
corporate offices right around the corner from my house or close to where I live.” So that’s how these sort of 
pockets of office buildings began to emerge. 

An analogy would be that’s like leaving swimming pools unattended out around the place, they become sort of a 
breeding ground for mosquitoes. So those new development areas were breeding grounds for nonunion contractors 
because they were far away. You know, the union formed consistent with the industry, so the vast majority of its 
members were downtown or Century City. All it had to do was watch those two places and it was on top of it. And 
that’s where, whatever, 70, 80 percent of the office building square footage in L.A. was in those places. As long as 
they kept those together, as long as the workers stayed together in those places, they were cool.

Buildings don’t pop up fifteen at time, right? So in Woodland Hills maybe one building gets built, and they need a 
cleaning company, and maybe it’s not even a full-time job for a cleaning company. So they hire some guy with a 
mop and a bucket, and then that guy is the cleaning company for that building. And another building comes up next 
door, and that company needs a cleaning company. “Hey, how about you just use my guy?” So it became almost 
like a spawning ground for these nonunion lowball contractors, and the union wasn’t paying attention at all. It 
doesn’t make resource sense to go chasing a guy with a bucket thirty miles away. So that was factor one, was this 
sprawl kind of shotgun development environment, and L.A. was, is probably one of the greatest examples of that, 
along with some of the southern cities like Houston.

The second thing which was distinct to L.A. was the mass influx of new immigrants that happened in the late 
seventies and eighties, the turmoil and troubles in Central America. There had been regular immigration by 
Mexicans into Southern California, and it would be an ongoing—and sometimes there were different programs, 
Bracero and this kind of stuff. But what really happened in the late seventies and eighties was this explosion of 
Central American refugees pouring into the United States from our border in Southern California, and L.A. was the 
landing spot. It was the place where there was work. There wasn’t enough to keep them in San Diego, plus they 
were coming across and nobody wanted to stay that close to the border. It’s like if you’re coming across—and this 
is undocumented immigration. This isn’t sign up, get your visas, come to America, go where you want. This is 
stream across the border whatever way you can. And they had to get past San Diego. 

They get to the promised land, which is L.A., which is this massive place with jobs aplenty both in the industry that 
I had started in, garment, and then in this burgeoning service industries, restaurant, cleaning, hotel. And again 
because of the way L.A. is situated, there are restaurants everywhere. Everybody needs a dishwasher. There’s 
gardens. Everybody needs a gardener. Everybody needs a cleaning lady. Everybody needs a nanny. It’s just a 
different kind of environment. So it was the closest thing to the border that could absorb that kind of influx.

So L.A. was like the Lower East Side of New York of the late twentieth century, if New York’s Lower East Side 
was the Lower East Side for the Eastern European immigrants, where my grandparents came from. So that was 
factor two, was this huge available pool of desperate, uninformed workers. And it’s not just that they were 
uninformed. The relative experience of what they were coming from, making a buck an hour here compared to what 
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they would be making if they were living back at home in a war-torn place, but even if they were just working, it 
felt like big money. It was big money, except that they had to spend it all to survive, which they didn’t have to do 
back home. But initially, you’re getting a handful of cash at the end of the day or at the end of the week. Two bucks 
an hour, I think minimum wage started at a buck sixty-five. It went to two-something. By the time I started 
organizing Janitors, it was around 3.35, which was appalling and horrendous relative to the seven-something-an-
hour that the union contract had called for. But for somebody coming from war-torn El Salvador, Nicaragua, 
Guatemala, it was big money in the pocket. That’s factor two. 

Factor three, which I mentioned earlier, was the unions’ failure to understand the transformation that was going on 
in its industry and adapt to it and get in front of it. So had there been a program in place starting in the late seventies 
to make sure that every new building that opening up, whether it was in Long Beach, Pomona, or Calabasas, opened 
up using one of the unionized contractors, there was this laissez-faire kind of, “It’s just one. I don’t have time for 
that.” And the members didn’t want the union spending their resources going out to Calabasas. They wanted to see 
the union in their buildings.

I place the vast majority of the blame on the lack of vision and forward thinking of the Labor Movement leadership. 
I do think that there needs to be an honest understanding that the structure of labor, the way workers, union 
members have historically seen what the union is for, which is to take care of them—I pay my dues to you, you take 
care of me—which is a culture that’s long established and deeply rooted in the Labor Movement, reinforces not 
protecting the industry going non-union because your resources are focused internally.

So you have a contract industry breeding ground, millions of new workers, lots of development that’s so far-flung 
you can’t even see it, and it’s a recipe for disaster, and that’s what happened. And then you had a new contract that 
the owners weren’t happy about because it was too expensive, but they couldn’t do anything about it because at the 
time when that contract was negotiated, there were more than fifty contractors signatory to the agreement. Anybody 
that wanted to get into a building that was union-cleaned had to sign the agreement. So it’s kind of like you’ve got 
to get the job, you’re going to get in the union. Then once you’re in the union, you can’t operate nonunion 
someplace else. So the building owners felt a little bit like, “I’ve got to use a reputable company. I’m not going to 
let somebody in here at night with nobody around.”

In the early eighties, ’82, ’83, the building owners in L.A.—I’ve heard stories from owners that this was pretty 
thought through. Especially the newer owners in these newer areas were like, “Fuck this,” and they just got together 
and they started firing contractors. All these janitorial contracts have what’s called a cancellation clause, and it’s a 
no-fault, no-reason cancellation clause. All service contracts in janitorial security etc. have a thirty-day cancellation 
clause. So what the owners did was they would exercise a thirty-day cancellation clause, but they would do it on one 
day’s notice. They’d pay the contractor they were firing thirty days, so they weren’t in violation of their contract, 
but they literally would show up one day and they’d be told, “You’re not working here anymore. Here’s your thirty 
days’ check.” The workers’ buckets and everything were outside on the sidewalk, and there was no work.

So then immediately you’re fighting from the outside in, and the union even didn’t do that well. So they would do 
very traditional things. They’d go out and they’d set up a picket line, “Unfair,” blahdee, blahdee, blahdee, and try to 
stop people from going in, or stop other trades and services from going into the building. But it wouldn’t be every 
building on a block; it’d be one building in mid-Wilshire or one building in Miracle Mile, three buildings in Century 
City, two buildings here. How are you going to staff that kind of response, let alone do it effectively?

So then what the union started doing was signing up the nonunion workers, and at the time it was pretty easy. You’d 
go in, you say, “Here’s the union contract, $7.32 an hour.” You’re making 3.35, maybe. A lot of the workers were 
former union members. They needed a job. They hook up with the nonunion company. [Nonunion companies were 
the only ones with jobs.] (added by interviewee) 

And so the union then started filing for these elections. Well, I’ve already described what the election environment 
was, but it was even worse in the subcontracted world because even if you won the election, the contractor would 
get fired the next day and there was no recourse. There are laws against employers shutting down factories because 
workers would organize, or, like, threatening to close factories. There’s no law against a third-party entity firing a 
company that they hire for any reason whatsoever. Even if they could do it explicitly because they’re union, we 
don’t want union companies, and that’s legal in America. It wouldn’t be legal for the contractor to say, “We are not 
going to be a union company.” It is legal for a building owner to say, “We don’t use union contractors.”
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So, very quickly the pendulum shifted completely the other way, so the union contractors were now being iced out 
of the market because they were union and no building owner wanted to invite the union into their building. And so 
what the union companies did, with the union’s agreement, initially was begin setting up nonunion alter ego 
companies—double-breast is what we call them—and they would—so one strategy of the union—this is long before 
J for J—one strategy of the union was sort of to beat the nonunion at its game, because the union companies were 
still much bigger. So if they started nonunion companies, they would be able to beat the big nonunion companies 
with this sort of secret probably-never-even-happened handshake, that once it all got back settled in and the 
nonunion companies were the alter-egos of the union companies, then you’d get in there and get it all back. [At least 
that was what the union leaders hoped would happen.] (added by interviewee) 

Strategy two was to make a mess of the building owners who tried to go nonunion. These were the stinkbomb days, 
you paid a price. Building owners paid a price, and for a long time they didn’t want to pay that price. It wasn’t 
worth it to them to put up with issues with their door locks and issues with their elevators and issues with their 
plumbing systems and issues with, you know, but especially when the savings by going nonunion were relatively 
minimal. But now you’re in a situation where minimum wage is 3.35 an hour. There’s no benefits whatsoever. Most 
of the companies are working their people more than the paid-for hours. You know, they show up early, they work 
late. They short-staff the buildings so their people are making functionally in the 2.50 to 2.75 range.

The official union contract was 7.32, and I think it was in ’83 or ‘84 there was negotiations and they actually rolled 
the contract back, and they two-tiered it so there was a new hire rate at 4.25 with very few benefits, and the existing 
rate went from 7.32 to 5-something with the benefit package. And you’re talking less than 50 percent of the labor 
cost, and a cleaning company’s overall cost, 90 percent labor cost. So if you’re saving that much by being nonunion, 
building owners did a financial calculation, figured out how long the union would be able to mess around, kind of 
built it into the budget, and said, “It’s going to cost us a little money to replace all our locks and increase our 
security so we don’t have to put up with the craziness, but then they’re going to go away. And eventually the 
avalanche of change, buildings going nonunion, is going to be so great that the union won’t be able to deal with it.”
And they’re right.

So by 1986, L.A. had been decimated, 10 percent union density, almost all of it in downtown. Century City had 
gone completely nonunion, except for one building. Six thousand members lost their jobs and lost the union. This 
was a story that was seen in a number of other places to a much smaller scale because places were not as big as 
L.A., but it was clearly the coming trend. 

So that was the environment in which J for J was born and in which I was hired. Stephen Lerner, who was the 
original strategist and architect of Justice for Janitors, was hired by SEIU, I think, in ’85, maybe ’86, ’85, ’86, I 
don’t remember. And he wrote this memo State of the Union paper. It literally was called “The State of the Union,”
and it basically said we can either decide that we’re not going to be a janitorial union anymore anywhere in the 
country, or we can dramatically alter how we do what we do, and come up with a new plan of attack and go on the 
offense.

It was a consideration. There was a discussion among the leadership. John Sweeney was the president of SEIU at 
the time. Like most of the presidents of SEIU prior, Sweeney came out of a building service local. He came out of 
32BJ in New York. And although the vast majority of SEIU’s membership at that time was not janitors, having the 
president be from a janitor’s local makes all the difference in the world. You know, it’s like, “I’m not letting my 
boys down.” And Sweeney was hardcore old guard that way. I mean, he came out of the biggest and most power 
janitors union. Still, you know, you say 32BJ in New York to anybody who owns an office building, lives in a 
residential apartment, or knows anything about the Labor Movement, they go, “Wow, 32BJ,” 32B and J, as the New 
Yorkers call it.

So I think it was hugely important that Sweeney was the president of the union when this all was going down, but 
he was remarkable in that unlike most of the old guard, he agreed that this was a problem that the old ways wouldn’t 
work on. There was tremendous resistance from the existing old guard in the union to change, change in approach, 
change in strategy. There was the head of the New York local, the head of the Chicago local, the head of the Boston 
local, they were sort of like the anchor of the Building Service Division, and they didn’t like these new, you know, 
crazy radicals’ ideas, and they weren’t experiencing what was happening outside of their markets. I mean, New 
Jersey was nonunion, but they didn’t care because they had Manhattan. Boston downtown was union. What was 
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going on out in the suburbs in that growth and sprawl, downtown Chicago union, out in that incredible edge city 
growth and spurt and explosion of development that was going on around the ring of Chicago, it was like, “Eh, who 
cares?” [They didn’t believe that what happened to L.A. would ever happen to them.] (added by interviewee)

I don’t know that we could have had Justice for Janitors if somebody like Sweeney hadn’t been SEIU president, 
because he was able to keep the old guard at bay. He created the space to let this new thinking, this new work, this 
new idea come to life, and he did it—and there was sort of a deal, which was we didn’t mess with the old guard 
cities—it wouldn’t come to them. It wouldn’t happen in New York and Chicago and Boston. It would happen in 
places that, frankly, the old guard had given up on anyways, but it was still, because the resources were coming 
from the entire union. L.A. couldn’t pay for J for J by itself, couldn’t pay for it at all. There was no resources. There 
was no members left. There was no income. So it had to be funded, so Sweeney was able to leverage the funding 
with a deal that said, “It just won’t come to your place. Don’t worry about it. Let these crazy kids get going 
wherever they go.”

So that’s the environment in which a couple of experiments were started. Washington, D.C., Atlanta, Georgia, were 
the first two. Denver was the first, and it was an experiment city where they went in and they won back a big chunk 
of downtown, and they did it with all of the stuff about J for J that people have written about, you know, the direct 
actions, the crazy stunts, the street theater, the aggressive activity going after building owners, etc. I don’t know 
why it was Denver, I really don’t. I think the leadership was changed at Denver and so there was an opening to do 
something different in Denver. 

But there was modest success. Some buildings went back to being union. There was an agreement reached of some 
sort that said, “You know, we don’t want this fight anymore,” and from that there was, like, “Oh, maybe there is a 
different way.”

So D.C., which was completely decimated, almost completely nonunion at the time, and Atlanta, which was 
completely nonunion, were the first two experiment cities, and then the third one was Los Angeles. So that was the 
environment, and I didn’t know this at the time, but when I got hired, L.A. was like kind of an afterthought. The 
politics of the leadership in Los Angeles was really bad. Union buildings still existed and the union still had 
relationships with contractors and big contractors nationally, and they’d done terrible deals to try to hold on to the 
industry. So they had a terrible reputation of just being bad, corrupt leaders. So there was little, if any, expectation 
of anything really happening in L.A., but I didn’t know that. And Cecile Richards, who was the organizing director, 
is, like, the most enthusiastic and upbeat, positive person you could ever meet. So talking to her—

GOMEZ:

You had no sense of—

00:42:3800:45:3600:48:2000:50:2000:53:2300:56:4600:59:3701:02:2101:05:06

SHAFFER:

This was it, you know, I’m coming into the place that’s going to change the world. But I really didn’t know much 
about any of this stuff. Remember, I’d just come off my first union job the time before, so it’s, like, I wasn’t a 
laborphile by any stretch of the imagination. I didn’t know SEIU from anything. I didn’t know it from any other 
union. The only unions I knew was ACTWU and the carpenters union. 

So I come to L.A. I get hired. We start in June of 1987, and the first thing that they did was send me to D.C. for six 
weeks, because D.C. was farther along. They were about six months ahead of L.A. in their planning and work, and 
so it was a place where I could go work in buildings, get some training, see the situation. So I was sort of sent out 
there both to learn how to do the work myself and also to learn what they were doing and bring it back to L.A. So 
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right off the bat, it’s a completely different experience than what I had with ACTWU, where they sent me to a 
factory in a car with nobody and said, “Go talk to a worker.”

So here’s an organization that says, “We want you to learn how to do this stuff. We’re going to send you to a place 
that’s a little bit farther along.” There was an organizing direction. There was a whole staff. There was a research 
operation. They had these maps of the buildings and who was in them. I mean, it was just like, seems, you know, the 
height of scientific work.

While I was in the D.C., the other person that was hired at the same time—there was two of us that were hired right 
then, myself and a researcher, Julie Aha. So I went to D.C. She went to Norwalk. Norwalk is where the Hall of 
Records is and that’s where all of the property research was, because her job was to figure out who owned all the 
buildings.

So the underlying thinking and strategy of Justice for Janitors was that in order to be successful we had to get 
building owners to change their decision process, both in terms of whether or not they were going to use unionized 
contractors and whether or not they were going to pay more, you know, by extension. In order to do that, we had to 
know who the building owners were, and nobody had ever researched the building owners in any serious and 
thoughtful way. The union would get that information from the contractors, and even when we used to bargain with 
the building owners, it was just, you know, you knew them. It wasn’t like you were being thoughtful or scientific 
about it. 

So I went to D.C. Julie went to Norwalk. When I started at the union, in the Building Service Division of the local 
there was one Spanish-speaking staff person, who was a rep for the Janitor Division, and everybody else was 
monolingual English-speaking, mostly African American, in the Building Service Division. There was a couple 
white folks. The workforce, even in the union side, had shifted dramatically, and the nonunion industry was 100 
percent Latino, monolingual Spanish-speaking for the most part. The union industry was probably at least 70% 
Spanish-speaking, just because in some places, the old black workforce was still there, but they were on their way 
out. The union contractors were filling all new jobs with Spanish-speaking. So I come to work at the union and 
there’s nobody that can even speak to the workers, to the members, and the one Spanish-speaking guy, he couldn’t 
handle all of it. So then you’d basically have clerical staff, a couple of bilingual clerical staff, who would translate 
for the members to the reps.

The members hated the union at that point in part because they couldn’t talk to anybody there. But the bigger 
reason, the deeper reason was that they had seen—the people that were left in the union, like in any situation where 
you go through this, it’s, you know, last hired, first fired. So the folks that were still in the union when I got there 
were the most senior folks that had been in the union for a long time and they’d just seen building after building 
after building go nonunion. They’d seen friend after friend after friend lose their job, and they were kind of being 
pushed into this smaller and smaller universe of union buildings. And their view was that the union had done 
nothing to fight back, that they’d bargained these horrendous agreements. They rolled back wages and benefits. 
They’d done all this stuff, and you know, your classic “Union hasn’t done shit and I hate the union.” So that was the 
environment. 

So the agreement that was reached with Local 399, the union I started with, was to create sort of what we’ve now 
come to call a liberated zone. There was an agreement that we would have the J for J crew. We weren’t called that 
at the time, but the Justice for Janitors campaign would have complete control over building service activity and the 
building service work of the union in downtown L.A. It was geographically defined, and this was in negotiation 
with the leadership of the local. The existing division staff, that monolingual English-speaking staff, dealt with 
everything outside of downtown, which was a very, very, very small amount of buildings. They were all really bad 
agreements that were, you know, sort of these beat-the-nonunion-at-their-game kind of situations. And they couldn’t 
deal with the contractors in downtown. They couldn’t deal with the owners in downtown, because they basically 
had built this relationship with the contractors and owners where it was all give back, give back, try to hold onto 
what you have.

These same contractors, as I said before, owned the largest nonunion contractors. So we knew that we were going to 
have to be at war with them at some point, and the existing leadership in Los Angeles had a very cozy relationship 
with those contractors, in the same way that the old guard leadership in New York and Chicago and Boston 
wouldn’t have allowed a fight with their contractors in that way. 
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So the agreement going into starting Justice for Janitors in L.A. was that we had downtown; they had everything 
else. Again, I think that Sweeney was critical to this. Even if he didn’t have the direction conversation or the 
personal conversation with anybody on it—I don’t know if he did or he didn’t—the fact that he was sanctioning 
this, you know, you just had a different—if you’re in a meeting with a local union president and you can say, “Well, 
I’ll ask President Sweeney what he thinks,” it’s a game-changer, right?

So I went to D.C. Sorry I’m bouncing around a bit. And I learned the ropes. D.C. was a different city than L.A. 
because it was part-time, and it was mostly black, still, at the time. But it was all nonunion, and I learned how to go 
out into a building. The first thing I did is I was paired up with somebody for a week and I was going out to 
buildings with them to see how they did it. They were probably three weeks ahead of me, right? But still, you know.

The lead organizer of the D.C. campaign came out of ACORN, so he had a community organizing background, 
which is very one-on-one relationship-based. Cecile Richards, who was the organizing director in Los Angeles, 
came out of ACORN or an ACORN-related union. So it’s just a sea change from the traditional labor thing where 
everybody who works for the union was a member of the union, who grew up in the union environment and all that. 
I mean, the UAW still has a rule, I think, that says you can’t be employed by the union if you weren’t a member of 
the union, which is a huge problem for them. Just because you’re an autoworker doesn’t make you an organizer. But 
there’s this mentality that says the union is a union of the workers, and therefore only we know how to take care of 
our stuff.

I spent six weeks in D.C. and came back to L.A. Julie, the researcher, had gotten a big chunk of downtown 
researched. We kind of knew who the big buildings were owned by and we did this revolutionary thing of surveying 
buildings, going building to building. It was me, Julie, and the rep. We got the one Spanish-speaking rep. His name 
was Erick Porras. So it was me, Julie, and Erick, and really it was me and Erick, because Julie was just the “nerd” in 
Norwalk. 

We had sort of, initially, two primary jobs, which was to go into all the buildings and find out who cleaned them, 
who the current property manager was, and try to get a sense of how many workers were there. So we were kind of 
building this profile of downtown, all of downtown. And remember, I’m still just a year into L.A., so it’s, like, this 
is a big place.

The second job that we had was with our members to build a committee of members who were willing to help fight, 
to organize the nonunion buildings in downtown. I always used to say our t-shirts, the Justice for Janitors t-shirts 
were red. We didn’t pick the color. But I always used to say, yeah, we had red t-shirts because of all the tomatoes 
that the members would throw at us when we walked into the buildings to talk them about being active in the union, 
because they were all just completely beaten down and hopeless about anything. They hated the union. The only 
time they would go to the union would be to complain, and a lot of it was really justifiable complaints. Their jobs 
sucked.

The union companies were fighting to hold onto the buildings that they had. The way you fight to hold on in an 
environment like this is to push more and more work onto workers so that you can keep your prices down. Building 
owners didn’t think about the workers. They thought about how much is my monthly janitorial cost? How do I get it 
down? So much of what Marx wrote about is right. In the same way that business has variable and fixed costs, 
buildings have variable and fixed costs, and most of the costs are fixed. Utilities, machinery, all of the sort of 
environmental realities, fixed. Debt service, fixed. Variable, cleaning, the security. Parking was always separate. It 
was always different because parking made money, so they didn’t think about parking the same way. They would 
still try to cut their costs, but it was still a place where they made money because they charged for the service. The 
cleaning costs were built into the leases and so if they could cut down their cleaning costs, they could make money 
because the tenants were paying on a fixed basis. 

Anyways, so the workers were experiencing that squeeze and watching from their perspective the union didn’t do 
anything. There’d be layoffs. There’d be cutbacks, nothing. I mean, the janitorial industry is a really dirty industry 
in so many ways. Obviously, it’s a cleaning industry, but it’s dirty in the sense that the vast majority of the work is 
done at night, very little, if any, supervision. Even if you’re on top of your game as a union of workers, keeping 
things on the up-and-up is very hard because the workforce is so scattered.
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The other half of 399 was a healthcare. We were a split local, healthcare and janitorial, and the biggest chunk of 
members in the union was in healthcare, by far. I mean, were, like, 5 percent, 10 percent of the membership of the 
whole union. The biggest employer in the healthcare side was the Kaiser group, Kaiser Permanente. You go to 
Kaiser Sunset, there’s four thousand workers in one place, you know, one big, huge building. Maybe it’s a city 
block, but it’s still one place and there’s four thousand union members in that place. Two union representatives, 
full-time, would be at Kaiser Sunset. For a janitorial rep to represent even a thousand workers, they had to have a 
hundred buildings. You know, the average building had about ten workers in it. So even if we were totally on our 
job and we went to three buildings a day, we could go ninety buildings a month, or whatever that would be. If we 
went thirty days a month, right? So it’s really just the structure makes it very difficult to stay on top of the issues, so 
you have to build some sort of broader leverage to keep things on the up-and-up, and you have to use resonant fights 
to teach lessons so that people don’t try stuff in other places. 

So we did the most obvious thing, was we started by working in the biggest buildings where we had the greatest 
concentration of members. Downtown was good for that, because that’s where the biggest concentration of workers 
were. The biggest workforce of any of our locations when I started in ’87 was the Wells Fargo Center on Bunker 
Hill. It was union. There were probably sixty workers, thirty in each tower, and that was like being a pig in shit, for 
a building service organizer to get to a place where there are sixty people at one time that you can talk to, because 
we would go in at lunchtime and talk to our members. We had access that way. It was like, whoa. 

First thing we did with our members, there was this analysis that Justice for Janitors developed that we call it the 
Four Boxes. There’s the workers, the contractor, the property manager, and the building owner. And the traditional 
view and image that you’d build your plan around was just workers and contractors, and so the first thing we had to 
do was get people to understand, help people to understand what they were experiencing by putting the property 
manager and owners into the mix. The workers really did understand that reality. They knew a lot of it. They would 
go to these buildings every day, but they would think of it still in a building-by-building basis, as opposed to 
thinking about it in a bigger way.

So we built, like I said, two things. We mapped out all the buildings. That didn’t take long. We learned very easily 
how to manipulate the truth to get information. So, you know, I was a student, I was a this, I was looking for a job 
or whatever, because, you know, you’re walking up to a security desk. You go into a property manager’s office 
trying to get information. Remember, no cell phones, no fax machines, no Internet. 

So we built that database and then we built towards our founding kickoff event with members—we didn’t have any 
nonunion workers yet—to launch the Justice for Janitors campaign in L.A., and it was a carne asada in the parking 
lot of the union. It was in the parking lot of the union.

From the analysis of the buildings we were working on, we had to decide what our first fight was going to be. 
Where were we going to start this campaign? I remember Erick, the rep, who had been a janitor and he knew 
downtown like the back of his hand. It was unbelievable for me, because we spent every day together. I’d get to 
work maybe ten or eleven in the morning. We’d hit the buildings at five, because workers started arriving. Some 
buildings started at five, some buildings started at six. So our first shot at talking to people was at five o’clock. So 
the daytime was spent sort of getting out to buildings, figuring out who cleaned what. Then at five, we would hit the 
buildings. Then at ten, we would do lunchtime meetings with the union members and either some buildings we 
would get access into the lunchroom up inside the building where everybody was eating, or we would meet people 
at the trucks that were driving around. You know, there’s like this army of lunch trucks that drive around the 
buildings at night, and they were always convening places. Then if we were in a push, we would go back at two in 
the morning to catch people when they got off work. Erick knew the buildings just unbelievably well. I mean, we 
would split up and do buildings on our own, but for the most part, we would work together. 

There was a fight about who our first target was going to be. At the time, the gas company headquarters building 
was right in the middle of downtown. It wasn’t the new one that’s there now. It was on Flower. It was cleaned 
union. It had been union forever, ever and ever, I mean, since it opened. This is the gas company. Their whole 
workforce is unionized. 

Just before we got started, they had decided to get rid of the unionized contractor and bring in a nonunion 
contractor, which was like a total slap at the union. The day crew at the gas company were, like, porters and things 
like that. I mean, they literally delivered coffee and shit like that. They kept that crew union somehow. They 
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brought that crew in-house. That was the English-speaking, mostly black crew. The night crew was completely 
swapped out. All the workers lost their jobs and it was a completely Spanish-speaking immigrant workforce that 
came in, except for these two women who were Chicanas that lived in the projects in East L.A., Gloria and—I 
forget the name.

So Erick insisted that we had to go after the gas company, because how could the gas company do this to us? And 
then we were looking at other buildings, you know, commercial buildings, and we knew that our future depended on 
winning back the commercial industry, and the gas company didn’t fit that profile. It was a single tenant, owned by 
a utility. You know, if we beat them, how does that—

GOMEZ:

Trickle. 

01:08:3501:11:3501:13:3001:17:3001:19:2201:22:0301:24:5901:26:4901:29:23

SHAFFER:

Trickle out to the other ones. Somehow the decision got made to go to the gas company. I think it was, in some 
ways, because it was a more confined target, we thought we could win it. It was a high-profile target politically. 
You know, the gas company, whereas a building owner here or there could be random, and so we picked the gas 
company and we launched in September of ’87. And we did a big carne asada at the union parking lot and we had 
about 150 members show up. People at the union were, like, flabbergasted that we could get 100 members to come 
to the union even if we were giving them free food and beer. 

They just didn’t do that. I mean, the reputation of 399 was it was a morgue, like there was never any members that 
would show up at that union, and I couldn’t understand it. It was, like, we’re three blocks from downtown. To get 
into the area where the representatives’ desks were, there was a security door and you had to go to this glass-
enclosed window and say you were here to see somebody. And then you would wait, and then they would buzz you 
in to get into the back. I was, like, “What the hell?” you know, when I first got there.

So we started having regular meetings at the union. We’d do them in the late afternoon so people could come by the 
union on the way to work downtown, and it really started to piss off the staff people in the union. The upstairs was 
where the meeting halls were and the downstairs was where the reps were, but all these janitors were starting to feel 
like they could hang out at the union. I didn’t know that it was pissing people off that bad. I was brand new. My 
world was Erick and Julie and Cecile. But as time went on, it became clear that there was just this intense animosity 
at these crazy, new radicals who were making the place uncomfortable.

We launched on the gas company with a protest. We just did a march from the union down to the gas company, 
demanded that they reinstate the union contractor, bring the workers back, all this stuff. And it was on, you know. 
That’s how it started. What was interesting was we’ve always said over the years if we had known what we weren’t 
supposed to be able to do when we started, we would have never been able to get going. But we didn’t know. We 
started marching through buildings, rather than just standing outside of them. 

I remember the first time—Cecile is really good at this. I mean, she was just crazy bold. I remember the first time 
we went to the gas company to try to talk to the top guy or something. We had, like, thirty people with us. And so 
she says, “Let’s go,” and she takes us all into the lobby of the building, and was like, “We’re here to see so-and-so.”

“And who are you?”

“Oh, I’m Cecile Richards.” And I’m, like, sitting there right next to her watching this whole thing and thinking, 
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“Whoa.” We’re all in there. This was like, you know, open the door and you walk in. So there is this benefit of 
publicly accessible buildings, you just walk right in. So we started doing wild stuff. They said it’s not their issue. 
“It’s a contractor issue. You should talk to the contractor.”

My job and Erick’s job on that piece of work was we started talking to the nonunion workers at night. That’s when 
we started doing the two- and three-in-the-morning stuff, because you could catch people and have the best 
conversation. Gas company wasn’t a building you could get into, really. It was ID-access only. So we used to stick 
around, try to get them at their lunchtime, but mostly it was after. And we found that workers weren’t getting paid 
for all their hours. And there’s all of these legal requirements because the gas company was a utility, so there was 
prevailing wage requirements and other kinds of stuff that existed, and they weren’t getting any of that. So we 
started to build these set of demands, and we would take the demands to the gas company. 

So the underlying thing about it experientially was taking the fight directly to the client. Under the National Labor 
Relations Act, there’s this thing called secondary boycotts, which are illegal. It’s against the law to use economic 
pressure on a secondary target to force an employer to do something. It’s a terrible law, but arguably, when it was 
first established, which was when the National Labor Relations Act was changed in the fifties, the vast majority of 
workers worked directly for an employer, and so if they went on strike, they were shutting down the economic 
activity of that company. It wasn’t necessarily seen as a huge loss from the Labor Movement’s perspective, 
probably, but as capital sort of developed and changed, as it does, and restructured the employment relationships, 
what I call vertical disintegration, the law didn’t mesh, didn’t fit the actual power relationships of what drove 
working conditions for contracted workers. Increasingly, even in very traditional environments, that’s true. 

The vast majority of auto workers in America are nonunion and work for subcontractors making parts. All of the 
work, up until recently, came from the Big Three. So clearly, those parts suppliers, the only way to really get them 
to change what they did or anything would be through the Big Three automakers, but legally they were separate 
entities.

The same thing is true in janitorial, it’s more prevalent and clearer and direct in a cleaning contractor environment. 
Building owners control everything. They determine how much money there is, and they determine who’s going to 
clean their buildings. They determine what the cleaning spec for the building is going to be, whether it’s going to be 
cleaned every night or every other night. They absolutely control everything that affects the workers’ working 
conditions. But they’re not the employer; they’re secondary. Therefore, it’s illegal under the current labor law for 
workers to apply economic pressure against the person who actually controls their working conditions. So it’s really 
the antithesis of what I think the original even conception of what a secondary protection would be, but what’s 
interpreted as economic pressure is very different than what seems logical. So you can’t picket, basically. You can’t 
strike against the gas company. Our strikes couldn’t say “Gas Company Unfair,” although I think they did, because 
we didn’t know what we were doing. It was the gas company that was being unfair. 

So we started learning the ropes. We would go and do direct actions on the buildings, on the building, “I demand to 
speak with the CEO of the company.” We did civil disobedience, arrests. My very first arrest in life was at the gas 
company, and it was an action where we went in—we decided we were going to go in to pay our gas bills in 
pennies. I remember this guy Manny Magaña, this burly Chicano union rep, and he wore this thick gold bracelet, 
and he went into the gas company to pay the bill. He says, “Look, I can’t pay this bill. I don’t have any money. Will 
you take my bracelet?”

And the person behind the counter’s like, “Huh?” They’re like, “I can’t take your bracelet, sir.”

He said, “This bracelet’s worth a lot of money. Feel it. It’s heavy.” And he took the thing off and he slammed it on 
the counter. The reps that are in there are getting more and more flustered, and there’s all these people inside their 
little service center chanting and screaming, you know, “Gas company unfair!” whatever we were doing. Who 
knows what we were doing?

But I have this vivid memory of Manny slamming his big, thick, heavy gold bracelet down. He says, “Take this. 
Don’t shut off my gas. Take this.” And who knows if his gas was even getting shut off. 

So we did an action where we stormed into that little service room, which was the only place that the public could 
get into at the gas company, took everybody in, and refused to leave until the CEO came down to talk to us. We 

Page 47 of 141

10/12/2016http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz002dx6b7-2-master.html



stayed there and we stayed there and we stayed there and we stayed there, and then the cops came. We had decided 
that some number of us were going to stay in and get arrested to demonstrate how committed we were and how 
serious this problem was.

So we were learning. We took a lot of the tactics and ideas from the struggles that were the successful struggles of 
our time, which was the Civil Rights Movement and the United Farm Workers. It wasn’t from the traditional Labor 
Movement. They weren’t the kind of successful, popular struggles that I could draw upon, that we could draw upon 
from our lifetimes. The Labor Movement had kicked out all the radicals in the fifties and they didn’t just disappear. 
They went to the Civil Rights Movement. They went to the Farm Workers. They went to the Peace Movement. And 
all of those movements used marches and direct action and protests, and they were successful. By the time we 
started Justice for Janitors, the Farm Workers had won.

Actually my first union work ever with a union was human billboarding for the Farm Workers when I was in high 
school, and I boycotted grapes from the time I was five years old. I don’t know if I said it already on this thing. I 
didn’t know what a grape was. We never had grapes when I was a kid. I remember we went to my grandmother’s 
house in Long Beach one time. This was the garment worker. She opened up a can of fruit cocktail, Dole fruit 
cocktail, and she poured it out and served it to her grandchildren. And there was this little green thing in it that was 
kind of a round green thing, and I remember saying to my dad, “What’s this?”

And he said, “That’s a grape. You can’t eat it.” [laughter] 

And I was like, “Why not?”

He says, “We boycott grapes.”

I said, “But it’s already been bought.”

And he was like, “We don’t eat ‘em.” And he took it off my plate and threw it away. [laughter]

But I mean, like, that was what we knew. That’s how you won fights, is you did direct action. You didn’t march 
around in circles or be a flying squad that stood outside of a jobsite waiting to see if somebody was doing your 
work. 

So we went into this place and I had agreed, you know, being the committed person, that I was willing to get 
arrested. So four of us got arrested that day. That was the first arrest of the J for J campaign in L.A.. Cops came in 
and they arrested us for trespassing, and they took us to jail. I’d never been to jail before. I’d never had cuffs on 
before, or been fingerprinted, you know, the nine yards.

Then the union bailed us out, and I remember they took us to Taylor’s Steakhouse. The president of the union said, 
“It’s a tradition whenever somebody gets arrested for the first time, we take them to Taylor’s Steakhouse.” 399 had 
a reputation of being a pretty wild and wooly union. There had been a very, very nasty strike at Cedars-Sinai years 
before, and it was 399. Three-ninety-nine was a no-mess-around union, but in a very traditional way. It was like at 
the worksite, you know, breaking windows, doing that kinds of stuff.

And so kind of from there we were off and running. We did annual Turkey of the Year events. Our first ever was at 
the gas company. Richard Alarcon was city councilman at the time, and he came. We had gotten Ralph’s, I think, to 
donate turkeys for the workers who had lost their jobs, because by the time November came around, most of the 
original group of nonunion workers that we had been working with had all been fired. The contractor had been 
replaced twice. The gas company kept changing contractors, trying to get rid of us, and so we had this crew of fired 
workers. So they got turkeys. I remember I was dressed as a turkey, I had a big costume on, and Richard was 
standing in back of my pickup truck handing out turkeys to people, giving a speech. Great press event. 

The gas company was really freaking out. I remember we even did a congressional hearing, and it may have been on 
the issue of subcontracting or something. I remember this woman, Gloria, flying to D.C. to do congressional 
testimony on the issue of labor standards and subcontracting or something like that. It’s also the first time I met 
Father Greg Boyle, because he was the pastor of Dolores Mission, which is right across the street from where Gloria 
lived at the Aliso Village [housing project].
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The important thing was we were learning how to fight differently. In hindsight, the gas company was the best first 
target because it was one that had just flipped union to nonunion, whereas the other buildings that we would have 
been picketing had been nonunion for a while. So for the members, who were the real army of this fight, they were 
seeing the union do something completely different than they’d ever seen over the previous five years that their 
union was decimated. We were fighting back and we weren’t giving up and we weren’t going away, and we were 
doing it on a weekly basis. Literally, we would march from the union on a weekly basis. We would do different 
actions. We would go to gas company locations. We did City Hall. We asked for resolutions. We did all kinds of the 
sort of stuff that seems second nature now, but was, like, revolutionary at the time, crazy as that sounds. 

One of the most critical elements to the long-term success of Justice for Janitors was that the members completely 
owned winning the fight. It was their fight, which, again, was a whole shift for the Labor Movement to involve 
union members and the organizing of nonunion workers, and we said from “jump street” there’s no difference; it’s 
one workforce. So subcontracting provides a better environment for that to be understandable to workers, because 
one day you could be working, the next day another contractor could come in and take your job, whereas if you’re a 
direct employee at Kaiser, in order for you to lose that job if you’re a union member, there’s going to be a vote to 
get rid of the union. Of course, you could get fired, but then you have a whole grievance procedure. These members 
really understood the fragility of their working situation. They’d seen thousands of their coworkers lose their jobs 
without voting. So taking this fight on turned out to be really, in hindsight, a perfect transitional fight for the 
members to understand that this was their fight, and that they believed that the union was fighting in a different way, 
that they could be the union in a different way.

About halfway through the gas company fight, the gas company agreed to take the day crew in-house, meaning hire 
them directly as gas company employees; about three months in, I should say. I remember the guys, they were all 
these old black guys who had been with the gas company for, like, twenty years. These are guys that had cleaned the 
gas company for twenty years, working for various contractors, but that was the thing, was contractors would come 
and go. When the union was there, the contractors would come and go; the workers would stay, because that was 
the agreement under the contract. But they wouldn’t do the night crew. 

So then we had this big fight, and we won the night crew. So their solution was they wouldn’t bring a union 
contractor back in; they would bring all of the work in-house and make it gas company employees. And then they 
said but they had to pass the gas company employment test. It was sort of like almost like a civil service kind of a 
test that you had to pass. The vast majority of the workers that were cleaning the building at the time were 
monolingual Spanish-speaking, couldn’t pass a test in English anyways, and couldn’t pass the kinds of—it was like 
a math test and a writing test and all of these things, because they wanted to know you had a certain level of abilities 
if you were going to work for the gas company doing whatever they did out there in the world, climb lines, read 
meters, do this. I don’t know what they do, but it had nothing to do with cleaning a building.

So then we launched a campaign to make them waive the test, and I remember we had these signs that said “Mop 
Plus Broom Equals,” you know, this is the test that a janitor needs to be able to pass to clean your building. Because 
it was clearly just an effort to weed out that entire universe of people.

So then somehow they all got hired as direct employees of the gas company but then it turned into a just ridiculous 
jurisdictional battle between the unions that represented gas company employees directly and us, that ended up at 
the NLRB. But the bottom line was is that the janitorial working conditions at the gas company returned to very 
high standards, much higher than even the union standard at the time, because they went into a direct employee 
situation. They went under the gas company union.

And the other thing that it did, because it was the gas company—again, hindsight—much better media target. You 
know, there’s a board, there’s appointed positions. There’s the Public Utilities Commission. There’s the legislative 
oversight bodies that we could get those people to come in and weigh in and say this is outrageous. So it put the 
fight out there in a very different way, and as that fight was petering, we launched on our first big contractor. 
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GOMEZ:

And there. [End of August 19, 2011 interview] 

SESSION FOUR (September 15, 2011) 

00:00:12

GOMEZ:

This is Andrew Gomez, September 15th. I’m interviewing Jono Shaffer in my apartment in West Los Angeles. So 
where we last left off, you were talking about starting in downtown after the gas strikes. If you can tell us a little bit 
about that. 

00:03:0000:05:4400:08:2300:10:39

SHAFFER:

So the plans of the campaign was to start with—we chose to do downtown Los Angeles. That’s where we had our 
last remaining base of membership. It is still the largest concentration of office buildings in L.A., even though it’s 
nowhere near the kind of concentration of offices in other major urban settings like New York or Chicago or 
Boston, but it’s still the biggest concentration. 

So we had surveyed all the buildings to figure out who was cleaning what, and we kind of had that broken down by 
percentages. There were three main contractors that were nonunion, three main nonunion contractors that dominated 
the market that, by organizing them, would take us to a significant majority of the prime office space in downtown 
L.A., which was the goal in our industry because it’s subcontracted. I may have covered this earlier, but I don’t 
remember. You can’t really bargain standards, change working conditions in any significant way unless you have a 
majority of the market, because building owners can change contractors whenever they feel like it. So unless you 
have the majority of the major players signatory to a master agreement, then as soon as the price goes up a nickel, 
they’re out and in comes a low-bid nonunion.

So we had done this market share analysis and figured it out, and there were these three companies: Century 
Cleaning, Bradford Building Maintenance, and ISS. I’m not sure if even ISS was officially ISS yet. They may have 
been Benco and a couple—now, the thing about all of the biggest companies is that they were all nonunion sister 
companies of unionized employers, but way bigger. So where it used to be that the union companies were the big 
companies and if they had what we call a double breast, the non-union side was smaller, much smaller. It was kind 
of like out in the fringes. The whole thing had shifted over the period of time between ’83 and ’87, and so now 
Bradford, Century, and Benco were much larger than their union side companies. 

We had a conversation about which one do we do? One thing that’s important is that regardless of which company 
we chose to target, it was still a part of area-wide plan. So any janitor, all of the union members that were working 
for whatever companies were part and parcel of the campaign. We had met nonunion janitors working for a variety 
of different companies, and our notoriety was rising, so janitors were starting to call. Because of the gas company 
fight, it was really big news, and especially on Spanish television, Spanish news. So, our phones were ringing, but 
we were really disciplined, and in hindsight, as a young organizer I didn’t realize how unique that discipline was. 
Now that I’ve been doing it a long time and realize that saying no, or not now, to workers who were nonunion 
showing up at the union saying they want to organize, was an unbelievably unusual thing.

So we went through a process and strategically chose this company, Century Cleaning. They were owned by a guy 
named Marty Kleiman. I’ll never forget Marty Kleiman. Drove a gold Mercedes-Benz.
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They had a number of really high-profile buildings. Part of what took us to Century over the others is a couple of 
the buildings they had seemed more vulnerable. At that time, downtown was bursting in terms of new construction. 
The Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA) was relatively new and there was all of this new construction going 
on. So we set a goal spoken of only among ourselves, but not publicly stated thing, that no building was going to 
open nonunion after the campaign started in downtown. Most of the buildings that were dominating downtown had 
been built with CRA money during the period prior to us starting the campaign, and they were all cleaned nonunion. 

The head of the CRA, the actual board chair of the CRA, which is the Community Redevelopment Agency, was Jim 
Wood, who was the number-two guy at the County Federation of Labor. So he had been really proud, always 
thumped his chest about how he had made sure that all these buildings got built union. But as soon as they cut the 
ribbon and opened it up, it was poverty-wage jobs, and so there was a lot of tension between our union and the 
Labor Federation, because we were calling that question. Our movement, our campaign, we were calling the 
question [about protecting building trade jobs but not doing anything about service jobs] (added by interviewee).

So we went after Century Cleaning and they were just starting to clean on the first Cal Plaza building when we 
finished the Gas Company fight, and the Cal Plaza buildings, this very futuristic, all glass-looking, you know, all 
sort of mirrored building in downtown on Bunker Hill. You could see it from anywhere. It was before the Pastel, the 
Library Tower, went in, so it was literally like this kind of mirrored disco ball at the top of Bunker Hill. [laughter] 
We should have called it the Disco Ball. Century had it. Century Cleaning had it, they were the cleaning contractor, 
and Century, they were a good-sized contractor in downtown. I couldn’t tell you right now if they were the biggest, 
but they were certainly first or second largest. And they were only an L.A.-based company.

Bradford, the other large nonunion company in downtown, was owned by American Building Maintenance, which 
was a largely unionized national company. It was the largest janitorial company in the country, ABM, and they were 
union in a number of cities including being union on the ABM side in L.A., and so I think part of the reason, piecing 
it together, to pick Century was because if we had tried to go at ABM, the pockets, the resources that we would 
have had to take on at that time were pretty significant, and it also would have required a lot of support and 
solidarity from other locals around the country, because everybody did work with ABM. 

So we were really a fledging effort at the time. I can’t remember if I talked to you about the phases of kind of the 
way we’ve structured. Certainly it’s a hindsight analysis, not an understanding I had back then. Kind of at the 
beginning of our work in J for J, we were these three islands, and we knew we couldn’t count on the old-guard cities 
to lift a finger if we were going to try to fight ABM. In fact, we’d get resistance, because they’d be, “Why are you 
rocking the boat?”

So by doing Century, we didn’t have anybody to get in our way. Nobody could complain on the union side about 
sort of unsettling the apple cart. And as it turned out, Century was the sloppiest of the contractors in terms of how 
they structured their relationship to their union side. When contractors signed the union contract, they entered into 
an agreement that said explicitly that all of their employees that performed x services in x geography were covered 
by the contract, including whatever healthcare requirements existed. So when a union company had a nonunion 
side, if they intermingled those two operations, it opened up the nonunion side to liability to the contract, financial 
liability to the contract. So in addition to being a local, only company being very sizable in downtown having some 
very high-profile buildings, they were really sloppy on their double-breasting. 

So our core strategies were to build a base of workers, target a couple of these high-profile buildings, Cal Plaza 
being one of them, Coast Savings being another—there was a couple of others—and running the double breast 
really hard, building the legal case on the double breast, because that would be the financial leverage that would get 
Marty Kleiman, who owned both companies. There was no question that they were alter ego companies. He owned 
both of them. Everybody knew he owned both of them. He didn’t pretend to not own both of them. And so we 
started organizing.

During this period, even during the Gas Company campaign, that wasn’t the only building that we would visit. So 
Erick and I had turf. At this time we were probably expanding. Rocio had been hired by that time, Rocio Saenz, and 
maybe Berta. But we had turf, so we were starting to probe nonunion buildings as well as do the Gas Company 
fight, and find potential inklings of support. You know, this is the sneaking into buildings, hiding in bathrooms 
thing. In a post-9/11 world, I think it would have been a little bit more difficult, because there was no security locks 
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on the elevators and stuff. 

GOMEZ:

Could you explain that a little more? What do you mean you had to—

00:13:22

SHAFFER:

Again, sort of thinking about the differences, so what made this a different approach is while we weren’t, like, 
starting with a picket line in front of a building, this was not your typical secret campaign where you would hide and 
find people’s license plates and figure out where they lived and then go talk. Never, ever talked to them at work 
until you had your committee built, which was sort of the real tradition at the time in the Labor Movement for 
organizing was you had to do everything away from the jobsite so that you wouldn’t trigger an anti-union campaign. 

What we did was, (a), we were a very public thing from the gas company fight on. We had declared publicly and 
explicitly that this was going to be a long-term campaign to bring justice to all janitors throughout Los Angeles, and 
the industry was on notice. So it wasn’t like we were going to catch anybody by surprise, nor did we hope to, nor 
was that part of anybody’s strategy.

So we would go to the buildings before start time. Between five and six was start time in most nonunion buildings. 
Go the building and a little bit of trying to catch people as they were going into the building. You could pretty much 
tell. There aren’t that many people going in at five, there’s a lot of people leaving. So it’s kind of quick. You don’t 
have to be a rocket scientist to figure out which.

My basic game plan was I would go into the building, jump on the elevator and go to the top floor of the building, 
and then wait, and go into a bathroom. Again, this is pre-9/11, pre- a lot of stuff, so the bathrooms weren’t locked. 
Some buildings, they were locked. That was problematic, but you’d go in the bathroom and just hang out, because 
at some point a janitor was going to come and clean the bathroom.

I remember the first couple times I would do it. I would, like, be hanging out in the bathroom, and on the one hand, 
it seems like what’s the big deal about that, but it’s weird to be sitting around inside of, like, a multi-person 
bathroom for, like, twenty minutes doing nothing. People are coming in and going out. Guys are going to the 
bathroom and you’re doing the, “Hey, how you doing?” [laughter] Sometimes I would go into a stall and just kind 
of sit there and just, you know, because I didn’t want to—

00:15:36

GOMEZ:

Didn’t want them to see you? [laughter] 

00:18:1400:21:4300:24:3900:28:1100:30:1900:33:00
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SHAFFER:

—get caught, get busted. I remember my previous experiences of, like, hiding out in the car and chasing people 
home. So then people would start emerging onto the floors. They all came up the freight elevators from the 
janitorial room in the basement, so you’d wait for them there. Basic deal was, as quick as you could, “Hi, I’m from 
the union.” No pretending, no nothing. “Hi, I’m from the union. We’re trying to build a movement of workers. Do 
you want to be part of trying to improve working conditions?” I had cards, I think. There was a little suspicion, you 
know. First of all, a white guy speaking Spanish at the top floor of an office building to a janitor who’s got a bucket. 
And they’re like, “Who the fuck are you?” [laughter]

The whole goal was can you get a name. So the first thing was a name. “What’s your name?” So you get your name. 
Then could you get a phone number? Address would be, like, golden. Phone number was second best because you 
could usually turn a phone number into an address fairly easily, because we would then cold visit.

Every day we were in these buildings, going and talking to people. Very frequently you’d get this, “I don’t know.”
Especially women, you know, “I’ve got to talk to my husband.” Or, “Todos está bien. Todos está bien.” A lot of 
fear, understandably so. Some idea that somehow, even though there was nobody around, that they were going to be 
seen talking to us.

The other thing is, is that, of course we’re talking to a janitor. People see the janitors, they talk to them all the time. 
You’re in a building. You see a janitor. I could be asking for directions. I could be asking, “How do you get to the 
elevator?” We generally had a goal, a certain number of names, certain number of phone numbers, addresses per 
day that we could go to start building our lists of who cleaned what, where, who the people were. Building a sense, 
again, of a profile of what was going on in the building. 

We started making some headway with the Century workers, particularly with Century, because we represented 
Western, which was the union side company of Century, we had met with some lawyers who explained to us all of 
the things we’d have to prove to win the liability fight. So we had kind of a two-part work plan, which was, one, 
with the Century workers asking a series of questions about whether they’d ever cleaned in union buildings. Did 
they know these people? Did they know those people? Who was their supervisor? Who was their area manager? 
And then in the union buildings the same way.

And then we also started a daily project of calling the Western office and asking for Century Cleaning, and then 
having them transfer us, like say, “Just a minute. I’ll get somebody.” So we kept a daily log of having done that, 
literally just day after day after day, to prove this alter ego thing. Erick had more of the union buildings and I had 
more of the nonunion buildings. Rocio had nonunion buildings.

I remember that our first real big fight was in Cal Plaza. What was interesting about Cal Plaza was the ground itself, 
the site was owned by the city of Los Angeles and leased to the management company that ran the building. There 
was a theory that that gave us leverage, because the city, therefore, was a landowner and we thought they should be 
able to get the building to flip to a union contractor or tell Century that they needed to be union or get the hell out of 
there.

So we signed up workers, built a majority, and then we launched a public campaign with picketing, delegations, 
showing up in the building, taking people upstairs to the manager’s office, taking it to other buildings, at other 
buildings owned by the same company that owned Cal Plaza, which was MetLife. I think it was MetLife. Might 
have been Equitable Life. But it’s where we started doing some of the stuff that, again—I’ve said this to a million 
people—I didn’t know it was unusual, because I didn’t know anything different. So, to me, the idea that you would 
walk into an office building with a group of janitors and go up to the building manager’s office and say, “We want 
to talk to you and explain to you all the problems in the building,” seemed like a good idea to me, but completely 
out of step with anything that typical union organizing would have done in this situation. 

Going public very quickly, as quickly as possible getting, like, a petition from workers to the company saying we’re 
not happy with this working condition, or that working condition. The companies were very unsophisticated in their 
reaction to us, because there hadn’t been a real effort to organize ever with them. This wasn’t like your classic 
factory setting situation in the South where there’s a whole industry of union busters that train management staff 
how to handle this. In some ways, the structure of the industry was helpful that way, because as hard as it made it 
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for us because workers were spread out throughout buildings all over the city, it was equally hard to instill a well-
focused and disciplined anti-union campaign, because every building had a different manager or supervisor. You 
know, oftentimes just a foreman who had been a janitor the day before was making maybe fifty cents an hour better 
than the janitors. This was not the J.P. Stevens mill in wherever it was, South Carolina.

So we were constantly probing for a series of angles on the companies. One angle was to find out did the companies 
crack down in any way, threaten people, say things that were unlawful around organizing rights. Again, in a very 
atypical approach, we were looking to be able to file NRLB charges against the companies as quickly as possible, 
whereas in a typical traditional union organizing campaign, filing charges slows down the election process. But 
since we weren’t trying for elections, we didn’t care. I learned much later on, after I started getting exposed to other 
organizers who did more traditional organizing, that they had no idea how to file a board charge. They had no idea 
what a ULP was, because their whole life had been secretly getting names of workers, building a secret committee, 
and filing for an election and hoping upon hope that you would stay with the majority until election day. 

So we were almost the exact opposite. We were public as soon as we possibly could. We did a lot of house visiting, 
particularly in L.A., but in general, it’s an incredibly inefficient way to talk to people. Anyone that knows L.A. 
knows that you could drive forty miles in any one direction to find somebody, and people come from all around, 
especially to downtown jobsites. So that it was needle in a haystack for a house visit approach. Didn’t mean we 
didn’t do it, because it was a way to build leadership and deeper relationships—but it always was a follow-up to 
finding people at the buildings. So you’d have a quick conversation at the building, and then get a name and an 
address and a phone, and then follow up. Not appointments, because people would be too afraid to make an 
appointment, but showing up at their house and having a more substantive conversation where you start to identify 
people’s issues and understand what they were willing to fight about. That’s a bit of a digression, I guess.

So we really kind of honed in on Cal Plaza. It’s a big building, anybody that knows it. I think it’s over a million 
square feet. Maybe not, but it’s really big. So they had about forty janitors in it. So it was unusual in that way, that 
there was a real potential to build something among the workers. Once we had a little cadre, we would try to start 
getting them to pull folks together to meet with us at lunchtime or after work. You know, they’d get off at two, two-
thirty in the morning. We could meet down the street or something and have a quick meeting. And just start a public 
campaign, identify key tenants in the building. This place is a sweatshop in the sky is what I used to call them, and 
urban farm workers. I used both of those. I often thought of both of those, you know, sweatshops in the sky and 
these are really the urban farm workers. This was the urban movement that mirrored a lot of the UFW kind of 
methods, very in your face, very life condition-focused, not just working conditions. The rhetoric around 
development and especially real estate development, commercial developers, you read their websites—which they 
didn’t have at the time, no Internet, but you read their promotional materials and it’s all this flowing garbage about 
building a new city that’s the twenty-first-century city that’s going to be this and it’s going to be that. Meanwhile, 
they’re actually sort of creating intense urban poverty through the kinds of conditions that they’re forcing on these 
workers. 

While we would take some of the legal demands, issues as charges against the contractor, the conditions demands, 
improving wages, getting health insurance, sick leave, paid overtime, those kinds of things, those were demands on 
the building owners and the building managers, and so became a constant activity of ours to go to property 
managers, tenants. We would go floor by floor during the day and do delegation business to every tenant in the 
building, leaving a little packet about how bad it was for janitors at night.

Very quickly the company clamped down really hard and shut down a big chunk of the workers that were just too 
afraid to talk to us. Then they fired some people, which in a typical kind of campaign is a killer because you fire 
somebody, it, like, petrifies the rest of the crew and then you have to leave. It was a blessing in disguise for us, not 
for the worker, necessarily, because they had fired a worker for exercising their First Amendment rights to self-
organization, and, in fact, their Section 7 rights under the National Labor Relations Act. And so we would be 
running First Amendment and very rights-oriented protests and things at the building during the daytime. Building 
owners, tenants, just hated having protests at their buildings during the daytime. 

One of the things that we did very quickly in this effort was we got an understanding with the union contractors that 
if people got fired for organizing the union, that they were going to help find them jobs in union buildings, which 
was a real advantage to some places where we didn’t have that kind of relationship. There wasn’t a ton of jobs, but 
there were enough.
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There were three cities: L.A., the Bay Area, and D.C. We kind of learned from our Gas Company and from our 
sister cities was the idea of noise pickets, so we would have drums, chinchines. I think we were the first city to 
really do the chinchines thing. We actually became quite expert at the manufacturing of chinchines, which were 
soda cans filled with rocks or BBs or beans. We experimented with all kinds of things, I’ll tell you. We learned very 
quickly that the cans had to be washed out and dried before you could refill them, because otherwise, you’d stick 
stuff in them and the residual sugar would capture all the stuff and it wouldn’t make any noise. And we’re like, 
“What the hell’s going on?” We learned that you have to put cardboard over the opening before you tape the top 
shut, because otherwise, stuff sticks to the tape. I mean, we were really quite good at this.

We had a lot of fun. We would go right into the lobbies of the buildings and make noise. It’s a public building. 
People go in and out of those buildings all day long. And they didn’t know what to do with us. We were probably 
breaking the law in some form or fashion. Certainly there were some injunctions that got issued against us during 
that period based on legal interpretations, but I think the fact that we were all kind of new to this and it was a new 
approach gave us a level of freedom that was really amazing. 

So we went at Cal Plaza for a long time. We expanded to include other buildings around Cal Plaza, both Century 
and others. At the time, L.A. Law was on television, and at the start of L.A. Law, they had a helicopter flyby that 
would zoom in on this building in downtown L.A. that was supposed to be the home of this big, fancy law firm that 
Jimmy Smits worked in and all these people, Corbin Bernson. It was 444 South Flower, which is at the corner of 5th 
and Flower. Century had that building, too, and we would have these big banners that say “Home of L.A. Lawless.”
So it was just as much creativity and humor as possible, with an understanding that our job was to disrupt the daily 
business. 

GOMEZ:

In this creative process of how you’re going to go about this, how much does the rank and file involved itself? How 
much is it just the organizers come up with ideas? How does it work? 

SHAFFER:

You know, there was probably more often than not—well, at the beginning I would say it was probably more us, but 
I think once people started to experience the freedom of doing these kinds of things, there was a lot of creativity that 
folks had. I think the first time there was a balloon release in a lobby of a building, where people “accidentally” let 
go of their balloons, their helium balloons, and they would go up to the tops of these really high-ceiling lobbies, was 
a member thing. A lot of the chants were member-driven, because they were based on stuff that they brought from 
home, from their home countries, and then we translated them in. Lot of just tremendous humor. I wish I could 
remember some of them. There was one that had a very crude a la madre thing in it. The members loved that one, 
which they wrote, so they would love it. So I’d say a combination, a little bit more staff-driven. We’d sit around. 

00:36:11

GOMEZ:

Hide in the bathroom type of thing. [laughter] 
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SHAFFER:

Hide in the bathroom. But even in our staff meetings, it’s like we were afforded the freedom to kind of think 
expansively about what we should do. So if the basic issue was how do you create disruption, that’s the assignment. 
Then we were left to our own devices to develop different mechanisms for disruption. Again, in hindsight, thinking 
about it over the years, I’ve had a lot of discussions and debates with traditional trade unionists and folks who grew 
up in the thirties and forties and fifties organizing, and they think the Labor Movement’s biggest mistake was that 
they haven’t been striking enough. It’s like, “We need to bring back the strike.”

What I say is, the strike was a tool to cause disruption and that labor has consistently, and continues, to make a huge 
blunder by operating strikes in the same way as they were operated in previous decades, you know, going back to 
the times, which is that the value of a strike is to disrupt production. We knew from day one that we couldn’t stop 
the buildings from being cleaned. That wasn’t going to happen. There’s too few janitors to clean the buildings and 
too easy to replace them, and too easy to get them into the buildings, that they were ever going to be dirty. So if you 
measured it from the perspective of the production of this group of workers, which is cleanliness, that wasn’t 
happening.

But what is the real business of what’s going on? What do the buildings need to operate? They need peace and 
quiet. They need dependable, predictable operations. And so our tactics and ideas became how do you legally and 
creatively undermine what they need? Noise is a huge advantage if people are doing office work, and noise carries 
quite a far ways. And traffic flow is important. People have to get from across streets and down. Again, just thinking 
of those things. 

I remember Cal Plaza was the first building. We got a couple buildings. We started to get some headway because 
the CRA was building more buildings, funding the building of more buildings, and through that process we were 
able to ensure that union contractors started getting those jobs. So that was a real shift in what had been happening 
before we started, and that was just a process of actually monitoring the process. We started to pay attention.

HERE was doing organizing of hotel workers, and they had a very creative group of researchers. We were always 
jealous of their researchers. We were very collaborative with the hotel research operation. Lee Streib was the 
researcher for HERE at the time. We would sit down and strategize, because their world was very similar. Their 
people work in buildings. They just happen to be buildings that people sleep in rather than buildings that people 
work in. And we very systematically, in a focused way, ensured that through the development process we were 
getting agreements.

So we picked up some buildings in ’88 that opened union, and I know that when we started the campaign, the union 
contractors didn’t believe we would be successful, there was four of them left. I remember sitting in a room and the 
contractors saying, “You know, this all sounds great, but we’ve heard it all before. It’s not going to happen.”
Because these are guys, to their credit, who had laid off thousands and thousands of workers over the previous five 
years. So on the one hand, in a traditional situation you would think of those guys as the evil assholes of the world 
because they’re the bosses who are giving people their pink slips, but these are people who were losing building 
after building after building to nonunion competition and they had to lay off workers. It’s a really heartbreaking 
process. A lot of those janitors had worked for those people for many, many years. Many of the people who were 
area managers for the cleaning contractors had been members of the union as janitors, and then kind of worked their 
way up the chain. 

So even though their competition was themselves the nonunion side of themselves, the union side guys still really 
were pissed off about what was going on, which also, I think, was enlightening to the idea that the contractors really 
were not the enemy, in our analysis. And I think this is an incredibly important lesson that’s applicable across the 
board. I’ve been thinking about it in terms of public-sector battles and university-based battles and any kind of 
organizing situation, which is there was a lot more common interest between the contractors and the workers than 
not, because the contractors needed to get more money from the building owners in order to give more money to the 
workers, and us understanding that and then really in a focused way attempting to build that angle.
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So the idea that the union contractors had to commit to help put people to work if they got fired was not just helpful 
for the workers that got fired and then word got back in the buildings that there were jobs to be had if they got fired, 
but it was helpful in terms of the union contractors understanding that it was in their interest for us to be doing this 
work. Over the years, it was explicit. I remember numerous conversations with contractors who would, say, pick a 
stupid fight in a union building. They’d fire somebody, lay somebody off, try to cut workers or something like that. 
I just remember sitting in a room with them and saying, “Look, here’s the situation. You can decide whether you 
want us to spend our time and energy fighting you over this stupid decision you made, or going after the nonunion 
competition which is eating up your business. But we have a finite amount of resources. And so I can either help our 
team putting up protests at your buildings or your competition’s buildings. You decide.”

Very powerful tool in resolving grievances. But it’s something that I don’t think that—I know that most unions and 
workers, leadership, they don’t think about it that way. What is it that’s in the interest of the employer that they’re 
inhibiting by their actions, that’s inhibiting our ability to do what we need to do? When is our activity, when is the 
activity of the workers a mutual interest to the activity of the employers? And how do we maximize that so that we 
maximize the amount of cooperation that employers give us?

Oftentimes, we would do, in these early days, lunchtime gatherings where we would bring a group of union 
members out of a union building over to a nonunion building to meet with the nonunion janitors at ten o’clock at 
night, either at a lunch truck or—we would organize it so everybody would come out. It had to be okay that our 
members might get back a little late from lunch. First couple times we did it, we got a lot of pushback from stupid 
supervisors, but our boss would call—this was when I was in the buildings—our boss would call a company up and 
say, “What the hell? You guys want more nonunion downtown or less? What’s fifteen minutes? As long as our 
people get the buildings cleaned, get their work done before they leave, what do you care?”

And it really changed the dynamic of the relationship, and that stuff was really effective. In fact, we would 
sometimes take our whole membership from a building inside a nonunion building, if we could figure out how to 
get to where the folks were eating. A lot of times the janitors would eat in the lobbies, so we’d march fifteen janitors 
from across the street into the lobby and have a conversation, which was an incredibly powerful thing, right?

The Cal Plaza fight went on for a long time. Century dug in really hard. They were not going to settle. The building 
owner did the “Not my responsibility” thing and we just kept going, looking for a variety of opportunities. Anything 
that the owner’s company sponsored, anything that building owners were doing downtown, moving, getting elected 
officials to sign letters of support, we went to the mayor, because the city owned the land, and asked the mayor to 
send a letter to the building owner saying that they didn’t support this kind of behavior. 

Now, it took us until sometime in ’89, I think, maybe ’88, but it was a good couple years almost before we flipped 
the first building. Buildings were picking up, so our market share was growing because buildings were going on line 
and opening up union. So where we started at maybe 15 or 20 percent union in downtown L.A., as a result of the 
growth and the development in the downtown, our market share grew, so we were getting closer and closer to the 50 
percent mark. But we still hadn’t flipped anybody, but the nonunion companies were being iced out of the new 
building market too. So that was an advantage.

We had some great things with the Cal Plaza campaign. My favorite thing with the Cal Plaza campaign, one of my 
favorites, Erick and I spent every night in the buildings together for years, so we made this plan. The freight 
elevator operator was a solid union guy. What the freight elevator operator does is they just stay in the freight 
elevator all night long going up floor-by-floor, pulling the trash out and then taking it down to the dumpster. And 
there’s nobody in the elevator with them, just them, and the elevator has access to all floors. So we made a plan with 
him that we would meet him right before lunchtime was supposed to start. Cal Plaza was a building that had a 
lunchroom on, like, thirtieth floor or something, that the janitors ate in. It was like a building cafeteria or something 
like that. So we could never do a meeting at lunchtime with those folks. 

So we cooked up this plan that the freight elevator guy was going to pick us up right before lunchtime. We were 
going to get on the freight, go up. He was going to drop us off and keep going, and we would wait a second so they 
wouldn’t know where we got in. We couldn’t go in the main elevators because there was security guards at the front 
desk after hours. So we go up, we come out, Erick and I, and we had this plan where Erick was going to go talk to 
the supervisor, was going to occupy the supervisor, and I was going to talk to all the workers and explain to them 
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why they should be in the union. It was really more than an organizing situation. It was a hit. We had to show them, 
you know, no place is safe, right?

So the doors open up and we walk out, and the people are in shock, because the idea that somehow we were in that 
space was shocking to them. And so the pro-union people were, like, “Woo-hoo!” you know, and they’re like, 
“Yeah, baby!”

Then the scared people were, like, [demonstrates shock], like this, and the supervisor was livid, and he’s, like, 
jumping up and trying to stop me from talking, and Erick is interacting with him, and then he has his radio and he 
pulls out his radio and he’s calling security. He’s like, “Intruders on the floor.” [laughter]

So we were there for about fifteen minutes. I don’t know what took the security so long. So they come up the main 
elevators, then literally we say, “Okay, it’s time to go.” So we walk out and we go to the freight, push the button, 
our guy’s there. We go in, he closes the door, takes us and we’re out of there. And just as we’re getting onto the 
freight, we see the security coming out of the main elevators, like, frantic. You know, running around. “Where are 
they? Where are they?” [laughter] 

And we go down, we went all the way down to the basement and then out through the loading dock, and got in our 
cars and drove off. It was, like, adrenalin pumping. Then we came back about fifteen, twenty minutes later. There 
were cops all over the place. They had called the building manager. It was ten o’clock at night, so she was, like, 
wherever she lived, had gotten in her car and come down to the building and they were having this whole thing. It 
was hilarious. It was both hilarious and incredibly empowering for people to see that you could fuck with the power 
structure, for the workers to see, because it’s a very intimidating and imposing environment. Everybody’s alone on 
their floors. Everybody’s an immigrant. Everybody is, you know, in fear of losing their job at a moment’s notice. 
People get fired every day. There’s a lot of sexual abuse in the buildings. Male supervisors would force themselves 
on women. So it’s an intimidating environment and you kind of feel powerless. It’s at night, you’re by yourself. It’s 
not like a factory. It’s not like a workplace where you have these coworkers that you bump into. You know, we 
would find buildings where people barely knew each other. They’d say hello to each other at the beginning of the 
night, and they’d say goodbye to each other at the end of the night, but that was it.

So the idea that we could pierce that skin and be inside and have a meeting with folks and show them, it was really 
an empowering moment. I know a lot of people got more pumped up to get engaged since then.

We did things like buttoning. People started wearing buttons to work. It’s legal. Companies would always threaten 
them to take them off. It’s a ULP. We did a calculation to figure out how much we thought each unfair labor 
practice cost a contractor, and we figured about $10,000 per charge, because they lawyered up for them. We would 
always handle them through staff, you know, an organizer and the NRLB. They would use their outside law firm to 
handle each case, and they would not want to settle them, and so they would carry them out. It doesn’t take long to 
get a $10,000 legal bill. So you do ten, you’re at $100,000 that you’ve cost a company that they didn’t plan on. 

So eventually, at some point Cal Plaza announced that they were going out to bid and accepting only union bidders, 
and it was bedlam. We were, like, high as kites. I remember the night of the change when it went union. The other 
agreement with the union contractors was that any building that we flipped from nonunion to union, or any building 
that flipped nonunion to union in downtown L.A., they had to hire the existing crew of workers, because it would 
have been disastrous if they had come in and brought a whole new crew of people, which is what they would have 
done in normal situations.

So the first night that these folks were union, even though there was no wage increases or anything like that yet, we 
went in with a cake that we had gotten from the Phoenix Bakery in Chinatown and had a big celebration. I 
remember we had a cake for, like, the first four or five buildings that we flipped, and then we realized that this is 
ridiculous. If we can buy a cake every time we win a building, then we’re not winning, and so we had to end that 
tradition. But we had a cake, we had a big celebration.

And that was the other thing about the approach, is that everything was publicized. Everything we did we would 
mail to the building owners, other building owners. We wanted everybody to see what other people were going 
through, so they would think twice about whether they wanted to go through that. 
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But we flipped that building. Century still wouldn’t go, wasn’t going to settle. We did all kinds of crazy things, but 
one of the things we found out was that he was a member of a country club in the Valley, El Caballero Country 
Club. My short-term memory sucks. [laughter] Probably 1989 or ’88, I can’t tell you. And we’d bused a whole crew 
of people—this is how I know he drove this gold Mercedes—up to the country club, and we marched into the 
country club. And we had made these score cards that was Marty Kleiman’s janitors’ scorecard, and it was, you 
know, “Wages—Subpar.” [laughter]

And we’d get to the front of the place and they’re freaking out. They don’t know what to do. We say, “We’re here 
to see Marty Kleiman. We need to talk to him.”

And the guy’s like, “Well, he’s not on the golf course.” The guys at the gate were Latino. We’re almost all Latino, 
Spanish-speaking, so this whole conversation’s going on in Spanish, and the guy’s begging us. He says, “Look, if 
you guys go in there, I’m going to get fired.”

And we’re like, “It’s not your problem. We’re here to see Marty Kleiman. Bring Marty Kleiman.” We’re chanting. 
This is a country club. The golf course is right there.

So finally he says, “Look. If I tell you which car is Marty Kleiman’s car, will you agree not to go out into the 
country club?”

We sort of thought about it, and it was like we’d already had our impact, and so we said, “Sure.”

So he kind of pointed out this car, and so we stormed the parking lot and we put Marty Kleiman’s scorecards on the 
windshields of every car in the parking lot. And we get to his car and the windows are open. Why, I have no idea. 
We just threw a handful of leaflets inside the car and then headed out, and got on the bus and went home. 

I mean, the other thing about it that I think is really important is people had a lot of fun. We had fun, but mostly the 
workers had fun. They felt that they were hitting back. One of the big issues, because of the nature of the industry—
and I may have covered this earlier, but I don’t remember—as I said before, we couldn’t really do anything about 
working conditions until we got to a majority of the market. So we actually reached an agreement with the 
contractors, the union contractors, which was that we said we won’t bargain on a contract until we are at 50 percent 
plus one of the office market in downtown L.A., and that included the buildings that we flipped and the buildings 
that opened union, which was, basically, that the union contractors could bid those at whatever rates they needed to 
bid them at. So these workers, who were union members at that time, weren’t getting wage increases, were earning 
basically the same as the nonunion workers, but each place that moved into our column got us closer to bargaining.

A lot of people have questioned these what we call trigger agreements in that they were undemocratic or how’s that 
good for workers, you know, this is just about union getting numbers. But the reality is, is that it created a clear 
understanding for the union members as to their relationship to the nonunion industry. It was their job to get market 
share up if they wanted to improve their working conditions. It was an honest understanding of the market. It 
demonstrated to the employers, the contractors, that this wasn’t an irrational undertaking, but rather a very thought-
through and thorough one.

And the nonunion workers, the agreement was there would be no dues until we bargained our first contract that had 
wage increases. In hindsight, I’m not sure I would have done it that way completely, because I think there’s a level 
of ownership that the workers take in the fight if they’re paying dues to the organization to fund the fight. So it 
really made it into a campaign in which everybody was invested in winning. The union members were invested in 
winning because it would get them the ability to bargain a new contract. The nonunion workers were invested in 
winning because it would get them into the union and they would be able to bargain a contract. The union 
contractors were invested in winning because in order for us to win, their market share had to grow. Obviously, the 
union as an institution was invested in winning. So it just produced a really powerful alignment of interests that 
allowed for a different level of consciousness about what it was about. 

I remember the first building that flipped was Cal Plaza. We flipped Coast Savings. We flipped a couple more. 
Meanwhile, the legal thing’s moving on the double-breast and their day in court, because there wasn’t real back-pay 
liability because workers come and go and all of that, but the company had a legal financial responsibility to pay x 
amount of dollars per worker per month into the health and welfare fund. It was a trust fund for health insurance. So 
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from the point that we could prove that they were legally the same entity, an alter ego that was in violation of the 
contract, the owed money. They owed all that money to the trust fund.

So then the trust fund becomes, for its own fiduciary purposes, invested. Again, self-interest. They’re going after 
this guy and they’re paying for the legal. And he’s facing, literally, hundreds of thousands of dollars in potential 
back contributions into the trust fund because even though each worker had come and gone, every worker that 
worked for a certain number of hours in a month there should have been $150 payment into the fund. Assuming he 
had a thousand workers, which he did, he’s in trouble. So that was kind of coming to a crescendo, and eventually, 
Marty finally agreed to settle, and Century was the first company to cease doing business as a nonunion operation. 

As I said before, we were engaging workers from the other companies: Bradford; there was a company called Doral 
[phonetic]; there was Benco; there was ISS; there was Skyline. Little tiny companies. They’d come in, and some of 
our most fierce activists were working for nonunion companies who weren’t on the target list, and I just always 
wondered what was it kept them coming. Because we were honest, you know. “You have to understand, we can’t go 
after your company now. We’ll get there.”

So through a process of Century settling, the growth of the market, and having everything openly union, and 
flipping some other buildings from other contractors, we got past 50 percent by 1989. That sort of set us up for our 
first contract campaign, which while officially and technically it was a contract that covered all of L.A. County, the 
only geographic area that we were in the position to bargain wages and benefits for was downtown. Everything else 
was on the same kinds of triggers, but we didn’t have any of it out there. That was all nonunion.

So in the middle of the big fight with Century, we did our first janitors convention in L.A. It was definitely in 1988. 
We did it like a real convention. We had the little posts, and the posts were the names of the companies, and so the 
goal was to have workers from all the nonunion companies, plus all the union companies there. We adopted a 
platform of principles and the slogan, the platform was the ARRIBA platform, A-R-R-I-B-A. It was Aumentos, 
Respecto. The B was Beneficios. I’d have to go back and find the paper on it, but each letter meant something. Then 
members, workers, both nonunion and union members spoke at the convention. So there were workers who 
presented on the different planks, and then there were votes of the membership as to whether they would support 
that. So, it was Aumentos, [Spanish word]. No, no. Aumentos. ARRIBA: Aumentos, Respecto, something. I think 
the “I” might have been—I don’t know. It made sense. It definitely made sense. Then there were these votes, and at 
the end, you know, it was “Arriba!”

One of the healthcare reps was a really amazing singer, and he and I rewrote the words to “La Bamba” for that 
convention, and it became an anthem that we would sing at our protests. It was, “Para que haya justicia.” Again, 
here’s my, like, old memory. “Para que haya justicia/Se necesita un nuevo contrato/Un nuevo contrato/Con un 
seguro y aumentos para todos.” And then the chorus was, “Arriba!”

At that time the minimum wage was 4.25, and so the next verse was, “Yo ne puedo con cuatro/Yo no puedo con 
cuatro/Cuatro cincuenta no paga la renta/Ni paga la renta cuatro cincuenta/ No paga la renta. Ah, ah.” Then we had 
an English chorus, “What we need is a contract.” So anyway, we had this song. It had the ARRIBA in it. We had 
everybody sing it and then there was a huge bash, which, of course, turned into a drunken brawl. [laughter] 

GOMEZ:

As these things usually do. 

01:12:4901:16:02

SHAFFER:
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As these things usually do. But, you know, people dressed up for the convention. I mean, these workers took it so 
incredibly seriously. You’d see these men and women who you’d see in buildings and they’re, you know, covered 
in dirt, and, you know, reaching hands into toilets and doing all this. But it was time for their convention and it was 
a serious deal. They really gussied up. The women, like, makeup and the hair and everything, and the guys were 
looking sharp. It was really a serious thing for them. And I would say that that for me as an organizer was a real 
eye-opener. I was a Berkeley lefty, grew up in blue jeans. I went to Santa Cruz. This is the revolution. So, seeing 
how these folks approached this kind of stuff was really good. 

So then we had the convention. We had Elesio Medina as the keynote speaker, who had been first vice president of 
the Farm Workers and was at that time president of the San Diego local, and he came up and spoke. There was an 
elected official there. I can’t remember who. So it was a contract convention and then that became the platform for 
the fight for the contract.

We settled our first contract in ’89. It had increases over the three years. It was a three-year contract, and over the 
three years the workers got an additional dollar an hour, not a dollar per year, but a dollar an hour over the three 
years, which was the first time there’d been a raise negotiated for these workers since their wages had been frozen 
in 1982. There was insurance, health insurance for anybody in downtown. So for the nonunion buildings, this was, 
like, revolutionary. These were people who had been making subminimum wage, really, if you thought about the 
amount of hours that they were working, and had no sick leave, no vacation pay, no holiday pay.

So they moved, I want to say five and a quarter is what I think, the first contract. The first minimum was probably 
five and a quarter, which was a seventy-five-cent increase for a number of the people, or even a dollar increase for a 
lot of the people that were working under that contract. Contractors were freaking out because they were sure that 
they were going to lose buildings over the costs.

But we ran that campaign very publically. Bargaining at the negotiating table was the least important part of what 
happened for that negotiations. It was what we did on an ongoing basis in the buildings. We didn’t go at the union 
buildings, but we aggressively went at the nonunion buildings. We reached out to the owners directly. We had 
elected officials signing off on the demands that this was what was needed, and it settled. 

Right about that time was when we headed toward Century City. The decision was made to start Century City right 
after we settled the contract. [End of September 15, 2011 interview] 

SESSION FIVE (October 28, 2011) 

00:00:12

GOMEZ:

This is Andrew Gomez, October 28, 2011, interviewing Jono Shaffer from my apartment in West Los Angeles. 
Jono, if you can continue then from where we left off, which was the janitors’ convention in 1988. 

SHAFFER:

Yes. So after the janitors’ convention in ’88, and after Century Cleaning settled—I did talk about that. 
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GOMEZ:

Yes. 

00:02:4800:06:2100:08:0800:11:55

SHAFFER:

Kind of quickly, we got to majority of downtown being cleaned by union contractors for the first time in five or six 
years. So we fought our way back in, and it was a combination of new buildings opening up being built with CRA 
money. For the first time in the history of the city, we had been able to get the CRA to use its relationships, its 
money to ensure that not only are the buildings built union, but that they were cleaned union, and that hadn’t 
happened before. And we flipped buildings from non-union to union. So with Century going, and Century being a 
double-breast of a union company, there were a couple of other double-breasted companies who now were in 
trouble because all the major union companies had been double-breasted as a sort of “We’re all going to do this 
because the union can’t protect the market.” But then once we flipped one company back, then the rest of the union 
companies that had nonunion sides knew that they were sort of going to be on the hit parade.

So between the convention and ’89 at some point, probably between the convention and beginning of the fall of ’89, 
we were consolidating that Century deal, flipping buildings. Century was picking up some work now that they were 
union, and we got to this majority position. I think we bargained our first contract in L.A. since 1983. Or no, 1979. 
In 1979 there was a contract bargained, and almost immediately it was frozen because the industry started going 
nonunion. And there had been some bargaining, but that bargaining had been regressive, take things apart building-
by-building, rolling back wages and benefits. 

So in ’89 we were finally in a position for the first time in ten years to bargain an agreement for anything in L.A. as 
a master, and that was downtown L.A. It was the agreement that created the framework for how the rest of L.A. 
County became organized, and it also became a model for cities all over the country of how to structure an 
agreement when you didn’t have market share to protect wages and standards. And so, basically, it was a 
countywide agreement with economics covering only downtown, and we designated fourteen geographic zones 
throughout L.A. County based on office markets, and then those markets were in the union.

Any buildings that were already cleaned union anywhere in the country were grandfathered, so there was no 
reduction, but there were no wages, benefits in the agreement outside of downtown. Workers had representational 
rights. We had the right to go into those buildings and talk to the union members if they were cleaned by a union 
contractor, but we couldn’t begin negotiating economics in any of those areas unless we were at 50 percent plus one 
of the commercial office space in that area. It was called a trigger agreement, and it gave us the ability to begin 
moving to the suburban markets. 

So in the fall of ’89, I want to say, thereabouts, we had finished that agreement. If my dates aren’t good, we can go 
back to records. Some are probably in the archives. But at some point during that period we finished that agreement, 
and there were two companies that we needed, whole companies, that were still the dominant forces in the L.A. 
County area that were nonunion: Bradford Building Maintenance and ISS. Bradford was a double-breast of ABM, 
which was a union company and union all over the county, and ISS was a completely nonunion company in L.A., in 
California, I think, but union in a couple of markets in other cities and it was a Danish company. I am pretty sure 
they had bought their way in to L.A. I think they had bought their way in back into L.A. They had been union in 
L.A. years before, and then when the town went nonunion, they left. They lost all their work and they left. So then 
they came back by buying a couple of companies in order to get their foothold, and then they started expanding, 
using the capital that they had, because they were a multinational corporation. 

By the time I was around, they were around, in ’87, and then in ’89 we were post-contract, trying to figure out what 
we were going to do next. Century was union. We bargained our contract. ISS and Bradford were the two biggest 
next steps, and the decision was made to go at ISS. It was an interesting process. We had the research. We had the 
analysis. We knew what everybody cleaned, for the most part.
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There was a clear argument for going at Bradford, being owned by the biggest union janitorial company in the 
country with unionized workers in every city we had unions left, including New York, Chicago, San Francisco. So, 
theoretically, one would think that that was the right target because you could gang up around the country, but I 
think, as I had mentioned before, many of those core cities that were left union were run by old-guard leaders who 
were not on board for using their existing base and risking any of their existing relationships to deal with stuff away 
from them, even though it was so clearly in their self-interest. But they didn’t see it that way. They were like, 
“We’re good. We’re not going to lose our city like you guys did,” kind of an attitude. 

So we knew that if we picked Bradford, we would immediately be into a situation where we were potentially 
tussling with the rest of the division in these cities that hadn’t been on board. So we looked at ISS. ISS had a bunch 
of upsides like Bradford did. Being owned in Scandinavia, there’s a broad social contract that exists between 
companies and communities in Scandinavia that still exists to this day, that doesn’t exist anywhere else in the world 
that I can see, where they really do see that they have to operate in a relatively responsible manner at home. Under 
Danish law, they had workers on their board as part of the law. They had what’s called a Workers Council that, by 
law, which was formed of workers, and the management would come twice a year and do a sit-down and present the 
status of the company to them. It’s a little bit of socialism, right? I mean, it’s not socialism in the sense that there’s 
profit sharing, but it’s certainly much more of workers having a real voice than we’ve ever experienced in this 
country, or at least some level of shared power and worker voice, something that I think we’ve all rhetorically 
talked about. You know, you hear “worker voice, worker voice, worker voice, shared power.” If there’s any place in 
the world that I think comes close to functioning that way, it would be in Scandinavia, although I think it’s slipped 
tremendously over the last fifteen, twenty years.

So that was the upside, the idea of using that internal contradiction. ISS was completely nonunion in Los Angeles, 
so we weren’t going to be in this half-in, half-out situation. They were the biggest nonunion company, exclusively 
nonunion company in L.A. County although they were union in N.Y. and a couple of other cities. They had 
successfully taken hold of the biggest market share. The union contractors identified them as their biggest worry in 
terms of losing work to them. Obviously, ABM, being a union company, wasn’t going to want to put Bradford in 
the crosshairs. And so we picked ISS, and in picking ISS we had downtown, but ISS had almost all of Century City, 
which up until ’82 had been completely unionized, wall-to-wall, every building, and along with downtown, best 
wages and benefits in the city, and in ’82—I want to say ’82. Might have been ’81, ’83, but in that period it went 
overnight nonunion. They bounced union contractors out of every building in ’82. 

So there was this debate. Do we move out of downtown where we had been for two years and add Century City to 
our portfolio, or do we stay in downtown, which was still just 55 or 60 percent union, a ton of nonunion work still to 
be done, and where our entire base was, a real sort of core union base. I remember the battle. I was on the stay-in-
downtown position, speaking—

GOMEZ:

This is among who? 

00:14:3900:17:5200:20:1000:21:5000:25:07

SHAFFER:

Among the strategic leadership group of the organizing crew, so Stephen Lerner, Bill Ragen, myself, Rocio Saenz. 
Rocio was a field organizer. I was a lead by that time. Bill Ragen was the director at that time. Cecile Richards, who 
had been the director, had gone to Texas. Her mom was running for governor of Texas, Ann Richards. So sometime 
in ’89, around ’89, once we got our contract done, maybe even before, she decided to leave to be kind of first 
daughter as part of that campaign.
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So when she left, we were sort of in a hole. Nobody was really ready to be the campaign director. I wasn’t; I’d only 
been on the job a couple years. Bill Ragen was really new to L.A.; he’d only been in L.A. about a year. He came in 
’88, I think, with his wife from New York, but he had done more union work than I had. He had been with a 
committee of interns and residents in New York. He’s about a year older than me, but sort of in terms of experience, 
he was much more experienced. So he was the director. I remember there was like this whole search, who’s going to 
run L.A. when Cecile leaves? Who’s going to run L.A.? You know, we’re just getting to the cusp and now we’re 
losing our director—and so Bill was given that job, and he was unquestionably the director of the staff. 

In terms of the face of the campaign and the field aspect of it—Bill didn’t speak Spanish much—it was probably me 
and Rocio and Erick were still the ones that everybody knew. We had been the ones before Bill got there. And so it 
really was a point in time when we became much more of a collective, almost, even though Bill was in charge. I 
mean, the inner group really functioned much more as a collective in terms of thinking about what to do.

So there was this big meeting and, “Do we go to Century City or will we stay in downtown for a little while 
longer?” If I remember correctly, Stephen really wasn’t taking a strong position either way. Bill was, “We’ve got to 
go to Century City. We’ve got to go to Century City.” And I was sort of the impassioned young organizer holding 
onto my turf saying, “We can’t leave with the job half done.” I remember saying that. Thank god, I was overruled. 
[laughter] I can say it now. They tease me about it every time we get together, I’ll tell you that.

So the move was to put Rocio and Berta Northey [phonetic] out to Century City. We still left four organizers 
downtown, I think, and then I was kind of doing a multitude of roles at that time. I was doing community political 
work. I was helping lead the teams, debrief staff, things like that. Any field time I spent, for the most part, was still 
spent downtown. And Rocio and Berta both went out to Century City, and both of them are remarkable, have 
remarkable stories, bring a remarkable piece to the puzzle.

Berta Northey had been a janitor in the union for, I want to say, fifteen years before we started the campaign. She 
had been a member in the downtown area, and she had stayed in union buildings. She was one of that small cadre of 
people who had been a janitor and stayed in the union buildings. She was Nicaraguan, married to a white guy who 
was a Teamster, TDU [Teamsters for a Democratic Union] member. I don’t know if I’ve talked about Berta already. 
When I first met her, it was so clear that she was the leader of her building, but she wasn’t the shop steward. You’d 
go to a meeting in her building and you would say, you know, “Is everybody going to come?” And nobody would 
answer until they all looked at Berta and saw if she nodded yes or no. 

So we immediately started working; we leaned on Berta. I remember we were doing house visits, because one of the 
things we did early on was we started recruiting our union members to come to visits to nonunion workers with us. 
We may have already talked about this as well, but I’m old and I repeat things. But it was really a twofer in terms of 
the results of that thing. It was incredibly powerful with the nonunion workers to have a unionized janitor who was 
saying what they were experiencing in union buildings. Nothing I could say, or any of us could say, even the ones 
who were former janitors but were now organizers, had that level of credibility. But to be sitting in a room with a 
janitor, “I cleaned this building,” and the nonunion worker completely disbelieving any of what these folks, we 
would say, was possible.

For the union members, it was transformational, because they were being exposed to the working conditions of the 
nonunion workers face-to-face, and it became so real, what was waiting for them if we didn’t win this fight. So 
there was like this remarkable, incredible power that came from that process of union members joining organizers, 
talking to nonunion workers.

So I remember taking Berta out on some house visits. She was one of my favorites to do house visits with, and we 
were driving around one day. I had this beat-up old pickup truck from my construction days. It became the janitors’
bus. We used to load it with twenty people in the back of the truck and drive out to actions, stuff we couldn’t get 
away with today. We were driving along, and I said, “Berta, you’ve got to be shop steward.”

And she’s, “I’m not going to be shop steward.”

I’m like, “Berta, everybody in the building follows you.”

And she said, “That may be true, but I’m not going to be shop steward.”
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And I said, “You’re out doing house visits with me. You’re clearly the leader in your building. What’s going on?”

She says, “I’m never stepping foot in the union.”

I was like, “What? You’re not going to step foot?”

[Spanish word], Dick Davis was the vice president of the local who had been head of the Property Service Division 
during the period that it got torn apart. “[Spanish phrase], the corrupt leaders of the leader, they ruined the union. 
They destroyed what we had, and I’m never going to step in there.”

And I was like, “But I work for the union.”

She says, “No, I like you, and I like La Flaca,” which is what she called Cecile Richards, who was incredibly 
skinny. She’s, like, this tall, skinny blonde woman. She’s like, “No, you and La Flaca, you’re okay.” She spoke 
Spanglish, because her husband didn’t speak Spanish at all. This frock of dyed blonde hair. “But I’m not going in 
the union.”

Over a period of time, probably over six months, we convinced her to first be shop steward, and then almost 
immediately we convinced her to take a leave of absence from her cleaning job and come on staff as an organizer. 
So that was Berta. 

Rocio Saenz was an undocumented immigrant from Mexico. She was a graduate student in Mexico and had come 
up here, I don’t remember what—you could ask her what. She was studying something, sociology or something like 
that. She had gotten a job somehow with the hotel workers union, I think, HERE. But they had her making banners. 
That was, like, her thing. Her job was to make banners, and she worked on organizing a hotel.

I remember this very vividly, there was one hotel in Los Angeles that was successfully organized in, like, twenty 
years, for a period of, like, almost twenty years. It was this hotel, Marriot. It might have been a Hilton. It was in 
Manhattan Beach, El Segundo. And Rocio and this guy Gary Guthman [phonetic] were the two people that did it. 
HERE had all these internal battles, all this stuff. But Rocio and Gary had gone out and successfully organized that.

I can’t remember how or why Rocio decided to leave HERE, I think there was no place to go in HERE, she didn’t 
like the dynamics or culture, and so we convinced her to come work for us. I recruited her, actually, to come work 
for us at J for J. She’s, like, five-foot tall, probably 100 pounds sopping wet, and incredibly dynamic, smart, real 
credibility and sincerity.

So that was the team. You had this undocumented Mexican union organizer and a fourteen-year janitorial veteran 
sent out to Century City, and they started making headway.

So in the winter of ’89 we had a senior staff meeting in D.C. There hadn’t been any strikes during this period. I 
don’t even remember having walked anybody off their—or taking an extended lunch or anything like that. 
Everything was daytime protests, nighttime work, daytime protests. So in the winter of ’89, ’90, in that period, I 
remember this meeting in D.C. and the idea got floated of strikes, pulling people out on strike. 

This guy John Barton, who was the lead organizer for Silicon Valley Janitor Organizing, which had gotten under 
way, and is known for over-blowing a little bit what’s actually happening and the way he describes what’s going on, 
so he came into the meeting, going, “Man, we’ve been doing these strikes and it’s going great. We’re, like, just 
pulling people out and putting them back in.” He had this kind of bravado about him. I’ve known John since 
college. We go way back. And I don’t think he’d deny this, although he’d go, “Oh, man.” So he made it sound like 
they had done dozens of these things, right? Still, we only had campaigns going in Silicon Valley, L.A., D.C. The 
Atlanta campaign had shut down by then. I think Atlanta had shut down. Democratic Convention was in Atlanta in 
’88, right? 
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GOMEZ:

Yes. Yes, because [unclear]. 

00:27:4300:30:1100:31:56

SHAFFER:

So in ’88, Atlanta shut down right after the Democratic Convention, because that was going to be the compression 
point for winning or losing Atlanta. That’s a different story. So Bill and I went back to L.A. from this meeting 
thinking, “What the fuck’s wrong with us? These guys up north are pulling strikes left and right. We can’t do jack.”

So we had a meeting with the staff and we started talking about, you know, who thinks they could pull folks for half 
a shift. So then it became this thing, so folks were looking for opportunities. And it turns out there had been one 
completely spontaneous work stoppage by a group of workers who did it all on their own in the Silicon Valley, and 
that was the only thing that had happened, but they made it sound like they had this incredible strategic plan.

So we go back to L.A. and then we start making it happen, right? I think John would disagree with this telling of 
history. He would call it revisionist, but I think it’s true. I think that he had had some luck-of-the-draw situation 
where a bunch of workers got pissed off and walked off the job, and he sort of came to D.C. and told this story. 

So we go back to L.A. thinking that we’re, like, slackers, and immediately start figuring out how we’re going to pull 
people out on strike. Berta was the queen. Berta’s style as an organizer was like a mother hen. Everybody was her 
kid. Mija. Mijo. You know, she’d been a janitor for fifteen years. She was probably in her forties at least by that 
time. I mean, she had grandkids when she started organizing. So everybody was Mijo, Mija, it was like, Doña Berta, 
Doña Berta. So she was the first. She was like, “I can get a building ready.”

And we’re like, “You sure?”

She said, “Yeah.” And she’d been at Century City for, like, a couple months, right?

I remember the first. I can’t remember which building. It was either the Northrop Grumman headquarters building 
on the corner of Century Park East and Santa Monica, Little Santa Monica Boulevard, or it was the one across the 
street. There were these two buildings face-to-face. The key leader there was a guy named Pablo Valiente 
[phonetic], which was a great name, right? We could not believe that was really his name. I think Pablo was from 
Nicaragua, but he might have been from El Salvador. But he was a revolutionary. I mean, this guy was hardcore, 
and he had his building tight.

So they had this conversation. The plan was to go out there at lunchtime, which was ten o’clock at night, and 
everybody was going to hand in their keys to their supervisor and say they were going on strike because of unfair 
labor practices. ISS was doing intimidation; they were firing people; they were threatening people. In American 
labor law, there’s two types of strikes: there’s an unfair labor practice strike and there’s an economic strike. And if 
you go on strike for a ULP, an unfair labor practice, the employer cannot permanently replace you. When you say 
you want to come back to work unconditionally, they have to take you back. If it’s an economic strike, they can 
permanently replace you. 

So we had to make sure that any place that we were going to do a strike we would do it as a ULP strike, and so we 
had a ULP and we pulled that building. It was probably a ten-person building and we had eight staff out there, like 
one person per worker. “Please come out on strike.”

But we met everybody at lunchtime and, you know, people were scared. The workers were scared. They’re out 
there, like, “What do I do?” We packed everybody up and got out of there. So we drove back to the union hall, 
which is close to downtown. We had pizza. We had this whole—it was like a political education time, because some 
of the people that went on strike had never been to the union before. Maybe they were signed up on cards, maybe 
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they weren’t for the most part, but Pablo had his building pretty tight. I’m pretty sure it was Pablo’s building. And 
so he pulls them out.

We stayed up until three o’clock in the morning. At three o’clock in the morning, we faxed a letter to the employer 
from the workers saying that they were going to unconditionally go back to work the next night. The idea was that 
we didn’t want to give the employer time to replace the workers, and we knew that if they walked out at ten o’clock 
at night and offered to return to work at three o’clock in the morning, that there would be no way the employer 
could have replaced the workers. Even though it was ULP strike, we wanted to protect the situation as much as 
possible. 

So everybody went home. The next day at noon, everybody came back to the union, and we went and picketed the 
building, because it was still on strike. So they had this, “On strike. Sorry would couldn’t clean your building last 
night, but ISS is treating us unfairly,” blahdee, blahdee. Passed out flyers, you know, “If your wastebasket didn’t get 
emptied—.”

Of course, ISS had five hundred workers cleaning Century City buildings, so it wasn’t hard for them to bring more 
people in and clean the building. And then that night after the strike, at five o’clock, we walked everybody into the 
building, having no idea what was going to happen, whether they were going to be all fired, anything. And the 
companies didn’t know what to do, right? So the supervisor’s standing there, and these supervisors, especially in a 
small building like that, it’s like six months removed from being a janitor. So he doesn’t know what to do. So he 
sitting there. He’s got the keys, and he’s like, “Um.” So then he has to call his area manager. “What am I supposed 
to do? They’re standing here. Should I put them back to work?”

So he put them back to work. Well, that was it, right? Once other janitors saw that workers could walk off the job 
and go back to work the next day, and only lose four hours’ pay, it was on. People were pissed off about how bad 
things were. I mean, it was a terrible, terrible job. People were living in terrible conditions, making sub-minimum 
wage, working unpaid overtime, all kinds of stuff. So if they could sort of give it to the boss that way.

So in some ways, John’s description of what was possible was accurate. It was just made up. [laughter] It was just a 
figment of his imagination, but it was actually borne out in practice, because then we started doing it. And so we 
were pulling buildings downtown. We were pulling buildings in Century City, little by little, and they were all these 
half-dayers. Just about every building in Century City did one of these, except for the Twin Towers. We hadn’t done 
the Twin Towers yet, the two big buildings. That was like a seventy-person crew or something like that. It was 
actually much easier to get things going in the small buildings. The supervision was much laxer in the small 
buildings, and people knew each other better. In the big buildings, you tended to have a higher level of supervision, 
management on site, and people were more sort of squeezed and worried. 

00:35:01

GOMEZ:

You’d mentioned, particularly with the Valencia guy—

SHAFFER:

Valiente. Pablo. 
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GOMEZ:

Valiente. They come from this radical background, so how often did you find that with the workers that you were 
organizing in these buildings? 

00:36:52

SHAFFER:

A lot. I don’t want to say one in every building, but it was a lot, and in a number of places because staffing was 
often family-based, one person would get a job and then four people in the family were working there the next day, 
so if you found somebody, you’d find three or four of them. We had a couple of hardcore Sandinistas from 
Nicaragua. I remember them. Gloria Mejia and her husband’s name was José, but I don’t think it was Mejia. And 
who knows if Gloria’s real last name was Mejia, but that was what she was working under.

There were these two FMLN Guerrillas from El Salvador in downtown. I can’t remember their names. If they saw 
me, I’d be so embarrassed. But they were each about five feet tall, and our FMLN veteran, who was a union 
organizer, Ana Navarrete had found them. Berta was apolitical. She was not Sandinista. She was probably more 
Somocista than anything, because that’s how she’d been raised. So throughout you’d find these folks, but you’d also 
have National Guard from El Salvador, particularly. Nicaraguans, there weren’t that many. There were more 
Salvadorans. 

So we’ll just close for today with, basically starting in the winter of ’89-’90, this became kind of what was 
happening in the field. The great thing was in building after building, people were walking out, these half-dayers. 
We were also simultaneously doing these day actions where we would go to building managers and say, “You 
know, you should use a responsible contractor,” because by now we had a signatory group, and so we could go to 
them and say, “These people have committed to respect workers rights,” and this and that, “so you should use 
them.”

I remember Bill telling this hilarious story of having done a phone conversation with a building manager, and she 
said, “Well, my people are happy. I don’t have any problems in my building.”

And Bill saying, “Well, why did they go on strike last night then?”

“They didn’t go on strike last night!”

And he said, “Have you looked outside?” Because we were picketing the building at the time, and she didn’t know. 
So she looks outside and she gets quiet, and, click, hangs up on the phone on him. It was one of these, like, 
moments that happened.

So, basically, over the next four or five months, through the beginning of 1990, January, February, March, we were 
doing this both in downtown and in Century City with ISS buildings. You know, there’s a million stories, but I think 
the broad strokes were that the focus on this Danish company was happening. We did our first international work. 
We reached out to the unions. I don’t know if anybody went to Denmark, but we definitely reached out to the ILO, 
International Labor Organization, in Europe. This might have been before the European Union, but they had sort of 
a wide version of ILO, and then each country had one, and then within that were the unions. 

I remember we did a pamphlet that was “Something Rotten from Denmark.” That was mine. I did that one. 

00:39:42

GOMEZ:
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Well done, sir. [laughter] 

00:41:20

SHAFFER:

I made the whole thing. I mean, this was back in the day. I have some back in the office. They’re probably in the 
archives, but if you look at them, they’re horrendous flyers. I mean, it’s like so wordy and so ugly, and, like, nobody 
would ever read them. But they were like a brochure, “Something Rotten from Denmark,” and it had all of the 
abuses by ISS, and this was the stuff that we would take around.

During that period that we were doing these strikes and really concentrating on ISS, these guys from the ILO, from 
Denmark, came over. We took them to a downtown building that ISS cleaned, because their view of labor relations 
was just so completely different. I mean, it sounds ridiculous to say foreign, but it was foreign. Their expectations of 
what would happen between labor and management versus what happened in America was like night and day—and 
so I remember taking them to this building, and he said, “We’d like to go meet with a building owner.”

So I took him, and I said, “We’re not going to get to meet with the building owner.”

“What do you mean?”

I said, “They’re going to throw us out of the building.”

“No.”

So I take him to the building. We go up to the fourteenth floor, to the wherever floor it was that the building 
manager was in. I walk in, and they say, “We’re from Denmark. We represent the trade union movement of 
Denmark, and we wanted to talk to you about the janitorial contractor.”

She screamed at them, at the top of her lungs, called security, and had us thrown out of the building in, like, thirty 
seconds flat. I remember taking them outside of the lobby. It was a building owned by Victor Wong, International 
Tower. Certain things stick, right? They were shaken. They were physically shaken because they were so upset by 
how they were treated. And they met some workers. They couldn’t believe the stories. Although it wasn’t the key 
that turned the lock on ISS, having them go back to Denmark having experienced that and meeting those workers 
really was important in terms of the momentum of the campaign—these guys met with the CEO of ISS on a regular 
basis. He’s in Denmark. He’s not thinking about what the hell’s happening in Los Angeles. The CEO’s view of how 
they treated their workers was that they were a great company, and they were a great company in Denmark. They 
weren’t a great company in L.A.

So we did our first global work during this process, we did our first strikes during this process, and it seemed like it 
was going on forever, but as I think back to it, it was all in a very compact period of time. We had started on ISS 
before we went to Century City, but when we expanded, that’s where it sort of became a real singularly focused ISS 
campaign, and that led to thinking about could we pull all of Century City out on strike.

So that’s a good time to stop. [End of October 28, 2011 interview] 

SESSION SIX (November 1, 2011) 

00:00:18

GOMEZ:
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My name is Andrew Gomez. I’m interviewing Jono Shaffer on November 1, 2011, in my apartment in West Los 
Angeles. Jono, you left last time talking about the early stages of J for J campaign in L.A. Would you like to talk 
about, before you get back to the narrative, a bit about what the early press coverage was like? 

00:02:4900:05:5500:09:1700:12:03

SHAFFER:

That’s a stretch for my memory. From the very beginning, the campaign was framed as sort of “What’s Los Angeles 
going to be” kind of a thing, as opposed to “Being a janitor’s a terrible job.” I mean, that was certainly a piece of the 
narrative, but our first white paper, so to speak, that sort of laid out the story, the campaign was a tale of two cities. 

It just so happened that right around that time in ’88, I think it was, Tom Bradley had come out with this quote that 
said, “Los Angeles cannot continue to exist as two distinct places, one increasingly rich and one increasingly poor,”
which is kind of ironic, given where we’re at in the country today. So we put that quote on the cover of the white 
paper.

Our aim was to tell that story, and I think that we were successful in presenting that sort of tale of two cities story 
through the lives and experiences of the janitorial workforce. We got some good articles early on. I think we were a 
novelty in the sense that, you know, this was a new campaign among service workers, etc., doing different kinds of 
things. Some of the traditional stuff, I mean, a lot of the opportunity kinds of activities, Gas Company Turkey of the 
Year Awards, where we got Alarcon to give out turkeys and things like that. I think we did a decent job of getting 
the story told that this was the new service sector workforce that was being held down and creating a bad dynamic 
for the city. 

I don’t remember any kind of real hit pieces, negative stuff. Again, it was very difficult because of the realities of 
this story. So the closest thing that could have come would have been kind of, “Well, these are illegal immigrants,”
kind of a story, and, (a), I don’t think that in 1988 that theme was nearly as strong as it has become, so we weren’t 
prone to get it, and the experiences of the workers and the conditions in the buildings was so extreme that we 
generally got very good coverage.

I particularly remember—and I can’t remember which period this was, but I remember taking a camera crew into an 
office building to film a janitor working, because they wanted some B-roll. Wanted to get some flavor of the work. 
So we got up to the floor and it was a building, it was Maguire Properties, actually, and they gave us permission. So 
we got up on to the floors and we’re standing there and the janitors in that building didn’t do stations, the vacuumers 
just vacuumed, etc. So this was a guy who vacuumed about five floors a night of an office building, which is about 
100,000 square feet a night. So we’re standing there and the camera guy’s filming, and the dude comes around the 
corner. When you vacuum in an office building, you work backwards because you’re covering your tracks. In all the 
things I’ve learned, you want to leave these prints so that when you get into the building in the morning you see a 
bunch of—kind of looks like triangles on top of each other.

So the guy’s coming backwards towards us at lightning speed, and the camera guy says, “You can tell him not to 
put a show on. I don’t need—.”

I’m like, “He’s not putting a show on. He doesn’t even know you’re here.” He’s carrying a 200-foot extension cord 
in the way that most J’s did it. When they were working, they’d swing the cord around their neck, because they 
worked back to the beginning of the cord. So this guy’s sweating bullets, with this huge orange extension cord 
wrapped around his neck, backing up towards the camera at lightning speed. 

Again, it was sort of like any reporter we got to come and actually meet a worker or see the conditions or hear about 
what was going on, it was very difficult for them to write anything negative. Some of that, I think, lessons learned 
through the Farm Workers Movement and other kinds of movements, really thinking about what’s the story here. 
What’s the headline that you want in the newspaper? It wasn’t manipulative in that sense. It was just being 
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thoughtful about what you wanted to have told, then less so than now, but at that point unions were beginning to be 
a bad thing, a negative connotation, a special interest. It was still relatively early in that battle, that PR battle, that 
messaging battle.

So I think we were very conscious both because of that reality, but also because the thinking, whether this is 
hindsight thinking or foresight thinking, I think probably a little bit of both, but certainly has become my thinking in 
how to structure and develop campaigns, is that in order for workers to succeed in winning changes in their working 
conditions and improvements, this has to be a battle between the elite and the community as a whole, as opposed to 
an employer and their workers. I think that in some ways the structure of the janitorial industry fit that really well. 
There was no way you could organize one building at a time, right? We’ve already seen that. Every time we did it, 
we lost over the years before because they just flipped out contractors.

So in some ways, the structure of the industry forced us to have a more holistic approach to what was needed, to 
actually achieve change. That lesson, I think, is actually universal. It’s just that it’s possible or easier in a kind of 
factory kind of a setting to get into that boss-worker story. I think we could have easily fallen into that boss-worker 
story if we went building-by-building, but because we were doing regions and bringing workers together across 
building, across company, union and nonunion, that from the beginning it was clear that this was a story about a 
community of interest. 

Again, I wish I could say that we were this conscious going in, and maybe some people were—I was, you know, 
just starting—but not just the community of janitors, but the community of low-wage immigrant workers. We were 
sort of the first out of the box in a serious way at low-wage immigrant workers, in a protracted way since the early 
battles in the ‘20s and ‘30s. Well, let me take that back. Obviously the farm workers union, what captured that space 
and moved that story initially, but that chapter had closed and, in fact, the farm workers had taken positions about 
closing borders because they couldn’t deal with the new workforce. So there was this prevailing view in the Labor 
Movement that until you did something about the immigration issue, you couldn’t organize immigrant workers.

I remember Cecile Richards telling me this story, how she had gone to a meeting of the County Federation of Labor, 
or maybe it was the State Federation of Labor, some big meeting, right after IRCA passed, the Immigration Reform 
and Control Act, in 1986. So it was pretty soon after I’d started with the union. And her being disgusted by the sort 
of old, white labor guys standing up, kind of cheering on how this was going to finally get rid of those damned 
illegals and make it possible to organize immigrants again. There was a massive effort in the Labor Movement to set 
up legalization projects, and there was the California Immigrant Workers Association. There was a whole bunch of 
projects that got set up to implement IRCA.

The reality is, is that other than our work, which really didn’t use the IRCA thing—I mean, we did a little bit, but 
we would send our folks to some of the other orientation classes—didn’t produce breakthroughs in terms of 
organizing. I mean, hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people got amnesty and moved into a legal status 
during that period, but if you look at the numbers, there’s no huge breakthrough in immigrant membership during 
that period, except for in places where there was a real focused campaign like ours. 

So a digression from the original question, but it’s all related in that the coverage was good because the story was 
compelling. I’m really hard-pressed to remember a story that was negative in the way that you’d think of in today’s 
time about, you know, the Andrew Breitbart version of the world, even the Fox News version of what this was 
about, you know, illegal aliens stealing American jobs and complaining about working conditions. Just didn’t have 
any of that. 

GOMEZ:

Okay. So you can you back to where we were last time. 
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00:15:43

SHAFFER:

Yes, so when we left off, it was coming out of the winter of ’89-’90, heading into the spring of ’90. We had begun 
to pull these rolling strikes, daylong, two days, and we had a meeting. There was an organizing committee of 
workers that would meet fairly regularly, probably at least a couple times a month at the union, and then every day 
we were in the buildings, where we began this discussion about striking Century City as a whole.

Century City had very well-situated sort of lineup of pieces in place. There was one significant building owner who 
owned a huge percentage of Century City’s buildings. They hadn’t built them all, but they had during that period 
come to amass them, and it was a company called JMB, out of Chicago. They had buildings all over the country, 
obviously. They were union in union cities, but in Century City, which was the heart of their work in Los Angeles, 
Century City was all nonunion.

There was one contractor, ISS, that controlled the vast majority of the buildings. There were other nonunion 
contractors in the buildings, but pretty much ISS had cornered the market. So you had one major owner dominating 
the market. You had one major contractor dominating the market. You had a very compact geographic area, kind of 
unparalleled in the rest of L.A., in terms of that kind of setup, and you had a universe of workers that didn’t live 
anywhere near there. I mean, this is Century City, right? So it’s Westside, wealthy, high-rent area. Nobody’s living 
in anywhere near there, so they’re all taking the bus from Pico-Union out and back. 

We used to call that the Olympic bus was the janitors’ bus. I remember multiple times taking the bus. You couldn’t 
do much taking the bus out at, like, five o’clock in the evening, but you could do a whole hell of a lot taking the bus 
back at two o’clock in the morning because it was only janitors on the bus, and it was almost like you could have an 
organizing committee meeting on the bus. There was a lot of carpooling, but because of the nature of that place 
where downtown people came from, you know, a 360-degree spray where folks could live near downtown, and 
these were the two places we had been working.

So we began this conversation about striking Century City, and by this time, many of the buildings, all had struck, at 
least for a day, but this was going to be indefinite. The workers wanted to go out on strike until we won. These were 
100 percent nonunion workers. Again, being new to the work at that time, relatively, I had no historical perspective 
on whether that was unusual, usual. It’s kind of like it just seemed like the natural thing to do. 

GOMEZ:

Ignorance pays off. 

00:17:5200:21:0400:24:5900:28:0600:29:3800:32:5000:35:0100:38:32

SHAFFER:

Exactly. I’ve always said that the unique perspective on the Labor Movement because of almost my entire career 
has been spent working with nonunion workers to organize a union, which at the time was about 3 percent of what 
people in the Labor Movement did. Ninety-seven percent of labor was spending their time on union members. So 
my view of what the Labor Movement was, was this is what you do. People are being exploited, and we step up. 

By this time we had done downtown, there was a real sort of resonance of the work. It was clearly the rallying point 
for the new population of Los Angeles, which had exploded because of the immigration boom of the eighties, late 
seventies into the eighties. So there was a decision. Workers voted to go on strike. We set up a strike headquarters 
and we rented this place out really near Century City, right across the street from the major buildings. You could 
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walk there.

We reached an agreement with the workers that nobody could know when the strike was going to start, that that 
would be something we would decide and show up at the buildings and pull. Even though we knew we couldn’t get 
the buildings to stay dirty, we wanted at least to have that element of surprise. Also we knew that if we announced 
the date ahead of time, there would be a real crackdown by employers to scare people into not walking off the job. 
And again, we weren’t thinking this as a six p.m. strike; this was a ten p.m. strike. We did do the buildup. So there 
was strike votes, there was announcement there was going to be a strike. There was meetings all around about 
whether there was going to be a strike, all of which was done to try to build tension on the building owners.

So middle of May, we decided. I want to say May 30th. Is there thirty-one days or thirty days in May? I can’t 
remember. But it was right before June 1st, the night before June 1st that we decided to do the pull. We had all 
hands on deck, all of our staff, plus we recruited other staff so that we could get to these fifteen buildings and pull 
workers all at once. We were tracking the buildings. We had no idea, really, who was coming out and who wasn’t, 
right? But the plan was to get into the buildings at lunchtime, down into the break rooms where people were eating 
and tell them, “Okay, it’s time.”

There were about four hundred or so janitors that cleaned Century City, all the buildings. We pulled about two 
hundred out, maybe a little bit less. Then the next morning we pulled everybody to the strike headquarters right 
across the street from Century City where we mapped out the next day. It was ten o’clock, and these folks were used 
to getting off at two. So everybody was sent home, and the plan was to be there bright and shiny the next morning at 
seven-thirty in the morning to start picketing and doing our protests.

As I said before—I mean, I think I said this before—the fundamental job of this strike was to create disruption in 
terms of the day-to-day operations of the core business of Century City, so there was no reason to do anything at 
night. Everybody was gone that mattered. So the whole plan was to be able to do stuff during the day. So we got 
folks together the first morning. We had a huge crowd. We sort of convened on the median strip of Little Santa 
Monica and Big Santa Monica Boulevards, right at Century Park East, and had these huge banners: “Who Will 
Clean Your Offices?” “Century City’s Sweatshops in the Sky,” or something. I mean, it was just like all these 
very—hand-painted. Everything was hand-painted. We had some of our signs that just said “J for J.” We had had 
banner-making parties.

It just so happened that that day a number of cars seemed to have car trouble on the main arteries leading into 
Century City on both directions, which caused massive traffic tie-ups for miles and miles, because there’s only two 
roads that service Century City from the east and the west, and the ones that go north and south are three blocks 
long. So everybody comes in on Olympic and Santa Monica Boulevard. So they were just snarled.

The largest underground parking lot in the world at the time was in Century City. It was under the Twin Towers of 
Century City, and it was the full shape of the land, and it went down, I don’t know, five, six stories. You just kept 
going into the bowels of this building, way down underground. There’s only two entrances to that parking garage. If 
people couldn’t get into those entrances, then the lines immediately backed up because that was where a huge 
percentage of Century City parked. So it was almost like an environment set up for disruption. 

Simultaneous to the activity in Century City, the idea was to grow, because we were organizing ISS workers in 
downtown, so the idea was to start on Century City and then grow to downtown and go pull downtown once 
Century City happened because word would get out. What we didn’t expect was workers in buildings in other areas 
hearing about the strike and then showing up at Century saying, “We’re on strike too. We work in Woodland Hills,”
or, “We work in Beverly Hills,” or, “We work in mid-Wilshire,” places that we hadn’t even gone to meet the 
workers. But they heard about the strike, partially because of the media—Spanish-language press was just all over 
it—and then partially because of the family and community relationships. That many janitors striking sort of fingers 
out into a much broader universe of folks that clean buildings all over L.A.

We got incredible coverage. At that time, the Santa Monica Outlook was still publishing. It was a Copley 
newspaper. It was part of the South Bay. There was a South Bay paper and a Santa Monica paper. We used to call it 
The Janitors Daily, because it seemed like every day we were getting a great story with wonderful pictures and just 
incredibly sympathetic coverage. The L.A. Times did great coverage.
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Prior to this, we had done a Santa Claus action in the wintertime, just leading up to this in that winter of ’89, where 
we delivered rubber gloves to building managers in Century City, or we did it all over. I was dressed as Santa Claus 
and we invited the media to go along with us. We had some workers and myself, and we sort of walked into the 
buildings. This is pre-9/11. And so we go in and everybody’s happy to see Santa and his elves. So, you know, walk 
straight up to the elevator, push the button, and—boom—I’m, like, on my way up, but I have an L.A. Times 
reporter and L.A. Times photographer, and the cameramen. How we got past security, I have no idea, but we got up 
to the property manager’s floor, the office of the building in the Twin Towers. Doors open up and, you know, the 
secretary’s like, “Oh, Santa!”

Then I reach into my bag and pull out some Playtex Living gloves with a “Justice for Janitors” sticker slapped on 
them, and, “We’re here in this building because janitors in this building don’t have rubber gloves, because the 
building won’t pay for what is needed.”

Her face just went from cheerful to horrified in, like, twenty-two milliseconds, and immediately called security. The 
guy’s shooting pictures like crazy. There’s a radio reporter who’s with us, and I remember some guy coming out of 
a back office and saying, “Shut that thing off! This is a private enterprise. Shut that thing off!”

And the reporter saying, “Well, I’ll be glad to if you tell me why.” And he sticks the microphone right in the guy’s 
face, and guy just got so flustered. And then the security came up and was trying to confiscate the photographer’s 
film, which you just don’t mess with a press photographer’s film. This was all pre-digital. So this was going to get 
ugly, because this guy’s going, “You give me that film!”

“I’m not giving you my film.” You know, it’s like there’s this whole dynamic going on in the building, but what 
was amazing was we had all this media up there with us. Then went downstairs. 

I remember the story in the paper the next day was a picture of me holding a pair of rubber gloves, with my Santa 
Claus outfit on, and then this wonderful article about the creative tactics. I think that was what helped generate good 
coverage was it wasn’t just that the story was compelling, but that we were constantly thinking of interesting and 
creative ways to present the story.

So, back to the strike. We’re creating a mess in Century City and, again, the amazing thing was in an ordinary 
situation it would take us a while to reload if we did a big action of a couple hundred people, because you have to 
get back out, you have to mobilize everybody, but when you have a couple hundred people on strike and they’re 
showing up every morning, you have this incredible band, army of folks to participate in actions, and they were 
fearless. They really felt emboldened and empowered by this process.

So we set up camp. I’m thinking now about Occupy. The center of the Twin Towers in Century City had this big 
grassy mound at the time. Now I think it’s a big park, but had a big grassy mound and a fancy patio around it. Every 
day people would hang out there and eat lunch. Well, that became daytime strike headquarters. We would always 
convene there. We would bring the food there and each lunch there. The building owners were furious, but they 
couldn’t throw us off because we were doing what they were letting everybody else do. So there was this real 
tension about that. 

One day, I can’t remember which day it was, but we organized a big solidarity action, and there was folks from the 
Labor Movement and immigrants’ rights groups, all came to Century City because it was a huge story. We did this 
march through Century City delivering trash to the buildings. We marched through a huge number of the—any 
building we could get in, we marched through. Again, our premise was, is that these are buildings open to the 
public. Especially if there was a cafeteria, store, or anything in there, it’s open to the public. So we were just a large 
number of the public on our way to whatever was open to the public. Then we would march in one door, out the 
other. We marched all around, and I remember delivering trash, dropping trash at buildings all over Century City. 

The cops weren’t anticipating it, so they were really underprepared, and what we learned about the LAPD is that 
they won’t—maybe most police departments, but if they don’t feel that they can control the situation, they won’t 
move in. So we pretty much were marching on our own in Century City all that entire morning, and then we 
finished the march and we got back to the plaza, janitors’ strike headquarters, the daytime strike headquarters.

There’s a bridge that goes across Avenue of the Stars from just south of Santa Monica Boulevard, and we had 
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marched across that bridge and come down to our lunch place, and we were just chillin’. Everybody was having 
food, you know. And we look over there’s like this squadron of riot cops lined up on the bridge getting ready to 
move in. It was all quiet. It was totally quiet. There was this eerie feeling that we had just gone through and done 
this incredibly intense protest, and we were by ourselves. Like, the LAPD was nowhere to be seen. I still remember 
to this day this kind of weird feeling of, like, what the hell’s going on here? Because we’d done a lot of actions, 
we’d gotten arrested. I had been arrested multiple times by this time. We had people arrested on the picket line 
during the strike. One woman got arrested twice in the same day, because she got arrested, released, and then they 
pulled her again. So it wasn’t like the police were just ignoring us the whole time, but for some reason they didn’t 
know what the hell to do. So the rest of the day kind of went calm. We saw those cops. They never moved in. 

I remember we used to go to Happy Hours, because a lot of the buildings had bars and café, bar/grill kind of thing in 
the lobby of the building, and Century City had thousands and thousands of folks working during the day in those 
places. So at the end of the day, they’d all go down to these Happy Hours. So we had this plan that we’d pick a 
Happy Hour and take the afternoon crew after we’d picketed all day and were hot and sweaty. We’d go in and order 
sodas. We’d put our signs down. We all had our shirts on, but we would walk right into the building to go to the bar. 
We didn’t drink. We drank sodas and iced tea and stuff, but then we ate up all their food. We weren’t doing 
anything illegal, and so they didn’t know what to do. Again, they didn’t know what to do. So I remember multiple 
times sittings in these places.

As part of the buildup to the strike originally, we ran a bunch of paid media, full-page ads in, like, the business 
journal. We didn’t buy it in the L.A. Times because it was ferociously expensive, but the business journal. I think 
we bought the West Coast version of The Wall Street Journal, really thinking about the business audience that we 
were sending a message to. The goal here was not to get a message out that would energize the public at large, 
because they had no power in this environment. It was, who’s the universe of people that’s not going to want 
disruption? And so, we figured out Daily Variety, because it was a big, huge entertainment area, and so there was a 
bunch of ads of. I wish I had the ads. “It’s coming,” or, “Janitors don’t want to strike, but we will if we have to.” So 
there was this whole intense buildup in May getting to the strike date.

Maybe some folks already understood this, but I think we mostly learned this through the process somewhat, but I 
think some of the more experienced people understood it better than I did, but a big piece of this was getting things 
primed so that when all hell broke loose, the people in power would know who to call and what to do. So the key 
building owner’s name was out there in a big way. The key contractor’s name was out there in a big way. We did a 
national “Mail your trash to JMB” action, where we printed up these trash bags, paper bags with a little “J for J”
message on it, and it had Judd Malkin’s—the top guy at JMB—it was a pre-stamped envelope which was basically a 
big trash bag. We distributed them to locals all over the country, and we asked people to mail trash to Judd Malkin, 
who was the “M” of JMB and the senior guy at JMB Properties. 

Simultaneous to this was, as I said last time, unfair labor practice strikes are protected, so there was all kinds of 
unfair labor practices that we had identified, supervisors taking stickers off of workers, threatening them if they 
went on strike they’d be fired, all kinds of illegal things, and so those were all in place. Those were all moving 
forward. There were claims for unpaid hours because janitors routinely worked off the clock, before work, through 
lunch, and after work, and they’d only get paid for their eight hours. So if you make minimum wage, which janitors 
did, and you work unpaid hours, then the company’s in violation of the minimum wage laws, because you’re 
actually earning less than minimum wage for the hours worked. So it’s not just an unpaid overtime issue; it’s a 
violation of minimum wage. So there was increasing liability. Not the kind of liability—not the tens of millions of 
dollars that would drive a company the size of ISS to settle, but again, providing a very sympathetic frame of 
lawbreakers on the loose. I remember putting out flyers, “Lawbreaker on the loose.” That was one we would use all 
the time.

The first round of “Lawbreaker on the loose” flyers we used to do had this—what do they call those things? Now 
they call them clip art, but this was before computers. There were some computers, but these were clip art books 
that we would buy and you could cut out the image and stick it on a flyer and then reproduce it. One of them was 
like this outlaw kind of cowboy-looking guy with his gun out. And I remember we had these two “Lawbreaker on 
the loose” with these two things in there. A couple years later, our lawyers told us we couldn’t use those anymore. 
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00:40:56

GOMEZ:

Those were copyright? 

00:42:5900:45:5200:48:5400:51:5500:54:2000:56:4000:59:2601:02:15

SHAFFER:

No, because the guy with the gun was some sort of a violation of some law. We could still say “Lawbreaker on the 
loose,” but we couldn’t use the guy with the gun. Again, ignorance is bliss.

There was a certain amount of sympathy among office people in Century City. The janitors were folks that some 
people knew a little bit, and everybody knew how hard they worked. By this time, we had really developed a clear 
sort of sense out there of how crazy the workload was for janitors. An average janitor cleaned the equivalent of 
more than 10 single-family homes a night, about 20,000, 25,000 square feet a night. So if you think about an 
average single-family home in L.A. is about 1,500 square feet, these folks are racing through these buildings and 
they’re dusting and they’re pulling trash. So there was a real intense sympathy for the workforce and the workers 
and the issues. 

We had also done the analysis that showed because of how much square footage a janitor cleaned per square foot, it 
was very cheap to give them what they needed. It was a lot of money. It was probably doubling—when folks got 
health insurance and wage increases, paid sick leave, paid holidays, the cost per janitor doubled for the building, but 
per square foot, it was a penny a square foot. We did the math and we had somebody figure it out. 

I remember the building owners always hated that, because they said, “It’s not really a penny a square foot. You’re 
doubling our cleaning costs.” Well, that’s because you’re a cheap-ass bastard and you’re not paying anything—they 
would literally, when we started doing the campaign, it was three to four cents a square foot was the average bid of 
a janitorial contractor to clean a building. That was a nonunion cost, three to four cents a square foot. BOMA, 
Building Owners and Managers Association, produced this report every year that showed kind of the industry 
averages. A union-cleaned building was eight to ten cents a square foot. So, yeah, it was double their cost, but it was 
nominal money in real dollars.

Sorry. I’m meandering a bit. So the strike’s going on. We’re doing these daily actions. People are getting more and 
more frustrated and angry. Traffic’s backed up every day. We scheduled our second big Labor Solidarity Day. We 
were targeting, trying to get over a thousand people to come out to Century City, and we met in Roxbury Park on 
June 15, 1990. And the buses just kept coming. People just kept showing up. You know, this is before social media. 
This is before computers. There was no emailing out of, “Hey, this is happening.” So it was a lot of phone banking, 
a lot of flyers, getting to as many meetings as we could, but word got out.

So we had over a thousand people. We had clergy. We had a couple of elected officials. We had the head of the 
County Federation of Labor, which was a huge breakthrough, because the County Federation of Labor to this point 
had been kind of a bastion of the traditional Labor Movement. Building trades, public workers, white folks, lot of 
white folks, and black folks in the public sector, a lot of African Americans, but not undocumented, monolingual 
immigrant workers. So to get the head of the County Federation of Labor to come out and march with us was, like, a 
huge coup. We had sort of given up on them years ago. It couldn’t have been too many years, since we were only a 
couple years into the campaign. 

We met in the park and we had this plan. We had trash bags. Everybody had their trash bags. I gave the instructions 
in the park in Spanish and English about what we were going to do. We were going to march on the sidewalk. The 
LAPD has a division called the Labor Detail, Labor Relations Detail, which is a holdover, as I understand it, from 
the McCarthy days. It was the Red Squad, and their job was to infiltrate and break up left-wing organizations. 
That’s what I understand. I’m sure the Labor Detail would say it wasn’t true. So everybody knew about the Labor 
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Squad, and they had people assigned to all the unions. We were certainly their most active customer at the time, and 
we kept our guys very busy. And they were very friendly, and they always wore suits. They would try to be friends, 
and they wanted to know what we were doing. They would always talk about how they would help us out, you 
know, because they could interface with the divisions, the regional divisions of the LAPD.

Century City was in West L.A., and they had their West L.A. Division of LAPD, which was a new thing for us. We 
didn’t know about all that stuff, so there was a different chief for West L.A. than there was for downtown. So all the 
stuff that we’d been doing up to that point in downtown, they knew about us in downtown, but the guys out in 
Century City and the Westside didn’t know much about us and we didn’t know about them.

So we took off marching. This was a time when the civil war/revolution in El Salvador was at its height, and it was 
very traditional in Central America for folks to wear bandanas over their faces. They usually would be red bandanas 
that said “FMLN,” and red and black—this is something I didn’t know prior to this, but red and black was strike 
colors in Latin America. So if it was going to be a protest day, a strike day, everybody wore red and black, and we 
used red t-shirts. I don’t think that when we made the decision to use red shirts anyone had thought about the strike 
colors. I think the red just drew attention. But it particularly resonated with the Central American and Mexican 
workers because having red and black on meant that it was a serious day. 

So I think, again, we tapped into kind of this place in people’s hearts. Most of these folks, if they came here as 
adults, a lot of them had trade union experience in their home country, or certainly social-movement experience on 
one side or the other, either being the government or being the guerrilleros.

So we had our security crew. Some of them were quite skilled, clearly had picked up experience somewhere, not in 
the United States. We had our bandanas on, red bandanas, and we marched up—this was before Black Bloc. So we 
marched up into Century City, and it’s about two blocks out of Roxbury Park. So the first thing we did was we 
crisscrossed Olympic Boulevard. We’d been taking the street and the cops were really upset, and they were working 
hard to keep us on the sidewalk for many days. So we crisscrossed Olympic, which is a really busy street. Traffic 
stopped. There was no cops around. We were still in Beverly Hills, so we stopped traffic. We bring our whole 
march across the street, but then we get back on the sidewalk.

We were marching up Olympic Boulevard and we get just outside of Beverly Hills is where you start to go into 
Century City—Beverly Hills High School is right on the border. You pass Beverly Hills High School and then 
you’re in L.A. in Century City, at the Century City Medical Center. We head up to the corner and we see two 
skirmish lines of cops blocking off Century City, basically. They had shut Olympic at Century Park East on the west 
side. So there was a line of maybe 100 cops that were just arm-to-arm, batons out, full riot gear, “Can’t come here.”
Then across Century Park East, same thing, sidewalk-to-sidewalk cops, and then behind them, cops, and then 
horses. They had set up a mobile command center that we didn’t see, but we knew about. There was a whole 
operation there. 

So we get to the corner, myself and Bill Ragen and Philip Lance, who’s an Episcopal priest who I’d gotten arrested 
with the previous year, were at the front of the march. We get to the corner and they won’t let us into Century City. 
They basically closed Century City to us. We weren’t sure what was going to happen. I remember having a lot of 
conversations about, “Well, where will they shut us off? And if they shut us off, where are we going to turn?” We 
had mapped out the whole area. I certainly didn’t expect to see that kind of a police line set up. Probably hadn’t seen 
anything like that since I was a kid in Berkeley in the sixties.

So we get up to the corner. We had a crew that was working behind us, our security detail and staff, so the plan was 
that if they stopped us and we couldn’t turn, then the groups would just keep going out, continuing forward. What 
they clearly wanted to do was march us out of Century City. They wanted us to head left and go south on Century 
Park East, or make a U-turn and head back to the park, but they were like, “You’re not coming in today,” which was 
patently unconstitutional, because we were on the sidewalk.

I remember we get up to the line. I’ve seen this video a thousand times now, so it’s burned in memory. Bill Ragen, 
who was my partner in the leadership of this campaign at this point, is a sort of Irish Catholic stoic, kind of 
emotionless kind of guy, by his own admission. And I’m, you know, Jewish, fiery, kind of filled with emotion, talk 
all the time kind of guy. Bill would say two words for every fifteen that I’d say. 
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So I remember this scene. We’re standing there, and there’s the commander, the head of the skirmish line. I don’t 
know if he was a sergeant, a commander, a lieutenant, whatever, but he was behind. And we turn to go up, and I say 
something like, “I’m going. We have a legal right to march on the sidewalk. We’re going to march on the sidewalk. 
You can’t stop us from marching on the sidewalk. You’re violating our First Amendment Rights.” When you see 
the video, it’s this hilarious thing where I’m kind of like this hummingbird bouncing around, going back and forth, 
and Bill’s just standing there, not saying a word, not moving, emotionless.

I remember years later, when I first saw the video, I said, “Bill, what the fuck were you doing?” I mean, I’m, like, 
buzzing around here.

He says, “I was trying to figure out what the fuck we were gonna do.”

So by this time, most of the march is out in the street, in the middle of the intersection of Century Park East and 
Olympic Boulevard, which when you get there is a huge area. So I’m, like, trying to talk to the cop, and a couple 
times I got too close to the guys that were holding the line, and I got slammed with a baton across the chest and 
pushed back, and then I would bounce forward again, and they’d hit me again. It looked like one of those punching 
things that you hit it down and it bounces back up.

So then by that time it was clear we weren’t getting into Century City, so we’d go out and we huddled up. “What 
should we do?” There was a group of the strikers and myself and Bill, and Stephen Lerner was there, and the 
president of the local, Jim Zellers. So we decide that we’re going to do a civil rights kind of a thing, which is that 
we’re going to link arms to prove that we’re peaceful and nonviolent, and we were going to march up to the line of 
cops that were blocking Century Park East, sort of to assert our right to go into Century City. 

So we link arms, we form a group, and the whole crowd is behind us, but the front line was primarily janitors. We 
march up, we get without about two steps, maybe five feet of the skirmish line that’s set up on Century Park East, 
and they just let loose and start wailing on us. Then it’s sort of mayhem, right? Because they’re, like, swinging on 
us, people are scurrying all about. We’re down on the ground, down on the ground. Stephen’s down on the ground. 
All these people were down. I mean, we were all, like the front line is, like, down and the back line is kind of in 
shock.

I remember prior to this, Jim Wood, the head of the County Federation of Labor, going over, getting through the 
line of cops to talk to the commander. He comes back and he says, “You’re going to lose the moral high ground if 
you provoke the situation.”

We said, “We’re nonviolent, but have a legal right to march.” And so he clearly sort of was trying to negotiate us 
out of Century City, and that didn’t happen.

So we go in, and they start wailing on people. So then we’re down. Then we regroup, and by this time, a lot of 
people have started heading back to Beverly Hills, down Olympic Boulevard. But I remember to this day, I’ve 
always said that when I looked down the line when we regrouped and stood back up and kind of went arm-to-arm, I 
knew—this was a nonunion group of workers, but I knew we had a union, because the vast majority of people that 
were not going anywhere were janitors, and they were arm-in-arm, and they weren’t backing down.

The other amazing thing was, by that time I knew people’s personal backgrounds a little bit, a number of the folks, 
and you saw FMLN guerrilleros and Salvadoran National Guard veterans arm-in-arm, because whatever they were 
back in El Salvador or Nicaragua or Mexico, here they were all working-class folks fighting for what was fair. 

So we stood there, and then they moved forward. So then we agreed that we were going to back out, but we weren’t 
going to turn around and walk away from them, because we didn’t trust what they were going to do. So we were 
slowly backing the crowd back to Beverly Hills. Remember, Beverly Hills was, like, a block away. So we’re 
backing down Olympic Boulevard to the east with our front line kind of linked arms, still, so that nobody would 
break through. 

I remember seeing on my left this line of cops—I don’t know how many—running down on the south side of us. I 
was like, “That’s weird. We’re backing out of here. Why don’t you just kind of come march us out?”
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And the next thing we knew, they sealed us off and broke in again, and started swinging on us again and drove a 
whole crew of us into this parking garage. People were down. There was a parking garage of this medical building 
that was open that we went into. Cops went through it so hard they broke the up-and-down arm on the parking 
garage. For the longest time, I couldn’t understand why they did that. You know, they’d beaten us. We were done. 
We were getting out of there, but they moved in. As I thought about it, it was like if we had gotten to Beverly Hills, 
I’m not sure they would have had jurisdiction to arrest us, and so they were pissed.

I remember at one point before this happened, we were standing there and we were talking, and I remember, “What 
should we do? We’re not going to get through this line of cops, so let’s just back out.”

Stephen Lerner says, “I think we should just stay a little bit longer, because if we stay a little bit longer, I think we’ll 
get the helicopters,” meaning the TV news. And it was this hilarious line that now that the president of local, who 
got this beautiful picture of Stephen and I and him, and laying on the ground with this wall of cops against us, and 
he wrote on the bottom, “If we just stay a little bit longer, I think we’ll get the helicopters.” Or, “I think we can take 
these guys,” or something like that. Stephen said some crazy things during that period. 

So they closed us off, and I sort of got stopped at the entrance/exit of the parking garage and went down to the 
ground because at this point there was, like, five cops on me. I remember saying, “Well, I’m done.” So I just went 
down. I put my hands behind my back, laid face to the ground. I’ve been in this position before. The next thing I 
know, this cop’s on my back wailing on me when I’m in that position, because they were just pissed. I mean, they 
hit old people; they hit young people; they hit pregnant women. There were people who had multiple bones broken, 
heads cracked open. One of the pregnant women, or two of the pregnant women, lost their babies, you know, they 
lost their pregnancies. I mean, they were just out of control. But the amazing thing was this was caught on tape, long 
before cell phone video, because all this media was there filming the march. They’d been covering the strike for 
weeks, and so it was immediately on the air, apparently. I was in jail but people told me they broke into programs to 
show it. 

So most of the folks, the vast majority of the folks made it back to Beverly Hills and they kind of recuperated. 
Beverly Hills cops were amazing. They kept coming over, “That wasn’t us. We’re Beverly Hills. That was LAPD.”

GOMEZ:

Really. 

01:05:11

SHAFFER:

Yes. This is from reports that people told me. BHPD sent their paramedics in. They were treating people. There’s all 
this footage of that.

So then when they arrested about fifty-five, fifty of us—I can’t remember how many, but I remember that we were 
all chained together in the command center, which was in Century City, sort of like chain gang, kind of chained 
together with cuffs on this big chain of all of us lined up together. And these two cops, a black cop and an Asian cop 
with “J for J” t-shirts on, come walking up the line and unhook me and take me away from the line. So everybody’s 
in a line, and I’ve been pulled out of the line, and I’m freaking out. I have no idea what’s going to happen here.

My sister-in-law-to-be, she was my girlfriend’s sister at the time, had gotten arrested with us. She was a union 
organizer, and so she’d gotten arrested. I could hear her, “What are you doing with Jono Shaffer? What are you 
doing?” She’s, like, screaming out to anybody that can hear. 
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The next thing I know, they’ve got me in the car, in their car, their unmarked car, and we’re driving around, and 
I’m, like, cuffed in the back seat of the car. They’ve never read me my rights, anything, and they’re like, “What was 
your plan? Who are you doing—?” They were clearly trying to do some damage control, it turns out, in hindsight. 
At the time, I had no idea what was going on. I didn’t know if they were going to take me to some private place and 
beat the shit out of me. I mean, it was just like a scary moment. 

So then they took me to jail. It was a sort of national transformational occurrence as a result of what happened there 
that day. Daryl Gates was the chief of police at the time. I remember seeing a tape of this. He went live on TV 
defending his cops, saying that they had showed remarkable restraint. This was pre-Rodney King.

There was a picture the next day in the Santa Monica Outlook, that won a Pulitzer Prize, of these two cops swinging 
on this one janitor, José—

GOMEZ:

One across his face? 

01:07:3501:09:4101:12:0801:15:2501:18:49

SHAFFER:

Right, one across his face and one across his side, from each side. One of the cops has both his feet off the ground. 
You can see that he’s, like, throwing his entire energy into swinging on this guy who’s standing there, he’s got a 
Boston Red Sox hat on. Nothing, there’s no anything. He’s just like this one lone guy getting smashed. I remember 
the cops being on record saying that there had been no head shots; all of the hits had been to the body. And then this 
picture comes out with this billy club across this guy’s cheek. 

So I went to jail, put me in a cell by myself, which was hilarious because it had a telephone in it, so I could make 
collect calls. I remember calling my girlfriend, wife-to-be, leaving her a message on the answering—there was no 
cell phones. I left this message on the phone saying, “You might see some stuff on television, but it’s okay. I’m fine. 
I’m in jail. So if you get this message, can you come over to the Westside Division jail, pick me up, find out what 
time I’m getting out?”

The crew went back to the union office except for the ones in jail. But I remember the crazy thing was I had a 
wedding. My sister was getting married the next day in Berkeley, and it might have been the first wedding—second 
wedding in the family. It was a big deal. So we had planned, and I had talked to folks in the union that I was going 
to go up for the weekend and come back on Monday.

So I get out of jail and they take me to the hospital to check me out. You know, he’s like poking me and prodding 
me, and says, “Well, most of this looks like soft tissue. I don’t think you have any broken bones. You’ll be okay.”

I remember Bill Ragen went to the same emergency room to get checked out, and he told me afterwards he saw the 
same doctor that saw me, after me, and the doctor said to Bill, “Were you with that guy that came in before?”

And Bill said, “Yeah.”

And he said, “Well, you’re okay, but that guy was really fucked up.” [laughter] Bill told me that story later. 

You know, there’s nothing worse than going to a wedding with a bunch of family you haven’t seen and your body is 
bruised from head to toe, especially if it’s a Jewish wedding, because everybody just wants to hug you. So, like, I 
was walking around stiff as a board, saying, “Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me.”

Page 80 of 141

10/12/2016http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz002dx6b7-2-master.html



But in terms of the strike, the amazing thing is that people told me that the next day, Saturday, they regrouped at the 
union hall to talk about what they were going to do. Our lawyers were there, a bunch of lawyers were there and a 
bunch of other folks, and they described this scene where, again, mostly janitors, and there was, “So, what do you 
guys want to do? I know you’re freaked out.” These are largely undocumented workforce, and everybody from the 
union leadership was just blown away, because there was like this unanimous, “We are not going to be scared out of 
this fight. We’re going back Monday morning and we’re going to demonstrate our resolve.”

So there was a candlelight march on Monday, like a very solemn march to demonstrate our resolve. Meanwhile, 
there’s phones ringing all over the country. The president of SEIU in D.C., John Sweeney, was on the phone with 
the mayor, because Sweeney was a member of the DNC at the time. It was an enough is enough kind of a thing. 
Again, the media coverage, the prep of it all, was such that the owners of the buildings were all over the stories. 
That wasn’t the image they wanted to present.

It turns out that the commander of the Westside Division was a member of the Chamber of Commerce of Century 
City, and that they had had meetings prior to the march on the 15th where they had sort of talked about what they 
were going to do. So there was like this conspiring between the LAPD and the building owners, because the 
Century City Chamber of Commerce is basically building owners. We found that out later. 

So we did that, and we announced a follow-up march that was going to be bigger and better and badder and all that. 
The day of that march, the building owner told the contractor to settle, and so the contractor settled. So the march 
turned into a celebration, and Tom Bradley was there and Zev Yaroslavsky was there because he was a city 
councilman for that area, and there was this whole sort of shake hands kind of celebration.

Basically, that moment, that event changed the situation for janitors all over the country, because one of the 
amazing things about our industry was that you had a couple of national contractors, and then every city had their 
regional players, and then you had some huge national building owners and then regional players, but all over the 
country, everybody was watching. So when that went down, it was, like, nobody wanted to have Century City come 
to their city. I remember a couple of years later, the president of SEIU Local 1, which was the first local of SEIU in 
Chicago, flat janitors, Dino Pigoni, and Dino’s father had been in the founding local of SEIU and then Dino took 
over the family business kind of a thing. None of us really knew Dino that well, but I remember Dino was on this 
committee; it was called the Committee for the Future. They were going around, prior to the ’92 convention, 
interviewing workers about what they thought the union needed to be and do in preparation for the ’92 convention 
at SEIU. I remember him bringing this subcommittee to meet with a bunch of janitors that we pulled together. They 
were Century City veterans, and they asked all the usual questions and the janitors were good. Dino, who wasn’t a 
huge guy, but he was like an old-school Italian labor boss, you know, and smoked a big cigar. I remember him 
sitting in the room and people thanked him for coming, at the end. Folks were gracious. “Thanks for taking our 
information. We’re glad that you—.”

And I just remember Dino saying, “No.” Total sort of heartfelt feeling, “No. Thank you. What you did in Century 
City and here in Los Angeles has changed the way conditions are for janitorial workers throughout the country,”
and it was a completely sincere speech, kind of teared up a little bit. You know, there’s, like, ten janitors in the room 
and this kind of old-school guy from Chicago who’s sitting in a room full of immigrant Latinos, thanking them for 
what they had done for the Labor Movement in the United States. It was just one of those incredible moments kind 
of burned into my memory—I was translating for the crew. So that was kind of this breakthrough moment 
nationally.

I remember there was negotiations to settle everything with ISS. They scheduled the negotiations. This was not like 
contract negotiations. There was all this litigation pending between them and the union. They had sued us and we 
had sued them. This was not the litigation with the police; this was the litigation around all of the outstanding unfair 
labor practices and things like that.

So they scheduled this meeting in Chicago, which I guess because the head of ISS was based in New York for the 
United States. I remember flying out there with Bill Ragen to this hotel, the Chicago O’Hare Hilton, and sitting in 
this room. I’d never been in a room like this before. And in comes the heads of the company to meet with us. 
They’re sort of making their offer of what the deal’s going to be, so to speak. We had already said that we weren’t 
going to take anything that didn’t have Century City coming to the downtown standard, and then we expanded it 
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that anybody who struck went down to the downtown standard, which at that time was family health insurance and 
5.50 an hour. So these folks were making at the time minimum 4.25, I guess. It was up to 4.25 at that point. So they 
were going to get a buck and a quarter in wages, and a family health insurance plan that cost a couple dollars an 
hour. Just a huge breakthrough. 

I remember it was, like, the most incredible negotiations ever. It wasn’t negotiations; it was surrender on their part. 
They kept bringing in low numbers. We said, “No, there’s only one settlement here. You have to agree that this is 
the deal. You’re signing the master contract for all of L.A., and because Century is now 90 percent or 80 percent 
cleaned union, it goes to the downtown standard immediately. No phase-in, no nothing.” We weren’t negotiating a 
new agreement, because we already had a master agreement for Los Angeles, but it was sort of a transition plan. We 
played a lot of cards among ourselves, because they would come, make an offer, we would reject it and they would 
go back upstairs to their room and we would play cards, and then they would come back down, make an offer, we 
would reject it, and finally, they came down and they agreed to the deal.

We got on the plane to fly home to L.A., and I think the strike was still going on, maybe. May have been still going 
on. It had to be, because we hadn’t reached a settlement. So we get on the plane and we’re flying home, and the 
flight attendant comes by where Bill and I are sitting together. We order a drink, and we were going to pay her 
whatever, five bucks, four bucks, or whatever it was going to be. So we reach in to pay. She says, “No, the 
gentleman over there is covering this for you.”

We look over and it’s the lawyer for ISS who had been suing us, deposing us, doing all this crazy stuff to us for all 
these years, or a year at least, of, like, intense warfare. And he just, like, looks over. He’s, like, across the plane 
from us, and we look over and see him, and he goes [demonstrates], raises his glass. It was like there was this 
recognition that what we had done, what these workers had done, what had occurred was a remarkable feat. I’ve 
always said that in some ways we accomplished too much, too early in our careers. I’d only been working for the 
union for three years at the time. Very difficult to kind of recreate that kind of a feeling. 

GOMEZ:

Let’s stop here. [End of November 1, 2011 interview] 

SESSION SEVEN (December 2, 2011) 

00:00:16

GOMEZ:

This is Andrew Gomez. I’m doing another interview with Jono Shaffer. It’s December 2, 2011, and we’re doing the 
interview in my apartment in West Los Angeles. Jono, when we last left off, you had talked about the negotiation 
with ISS, and that was completed. So what happened afterwards? 

00:02:4900:04:5000:08:36

SHAFFER:

So they signed the master agreement, basically with the only change to the agreement being that because Century 
City was now basically 100 percent union, it went to full downtown rates immediately. And then the second piece 
was that any buildings that struck were moved to downtown rates, because there were a handful of buildings from 
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around the city, and so their rates went up, which proved to be problematic because they were out of step with the 
rest of the submarket that they were in. Very quickly the nonunion companies that were still a majority of L.A. as a 
whole, although they couldn’t get into downtown in Century City, started feasting on ISS buildings. 

When ISS settled, they settled based on a strike in Century City where they had 80 percent of the buildings, and so 
their owners in that area had all pretty much signed off on whatever the deal was, but for the rest of L.A. County, 
the owners out there were sort of looking at this and very susceptible to the competition, the nonunion competition, 
knocking on their doors and saying, “You just saw what happened in Century City. Their costs just doubled. Do you 
really want that to be for you? Because ISS is the one that did it.” So ISS lost a ton of buildings.

You know, in our business, the janitorial business also other contracted service work in office buildings, has thirty-
day cancellation clauses. The same way that the building owners got rid of the union in the eighties, they began 
using the same process in the nineties. They couldn’t do it in downtown in Century City because the consciousness 
and the sort of focus was too heightened, but in Mid-Wilshire, Beverly Hills, especially in the San Fernando Valley, 
South Bay, Santa Monica, ISS started losing a ton of buildings and they were freaking out. You know, they’re on 
the phone with us, “What the hell you guys going to do? We’re losing all this business.”

I think they knew to a certain extent that that was the game and they were going to lose some of it, but the most 
aggressive of the companies to go after ISS’ work was Bradford Building Maintenance, which was owned by 
American Building Maintenance, which was the largest union contractor in the country. They had started up as a 
nonunion company during the eighties and were really sizable in L.A. All of their leadership group came out of 
ABM. Most of the older folks in the union, people who had preceded me and others that were kind of the old guard, 
they knew all these guys. They had all been on the union side of ABM before.

So it was clear and immediate that we had to turn our attention immediately to Bradford. So we’re sort of 
simultaneously bringing in the ISS workers who are now all of a sudden union members after not having been in the 
union at all, and electing shop stewards and doing all that kind of stuff. So there’s these sort of dual processes, both 
of which, from my perspective, were fascinating. On the ISS side, people who had clearly been leaders but afraid to 
step out emerged post-winning as the leaders that they were, and so people who had kind of not been willing to 
strike were willing to be shop stewards. Working foremen and people like that who had been throwing us out of 
buildings were all of a sudden telling us all the stuff that had been going on and honest about what had been 
happening. 

There was some tension between the workers that struck and the workers that didn’t. I think I said this before, it 
takes a little bit of craziness—not in a derogatory way—you have to be a little crazy in America to try to organize a 
union. So you got these folks who weren’t necessarily fully integrated into the mainstream of their coworkers 
because they were more courageous, more “throw caution to the wind” than the mainstream. They were the radical 
fringe who brought the union in, but in order to have a powerful organization, you need the mainstream. So when 
we won, the mainstream then embraced the victory, especially the ones who had just seen their wages dramatically 
increase, get health insurance, all this stuff that nobody believed was possible.

So ISS, the thing about the ISS victory was while we had flipped some buildings in downtown and gotten to a 
majority in downtown, for the first time there was an L.A. example of if you fight this thing outright, you can win 
dramatic improvements to your working conditions. So there was that transitional process of building that 
organization into the union and simultaneously launching on Bradford. We weren’t starting from scratch, because 
throughout the process in whatever geographic areas that we were working in, we worked with all the buildings. It’s 
just that at Century City, Bradford may have had one, but I don’t think they had any left. ISS really had sort of taken 
control. So the only Bradford people that we really engaged, had contact with, were in downtown.

Bradford marked a dramatic change, or a change, a new phase for the strategic work institutionally. ISS was not a 
union company in L.A., in anywhere. It was completely nonunion. And while it was union in New York, it really 
wasn’t a player in other places. They had left, and they came back into America by buying nonunion companies in 
L.A. Bradford and ABM was the opposite. Bradford was the only place in the country where ABM tried to work 
nonunion through a different company, in a union market. There’s lots of markets throughout the United States that 
were completely nonunion, and in those places, ABM was nonunion. The South, Texas, Atlanta, you know, huge 
markets that were completely nonunion, and ABM was nonunion, but in terms of having a double-breasted 
company that operated non-union in a union market, this was the first fight of that type for the union, for J for J. 
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All along, we had known that going after Bradford was going to start to create tension inside the union, because it 
would mean taking the fight into unionized markets where the old guard was: Chicago, New York, Boston. Mostly 
Chicago and New York. Boston was not that critical. But it was really about New York and Chicago.

So we jumped on launching on Bradford, which was easy to do because the media was all over this victory, and so 
then they’re like, “Well, what’s next?”

And we said, “Well, we’re going to work our way down the line.” ISS was the biggest nonunion company in L.A., 
and now we’re going to move to the next biggest, which is Bradford Building Maintenance. So, unlike most union 
organizing campaigns were it’s like you’re sneaking around in the parking lots catching workers as they get off 
work, getting names—

GOMEZ:

Hiding in bathrooms. 

00:10:2800:13:4500:16:1600:19:4400:23:0500:25:3300:28:1000:31:1700:33:0800:35:4600:37:3400:40:2700:43:3700:45:3300:48:3800:50:5

SHAFFER:

Hiding in bathrooms, you know, grabbing lists, doing everything so you can keep from the company knowing, this 
was the complete opposite. We were high profile and everybody knew what we were doing. And we had some 
Bradford people. If you’re a janitor, you work for dozens of companies over your lifetime, and so people who had 
worked for Bradford had worked for ISS. People that worked at ISS had worked at Bradford. Everybody knew 
people. Buildings were right next to each other, and so the buzz, finding people who were down for having this fight 
wasn’t hard, even with Bradford sort of coming down hard on its employees, because you couldn’t argue with what 
the workers in Century City had won. 

So internally within the division, particularly in the new guard—locals, L.A., the Bay Area, which had launched on 
Apple at the time, I don’t know if they won Apple, but it was right during—so they were now a J for J city. 
Portland, which was kind of an old-guard city but they were on the West Coast, so they were less kind of resistant. 
Seattle was on program, even though they really weren’t doing new organizing, but they were supportive of the J for 
J program. D.C. was still embroiled in its battle.

So now there were these division meetings happening inside the union where the old guard’s resistance was suspect, 
was challengeable, because we had shown that you could actually do things in a different way and win, as opposed 
to just trying to lower your standards to keep the union in the shop. And the old guard was in a bind in terms of how 
to handle that.

So the division embraced the victory and moving to the next step. The head of the New York local, Gus Bevona, in 
classic Labor Movement fashion, had sort of gotten puffed up in the role that he had played in bringing ISS in, 
because he had supposedly called the head of ISS and said, “If you don’t get that stuff handled in L.A., I’m pulling 
all my buildings,” or something like that, and there’s a video clip that shows him. I have no personal knowledge of 
anything that he did or didn’t do. I wouldn’t be surprised if he called the head of ISS. Sweeney, who was still the 
president of SEIU, had been the president of that local union, so he had standing. I don’t think that what Bevona did 
had anything to do with ISS settling. ISS got beaten in the streets of L.A. and in the boardrooms of Chicago through 
this work. But because he was out there, it was in the news, it was reported. He was quoted as saying, “What 
happened to those poor workers is inexcusable. We can’t let that happen.” It made it much more difficult for him to 
say he wasn’t going to be on board for us going after the nonunion side of ABM. 
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So we launched the Bradford campaign. We had this same basic M.O., working into the buildings, finding the 
issues, finding stories to tell, but by now we were old hands at striking buildings, so whereas with ISS it took us two 
and a half years to get to our first strike, Bradford we’re sniffing for—figuring it out in the first week and a half. It’s 
like, “Who’s hot? Who’s angry? Who’s ready to do something?”

The workers had seen the strike so that they were much more attuned to taking it on. It was massively covered in the 
Spanish-language press, which back then was still very concentrated in L.A. There were, I think, two newspapers 
and two primary television stations, and so when you’re on those, you’re talking to the whole community in a way 
that’s impossible to do in the English-speaking world.

So we had to open up other markets to sort of expand into Bradford’s territory, and particularly going after buildings 
that Bradford was taking from ISS, so it was a fight forward, fight back. So we were picking areas where Bradford 
was strong, so Mid-Wilshire, the Koreatown part of Mid-Wilshire, the Miracle Mile part of Mid-Wilshire, the 
Westside, Santa Monica, Westwood were places that Bradford was in, and so we started reorienting our staffing. 
Really, with the ISS coming in, there was still some concentration in downtown, but the majority of our organizing 
resource was not in downtown anymore and not so much in Century City. We had one staff person that stayed back 
to work with the Century City workers, but we really had to focus our resources into these new areas. 

Bradford responded aggressively, running hardcore union busts. I’m pretty sure they hired a consultant. It was really 
interesting, in talking to employers over the years, at how they reacted to our efforts, because at the time—and I 
think it’s still somewhat true, but much less so now—there was a real clear protocol or a recipe for how you dealt 
with a union campaign, union organizing campaign. It was you hire a consultant. There were these high-cost union-
busting firms out there. One was called 3M, one was—I can’t remember all the names of them. All of the organizers 
that I knew that did “traditional” union organizing for other unions, they all knew them backwards and forwards, 
and they would bitch about them and talk about how they were vicious and disgusting, and they would win all their 
fights because they would just get in there and scare the shit out of workers. It was a little bit of what I had 
experienced when I was at ACTWU with that one election. But the model that the union busters used is completely 
dependent on the NLRB election process because it’s all about creating an environment when you get towards 
election time where it’s just unbearable for the workers. So what they end up doing is voting for peace and quiet 
more than anything else, and their memory of what peace and quiet is, is before the union was around.

So the core technique is to scare the shit out of people, create an unbearable environment, and then come election 
day, get people to vote no, and then the union’s gone for at least a year. And then oftentimes, more often than not, if 
you look at the data and Bronfenbrenner’s work and that kind of stuff, you’ll see that unions just pulled their 
petitions because by the time they got to election day, they knew they were going to lose.

The whole buster system didn’t work for J for J, because we weren’t doing elections. We didn’t file for elections. 
We didn’t ask for elections. We were telling contractors that they should let workers choose by signing cards, 
demonstrating their majority support through signing cards. So the busters would start off great guns. They’d come 
in, the contractors would hire them at $1,000 a day, probably per person, or maybe for every two it was 1,000 a day, 
so if you were a contractor and you’ve got 150 or 200 buildings, you know, they talk you into getting five or six of 
these guys, $10,000 a week. 

They would be running the videos and showing the newspapers and taking about dues and strikes, and dues and 
strikes, and dues and strikes, and it was a failed model in response to our approach to organizing. I think it was a 
failed model because we weren’t trying for elections. It was a failed model because there was no concentrations of 
workers, so you had to get to lots of buildings, the same challenge that we encountered of having an average 
workforce unit of ten people or eight people per building, undermined the union busters’ work, because they had to 
get to as many places as we did. Contractors would try to pull people together. They’d put stuff in paychecks and all 
that kind of stuff, but it really—you just couldn’t keep control of the environment the way you could in a five-
hundred-person workplace, where you get a handful of supervisors and they just sort of keep everything clamped 
down. 

So we launched with all the usual stuff. We found issues. We were starting to leaflet buildings. We were reaching 
out to building owners, adding to our organizing committee so that the ISS workers and the union members who 
were already the organizing committee, they remained the organizing committee, but now we were adding the 
workers from the next company at Bradford in a big way. And we launched activity in ABM cities, with the support 
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of locals. So, San Francisco was a very supportive area, East Bay and South Bay, Seattle, Washington, D.C., that’s 
kind of it. Those were our strongholds. New York was still sort of untouchable. We really couldn’t engage the local 
in doing any real activity. They would do lip service. Chicago, they would do more lip service, but they still 
wouldn’t do anything that risked their relationships in the buildings. But at the time, in part because of the success 
of L.A., I think it was during this period, they started a little suburban project. I’m trying to remember when the 
suburban project—but there was staff. There was an organizing project in Connecticut, in Wisconsin, Milwaukee. 
So we had J for J outposts still in the hinterlands, right? Not in the core cities of the old guard cities. So we had 
some people who could pull stuff off near Chicago, near New York, etc. 

One of the big sort of pieces that we did on the Bradford campaign, we decided to do a tour, a West Coast tour, 
where we had fired Bradford workers, because that happened regularly. So we had fired Bradford workers and 
myself. We started in Seattle and we did a van tour through our unionized cities, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, 
East Bay, South Bay, San Diego, and then we came back up and finished in L.A. It was called the “End it Here”
tour, I think. We used the famous photograph of the worker in Century City being smashed on both sides of his head 
as the image of what needed to stop, “ABM, Bradford, end it here,” talking about how they were holding things 
back.

We also were much more aggressive with the striking, workers were, and so whereas in Century City we would pull 
a building, we only pulled a building once and then when everybody walked, they walked big time, in Bradford they 
were going to be more aggressive on stopping the strikes, so they took the position that if workers struck, even if we 
had an unfair labor practice and we could get them back to work the next time, that if they walked again, that they 
were going to fire them over intermittent strikes, even if it was supposedly a protected strike and they were required 
by law to put people back to work, if they offered to go back to work. So Bradford starting firing people, trying to 
kill the enthusiasm among the workers, and knowing that even if they lost these cases a year or two later, the tactic 
was doing its job. 

A group of buildings in downtown walked out one time, went back, and two weeks later they walked again. Total, it 
was about five buildings, maybe four buildings; I can’t remember. There were about thirty or so, thirty-five workers 
who participated, out of maybe seventy total, because remember, these are minority actions a lot of the times. So 
they walked again and when we did our walk everybody back to work thing after having faxed them the letter at two 
o’clock in the morning, the usual stuff, they get to work the next day and they’re all locked out. They’re all fired. 
They’ve got their checks waiting for them.

So we all go back to the union hall. You know, first time we’d experienced this. I mean, we’d have workers fired on 
a one-on-one basis, but to have thirty-five people fired all at once was like, “Whoa.” So on the one hand, it created a 
great tension, because now there’s a new story next morning, “Contractor fires thirty-five workers who strike over 
unfair labor practices,” and inside the union it was a totally different conversation, because now you had thirty-five 
workers who were trying to unionize who had been fired by ABM. So again, we’re back into the old-guard union 
saying, “ABM did this. They should put them back to work.”

We also had this unspoken agreement, sort of understanding that we had made with the contractors early on, the 
union contractors, that if workers lost their jobs trying to expand the union market share, then the union contractors 
had to cooperate with us in getting them to work in other places. And ABM had actually been one of the companies 
that put a lot of people to work during the ISS campaign, but now ABM wasn’t going to put Bradford people back 
to work. So now we had to turn to ISS, but ISS had lost fifty or a hundred buildings or something in the period of 
time, in the first six or eight months after they settled with us. 

So that’s where the tour came from, was, like, “What do we do with these folks?” We also had strike benefits and 
we applied for unemployment because it was an unlawful termination, and so then there was unemployment. But in 
the meantime, we had thirty people daily, without jobs, coming to the union to engage in activity, so it was sort of a 
longer-term crew of folks that was able to participate in actions and activities, able to put a lot of pressure on 
building owners.

One of the buildings where the firings took place was the headquarters of O’Melveny & Myers, downtown L.A., 
when Warren Christopher was the managing partner or the senior partner or something, you know, sort of liberal 
credentials, all that stuff. So then we got folks from MALDEF and the ACLU and others to do a mock trial in front 
of the building, holding O’Melveny & Myers guilty of not supporting workers’ rights or something like that. It’s 
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one of the actions that I remember thinking about and put together completely by the lawyers. It wasn’t a union 
action because there were some secondary issues potentially.

So there was a lot of that, same kinds of stuff. Bradford was very aggressive from a litigation perspective. They 
started pulling restraining orders against us on our protest activity, and at one point we were enjoined from certain 
kinds of protesting at every building that Bradford had in L.A. County, whether or not we’d ever been to one before, 
and the limitations were really strict. It was, like, no more than three people. This was a pretty classic tactic, a 
standard tactic of employer, you know, no blocking ingress and egress. So a lot of our mass protest kinds of stuff 
was enjoined, and what was important about the injunctions was if you violated the injunction, there were now 
monetary implications, whereas if all we did was get charges at the National Labor Relations Board of secondary or 
this or that, you know, we would get like a posting that we had to put up, if we lost, that said we wouldn’t do it 
again. You know, first time, second time, there’s usually three bites at that apple before you get to any kind of fines. 

They were very aggressive about going into court and challenging whether we were complying with the injunction. 
So in one of those situations, a building that was ISS and Bradford took, we brought the workers from ISS who 
were losing their jobs, because Bradford wasn’t picking up any of those workers, and a group of us to the building. 
It was Central Plaza—I still remember the building—on Wilshire, at Wilshire and Normandy. It’s a building with 
four squat towers, maybe six or seven stories each. 

So we had this plan to quietly get into all four towers and get up on the floors and then leaflet our way down to 
everybody—there were city of Los Angeles offices in the building and a bunch of other things—about how the 
building was changing contractors and all of these workers were losing their jobs, and they should call the building 
manager, and tell them to use responsible companies. Then we would converge on the office of the property 
manager to try to meet with the property manager and building owner to convince them not to get rid of the 
unionized contractor.

So we’re there and we’re sitting there. I think we had some drums. The receptionist is at the desk, “I’m sorry the 
manager’s not here. If you’d like to make an appointment,” blahdee, blahdee. And we’re going back and forth. 

And then we see this guy. He comes out, and I recognized him because we had dealt with him before. So I just 
jumped up and I was like, “We’d like to talk to you.”

And he’s like, “I don’t have anything to say to you.”

So then, “We just want to know why you’re forcing these people out of their jobs.”

“I’m not doing anything.”

“Well, you could require the new contractor to employ these workers.”

And he’s getting into it and getting into it and getting into it. So then he turned around and started to walk away 
from me, and so I followed him. Then he went into a conference room, so then I followed him into the conference 
room. Then he was, like, walking around the table of the conference room. “I’m not going to talk to you. I’m not 
going to talk to you.”

Then he locked himself in a closet. I’m knocking on the door, you know, “Mr. So-and-so, Mr. So-and-so.” I can’t 
remember his name. “We just want to meet with you and have this conversation. Why won’t you talk to us?”

So finally, they call security, and security comes and they escort us out of the building.

So that incident, along with a bunch of others, became the basis of some litigation that ABM filed, or Bradford filed, 
against the union for violating the injunction. They filed it against four of us staff people: me, Bill Ragen, Julie Aha, 
who was the researcher, and I can’t remember who the fourth was. But I remember we had to go through 
depositions. We had to go through discovery, and it was a real learning experience in terms of what this kind of 
litigation was like. In the past, a lot of litigation was settled before we got to the real heavy stuff, but this one, 
Bradford was making no noises about settling at all, and so they carried all the way through. So they deposed me, a 
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whole bunch of us, and I remember going through, in my deposition, they’re pulling out, like, flyers and notes. 

My favorite moment during the deposition was him pulling out a flyer. “Do you recognize this flyer?” The 
company’s attorney was this former U.S. prosecutor, so he was really dramatic in how he would do his—he was a 
tall, sort of striking African American guy. And he pulls out the flyer out of this file. He says, “Do you recognize 
this flyer?”

And I said, “Yeah.”

He says, “Did you have anything to do with the production of this flyer?”

“Maybe. I think so. I don’t remember. You know, it’s a pretty standard flyer.”

He says, “Well, what do you mean in this flyer?” I think the flyer said something like “Workers lost their jobs 
because the building owners changed contractors, so you, as tenants and people who use this building, you should 
call the property manager and have them insist that these workers get their jobs back in these hard times,” or 
whatever.

So he says, “What did you mean by that?”

And I said, “Well,” and then I read him the sentence. 

And he said, “What does that sentence mean?” And I read him the sentence again, and then he said, “But I mean 
what did you mean by that?” Because what they’re trying to do is to get us to say it, that we were going to do 
something to the building or the tenants if the workers didn’t get their jobs back, which would then be unlawful 
secondary pressure.

And so I said, “Well, I can read it again, but it pretty much says what it says, that we think that the people that work 
in this building should call the manager because they didn’t do a good thing by the workers.” We must have gone at 
it, like, ten times, where he just kept asking and I kept reading the same thing back to him. 

I said, “I don’t know how to sort of describe it in any other language. I can try it in Spanish.” And he’s getting 
furious. In depositions, because it’s all court-reported, everything is documented. So when I got the transcript back 
to read it, it was, like, fifty pages of back and forth over this one stupid flyer. It was really quite funny.

So they were clearly willing to throw down serious money in litigation and legal costs to try to stay non-union. 
Bradford only existed in Orange County and in L.A.

So we then did this tour where we went from Seattle down to San Diego, and it was me and four workers and two 
kids, before 9/11, before any of that, so I have no idea in terms of document status, but we could all get on an 
airplane easily and fly up to Seattle, and then we were just driving down. I remember the two kids of this one 
worker had never been on an airplane before. Actually, the woman had never—all three of them had never been on 
an airplane. She shows up at the airport, and her kids were dressed in matching military outfits, like these two little 
guys with the hats and everything. They were just so excited to go on this tour.

In each city we had an event that was hosted by the Labor Council and the local, and then a protest at some building 
that was ABM, and we worked our way down. Then in San Francisco, which was the corporate headquarters of 
ABM Janitorial, we found out where the house of the president of that division of ABM was, so we decided to do a 
protest at his house, which was in Pacific Heights, which is a really nice part of San Francisco, one of the wealthier 
parts of the city. 

So we show up at the guy’s house at, like, I don’t know, eight-thirty in the morning or eight o’clock in the morning. 
We have these signs “End it Here” and banners and drums, and we’re marching around. He’s the president of the 
division in which both Bradford and ABM are in. So we go into the lobby of this fancy apartment building—it’s a 
secure building, but we go into the lobby and the security person’s there. We’re like, “We’re here to see Mr. So-
and-so.” I can’t remember the guy’s name.

Page 88 of 141

10/12/2016http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz002dx6b7-2-master.html



He was like, “I don’t think he’s going to want to talk to you.”

I said, “Well, we just want to talk to him.”

So he agrees to call the guy up on the phone, on the little intercom, which was bizarre, right? What the hell are you 
doing? Throw us out and call the police. That’s why you’re there.

But he calls the guy up, and the guy comes down, says, “Yeah, I’ll talk to you.”

It turns out he’s, like, a longtime union guy, because he runs a part of the company that’s almost entirely unionized, 
remembers the days when basically being with the union is how ABM grew its business, because the union was able 
to control whole office markets, and ABM was the biggest union contractor. So he’s standing out there with 
videotape running and workers saying, “I make this. I don’t get paid all my hours. I don’t get paid this. I got fired 
unfairly.”

And he said, “I just think it’s terrible. I wish there was something we could do about it, because I just think it’s 
wrong. People should have good jobs.” [laughter] It was more of a stop-us-in-our-tracks moment than any union 
buster could have ever done. 

But it really became sort of a part of this shift in the sort of momentum of the campaign, we were able to then say 
the head of ABM thinks that what Bradford’s doing us wrong. So it just escalated and escalated. There were the 
fired workers. Those cases went through the board process and we were starting to win them, and we did actually 
win them, I think, if I remember correctly, which meant that this fight lasted over a year, because when you file a 
charge at the board, nothing happens faster than a year. So I seem to remember the board ruling that Bradford had 
actually fired them unlawfully. 

Then they were going to have to put these people back to work and give them back pay, on the litigation side. So the 
thing that we learned, I learned, about litigation through this process was discovery goes both ways. So we had been 
arguing all along that Bradford was an illegal double-breast, that it was violating the terms of the contract that ABM 
had signed. So we were able to start going deep into discovery on that, around how they operated their business, 
who was in charge of what, did people supervise which buildings, like we had done with Century and Western 
before, but with Century and Western, they hadn’t sued us, and so the discovery was much slower, but in this 
situation, because Bradford was so litigation-happy, they came after us, and that opened the door for us getting 
information from them.

We started deposing all their people and then we started deposing building owners, or we put a bunch of building 
owners and managers on our deposition list, which was very problematic for the contractor, because whether or not 
the building owner was happy with paying less, they didn’t want to get dragged into court over it. Also, part of our 
argument was that building owners controlled the operations and therefore they were liable as primary employers. 
And whether we could have won that or not, who knows, but the fact that the door was opened because the litigation 
started. 

So I think a combination of all of that, of the sort of West Coast tour, of the aggressive activity that was going on, of 
building owners starting to fire Bradford although they were not going union, the owners were firing Bradford and 
hiring other non-union companies. So the same thing that Bradford had done to ISS in terms of snatching their 
buildings, as soon as Bradford was hot goods, then all the other nonunion companies in L.A. were running into 
Bradford buildings saying, “You don’t have to be in the middle of this. You don’t have to have leafletters in front of 
your building. You don’t have to have protesters in front of your building, because they’re only going to go where 
Bradford is. You fire Bradford, you put us in here.” From our perspective, it didn’t matter who got the building. It 
would be better if it went union, but in the short term, we had to get Bradford to lose market share.

So, finally there was high-level negotiations with ABM in which Bradford agreed to recognize the union. The union 
had to make an agreement to stay out of Orange County, I think, for some period of time, and I don’t remember how 
long it was. We had no intention of going to Orange County at that point, because we were still barely—our toes 
weren’t even in L.A. yet. They insisted that we renegotiate the whole master, which was going to be renegotiated in 
’92, but this was ’91, and so we formed a bargaining committee and had negotiations with ABM and ISS. This was 
the first time that post any of our nonunion organizing victories that we actually did a real negotiation, because he 
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had an agreement in place, before we had had any victories, that people were just signing on to.

So in ’91 we actually had formal negotiations and formed a committee and bargained out a deal. It was an 
agreement that formalized, for the first time, certain economic benefits in other parts of the county with triggers. We 
had triggers already, but now there were wage increases in places other than downtown and Century City. There 
was some other benefits that came in, even though our market share was well below 50 percent, but in certain areas, 
especially where Bradford workers had been part of a fight. 

So then that settlement occurred and it launched us into the next tier of contractors. So if the first tier of contractors 
was—the first fight was a multinational global corporation where we were able to utilize local pressure, some 
national pressure, and then dealing with their global headquarters, work through international unions. The second 
big fight is a company that’s union and nonunion, and then the next tier of contractors were contractors that only 
operated in Southern California, principally in L.A., and they were the next biggest ones: Premier Building 
Maintenance, Advance Building Maintenance, Diversified Maintenance Services, DMS, Servicon, some others.

At each step the next target believed that they could withstand the effort because of something different about them. 
ISS was sure they could withstand. They couldn’t. ABM was sure they could withstand because they didn’t have 
that global pressure and they were going to be able to use the litigation and legal stuff to stop us. [But they couldn’t 
beat us] (added by interviewee)

The next tier, since they were local, they said, “Well, you can’t do that national stuff on us. Our workers have seen 
all of this and they’ve seen now that you haven’t won big wage increases, etc.” Because whereas with the first 
settlement, the ISS settlement, those workers in Century City got these huge increases, the second settlement, 
because it didn’t take us to the same kind of market dominance in any of the submarkets, the increases were not 
nearly as good. So they thought they would be able to go in to their workforces and say, “See, you guys, the union 
doesn’t help—you’ve got to pay dues and you don’t get shit for it,” blahdee, blahdee. 

What was clear, though, was that word was out in the community of workers, and enough of the workers had now 
been part of the fight in enough places where they were understanding what we had to do to be able to change 
standards because of subcontracting and the whole building owner stuff, and that it didn’t do anybody any good to 
win huge increases and then lose buildings. In some ways, as hard as it was for us and for the workers in the 
buildings, watching ISS lose all those buildings, it was a very good learning experience for workers in terms of 
understanding market density and power. All along we’d say, “We can fight like hell and get a dollar-an-hour a 
raise, and then you’ll be out the building tomorrow. That’s really not what we’re looking for. We want a longer-
term victory.”

Some of the workers, ISS folks who lost their jobs, so they were nonunion, union, and then nonunion again, they 
were pretty bitter. In fact, I was thinking about one of them, this woman, I can’t remember her name, so sad, but I 
have her face. She had been union in the eighties and had been part of a unionized company, and then her building 
went nonunion and she had lost her job, and she had kind of gotten back into the industry working nonunion with 
ISS. Then she was part of the fight to bring ISS back into the union, and then she lost her job again. So the third 
time around knocking on this woman’s door and have a conversation about being part of the fight, there was a little 
trepidation. [laughter]

But what was powerful was that the conditions in the industry were so bad, that just having a voice to force 
compliance with the minimum standards of the law was pretty compelling, because everybody was working unpaid 
hours. Everybody was not getting breaks. Everybody was working through their lunchtimes. People were at the 
whim of their supervisors. There was sexual harassment in the buildings. It was such a shitty job in a shitty industry 
that even if we weren’t able to affect the economic standards right away, getting a place where you had a grievance 
procedure, just-cause protection and knew that if they didn’t give you your breaks, there was a place to go that 
wasn’t the Department of Labor, which had two inspectors for all of Southern California or something like that, was 
a huge step up. So even though the next tier of contractors thought they could withstand, there was always a group 
of workers that we could engage, even if the vast majority were scared. 

The other thing that started to happen was that workers started to get jobs in the nonunion companies. We could get 
either fired union workers or union members who were laid off to get jobs in nonunion companies. There were 
union members who lost their jobs because they did a bad thing, they did things that we couldn’t win their jobs back 
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for. So we’d salt—it’s called salting—them into the nonunion companies as a way of trying to sort of build a little 
base.

In succession, Premier Building Maintenance fought us for about eight months, I want to say, maybe a little bit 
more, and then they settled. We’re into ’92. Advance Building Maintenance followed Premier, and Advance and 
Premier, the owners of the two companies, it had been one company and they’d had a viscous falling-out and split 
into two companies before our organizing efforts, so then when Premier was settling, Advance was licking their 
chops, because they hated those guys anyways. And when they had split, there’d been all this litigation between the 
two, which was all public documents, so we had all this stuff on what each company had done to each other, which 
we could use with building owners. I remember reading one thing where I think Premier accused Advance of 
sneaking into buildings and rubbing tar on mirrors. I mean, it was really stuff that we would never even have come 
close to doing or getting away with, anyways. But it also meant that we were sort of dealing with a much more 
ruthless bunch of players. They were smaller. They were scrappier. They were sort of more personally invested in 
the fight. 

Advance dug in and then Advance tried something new. They tried this thing called employee leasing. It wasn’t like 
a temp agency. It was employee leasing companies. There was a legal thing that got tried in the early nineties where 
these entities started up that were multistate. They would basically take an employer’s entire payroll and become the 
employer of record. So the employer, the business, would be just a management team and a supervisory team that 
would sell business and manage business, would work in a service, and then they would lease all their employees 
from this other entity, which would manage all of its payroll, workers’ comp, and those kinds of things. The legal 
argument for it that was being made was because they were across state lines and running these big entities, they 
could keep their insurance costs down. Janitorial was a ferociously expensive workers’ comp industry because of so 
much injuries, people hurting themselves lifting, slipping, millions of injuries, repetitive motion, all kinds of stuff. 
Continues to be a really sort of high-injury industry. 

So they were pulling these cross workforces, too, and they were able to then give the employers that used them a 
price benefit by keeping their operating costs down. So at first it sort of threw everybody for a loop because now the 
employer wasn’t the employer, right? Now we were stuck with a modified version of Manpower or “Kelly Girl,”
and the difference being that these were long-term employees. They weren’t like a temp agency would send up 
somebody in for a week or two.

So I think that Advance was the first one to try it. I remember them. I think they thought they were really slick in 
doing that. We addressed it in multiple ways. The first way was we just said, “Doesn’t matter to us. It’s all silliness. 
It’s still about the building owners.” And you can say you’ve got this company, that company, this company, that 
company. 

Then the second piece was that there’s clear rules, particularly in California, about what defines an employer. And 
since all of the work was managed by all of the decisions about who worked for who, and who worked where, and 
all of that was controlled by the janitorial entity, the liability was joint, and therefore we were still in the same fight. 
So that was like a little flash-in-the-pan reaction. But in relatively—I mean, some people would say this all took so 
long. For me, considering that it took two years to get to the first building, doing a year or a year and a half on a 
company seemed pretty fast, and these are hundreds of people companies. L.A.’s so big, that even the small 
companies were four or five hundred people, just because of how spread out they were.

So we sort of rolled through. Premier settled. Advance settled, and they settled relatively quickly, and then DMS 
was the third big local player. Interesting thing about Premier is that when Premier settled, they put out this letter to 
their clients that said “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” that we got a copy of, and it was this whole description of 
everything they had tried to do to keep their workers from being able to organize and keep the union out of the 
buildings, and that how they had spent thousands, tens of thousands of dollars on consultants, they had spent 
hundreds of thousands of dollars on lawyers, they had spent, they had done that. They had tried this. They said, “We 
tried this, we tried that, we tried this, we tried that, and at the end of the day we couldn’t stop it, so the reality is, if 
you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em, so we’re going with the union.”

01:02:05
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GOMEZ:

Catchy flyer. [laughs] 

01:04:5301:07:0901:09:07

SHAFFER:

It was, like, hilarious. I mean, can you imagine as a union organizer in a room full of workers who have been 
fighting this company, to be able to pull out a letter from the owners of the company that basically says, “We cannot 
beat these guys. They’re just too good for us.” And this is in the mid-nineties when union organizing and union 
density is plummeting. Article after article is coming out about the end, the death of the Labor Movement. So again, 
you have employers who are like, “Ain’t nothing you can do. It’s an unstoppable force.” So that was Premier.

DMS was interesting because it was an indication of something that was one of our real strengths, I think. A group 
of DMS workers showed up at the union in the middle of the Advance campaign. We had blinders on when we were 
in these fights. One thing that we learned was we had to stay focused if we were going to win, and that if we got too 
spread out, we couldn’t be successful. We had to do a lot of work with workers, both in the companies that we were 
working with and in the companies that we weren’t working with, because everybody was hearing about J for J, 
reading about it in the paper, the phone’s ringing off the hook, literally. You know, “We work in this building for 
this company. We want to be in the union.”

Historically, the pattern of union organizing throughout the seventies and eighties, and now in the nineties was 
what’s called hot shop organizing. What an organizer was, was somebody who sat at their desk and waited for a 
worker to call and say they wanted to organize a union, and then the organizer went running out and they would 
have a little quiet meeting and they would secretly build a list. There was even a model that got sort of pushed out 
there as the model for successful organizers, called the blitz method, where you would quietly build a list for three 
or four weeks, or maybe a couple months, till you had a big majority of all the workers’ names and addresses 
working for a particular location, company. Then you would pull together as many people as you can and you’d 
blitz out over a weekend, starting on a Friday, ending on a Sunday night, try to get to everybody before the 
employer could launch their union bust. 

Then Sunday night, you’d have a meeting and your goal would be to be at 65 percent of the workers signed up 
wanting the union. Then Monday morning you’d go marching into the National Labor Relations Board and file a 
petition. This became the embraced new vision for successful organizing in America. The guy that developed it was 
a guy named Richard Bensinger who came out of ACTWU.

We were the anti-blitz, right? We were the be public as soon as you could get out there, and slog it out sort of with a 
hardcore minority of workers doing public actions. We were like the Nixon campaign, the “silent majority,” because 
we knew that all the workers wanted the union, that wasn’t ever a question, and that if somebody wanted to get into 
a fight with us about whether or not the workers wanted a union, that was stupid. Of course the workers wanted to 
be the union, because not being in the union meant working for subminimum wage with no benefits and no respect, 
and labor law violations left and right. So to think that anybody would say, “That’s what I want” versus you look 
down the street and you see somebody who’s got family health insurance and all that. So the idea that workers 
didn’t want the union was absurd. It was just a question of could you come up with a courageous enough crew of 
people that was willing to fight for it.

Again, the antithesis of a blitz campaign where you try to get to this majority, and then literally what I would 
describe it as was it’s a sneak attack on the employer, and then you file for the election and hold on for dear life, 
hoping that you keep your majority long enough to win the election, because your majority is slipping away day by 
day by day. So the employer’s job and the union buster’s job in that kind of approach is to delay the process long 
enough to bust up the majority, get enough sort of uncertainty there so that when you get to election time, you win. 
The employer wins. 
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We were sort of, like, “Whatever. Go for it. Have fun. We’ll give you the phone numbers of some good 
consultants.” But a piece of that was also discipline on we were going to focus on what we focused on. Many times 
we would have to tell workers, “No, we can’t do your company now. We can’t take that fight on,” which, talking to 
other union organizers that I knew during that period, much more seasoned and people working for other unions, 
like, the idea that you would turn down a lead was, like, crazy.

I remember the Teamster guy, this guy Don Thornburg, he was a regional organizer for the Teamsters, proud that he 
didn’t speak Spanish while organizing almost all Spanish-speaking workers, but Don sort of wore it as a badge of 
honor that he had fifteen campaigns going simultaneously. His line on the Spanish-speaking issue was, “It’s a good 
test of how badly people want it, because if they want it bad enough, we’ll understand each other. And if we can’t 
get to a point we understand each other, then clearly they don’t want it bad enough and we’re going to lose 
anyways.”

So it was this attitude about the situation, and it was if you could win 20 percent or 30 percent, so if the average 
return on investment was winning 30 percent, losing 70 percent, then the solution was not increasing your winning 
percentage, but increasing your volume, because it was all about the take. 

I have a very different view, and we developed it through this process, but I carry it to this day. I go into every fight 
assuming that we’re going to win, that we’ll always win. It’s just a question of how long it will take, which is why a 
fixed timeline is only in the benefit and interest of the employer. Their job is not to fight unionization; their job is to 
do whatever their business is. So if it could happen in three months, great, right? But more likely than not, they’re 
going to test the water for six months or eight months, see if they can hold you off. But then they’re going to start 
doing the financial analysis of how much they’re spending to keep the union out, how much they’re spending on 
litigation, on lawyers, on all that stuff. I’ve been involved in one campaign that lost in my twenty-six years in 
organizing, and it was the first campaign I ever did, working for ACTWU. 

GOMEZ:

Where it came down to the vote? 

SHAFFER:

Where we came down to the vote and we lost. I’ve been involved in three or four NLRB elections in twenty-six 
years, but, you know, you talk to a Don Thornburg or anybody who’s worked as a “traditional organizer”—they’ve 
done hundreds of them. I was involved in one win, one loss, and two where the ballots never got counted because 
they got impounded, and by the time anything got figured out, the employer had given up and settled anyways, so 
the ballots were irrelevant.

So, a digression. DMS, sometime during this Advance campaign, this group of workers showed up and they worked 
for DMS. We had had a really hard time sort of cracking into DMS. By the time we moved to Premier and Advance, 
there was a clear strategy afoot among contractors, which was the “can’t beat ‘em, run from them” approach. So 
they sort of figured downtown, Century City, certain high-profile markets. If they did work in those areas, they were 
just going to be picking a fight. But L.A. was big enough and there was enough work strewn about this massive 
metropolis that they would just keep their business outside of our key zones, which was smart, because as you got 
farther apart, the ability to build any kind of cohesive group of workers fighting together was harder and harder. 
Westwood, from the outside, looks like a big concentration of buildings. From the inside, you’re talking about 100 
workers, maybe 150 for the whole of Westwood. 
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01:12:49

GOMEZ:

For all of Westwood? 

01:14:3801:15:3401:16:4101:18:5501:20:5801:23:2701:25:0501:27:48

SHAFFER:

Yes. You drive past Long Beach, you see a bunch of tall buildings. You think about all those buildings, there’s, like, 
seventy-five janitors that clean pretty much all of Long Beach office buildings. So it was a smart strategy for 
contractors to run from us, and DMS took that position. They would keep a handful of high-profile accounts and do 
most of their business in small jobs, which were just really hard. If the building’s three or four workers and you’ve 
got two people in there that are too scared to get involved, it’s almost impossible to get started.

So DMS had sort of been a problem. We were really focused on Advance, and this group of workers shows up, and 
they clean supermarkets, Lucky supermarkets. There were 140 of them that worked from Santa Monica to Barstow, 
which is basically the Arizona border, and from, like, Lancaster to San Diego or something. I mean, it was just like 
there were 140 of these guys and they cleaned 250 markets, so they’re driving all night long, they’re doing four 
hours a market, and it was a miserable job. Everybody had given up on the idea that you could actually do anything 
in that world, because these guys were driving everywhere. How could you ever find them, and how could you ever 
build any kind of cohesion? And you’re up against this supermarket industry. 

I remember them showing up, and I was leading the Advance campaign. This time now we’re seriously 
multitasking, because we’re integrating a lot of folks from companies that have organized. We’re trying to fight off 
buildings kicking out unionized contractors and were trying to go at the new targets. So this group shows up, and 
Rocio Saenz, who was the lead organizer at the time and now runs our Boston local, she met with them. I was like, 
“Rocio, come on. We can’t do this. I mean, we’re in the middle of a dance. Just tell them they’ve got to come back.”

And she’s, “I know, I know, I know. But these guys are so good and they’re so committed.”

So then we had a conversation. It was like, okay, we’ll, we’re just going to set the bar really high. “We can’t do 
anything, but if you guys want to go out there and build a list of all the guys that cleaning all the supermarkets, then 
we’ll see what happens.” And it was all guys, because this was night. This was twelve to eight in the morning floor 
care, mostly, so they’re running the big machines. So it was like, okay. And Rocio’s, like, five-foot tall, 100 pounds 
soaking wet, meeting with these—and all Latinos. I think probably mostly Mexicans with this company.

So Rocio’s, like, giving them harder and harder challenges. “So okay, if you can get everybody to sign, if you can 
get the name and phone number of everybody that works in all of the stores and come back here with at least—.”
Because they said there were 140, at least 20. These are guys that work—who knows where they all live? And they 
had to get to downtown L.A. “If you can get twenty of them, then we’ll have a second meeting.”

Two weeks later, there’s thirty in the room. And each step was even that way, harder and harder.

We had used wage-an-hour lawsuits against companies in a lot of our campaigns because they were not paying 
overtime, not paying breaks, and when you pay people minimum wage and you work people past their hours and 
don’t pay their breaks and don’t pay their overtime, then you’re in violation of the minimum wage laws. There are 
shades of gray in companies that break the minimum wage laws, and the bottom, bottom tier are cash money people. 
They just pay people cash, and there’s no documents, there’s no checks, there’s no check stubs, there’s no nothing. 
And that’s sort of who everybody considers the underground economy.
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Then there’s people who make people sign out but give them checks, so you have to document the fact that they’re 
working extra time. Then you have the stupidest company of the world, which was DMS, which was giving people 
paychecks through a payroll company where it showed payment for the first eighty hours of a two-week period, and 
then it showed the second payment as a bonus, which is completely illegal. But not just illegal; it’s admitting 
violation of the law in documentation on your paycheck stubs. And these guys are bringing it in, and we’re just, 
like, in shock. We’re like, “What the hell? This can’t be true. I mean, this is a real company. They’ve got real 
offices. They’re, like, big company, they’re running a business. They have to have lawyers. What the hell do they 
think they’re doing here?” But somehow the guy that ran it, this guy Armando de Castro, who’s since passed away, 
he was convinced that it was legal. 

So we’re doing Advance, and Rocio launches the DMS campaign all by herself pretty much. The union already 
represented a lot of janitors that cleaned supermarkets. They weren’t part of the J for J part of the union. They were 
part of the other part of the division, and it had historically been all in-house; they’d always worked for the 
supermarket chains. But UFCW hadn’t wanted them for some reason, so they’d always been in our union. Then 
there’d been this contracting out and the union, just like in the buildings, had started to lose market share, and they 
really had never figured out how to organize the subcontracted work in the supermarkets. They just kept the 
unionized in-house stuff.

So from a historical perspective, it opened up a new part of the local to embracing the crazy kids from J for J, 
because all of a sudden, the folks that did the market division were like, “Wow. This could be a way that we get 
back in that part of the industry.”

So Rocio gets going with her guys and we quickly get a wage-an-hour case moving. The nice thing about wage-an-
hour case is when you litigated them, as opposed to filing them in Department of Labor, you just needed a group, a 
representative group who could become a class, and most these guys didn’t care that much about their back pay. 
What they really wanted was to have the union, and they wanted the union because they were tired of just being 
stepped on and exploited.

So there was a very honest conversation about what this litigation was about and whether or not we were going to 
be able to get them all the money that they were owed and all of that. It was sort of like, “Just be clear, when push 
comes to shove, the company’s going to not want to give everybody all their money, but they may agree to 
recognize the union.”

Again, it was, like, this really remarkable crew. There was a lot of family in it, and they were like, “Yeah, whatever. 
We know what we want here—we want a union.”

So we filed the lawsuit, and during this period that that was all proceeding, because the process is very slow. So it’s 
moving along. The DMS group of guys is getting tighter and tighter. Advance settles after we get through all those 
hurdles, so then we can open up the commercial side of DMS to add to the supermarket workers—and they really 
only had a handful of kind of buildings and accounts that were big enough. Their most high-profile one was Sony 
Studios in Culver City. So we put some organizers on that. Each time we did one of these companies, it would open 
up a new geography. So now we had to figure out Culver City and the South Bay and the area around the airport.

So then the market cleaners decided they wanted to strike. They had seen the newspapers, so they wanted to strike. 
And we’re like, “Oh, my god, there’s 140 of these guys. They’re cleaning 200 stores,” and it’s, like, spread out from 
here, so we were like, “There’s no way we can pull this strike.” Because, you know, our model for strikes had been 
we would have staff in each building. We would, like, talk to people. They would know when it was going to 
happen. And there was no way we could handle that.

So we had a meeting with them. I remember this, and we said, “Okay, if we strike, you guys are going to have to do 
the vast majority of this.”

“No problem.”

“You’re going to have to have everybody on a phone system, because there’s no way we can get to every store. And 
we can’t say when it’s going to be, because we have to catch them by surprise. We’ll spread ourselves out as far as 
we can.”

Page 95 of 141

10/12/2016http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz002dx6b7-2-master.html



I remember the night we pulled that strike. I walked into this store. I don’t remember where it was. It was probably 
way out in the San Gabriel Valley, if I’m not mistaken. I walk into the store. It’s, like, two o’clock in the morning, 
three o’clock in the morning. The whole staff is on that night, so there’s, like, eight of us. Plus we got the market 
guys, so then we’ve got another five or something like that, so we had about thirteen of us spread out throughout a 
huge geographic area, so that we could go from store to store to store, where we knew the key stores. I remember 
walking into this store and saying to the guy, “Hey, everybody decided to strike tonight.”

It’s three o’clock in the morning. The fact that these are twenty-four-hour stores, some of them are twenty-four, 
some of them aren’t, but you just knock on the door, the janitor would come open the door.

I was like, “You’re on strike.”

He says, “Okay, let me just put my stuff away.”

I was like, “No, you’re on strike.”

“You mean I should just leave my machine right there in the middle of the floor?”

I said, “Yeah, you’re on strike. Do you want to go on strike?”

He said, “Okay.” And he, like, walks out of the store with a huge smile on his face.

We all meet up back at the union. By the time we all get back together, it’s like five o’clock in the morning. It ended 
up probably being one of our only majority strikes ever, because these guys were so tight. So at Lucky stores 
throughout Southern California, these big old machines had been left in the middle of the floor. 

Store managers are like, “What the hell are you guys doing? Where are you going? Wait! Stop! Stop! Stop!” But 
they couldn’t do anything because they were the store managers. They had nothing to do with the janitorial 
contractor.

Years later, one of the most significant wage-an-hour victories in recent history came out of a bunch of 
subcontracted supermarket janitors through a group that we bargained into our contract, called the Maintenance 
Cooperation Trust Fund, that won a huge settlement, huge settlement against the supermarket industry. But this was 
a precursor to that.

So DMS freaked out, and I remember they come in for a conversation and they’re like, “Okay, we’re tired of this. 
We’re going to settle. But you’ve got to drop that stupid lawsuit.”

By this time, we still hadn’t gotten class status. In litigation, you file with a certain number of people and you ask 
the judge to certify a class of people who are covered. So we hadn’t gotten to the judge, but we were in discovery 
and discussions. We had agreed that there would be no lawyers in the room. So we’re having this conversation, just 
company and a couple of the workers, and me and Rocio, and Armando was there, Armando de Castro. He’s like, 
“Okay, fine. We’ll sign the contract. We’ll be part of the union group, all work going forward. We’ll be part of the 
negotiations, but you’ve got to make this damn wage-an-hour lawsuit go away, because I do not break the law. 
You’re wrong.”

And I’m like, “You’re wrong. You are breaking the law. It’s right here.”

He says, “That’s not wrong. That’s not illegal. I know it’s not illegal. I’ve talked to my lawyers about it.”

So I said, “Okay,” because it was going to blow up, the whole deal. He was going to storm out of the union office 
without signing the agreement if we didn’t drop the lawsuit. So I said, “Well, how about this, Armando. Your 
lawyer and my lawyer talk to each other. We’ll be here. We’ll get them on the phone and we’ll talk to each other. If 
your lawyer convinces my lawyer that we’re wrong, we’ll drop the lawsuit.”

I’m talking to the guys and they’re like, “I knew we weren’t going to win.”
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So he was like, “Okay, fine.”

So I call my lawyer, and so they have this conversation. Their lawyer knows that they’re caught dead to rights.

I said, “Armando, I think you need to talk to your lawyer. Do you want another room?”

He said, “I’ll do it right here.” And he picks up the phone in the room. It’s like, you know, a land line. Dials his 
lawyer and he starts off, you know—

GOMEZ:

All bravado. 

01:29:3001:32:3201:35:2401:38:2001:42:1801:44:1501:46:4901:50:0701:53:1701:56:1101:58:0902:00:38

SHAFFER:

Ready to go and, “There’s no way.” They can hear the lawyer on the other line. You can just imagine what he’s 
saying, like, “I’ve seen some of the documents, Armando. It’s not looking good for us.”

And he’s like, “That’s bullshit!” He’s, like, going on. Then, like, over the course of about a five-minute 
conversation, he goes from, like, Mr. Bravado, Mr. Pumped Up, “You’re never going to get this out of me,” to, like, 
this whimpering little puppy, “Okay. All right. Okay.” Hangs up the phone. “All right. I’ll sign.” [laughter]

Usually you just don’t get those opportunities, right, to see something like this happen. There are these two guys 
there, the two leaders, the DMS market guys, because this was only happening in the markets. They’re, like, 
grinning from ear to ear. They agreed to some settlement, but they signed the agreement, and those workers came 
into the union, first group of market folks that we had successfully organized, and all of DMS. 

These victories, as we moved forward, were much less about how many workers were newly coming into the union, 
but every settlement included that the company had to bid all work going forward at union standards, and if they 
took any union jobs, they had to keep the existing workforce and match the existing standards. So it was basically 
locking down the market.

Again, I think I talked about this very early on, it was so clearly why the existing members needed to be part of this 
fight, because this was their job security. Any unionized member, now, if anyone of ten or fifteen contractors picked 
up the building, they were keeping their jobs, whereas when we got started,it had been only three or four, including 
having wholly owned operations that were operating nonunion, screwing their own employees. So it was really 
about creating that situation where work was staying union.

Building owners were, like, tired of having to be in the middle of this, and so with each of these settlements, who 
they were going to pick from was going to be a universe of players that were credible, that had liability coverages 
and other kinds of things, because these guys owned multiple buildings. They didn’t want fly-by-nights that was 
going to end up with a slip-and-fall against them.

We also began to see a shift, like a tipping point in the industry, because we began to know when big unionized 
accounts were going out to bid, because the phone would start ringing and there would be contractors calling up 
saying, “How do we get in the union?”

And we’re like, “Huh?”
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“Well, we’re putting in a bid on XYZ building.” And at this point pretty much 95 percent of the major big buildings 
in L.A. are cleaned union by the middle of ’94. And they’re like, “They say we can’t bid the job unless we’re union, 
so we want to be union.”

So again, in the nineties, to have employers calling up a union asking how they become union? When I would talk 
to other union organizers, other people working for unions and other unions, other parts of SEIU, and you’d 
describe these conversations, they would all think we were, like, making it up, because nobody had that experience.

Everything else was concessionary, everything. Throughout the unionized world, it was concessionary, givebacks, 
reductions in benefits. And here we’re talking about how—so the last big company that we organize before we 
bargained the new master in ’95 was a company called Servicon, and they pretty much only did aerospace buildings. 
They really specialized in the aerospace industry down in Torrance and El Segundo, and Imperial Highway around 
where Howard Hughes and all those were. I remember we had just settled DMS and Advance, and so we did our 
usual—we put a letter together to the owners of Servicon saying, “Just want to let you know we’d like to sit down 
with you and talk about a labor peace neutrality approach to organizing so that we don’t have a contentious fight, 
because you’re number came up,” basically. “You’re next on the totem pole.”

We had sent these out every time. You know, we would always send them to the employer and we’d send them to 
building owners, and everybody would ignore them, but at least we could say, when somebody started complaining, 
“Well, we sent you a letter.”

We hadn’t talked to a single Servicon worker at that time, and for the first time we get a phone call from a law firm 
in downtown, some big corporate firm in downtown L.A., saying that they represent Servicon and that their client 
would like to sit down and have a conversation. At first we thought it was a total setup, so we’re, like, sure that 
they’re wiring the room and tapping it, and trying to catch us in some illegal conversation or something. 

So we, like, freak out. We have our conversation with our lawyers. [laughter] It’s like, “What do we do now? They 
called back!”

Rocio was in charge of this one completely, and it was her first one where she was completely in charge. So I 
remember she and I went down to meet with this lawyer, and we didn’t have a lawyer with us. So he starts and 
introduces us. The guy’s really nice, and, “Oh, we want to have a high-end company. We want to pay as much as 
we can. We totally respect what you guys have been accomplishing. We just need to have some understanding.”

Sure enough, over a period of a couple of months of conversations, they agreed to card check neutrality for their 
whole company, about four hundred employees, and gave us a list, gave us access to the workers, put out a letter to 
the workers saying, “We don’t oppose unionization.” It was one of the first—I mean, usually we would get to one of 
these deals after a fight, but this was a first—not a single leaflet went out, not a single protest at any of the Servicon 
locations.

Then did a card sign-up, got to majority, showed up at the company’s offices, gave them the cards. They signed the 
agreement, and they were part of the negotiations in ’95. It was, again, one of these sort of tipping—you could see 
that the momentum had shifted our way completely after DMS with Servicon. Then a bunch of little companies did 
the same thing, because they were trying to bid buildings. At this point, the dynamic had shifted so there was a lot 
more to be gained for a nonunion company to gain access to the quote, unquote, “unionized market” than when we 
had started. 

Our contract expired in April of ’95, so we started gearing up for it in the summer of ’94. We launched the One, 
One, One Campaign, one union, one industry, one contract campaign, because we had these submarkets where the 
benefits were all over the map, because we had these trigger agreements and we’d been consolidating. There was no 
association of contractors in L.A., there was no building owners’ participation, whereas the operating engineers who 
do the elevators and heating and ventilation work in many of the buildings had always bargained with the Building 
Owners Association directly. Even though they worked for contractors, the building owners, I guess, historically 
had always bargained with them and they acknowledged that building managers really directed the work. Somehow, 
they had agreed.
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We could never get building owners to play that role, not since the union was busted in the early eighties, and so we 
made a real push to get building owners to participate and for the contractors to form a real association and bargain 
one agreement that was just going to be a master agreement that covered everybody for every part of L.A. It was the 
One, One, One, and we had this really cool brochure that talked about how it would be an economic engine to help 
lift up the poorest communities of L.A. We did the math on how much money would get generated if all the janitors 
in L.A. got substantial raises and won family health insurance, because at this point, still only Century City in 
downtown and a couple of buildings that were red-circled from the old days had health insurance.

So we launched that campaign, and what was interesting about that fight, we had to figure out how we could run a 
campaign in L.A. County. Up until that time, we’d been doing a market-by-market campaign. We did downtown 
first, we did Century City, and then with each company that we took on, there would be some concentration, 
Beverly Hills, Torrance, somewhere, that we could do most of the fight and we could stay geographically 
concentrated. But now we’re about to bargain for the whole county, and so we did pretty remarkable research job 
where we gridded out, basically, the whole county by market, and for each market we identified which group of 
owners dominated that submarket and which group of contractors dominated that submarket. Resource-wise, we had 
to come up with the nexus of players that took us into the submarkets, because we couldn’t fight seven hundred 
building owners and thirty contractors, which was probably what was signed up by then, or something like that, 
simultaneously, and we couldn’t do it in fourteen places in the county simultaneously. 

So we had to come up with a mechanism for targeting that allowed us to see where we would have to have the fight 
and with which players who had to lead, and it was the first time that we really had to do that, where we really had 
to break the whole county down in that way. I still remember the grid. Don’t know if I have it anymore, but I 
remember the researcher that we were working with, sitting down with him, heading into those negotiations and sort 
of sketching out, probably on a napkin, which was my usual instrument of choice, a napkin or one of those paper 
placemats, kind of the vision of what I thought we needed and him getting going and sort of working on that.

Sure enough, we came up with a roadmap for how to do a bargaining campaign for all of L.A. County. One of the 
things that was interesting, when we first started, we were a novelty and we would get lots of coverage. By late ’94, 
we were a little bit of old news, and getting coverage in L.A. is really hard, in general. By that time, several 
newspapers were gone, so not a whole lot of opportunity to get into the coverage. It was pre-Internet, really. One of 
the critical aspects of winning a fight like this is that your story resonates, so the media’s really important because 
you want building owners to be seeing it on the news, so that they think they don’t want to have that fight. 

What we learned was by moving into some of these submarkets, there were cities that had their own paper. 
Pasadena has a paper. Santa Monica has a paper, had a paper. They did have a paper then, and then they didn’t for a 
long time. The South Bay had a paper. San Gabriel Valley had a paper. And they were papers that were thirsty for 
stories. So whereas we could put five hundred people on the street in downtown L.A. and not get mentioned by the 
L.A. Times, if we put fifty people in front of an office building in Pasadena, it was front-page, above-the-fold, full-
color photograph. The Valley Daily News would only cover the Valley. So it was a lesson in terms of how to utilize 
the media opportunities in a place like L.A., and it really paid off. We got tremendous coverage leading up to—so 
we basically ran our contract campaign for months before the expiration of the contract.

Most unions at the time, and even to this day, sort of do their bargaining behind closed doors and have a couple 
rallies. Our whole fight was in the streets, and we would sit around the table and throw paper airplanes at the 
contractors when we would bargain, because they would just look at us and say, “We’re not going to give that. We 
can’t give that.” They were all waiting for the deadline and sort of this dance that happens. And they would just 
keep saying to us, “Well, we can’t give that. We’ll have to get back to you. We have to ask our clients.”

So one thing that we succeeded for the ’95 was we got the Building Owners and Managers Association to have their 
executive director, a guy named Geoff Ely, sit at the table. He explicitly said he wasn’t part of the bargaining 
committee, but he took a formal position as observer on behalf of owners, which was a major breakthrough, and we 
directed almost everything we said to him. 

The contractors hired the former vice president of the union to be their lead spokesperson as a centralizing force. 
They didn’t form a formal association, but he represented all the major contractors. And we did a lot of aggressive 
activity, pre-expiration. We had no strike clauses in our agreements with the unionized contractors, so we didn’t do 
any strikes, but our folks worked at night, so it didn’t really matter if we did strikes, as long as we could do 
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mobilizations. The first time that we shut down the corner of Wilshire and Westwood, was during the build-up to 
that contract. We had fifteen people arrested there. We did a sit-down at the corner of Rodeo and Wilshire, sort of 
symbolizing the wealth of L.A. and the tale of two cities. We really began to do a lot of these civic, city kinds of 
actions as opposed to buildings kinds of actions, sending the message that if this thing got out of hand, it wasn’t 
going to be just a problem for some building owners; it was a problem for the community as a whole. Again, that 
was a new wrinkle. I mean, Century City clearly had been a problem for the community, but our intention had been 
to protest on the plazas of the buildings, not in the streets. They pushed us into the streets, taught us a good lesson 
about how powerful taking streets was, thanks to the LAPD.

But I think for ’95, really defining the battle sort of overtly and explicitly as a struggle for the needs of the 
community as a whole, and that the elected leadership, civic leaders, business leaders, had a responsibility. More 
importantly, business leaders and civic leaders have a responsibility to the needs of the community as a whole, 
which they meet through the conditions that they sort of maintain as employers, not the responsibility of an 
employer to their employees, but the responsibility of the business community to the needs of the community as a 
whole, and that was really the vision for the One, One, One Campaign. That was the way we structured our build-up 
to it. That’s why we took our actions all over the county. 

The contract was set to expire at midnight on a Sunday night of—I guess it was April 1st, because it was One, One, 
One, on April 1st, so it must have been April 1st. I can’t remember if we actually really did end on—if Sunday night 
was the whatever it was, March 31st, and it worked out, or whatever the closest Monday to the first of April was. 

We had set the deadline for six o’clock in the morning on April 1st. We were bargaining at our union hall, and we 
started bargaining Friday night. We had had bargaining sessions for months, but the real sort of bargain it out, get it 
done, or go on strike was going to come to a head that weekend. We started bargaining on Friday. We broke at 
around ten o’clock at night, met again on Saturday morning. We were still really far apart because we were 
demanding family health insurance for the whole county, and we had made it a big fight that we were not going to 
back down from. And the contractors were like, “No way in hell. There’s no way we’re going to agree to that.” At 
the time, it was probably $400 a month per worker to get family health insurance, which is about two and a half 
dollars an hour, which is just a massive increase that they were going to be putting on their clients.

We simultaneously had our bargaining committee and we had our street action team. The weekend’s a slow time for 
actions anyways, and so we began figuring out what we were going to do if we didn’t settle. The headquarters of the 
union was at the corner of Seventh and Witmer, just about three blocks west of downtown and two blocks west of 
where the 110 Freeway or bridge from Seventh Street goes over the 110 Freeway. So we basically decided that our 
plan was that if we didn’t settle, we were going to march out of the office, we were going to bring all the workers 
together at six-thirty or seven o’clock in the morning, and we were going to march from our office onto the 110 
Freeway and shut down downtown, sort of no business as usual. That was the plan. 

I remember sketching it out on a napkin, or a placemat, probably, sitting in a meeting with some folks, about how 
we would do it, what we would have to do. We were really pretty thinly staffed to pull off something like that. 
[laughs] I mean, we had dramatically increased the amount of people working on it, but we weren’t on strike. We 
didn’t have a whole operation of members that was full-time yet. They would have been on strike if we had gone on 
strike.

We authorized a strike. That’s one of the things that we started doing around Century City in 1989, was we would 
do public strike votes. We did public civil disobedience trainings. Everything we did was to sort of send a message 
of what was coming, and they had to decide whether they wanted that to happen or not, put sort of, “You decide.” It 
was like, “We can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard way.”

I think I may have said this already, but there was this commercial that was on all the time, and it was FRAM oil 
filters. It was this mechanic standing in front of a shop with a car that he’d just changed the transmission on, and he 
said, “This car here, just had to change the transmission, $1,500. Now, I’d been telling the owner of this car for two 
years that they should just change their oil filters on a regular basis. So you can decide. You can pay me now or you 
can pay me later.” And it was like, “You can put a FRAM oil filter in your car for $2.50 or $4, or whatever it is, or 
you can let me change your transmission for $1,500.”

And that became, like, in my head, not just me, but in our head, the vision, is, “You can pay us now or pay us later. 
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You’re going to decide how this gets played out. We can either do this the easy way or we can do this the hard way. 
We’d prefer to do it the easy way, but we’re prepared to do it the hard way.” I think that just became our mentality, 
and over the course of eight years, between ’87 and ’95, we proved to people that that was true. It wasn’t just 
blowing smoke. 

I remember Bill Ragen was the head of the Property Service Division at that time. Stephen Lerner had left, and Bill, 
who had been in L.A., was now in D.C. running the Property Service Division. I remember calling him up. I was 
like, “Bill, we’re going to need some help out here, because I don’t know that we’re going to get this done.”

He had been working with this woman named Lisa Fithian. She was on staff in D.C., I think, but she came out of the 
Direct Action Movement, and she’s now pretty famous around all this Occupy stuff, and Andrew Breitbart’s gone 
after her. She’s certainly the most focused and systematic direct action organizer I’ve ever worked with in terms of 
just getting stuff together, thinking it out. So she shows up and she’s like, “Okay.”

So Bill says, “I’ll send Lisa.”

I’m like, “Great.” I’d never met her. So she shows up and she’s, like, super intense, like—she’d hate this if I—
almost militaristic. It was like, you know, “Okay.” So she comes in, and this is just sort of her demeanor. “Okay.”

“Hi, Lisa.” And I’m a pretty chilled-out guy, right? And I’m, like, cracking jokes.

So Rocio has the field. I have the overall campaign. Somebody else has the table, and I’m kind of spending more 
time trying to lean on the contractors to get this deal done. So Lisa comes in. She goes, “So what’s the plan?”

So I pulled out my scrawled sort of napkin that shows how we think we’re going to get onto the 110 Freeway at the 
middle of rush hour, eight o’clock in the morning, downtown L.A.

She goes, “Okay. I’m going to go scope it out. I’ll be back.”

I go away with bargainers and I come back. There’s a scale drawing of, like, the area in question on the wall, right? 
I mean, I’m sure it wasn’t like exactly to scale, but it wasn’t like my little, like, scribbles. She says, “I think that we 
have to understand how many people we’re going to have.” So she, like, really put together a plan of how we could 
potentially do this.

I remember Rocio coming up to me. She goes, “Can I talk to you?”

I said, “Sure.”

She says, “I’m a little uncomfortable.”

I’m like, “What?”

She says, “Lisa’s going—I mean, she’s getting vans and she’s getting this and she’s getting that.”

I said, “Well, have you talked to her?”

She says, “Well, yeah, but not really. You know, she’s, like, super intense.”

And I’m like, “Okay. Well, let’s just sit down.”

So we go and have lunch. It’s like you’re kind of in a bubble. So we go and we have lunch, breakfast, dinner, 
something. We have a meal to talk about things, and it’s like, “Lisa, this is a little bit, you know, kind of intense.”

She says, “What?” So I say that the idea to chain off a section of the freeway once we blocked it, so that that we 
didn’t have to be there physically was too much. It was just like—I probably shouldn’t be saying this on paper, but 
whatever. It never happened. Anyways, so, like, some really over-the-top ideas.
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Lisa says, “Oh, okay. We don’t do that,” very matter-of-factly. It was like this, all right, leave that behind. Okay. 

So we’re all set. People are going to be showing up at 6:30am. We have community people showing up, elected 
officials showing up. Then at six o’clock in the morning, we reached agreement with the employers and called the 
action off. The entire staff was ready to go, and we called it off.

Years later, I remember saying to Lisa, because we’ve worked together a ton since that time, “You know, I was a 
little freaked out when we were getting ready to do that action.”

She says, “You were freaked out? I was fucking whacked out. I can’t believe you were going to try to go through 
with that.” [laughter]

And I was like, “What do you mean?” I said, “Why didn’t you say anything?”

She says, “Hey, Bill said, ‘Go help Jono and Rocio. They’ve got this idea. They need to figure it out.’ I wasn’t 
going to, like, tell you you couldn’t do what you wanted to do. I was just going to try to figure out how to get it 
done.”

So, yeah, there’s a ton of stuff around the dynamics connected to that last phase where we settled the contract, 
because there was a lot of internal political stuff going on in the union leading up to that period that was playing out 
simultaneously, which we could try to do now or we could try to do another time. 

GOMEZ:

Let’s stop now. [End of December 2, 2011 interview] 

SESSION NINE January 24, 2012 

00:00:13

GOMEZ:

This is Andrew Gomez. It’s January 24th [2012]. I’m doing an interview with Jono Shaffer in my apartment in West 
Los Angeles.

Jono, if we can actually go back now and talk about your work in organizing security workers and airport workers. 

00:02:5600:04:45

SHAFFER:

Sure. I touched on it briefly, but in the mid-nineties, ’94, ’95, there was a sense that we were reaching kind of the 
tipping point in janitorial, so we had this process of what should we do next, where does this take us. So I led an 
effort to look at whether we should organize security officers—security guards was how I called them then, because 
that’s what we knew them as. I’ve come to be trained to not call them security guards anymore.

So I wrote a proposal in ’96, I think it was, maybe ’95, to launch a security guard organizing project in L.A. to 
piggyback on the settlement of the ’95 contract, because that was sort of our breakthrough. It was countywide, and 
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there was this question of do we continue following janitors into other occupations, into other sectors, into other 
geographies, or do we build on the momentum that we had in L.A. Even how I describe it, you can clearly see 
where my bias was, which is that we had built momentum against the building owners, and so the next workforce in 
those workplaces that was unorganized were security officers.

There are a number of a reasons why I thought it was the right thing to do. One is that it was the same sort of power 
structure. The building owners controlled the situation. The second was it was a largely black workforce, 
particularly in the mid-nineties when we were looking at it for the first time. There was, as is now, there was a lot of 
black-,brown, growing black-brown tension, and I thought the potential of having these two workforces, a Latino 
janitorial workforce and a black security workforce, united in the same organization would be incredibly potent and 
positive, both within the workplace, because there was tension between security officers and janitors, because 
security officers checked on janitors, and also in the community, because it would have been bringing these two 
communities together. 

The third issue for me was that the—so you had the same owners, black, brown coming together. The third was sort 
of politically—that was part of the second one, you know, the black-brown would have been a powerful political 
force in the city. So that was my proposal, and we made it in ’96 to the union.

With the research project, actually, it was the first time we used some folks from UCLA Urban Planning as interns 
that did some of that research, and it was interesting because going into janitorial, we sort of worked our way into it. 
We were going to do janitors. We were a janitors union. Going into security, this question about whether or not to 
go into security was following on, you know, seven years of experience now, and so, much more thoughtful about 
how we would make this choice. Whereas before it was like, “Oh, there’s a building. Let’s go talk to a janitor,” now 
it was like, “Well, should we or shouldn’t we? What the factors that we should determine?” So we did this 
incredible sort of sectoral analysis of security, interviewed all these players in the industry, figured out how they 
broke their own client sectors down. 

Eddie Iny was the researcher on that project who continued with the union for many, many years, ended up being 
chief of staff at the local, actually, for a while, and now he’s working with the UFCW on the Walmart project. I 
remember he came back from the interview with the Pinkerton folks with a Pinkerton statue. It was like one of these 
little sort of Pinkerton guys, that he had on his shelf for the rest of his time at the union.

There was a lot of concentration in the industry, even in the mid-nineties. Pinkerton was a huge company. The irony 
of it all is that this is the Pinkertons that were the union-busting thugs of the twenties and tens in the minefields, etc., 
and had continued that way. A company called Burns, which right around that time had been purchased by 
BorgWarner, so it was Burns and Wells Fargo Security and—what was the third one? Burns, Wells. That was it. 
Those were the two that had emerged, and a handful of others. So unlike janitorial where there’s a lot of mid-sized 
companies, in security there were a couple really, really, really big companies and then a bunch of little companies.

Can we take a break? [interruption] 

00:08:1500:10:5700:12:3000:15:0100:17:2200:21:0200:22:1200:25:1900:27:4400:30:4300:33:1300:35:41

SHAFFER:

And the other thing that I thought was important was that the workforce in janitorial had been African American, 
and it had been systematically shifted in the late seventies and eighties to a Latino workforce. There was a lot of 
bitterness and anger in the black community about the loss of jobs to the Latino community, and there was actually 
some pushback in the union, not overt, but sort of scuttlebutt about why were we putting so much resources and 
energy into the Latino workers. 

In fact, I remember having a direct conversation with one of the African American leaders of a different local, 
where she said, “You know—.” She had been against our stuff all along. It was Ophelia McFadden, just a much 
more conservative approach to the work. She sat down with us one time, and I don’t know why we had this meeting, 
Bill and I did, but she said, “You know, that stuff that you guys are doing with the janitors, you know, it’s pretty 
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good stuff.” This was already—we were well into it, we had kind of made a name, and it was really pretty well 
regarded. “The only problem is, you know, it’s too much Latinos. You’re going to get pigeonholed if you just work 
with Latino workers. You’ve got to—.”

And so I looked at her and I said, “You know, we don’t pick the demographic of the workforce. We’re organizing 
janitors, and when we get to the building we organize who’s there, and it just happens to be that 95 percent of the 
people in the buildings are Latino.” But it was like there was that view.

And the black workforce inside of SEIU, particularly in L.A., was quite large, because the biggest chunk of 
members in SEIU were public sector. So if you think about L.A. City and County in the core of L.A.—I think when 
you get out to the Valleys, you’re going to see a different demographic, but in the core of the city, it’s a largely 
black workforce. And so there was some resentment about why was SEIU—because it was a high-profile campaign 
when I was international—putting all this energy into Latino workers and not into black workers.

That wasn’t a reason to do security in and of itself. I think it was an additional factor in why it was a good place to 
go. You know, all things being equal, if everything else was equal and we were choosing between organizing 
security officers in office buildings or janitors in Orange County or some other sector, institutional cleaning, I 
would have argued that the demographic of the workforce tipped the scales. I don’t think all things were equal. I 
think security was a much better choice all along. But even if it had been all equal, everything else weighed out the 
same, I think the demographic of the workforce would have been a really good thing to do for a number of factors. 

So we made this proposal. It was called GUARD L.A., Guards United Around Respect and Dignity. That was 
because, you know, I had Justice for Janitors, so, you know, you can’t—there was a lot of debating about what we 
should call the GUARDs campaign, was it Guns for Guards. [laughter] Justice for Janitors had really just caught, 
you know. It was, like, such a powerful thing, and it really became something. So now we’re like, “Okay. Well, you 
can’t do it if we can’t come up with a good name.” Anyways, so we did GUARD. So that was the name of the 
proposal.

What was interesting about the proposal was that from the very outset, I had argued that we should do this with a 
community advisory board, really reaching into the black community. There was so much resentment about the fact 
that—you know, ironically, the Latino workforce had been used to crush the union, drive standards down. We 
organized, and all of a sudden standards are coming up, and now janitors are making as much, and in many cases 
more, with much better benefits than the security officers in the buildings, which was a complete flip, because 
before it had been the security got paid better than the janitors, because janitors was almost subminimum wage. 

So now there was this resentment, which is, “Oh, now the Latinos have better jobs than we do in the black 
community,” and so it was an opportunity to really build that community ownership. In hindsight, I couldn’t have 
been more right. Foresight, I was nowhere near thoughtful enough about how powerful the issue of the community 
question was.

So we proposed it, and it really didn’t go. Andy Stern got elected president in ’96, and it was sort of moved into a 
restructuring phase of the organization, and there was a lot of reluctance to organize security. There was a legal 
issue that existed in national labor relations law, but I also think that any—I remember Eliseo Medina was 
somebody who was really not supportive of having us do security officers, and in ’96 became executive vice 
president for the union, and he was over California.

Around the country, the other locals weren’t ready to do security. They still had more janitorial to do. I mean, L.A. 
was kind of a cutting-edge, so we were ahead, so I saw potentially L.A. was going to be the place that, as it had 
done with janitorial, led the way into this new sector. But I think people didn’t want to organize rent-a-cops, as they 
called them. These were the Pinkertons. There are books written about how the Pinkertons broke the unions, and, 
you know, how could you possibly think about organizing these people whose job it was, in part, to break unions. 
There was whole specialization around what to do in strikes, and companies that dealt with strike situations and 
strike-breaking and strike lines. Everybody who had had any kind of a history of any strike at all had had a run-in 
with a security officer. So it was fascinating to encounter that resistance. 

Stephen Lerner was gone. He had left SEIU in ’93 or ’94 and gone to the AFL-CIO. So it kind of laid dormant. I 
mean, it didn’t kind of; it was shelved. The idea was shelved. I never gave up on it, but I got pulled into doing 
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healthcare organizing and other stuff.

In the late nineties, I went to work for the AFL-CIO, and there was an organizing effort to organize service workers 
at airports, again started in L.A. The first effort was a multi-union effort. One of the things that happened in about 
the same time Andy got elected president of SEIU, Sweeney got elected president of the AFL-CIO, and one of his 
big pushes, Sweeney’s big pushes was to get unions working together, multi-union projects, organizing projects, to 
spur growth and expansion and build more power for workers.

So there was a joint effort between SEIU and HERE at LAX. It was the LAX organizing project and became known 
as Respect at LAX. I wasn’t at the local. It grew out of the same local, janitors local, and the local did represent 
some janitors at the airport. So they did another analysis, a similar analysis, and they did all the sectoral stuff and 
they looked at the passenger service and retail and that kind of stuff. I think I talked about this in earlier sessions.

Clearly, one of the biggest blocs of workers inside the airport were screeners, pre-board screeners, and they were all 
contracted out, and there were two or three companies that dominated the industry nationwide, and so there was 
some support, limited, but some. There was a lot of support at the local. At the national union, there was much less 
support for the idea of organizing airports. It was kind of tolerated, not encouraged. 

So in my role with the AFL-CIO, I began consulting with my former colleagues at the local because they were in 
the fight to do the passenger service, and what was really interesting was that HERE’s jurisdiction, the division of 
jurisdictions in that project, HERE got the airport concession work, food and trinket shops and those kinds. SEIU 
got the passenger service side, which made sense. I mean, we were the janitors. It was not a far stretch for baggage 
handlers and wheelchair pushers and that kind of stuff.

At the time, the airlines were significantly contracting that work out, so Skycaps had been airline employees and got 
contracted out. Wheelchairs had been airline employees, contracted out. Baggage handling had been in house, 
contracted out. And a lot of that work had been unionized with IAM and TWU and other already represented, 
because the airlines were highly organized, highly unionized, but those unions didn’t follow the work into the 
subcontracted world. That contracting-out had sort of happened probably in the nineties, I would imagine is kind of 
when all that stuff was really going on. I didn’t look at it that closely.

There was a real sort of challenge that arose, which is that on the HERE side of the equation, the airport was the de 
facto client, was the de facto contracting agent. It controlled who got those concessions, even though it wasn’t the 
employer of record of the food service or the concessions. You couldn’t be the food store on the airport property 
unless you were hired by the airport. But the airlines controlled the hiring of the contractors who provided all the 
passenger service work.

So all of the initial victories in the airport campaign used city leverage. Living wage—it was when living wage 
really kind of exploded and labor peace and those kinds of issues, worker-retention ordinances, a lot of policy work 
that got developed. And it worked for airport-contracted work, because when a public entity operates as the 
purchaser of services, it can set whatever conditions it wants. But when a public entity operates as a regulator of 
services, it’s preempted by national labor relations law, so anything that the airport was contracting for, they could 
basically say, “If you don’t have neutrality on union organizing, you’re not getting hired at the airport.” I mean, it 
wasn’t as clear as that. 

Miguel Contreras was the head of the Airport Commission, who was also the head of the County Federation of 
Labor, so it was tailor-made. I think at the beginning of the process, everybody was sort of like, “Wow. This is so 
cool. It was so easy. It’s going to be slam-dunk. We’re going to be moving through this like a hot knife through 
butter,” because of the policy side of things. 

The Labor Movement in L.A. in the late eighties and nineties, in large part because of J for J’s prominence, and then 
SEIU did the homecare campaign and HERE was doing hotel campaigns, it was high profile, and all of a sudden 
labor was a powerful political force in the city, and here was a way to sort of say to the elected officials at the city 
level, “Prove that you’re really pro-worker.”

Then the hot knife froze in the middle of a block of butter and didn’t move again when we hit up against the fact 
that the airport couldn’t get the airlines to do anything, and the airlines were the controlling force for the passenger 
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service work. So while this wasn’t a direct link to the security campaign in that the client sector was different, this 
wasn’t building owners, this was in some ways the other view, which was let’s follow janitors into other 
workplaces. 

What happened was I got asked to help with the LAX work. Mike Garcia was now the president of Local 1877. The 
merger had happened between north and south, so it was now Local 1877. Mike always has, to this day, had 
tremendous respect for my work and the work that I did, and so he didn’t hesitate in having me come in and work 
with them, even though I had sort of left under that cloud of political stuff.

Anyways, we began looking at it and we had to figure out how to beat the airlines, which was not all that different 
than figuring out how to beat building owners, you know, a different animal, but still basically big finance-driven 
corporate entities. So we started to take it apart. It was incredibly complicated, but we slogged away, we slogged 
away. We went straight to some of our core tactics of public activity. It became a fight about the community.

In Lennox, the area surrounding the airport, there was a huge community-versus-labor battle brewing about airport 
expansion, and it was fascinating because we were in a fight with the airlines, the airlines wanted the expansion, the 
city wanted the expansion, we had to have very hard, thoughtful discussions about, well, what do we do about 
expansion. It’s a nuclear weapon. You know, if we fight expansion, if we join the fight against expansion and we 
kill it, kill the expansion, it’s a huge hit to the airline industry. So in some ways, it was the right way to go. It was 
definitely the right way to go in terms of the community issues. It also pit the service workers’ unions against the 
building trades, because they support anything that gets built, and against the airline unions. So there was now this 
split in the labor community. 

Anyways, it was fascinating. We ended up having to fight some of the other unions because we did target the 
expansion effort. So, United Airlines was the biggest airline at the airport, and the anchor airline for one of the three 
major contractors that did passenger service work, and so they wanted to build a new facility. We joined forces with 
a community effort around blocking that expansion project because it was going to quadruple the amount of truck 
traffic through the neighborhoods or something like that. It was some huge amount, and they were rubberstamping 
through the environmental impact report, and so we joined forces with the community folks there.

That’s how we first met Jerome Horton before Jerome Horton ever got elected to office, or maybe he was an 
Inglewood city councilman, but it became a springboard for him to take state office, and he was an assemblyman 
and then a senator, I think. We were the only unions, HERE and SEIU were the only unions that supported Jerome, 
because Jerome was fighting for the service workers. And the building trades and the airline unions were furious at 
Jerome because he was raising questions about the expansion. Jerome won, and to this day, Jerome never forgets his 
early linkages to these two unions.

So I’m sort of meandering here. Through this process, we ended up at these three major companies: Argenbright, 
Globe. No, four: Argenbright, Globe, Huntleigh, and ITS. These are the four. And the amazing thing about the 
airline industry in airport service work is at that time, and even to this day to a certain extent, you get those four 
companies and four airlines, and you’re in every airport in the country, literally, because these were national 
contracts, national relationships. 

So we started in. During the course of this, a huge European security company called Securitas, which provided 
security throughout Europe and was the second largest provider of security in the world behind Group 4 Falck—
these names are meaningful when we get back to security. Securitas bought the company Globe, which was a 
Dallas-based company, whose kind of patron saint in the airline industry was American Airlines. And Argenbright 
was Atlanta-based, and their patron saints were United and Delta, and they were not owned by an outside security 
company; they were their own thing. Globe was this European-owned thing.

During this period of time, the security industry also was going through this dramatic transformation and there was 
a lot of consolidation going on, primarily Securitas-driven. Securitas not only bought Globe, they bought 
BorgWarner’s security operation, which was Burns and Pinkerton. So now Securitas was 120,000 employees in the 
United States, four times bigger than its biggest competitor in the U.S., and we still were not organizing security. I 
remember that security purpose was totally collecting dust on the shelf, but we were now engaged with this 
company that was a security company at the airport in a knock-down, drag-out fight that we had to win because we 
were in there, you know, and we’d thrown down.
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The local stayed with it. The international union was very skeptical, felt like it was a waste of resources and they 
should put their efforts elsewhere, and it was very difficult to get the international union to put real funding in. The 
one thing that kept it alive was that it was multi-union, and the AFL-CIO was really into the multi-union, and SEIU 
was really into the AFL-CIO, because it was right in that honeymoon period of Sweeney becoming president and 
Andy becoming president. So we were a prime sponsor of driving the new AFL-CIO organizing efforts, and so that 
was the one thing that kept LAX alive from an SEIU perspective, was that it had this AFL component, which is how 
I was involved. 

Anyways, it continued on in a very sort of escalated public and high-level corporate accountability work, ’98, ’99, 
into 2000. In 2000, Andy convinced Stephen Lerner to come back to SEIU to run the property service division 
again, the position he had left in ’94. I was at the AFL-CIO. Stephen immediately reached out and wanted to sort of, 
as he put it, “put the band back together”. Bill Ragen was at the AFL-CIO. I was at the AFL-CIO. People were sort 
of scattered to the wind that had been part of the original J for J crew.

So he came to me and he said that now the locals wanted to do security, that the union wanted to do security, and 
that since it was my idea, I had to come back and run it. By this time, we were in the middle of the airports in a 
very, very big way. So I did, I left the AFL and went back to SEIU to create a national security organizing program.

What was different about the way it emerged or unfolded in 2000 than how I had envisioned it and we had proposed 
it in ’96, was that by 2000 there were four companies that dominated the security industry in the United States: 
Securitas, AlliedBarton—well, I should correct myself. In 2000, the consolidation was going. By 2002, four 
companies had taken complete control of the industry through mergers and acquisitions. Securitas, through its initial 
purchases, so they were already four times bigger than anybody else in the country. And as soon as that happened, 
all of these other mid-sized, decent-sized security companies saw that and said, “We’ve got to react.”

So major companies started merging. Allied Spectrum, which was a company out of Philadelphia, merged with 
Barton Security, which is a company out of Atlanta. Group 4 Falck, which was a Danish company that was the chief 
competitor to Securitas globally, purchased Wackenhut, which was a huge company globally. It was the one global 
player that was American. And Group 4 purchased Wackenhut and they also purchased a company called Securicor.

Also during this period, 9/11 happened, and Argenbright was the pre-board screening company at the airport in 
Boston where three of the four planes took off from. So out of nowhere, the global spotlight is on pre-board 
screening and on Argenbright for letting these guys make it through the security checkpoint with box cutters.

We had been at war with Argenbright, so we knew more about Argenbright than anybody else in the world, 
probably from a where-are-the-flaws-in-this-company perspective. I mean, we’d been in battle with Argenbright for 
two and half years, three years, around the LAX Airport organizing campaign. So all of a sudden, it’s like the phone 
is ringing off the hook. We need to talk to screeners, and every single screening company—these are all still private 
contractors contracted by the airlines. Every single one shut down their entire workforce. No screeners would talk to 
a reporter anywhere in the country after 9/11, because all of the companies, Globe, Argenbright, ITS, Huntleigh, 
they all just shut their people down, but we had folks because we were the one place in the country that was 
organizing screeners. So we became like the source for—anybody that wanted to talk to a screener, they had to 
come to SEIU. 

Why this matters is that in the fallout from 9/11, Argenbright just disintegrated. It got fired by—right before 9/11, I 
should say, Securicor, an English-based security company, purchased Argenbright. Right after 9/11, what Securicor 
had bought fell apart into a bunch of almost nothing because they lost all their contracts, because everybody was 
scrambling to fire Argenbright to prove that they were going to be taking action. 

GOMEZ:

Tough on security. 
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SHAFFER:

Yes get tough on security. The irony is, is that the reason that there was ever any problem in security, if you could 
point—I question whether it was an airport security issue anyways in any form or fashion. Millions and millions of 
people fly through airports everyday, and four people got through with some knives. I mean, it’s like folks wanted 
to do this, they were going to do it.

That said, we had been for two years arguing that the conditions for pre-board screening and security at the airports 
were a nightmare. Workers—the wands didn’t work, they were short-staffed, people were constantly working 
overtime. Turnover was 200 percent a year. And we had the horror stories to show screeners getting fired because 
they stopped people from bringing stuff on, or a person getting mad and then calling the airline and saying, “You’re 
making me miss my plane.”

Anyways, there was this whole sort of dynamic, and, lo and behold, the private security industry was now the 
airport screening industry, for the most part. Securicor owned Argenbright. Securitas owned Globe. Huntleigh was a 
global company. I think they may have been even owned out of Germany. So you had incredible consolidation of 
the security industry, globalization of the security industry right as we were saying it’s time to do security, and not 
coincidentally. I mean, I think the fact that that consolidation and globalization was happening helped convince 
people that this was doable at the national union. 

But what was different about security was whereas with janitorial it grew city by city, building by building, as we 
built more capacity, we expanded. By the time we got to security, we were saying this is going to be a national 
campaign, at least. Our goal is to reach agreements with these dominant national players that controlled a huge 
percentage of the industry throughout the United States to reach agreements around neutrality and card check and 
organizing rights, code of conduct standards nationwide.

So how we thought about going at the organizing was to do a national analysis of what we would need to do to these 
companies looking from the perspective of what are their vulnerabilities as a whole company as opposed to what we 
had done in the janitorial side, which was look at localized situations. For example, let’s start with downtown, right, 
when we first started janitorial. Then, well, what do we have to do to beat somebody for all of L.A.? Then it 
became, well, what do we have to do to get an L.A. operator to be willing to go union in Orange County?

You know, it’s sort of like we kind of worked our way up to a bigger view of what we needed to do, whereas in 
security it was from the beginning almost as big as you could imagine. In fact, the global aspect of these companies 
was critical to thinking about this, and we were building relationships with the European Unions from 1999 on 
around the security companies that they dealt with. 

SEIU represented security officers in Chicago with horrendous agreements, terrible deals, stuff that was holdovers 
from decades before. In other parts of the country, SEIU had represented some security, but had basically lost it all. 
The Taft-Hartley national labor relations law revision or restructuring created a section called 9(b)(3) of the 
National Labor Relations Act, and in 9(b)(3) what it says is that the National Labor Relations Board will not certify 
a mixed union, a union that represents any other kinds of workers other than security, to represent security officers 
because of conflict of interest. Unions that belonged to a federation were also considered mixed. That was 
interpreted by the Labor Movement at that time to be that no mixed unions, nobody other than security-only unions 
could represent security. It was the wrong interpretation. Legally it’s not true. It wasn’t an accurate interpretation. It 
wasn’t that mixed unions couldn’t represent security. It just meant that the National Labor Relations Board couldn’t 
be the vehicle for achieving union recognition. 

Well, we were Justice for Janitors. None of us knew shit about the board anyways. We had long ago decided that the 
National Labor Relations Act and the National Relations Board process for winning union recognition was terrible 
and useless, and so we kind of brought a fresh set of eyes to this legal obstacle, which was, “Well, okay. Guess 
what? We don’t use the board anyways. Good for us.”
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So that was another huge hurdle operationally to get over inside of SEIU, because while that was how those of us 
who had done for J for J organizing viewed the world, that wasn’t how presidents of local unions who had grown up 
in the Labor Movement understood it, and it wasn’t how traditional labor lawyers who read the act interpreted it, so 
it took a lot of work to convince people. 

We actually had a great lawyer, Craig Becker, who worked for SEIU and the AFL-CIO at the same time; he was 
jointly employed. I worked with him on this, I worked with him on healthcare as well, I worked with him on a 
number of things. He did an opinion memo for internal purposes that explained the dos and don’ts or the cans and 
cannots of the 9(b)(3)’s section of the National Labor Relations Act. (Coincidentally, he was one of the NLRB 
appointees of Obama who was blocked and was refused to be certified or whatever they call it, confirmed by the 
Senate, and he became a recess appointment. His term just termed out, they couldn’t re-up him, because he could 
never get confirmed. Just sort of interesting connection.) 

Anyways, Craig wrote this memo that basically said what I just said, which is that, yes, the board won’t certify the 
recognition. Doesn’t mean that the employers can’t voluntarily recognize through card-check or even a non-board 
election. You could do it any way you want, and that there’s thousands and thousands and thousands and thousands 
of security officers represented by mixed unions all over the country.

But in the period from when Taft-Hartley got adopted and when we launched security, what had emerged was sort 
of an industry of security-only unions that were all basically company unions, because there was a lot of industries 
that you didn’t want to have union problems. Auto, for instance. When the Taft-Hartley Act went into place, 
security officers in auto plants were all unionized with the United Auto Workers. In fact, it was part of what drove 
this issue of changing the law, Industry leaders were saying, “This is crazy. You can’t have the fox watching the 
henhouse,” from a labor respective. 

So when the law changed, the UAW spun off its security officers into a new union called the United Plant Guard 
Workers, UPGWU, and the seafarers, another place that was all union, so the security guards on the docks were all 
union. When the change came, the seafarers spun off the dock security into a standalone security union, which by 
definition became incredibly weak, and company dominated operations, because all of a sudden you’ve gone from 
being part of a massive industrial union to a standalone group of fifteen guys at a plant. The two thousand guys that 
are making autos inside that plant are part of a different union that you now supposedly can’t even interact with. So 
they really defanged unionization for security officers with the Taft-Hartley Act.

So this was really a kind of revolutionary, unknowingly. When I wrote the paper in ’96, I didn’t know what 9(b)(3) 
was. I barely knew what the National Labor Relations Act was. I mean, that’s not true, but I mean it’s like compared 
to anybody who had been a union organizer for eight years like I had been when I wrote this paper, would have 
done dozens, if not hundreds, of elections. I had done one, but I’d been part of organizing eight thousand workers, 
and because we never got recognition through the NRLB I wouldn’t even have thought about this concern.

So we had to overcome that resistance inside the organization, which I think was an excuse, sort of a straw horse or 
whatever, put forth to mask other reluctance to do this work. “Well, it’s illegal, right?” Because once we proved that 
it wasn’t illegal, we still had the resistance to overcome, but it was before. 

Anyways, I went back to SEIU in the middle of 2000, onto their payroll, and began developing the campaign. We 
put a couple of staff on, researchers building an idea, mapping the industry, dusting off all the old research we had 
done in L.A., which was the only place that we had systematically looked at security, began going around the 
country talking to locals that had any experience with it.

By 2001, early 2001, we had sort of formed a working group inside the division that was down for doing security, 
and the initial cities were Chicago, Minneapolis, Los Angeles, San Francisco, the Bay Area, and I was responsible 
for the whole thing, and we were putting teams together in those cities.

In L.A., sort of at the national level, because L.A. had just come off of the 2000 strike for janitors, which was 
incredible, internationally watched and covered, and seen as this milestone historic breakthrough moment in modern 
labor history, where they struck L.A. and did all this incredibly great stuff. I wasn’t working for the local then. I was 
the behind-the-scenes unofficial advisor/consultant, along with Stephen, to some of the stuff that people were 
thinking about, but there was a great team of people that were working on it.
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Anyways, there was a belief inside the union, by International Leaders, that L.A. was too militant to be the leading 
edge on security, because the building owners were never going to want to let the security officers be union with 
SEIU after being put through the wringer like they’d been put through Century City, to the ’95 strike, to the 2000 
strike. I mean, it was like this was a place where we got what we wanted by beating the shit out of people, and that 
wasn’t where you were going to go convince folks, oh, you should voluntarily let the security officers be part of the 
union. 

So there was a theory that got developed that we were going to kind of go to the places where we had the best 
relationships to convince them that especially in a post-9/11 world, that creating stability in the security industry 
was the right way to go. And I agreed with that theory. It made sense to me. I didn’t agree that we shouldn’t move 
forward in L.A. aggressively, but because we were looking at this from a national perspective, it wasn’t clear that 
L.A. was an essential place to win from a national perspective in the way that if we were only doing L.A., obviously 
we have to do L.A., but if our goal was to get agreements from these contractors for a national relationship, then 
L.A. might not be essential, might not be critical, it could be helpful, if it was in a good place, would be very helpful 
because there’s such a big market. But arguably, New York or Chicago could play the same role, and we didn’t 
have the kind of in-your-face history in those two places recently.

So our first city that we really got going and the first two places that we really got ground activity going in was 
Minneapolis and the Bay Area. And meanwhile, we’re having a lot of these global unions are making introductions 
to the European heads of these companies in America. And sort of long story, ridiculously long story cut to only 
somewhat long, since I’ve been talking for the last four hours, we got to a place where the contractors were saying 
all the right things. These are European companies that had a view, that said they believed in high-pay, high-value, 
low-turnover work. That’s how they made money in Europe. They recognized the need for quote, unquote, “strong 
union partner,” because that was a model that was successful in Europe.

Operationally in America, that was the complete antithesis of how the companies that the Europeans had purchased 
operated, and so culturally they just could not make it happen over here. The idea, the theory that low-turnover, 
well-trained security in a post-9/11 world was necessary was uniformly agreed to. You know, we got every—Chief 
Bratton was not yet the chief of LAPD. He worked for a company called Kroll. In between his time as chief of New 
York police or whatever they call them in New York—

00:53:44

GOMEZ:

The czar. [laughter] 

00:55:0100:57:3901:00:2201:02:5501:04:5701:07:5101:10:0501:12:2801:16:5201:19:1401:21:1701:23:5001:26:2901:30:0401:32:3301:35:

SHAFFER:

No, it’s commissioner. I don’t know what they call it. But he had been the chief in Boston, then he was in the chief 
in New York, and then before he came to L.A., he worked for this consulting company, Kroll. Well, Kroll came out, 
agreed to work with us to develop security standards that made sense in the private security industry. Chief Bratton 
convened a meeting—actually, maybe he was chief in—no, he was a consultant. He convened a meeting with 
building owners and the union in New York where he chaired the meeting, to talk about the importance of stability 
and training in the security, integration of private security and public safety, and all of this kind of stuff.

So we had this whole theory rap thing going that was like this is going to be win-win. This is going to be, you know, 
labor-management partnership, raise standards for workers, because you’re not going to stabilize the workforce if 
people are making shit wages and don’t have health insurance, all this stuff, reams and reams of beautiful papers 
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and nice reports, which all, of course, completely went nowhere when push came to shove and people had to agree 
to both the issue of unionization and starting to pay better. 

The owners, all good rhetoric, but went straight back to their default place of, “Not our job. These are contractors. 
Not our thing,” was how they tried to play it. The good thing was that the J for J campaign had smoked that one out 
and it was clear they were the ultimate decision makers. Then it became, well, we can’t have the same union 
representing security and janitorial. So we’re not opposed to unionization; they just can’t be in the same union. So 
we had to go back to our familiar place of fighting building owners to get them to allow workers to be in the union 
that they want to be in, not in the union that the building owners wanted to be in.

But it was really fascinating from an evolutionary perspective, thinking about the way things worked, because when 
we started with janitorial, building owners said, “We have nothing to do with it.” That was their first answer, right? 
Then their second position, when that one proved untenable, was, “We’re not going to tell contractors how to do 
their business. We’re not opposed to them being in the union, but we’re not going to tell contractors how to 
operate.”

And so we overcame that in the janitorial world, to now the owners couldn’t take the position that they didn’t have 
responsibility, because they had lost that fight on the janitorial side. They couldn’t take the position that they really 
couldn’t dictate what their contractors did, because they’d lost that on the janitorial side. So they took the position 
that they weren’t comfortable having the same union represent both people, which was a much better place to start 
the fight from, because now they were not saying that they shouldn’t be unionized. In fact, everybody else in the 
building was union besides janitors; the engineers, the janitors, the parking lots were union. Security guards weren’t. 
What the fuck’s wrong with the picture here? And largely black workforce in most urban areas. I mean, Seattle and 
Minneapolis, not so much so because there’s not so many black people up there. But Bay Area, L.A., New York, 
Chicago, most of the major places that we were the union in, Washington, D.C., Boston, Philadelphia, significantly 
black workforce and, lo and behold, the only workforce that wasn’t unionized in those buildings. 

So that became the kind of focal point of the work, and L.A., again, became central to the fight. Building owners 
said, “We’re not opposed to it, but not that union.” Inside the union, a lot of local leaders who were in charge of 
unions in cities over the janitors were like, “Well, we’re not opposed to it, but we can’t do anything to jeopardize 
our relationship with the owners vis-à-vis our contractual stuff with the janitors.”

So that became a tension inside the division, inside the union, was how much were people willing to put their base, 
their janitorial base, into the fight to help security officers win the union. Frankly, of the first-tier cities, the round-
one cities, which had originally been New York, Chicago, Minneapolis, L.A., the Bay Area were the tier one.

The California ones, which were 1877, both north and south, and the Minneapolis local were the two places where 
the locals were willing to really invest their organization into winning for security officers. It doesn’t mean that the 
New York and Chicago locals were not into having some security officers organized, but in terms of actually trying 
to figure out how to get the membership of the janitorial side in motion in support of the security officers’ piece, and 
also being willing to have fights at buildings that were unionized for janitorial but nonunion for security happen, the 
California locals, L.A. and the Bay Area, were the two places that really said, “What the fuck. I guess we’ve got to 
do it.”

And L.A. became the sort of, lack of a better word, ground zero of that battle, in that the building owners did do 
what people were worried about, which is they said, “Are you crazy? We’re not going to let the militant janitors 
union represent the security officers. That’s our only security blanket,” which was not articulated as an argument as 
strongly in other places in the country. 

So while I was the national director of security organizing and was working with locals all over the country, I spent 
a huge amount of my time on L.A. because it was the place where the battle raged the most, and we put a team 
together here and very quickly got to a place that we were in a fight with the four biggest building owners in L.A., 
all of whom were basically union for janitorial, wall-to-wall, across their entire portfolios.

So between 2002 or so and—2002, 2003—I guess 2003, we did our first big march, public march, because there had 
been this whole we shouldn’t do marches. We shouldn’t do big turnout. We shouldn’t alienate building owners. It 
should all be high-road, you know, nice, nice. And I mean, we did some really amazing things on the national level. 
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We pulled together a national meeting of security officers from cities both union and nonunion, to form a national 
sort of identity as a security officers’ organization. We learned to say “security officer” instead of “security guard,”
because the first time I ever did a meeting with a security guard and I said, “So what do you think the biggest issues 
for security guards are?” he said, “Not being called guards.” [laughter] Which was an issue for a small percentage of 
people in the business, but it was the percentage that stayed in the business. 

The highest percentage of people saw this as a very transitory job. You know, it’s like, “I’ll do this for a while. I’ll 
work at McDonald’s for a while. I’ll do whatever I can do to make some money,” because it was a shit job. But 
some guys that had been in security for twenty years really—I know a guy who just got a job at Rite-Aid, and I said, 
“What are you doing?”

He says, “I’m a loss-prevention specialist.”

I said, “Oh, okay.”

“Yeah, I’ve been doing security.”

“Oh, you’re a security guard.” But he works in loss prevention.

So anyways, we learned to call it security officers. We began trying to connect workers in different cities, because 
what was particularly interesting about security from janitorial, the consolidation of the industry meant that workers 
in all these cities worked for the same companies, which had been true for janitorial, but since we hadn’t launched 
the cities together in janitorial, we weren’t sort of growing up in that kind of an environment that way.

And also in janitorial you might have 10 percent or 15 percent of a city controlled by national players and 80 to 90 
percent controlled by regional and local players. In security, you had anywhere from 40 to 70 percent of the market 
controlled by national players and 30 to 60 percent local regional players. And the contractors, by their own 
admission, would say, “Well, basically, if you get the national companies plus one or two regional guys in any 
given city, you got the whole city locked up.” Because we’d be sitting there and they wouldn’t be wanting to agree 
to a card-check procedure, and they were like, “Well, what are you afraid of?”

“Well, we’ll lose our contracts.”

We say, “To who? You’re all in a room. You know, it’s just to each other.” And they had to sort of acknowledge 
that. So it was important to get the workers to identify with each other around the country as part of this idea that we 
wanted national agreements. We did not want to do this city by city or submarket by submarket like we had had to 
do janitorial.

And Securitas, not based on L.A., because Securitas wasn’t a dominant force in L.A., Securitas settled first in late 
2003 or 2004, I can’t remember exactly, but they basically agreed, as a result of fights in the Bay Area and 
Minneapolis principally, those were the two places. In Minneapolis, we were organizing and the Securitas company 
in Minneapolis represented almost half the market by themselves, and the second biggest company was owned by a 
union janitorial firm in Minneapolis. It was a local company. So between the two of them, it was like 75 percent of 
the market or something like that. So we had really sort of thrown down big in Minneapolis early on, and right after 
9/11, this incident happened. A whole bunch of Somali workers in the large Somali community in Minneapolis—
totally ironically, considering that Minneapolis is probably the coldest place in America, and Somali is certainly not 
one of the coldest places in the world. So you have all these Somalis, but somehow the refugee community, the 
immigrant community had sort of a pipeline, ended up going to Minneapolis, and so there were a lot of Somalis 
working as security officers, Muslims. And right after 9/11, some of Securitas’ supervisors just were complete racist 
assholes, and they did some terrible things which coincided with these folks wanting to organize. So while they 
were probably not going after them because they were trying to organize, they were going after them because they 
were racist assholes, the two issues coincided, and so we were able to use the racism within Securitas’ Minneapolis 
operation as a rallying point for Somali workers, which is that, you know, “We’re hardworking people. Don’t attack 
us for being Muslims.”

And then we built a whole campaign, interfaith campaign and community-based campaign around Hate Has No 
Home Here. I have the materials that they would use, something good. And the workers loved it, the Somali 
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community, which had really come together in a united way in response to the anti-Islamic attacks that were 
rampant in the U.S. post-9/11. So in a community where one of the biggest immigrant populations is Muslim, it 
really became a huge issue, and so the Somali community organizations, the faith community, the labor community 
really united around, you know, Hate Has No Home Here. “You can’t go after these people.”

And Securitas, which is a Swedish company, incredibly sensitive to being attacked for human rights issues or civil 
rights or workers’ rights, I mean, they really are very—the Swedes in general, Scandinavians in general take 
tremendous pride in their inclusiveness and supportive beliefs, and they really believe in that stuff. So we launched 
sort of soft at first, you know, reaching out to the national leadership of Securitas saying, “This stuff’s going on.”
And then of course there’s denial, right? What do companies do when they’re charged with indefensible activities? 
They deny them. So then we filed NLRB charges and we filed civil rights charges, and then we moved to the global 
level, and they had all these flowery statements about their belief in what was workers’ rights and people’s rights 
and human rights and worker, you know, and all things that are good and wonderful. 

So we did two things. First we brought some workers from America to Sweden, hosted by the Swedish Transport 
Workers Union, to tell their story, and Securitas just freaked out, like, “This is an American problem.”

“Well, you own them,” you know.

And so then Securitas appointed a Norwegian as the head of American operations. First they weren’t doing that, and 
then they had to send in the Norwegian, and we immediately went after him. It was like, “Okay, Mr. European, Mr. 
Scandinavian, take care of your problem here. Let’s do the right thing.” And so we had workers coming from 
Minneapolis, from Chicago, from the Bay Area. Those were the three primary bases of operation where we had 
Securitas workers actively involved in the effort.

Then we organized a delegation of European trade unionists and workers—this was all Securitas—to come over and 
do a fact-finding visit on the conditions for security officers in America, and Securitas in particular, and Securitas 
was freaking out because it’s like these are all people that represent their employees and who are their employees in 
Europe, throughout Europe. They had folks from Germany, Spain, France, Sweden, Denmark, Belgium—I’m sure 
I’m forgetting some—about twenty that we built this whole delegation, and they were coming over to America in 
the middle of winter to do a fact-finding trip. We brought them to New York, then we brought them to Chicago, and 
then we were bringing them to San Francisco, and in each place we had a meeting at the union, and then we would 
take them out to talk to workers. 

Before that, actually, the head of the global affairs for the Swedish Transport Workers Union, did a visit to 
Minneapolis to meet with workers in Minnesota. The good thing about Minnesota and Minneapolis was, you know, 
it’s like little Scandinavia, right? And so there’s a huge—already a kinship between Swedes and the Norwegians 
and Minneapolis. It’s Lutheran capital of the world, right, outside of Sweden, I guess. You know, Prairie Home 
Companion and all that, right? That’s one thing we never did. We should have gotten Garrison Keillor involved.

But these guys came and they heard the stories and they met the workers and they saw the working conditions, and 
even without the racism, just the working conditions for security officers working for this company was appalling to 
the unionists from Europe, because in Europe, private security is almost a higher status than police. It’s a really 
good job. People retire with pensions, and, you know, it’s a totally different environment.

So after that visit, we brought this big crew over and we started in New York, and between New York and Chicago, 
the global head of the company, a guy named Thomas Berglund, who we had met with—I had talked to him—
reached out and said he was making a special trip to America, and he wanted to meet with the delegation in 
Chicago, which we had completely not planned on. We had this whole thing planned out that we were going to 
build up a little bit in Chicago and do this kind of meeting, and take them out to talk to some workers, and then we 
were going to really hit our stride in San Francisco, where we had some great Securitas folks, who lived in single-
room-occupancy hotels and, like, just terrible conditions, and we were going to take him to buildings and all this 
stuff.

So Berglund said he wants to meet with us in Chicago, so we set up this meeting where we have Securitas workers 
from Minneapolis, Chicago. Nobody from San Francisco had come in because we were going to San Francisco, but 
we had from Minneapolis and Chicago and maybe a couple of other places do a meeting, a joint meeting with the 
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Europeans to talk about what they were going to do, and Berglund says he wants to meet with the delegation. So the 
delegation, which is made up of all these people that meet with the company on a regular basis in Europe, just says, 
“Okay.”

So it was fascinating we did this, and we had hired a crew to video, do a documentary of this whole delegation, and 
they were filming this whole thing. They filmed in New York. They had interviews with people from Kroll 
Security. It was going to be this whole sort of like “This is what’s needed to fix security in America” kind of video.

So sure enough, Thomas Berglund comes to the union, comes into the union offices to meet with us—this is in 
America. The head of a global security company comes to a union’s headquarters to meet with a global delegation 
of people representing security officers from around the world and his employees in America. And he just sat there, 
and he showed up with just one other guy. I mean, it’s like we’re thirty people in a room, and he sits down, 
completely humble, listens to this, and he said, “Okay.”

The interaction was incredible. This woman who worked for Securitas for the Chicago Transit Authority described 
how she worked outdoors in Chicago, and it was the middle of winter, and how the company didn’t give her any 
cold-weather gear, so she would have to have multiple pairs of pants on over this—she had her Securitas jacket over 
that. And she didn’t have a gun, and she was standing in place where gunshots were being fired all the time. And 
how she didn’t have health insurance, and that she was twenty thousand dollars—some incredible amount of money 
in debt, because she had had to go to the emergency room for an emergency procedure.

And then this worker from Minneapolis tells a story of what they had gone through, and you could see in his face 
that he was just incredibly troubled hearing these stories, but the fact that he would subject himself to that was just 
remarkable. 

And then the unionists, many of them were employees of Securitas because that’s how it works in Europe, they 
were shop chairman and things like that, who were in the room really began pounding him. You know, “Well, how 
can you let this happen?” in multiple languages, mostly in English because we were in America, but the French guy 
and the Belgian guy were both spoken in French and, I guess, Flemish. And it’s all caught on tape. It’s all caught on 
tape. At one point Berglund said, “Here you have your CNN guys filming it.”

We were sure that the company was going to kick the camera out of the room when they got there but they didn’t. 
So he’s filming the whole thing. And he says, “Well, we don’t negotiate with a gun to our heads.”

And somebody said, “Well, what do you mean? What are you talking about?”

He says, “You’re going to our clients. You’re threatening our business. That’s not how you conduct business. It’s 
not a civilized way,” or something like that.

And these workers are sitting there going, “What we’re facing is civilized?”

And he’s like, “Well, we’re not going to negotiate with a gun to our head,” because basically what he wanted us to 
do was stop campaigning in exchange.

So then these guys are going back and forth, “We’ve been going through this for several years. What’s different 
now? Why should we stop campaigning now?” These are the workers and the global unionists. “Why should we 
stop campaigning now? What’s different?”

He says, “The difference is that I’m telling you give me two weeks to look into the situation, and then we will meet 
and we will resolve this issue.” And he said it with such certainty and assuredness.

Then we had a meeting among this group of—and the Europeans, on the one hand, they’re great. On the other hand, 
they’re like, “Well, that’s the way we do things in Europe. Of course we would give him his two weeks if that’s 
what he’s asking for.”

But it was a fascinating process where these workers from Europe, these workers from America, these unionists 
from Europe, and us from America had to make a decision. Do we give him a two-week ceasefire or do we say, 
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“Figure it out. We’re not pulling back on anything”? 

The group decided to give him his two-week ceasefire, but we still had the trip to go to San Francisco, but some of 
the stuff that we had planned on doing, we had to pull back on. But we still did these meetings, and I remember this 
meeting in the San Francisco office with some of the Securitas officers telling their stories.

I didn’t go on this house visit, but four of the Europeans went with this worker named Jerry to his apartment. I only 
know this because we have it on the video from afterwards, where they go into his apartment, which is one room. 
It’s an SRO, where he’s got his bed, his sink. And these guys, these Europeans are standing there with him, and 
they’re like—and he had a hook on the wall where he would hang a chair because the room was too small. So I 
remember him saying, “Would you like to sit down?” He was, like, going to go over to the wall to take the chair off 
the wall so they could sit down.

They were shocked. These guys were just in total, total shock at what they were seeing, and there’s this great line in 
the video where he says, “Do you have a shower?”

And Jerry says, “Oh, yeah. It’s down the hall.” So he takes them down the hall to a communal shower, because it’s 
an SRO.

And I forgot to say this before. In Chicago we had taken them to where some of the security officers lived in the 
projects, and this guy got on the bus, who was a security officer, and told the story about how his brother had been 
shot in that particular housing project. You know it was such an amazing experience for the Europeans to go 
through this and see this and hear the stories of what people were forced to live like working full-time in America 
for this company that they were part of. 

So sure enough, two weeks later, Securitas agreed to a code of conduct nationwide, the only condition being that we 
couldn’t trigger the process unless a majority of the market, companies representing a majority of the market, were 
signatory to the agreement. But, you know, thinking back to 1987 and the situation we started with where we were 
trying to flip one building at a time in L.A., to at that time the largest security employer in the world reaching an 
agreement that says all of their employees in the United States of America were going to be able to unionize, they 
were going to agree to neutrality and card check, with the only condition being that we were able to convince, to 
force other companies to play by the same rules, because if not, they were going to lose all their work, which we 
had seen happen with ISS. Not surprisingly, not coincidentally, a Danish company had been the first target in L.A.

So they reached this agreement, and when they reached that agreement, why it’s so critical—I mean, obviously, it’s 
remarkable; this is the biggest security company in the world—they have since signed a global agreement similar to 
that with the union network international, which is the global secretariat of, or federation of property service 
workers unions. It shifted the fight back to beating their competitors, and in order to do that, L.A. became critical 
because not that the competitor’s sole market or biggest market was L.A., they were all here and they were hiding 
nationally behind the position that the owners in L.A. were taking, which is that the workers couldn’t be in SEIU, 
and this is the place that that was playing out the most. 

We had already launched in L.A., we were already public in L.A., and other cities launched and were moving 
forward on AlliedBarton and Wackenhut and those companies, but to defeat this “anything but SEIU” position, we 
had to win here. We had to address that problem here. And we sort of—what’s the right word? It turned out that 
what became the core of success in L.A. went right back to some of the initial thinking in my 1996 proposal, which 
is that this had to be a community campaign, that this became a battle about whether the building owners of Los 
Angeles were going to be responsive to the needs of the black community, even though by this time—you know, 
this is now eight or nine years later—the industry had started to shift. It wasn’t 90 percent black or 80 percent black, 
I guess. It was probably 50 percent black, which was still a huge percentage in a city where 9 percent were black. 
But the frame of the fight in L.A. particularly, but nationally, but really played out here, was that this was a battle 
about conditions in the black community and jobs in the black community.

We had a coalition of African American community leaders, particularly from the churches, who participated on a 
regular basis in this, and we really had built on to work to build that, initially starting with James Lawson, who was 
part of the “royalty” of the Civil Rights Movement in some ways. I guess that’s sort of a wrong way of describing 
him. Lawson was with Dr. King in Memphis. He was the organizer in Memphis around the trash workers’ strike, 
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and he taught Dr. King civil disobedience, nonviolence. He was one of King’s mentors on that issue. He lives in 
L.A., had been a sort of key leader in the Progressive Movement in L.A. and the Civil Rights Movement in L.A., 
and he was the president of the board of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference of Los Angeles, which in 
terms of having a base, as a base organization was small, they couldn’t turn out twenty people, but in terms of what 
they represented in the eyes of what building owners were up against and what this meant, he is royalty in that way. 
When Dr. Lawson, when James Lawson says, “This is what it should be,” and he says it in such—he’s incredible. 

We got to a place, through much battle, you know, real, real fights, really became—for us, one of the frames of how 
we really thought about the fight in L.A. was it was Memphis forty years later or thirty-eight, thirty-seven years 
later, because in Memphis the issue was that black workers weren’t allowed to organize into the union. In Los 
Angeles, in security it was that black workers were being told they weren’t going to be able to choose which union 
they were going to be in, whereas everybody else, all the other workers in the buildings had organized into the union 
of their choice.

So it became a, you know, “It’s not your choice. You don’t get to make this choice for us. This is our civil right, our 
human right, our workers’ right. Workers’ rights are civil rights.” And that really resonated with Reverend Lawson 
and with other key leaders who track their roots back to the Civil Rights Movement. And the idea that these 
incredibly wealthy, mostly white, most all-male building owners were going to dictate what union the workers got 
to be in was appalling to the community leaders. And I’m convinced—and in some ways the issue of the law, right, 
because the building owners threw the 9(b)(3) clause at us, and the contractors threw the 9(b)(3) clause at us. Well, 
ironically the law was the same kind of tool that was used to keep black workers down, blacks in this society down 
for hundreds of years. So once again, the law is limiting the rights of black workers, black and brown workers, 
because if you take the black and brown workers combined in security, it’s 90 percent. 

So it really became a resonant battle from that perspective, and that was something that had been part of the original 
thinking was that this is what it needed to be. And again, I think the janitorial work emerged to that. The security 
work took that as a starting place, and it evolved, I should say. The janitorial work evolved into this is a community 
battle around the needs of immigrant workers. Started out as Justice for Janitors. It became a sort of battle cry for 
immigrant workers, urban immigrant workers generally, and we evolved to that place.

I think the security campaign really wanted to—we wanted to start from that place, make this a “Which side are you 
on?” battle about the needs of the community or the needs of these incredibly wealthy building owners. And we had 
at one point—and, you know, the contractors, they all said the right thing at first because they’re all getting 
destroyed by the competition in the industry. They were watching what was happening, and by 2004, janitors were 
making $12 an hour and had family health insurance, and none of these guys could come close to providing that for 
security officers. Turnover in the security industry was outrageously high compared to janitorial. Janitorial 
turnover’s probably 3 or 4 percent. Nobody leaves the job because they’ve got family health insurance. Nobody 
leaves that job, even though it’s a fucking killer job. Security, which is—I’m not saying it’s an easy job. It’s not 
pushing a vacuum around a building for 50,000 square feet a night. Turnover was through the roof because no 
benefits, lower pay than the janitors, documented English-speaking workforce who’s saying, “What the fuck? I can 
make more money at In-N-Out Burger,” which is true, “and get health insurance. I can make more money at 
Starbucks, and yet I’m being charged with the responsibility of protecting 100-million-dollar buildings.”

So the community coalition was called the Stand for Security Coalition and the campaign as a whole was Stand for 
Security, which worked in multiple ways. Security officers stand all the time. Workers needed to stand up to stand 
up to win what they—and community needed to stand for those security officers. But then also as a community, we 
stood for better security in our neighborhoods and in our communities, which is true. You know, safety and security 
is a critical issue. So it really worked as a rallying cry. 

Anyways, the coalition really had community leadership, community-based leadership, and they called for a 
meeting with the contractors, and at first the contractors refused. The owners hadn’t met with them yet, but the 
contractors finally agreed, and they agreed to come meet in South L.A., so they met at a building in South L.A., a 
conference room. I remember going to the meeting to prep, because it was a community meeting. It was remarkable. 
I mean, here are these guys that run businesses that employ thousands of workers in buildings all over the city, 
feeling that they had to come into South L.A. They were freaked out. First they wanted to meet at, you know, The 
Biltmore or Bonaventure or something like that. And they were like, “Nah. You’re going to be accountable to our 
community,” so they came into the community, and it was pastors and community leaders from a bunch of major 
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places, and they basically said, “You don’t get to decide what union these workers go into. These workers get to 
decide.”

And while that wasn’t the turning-point moment, in terms of the next day we were done, it smoked out the building 
owners, because the contractors were forced to pull back and say, “It’s not us. We’ll do it. We’ll do it, but we aren’t 
going to lose work over it.” And then the building owners, a number of building owners came out publically and 
said they weren’t going to allow the security officers to be in the same union as the janitors.

And this is where this issue of the union putting itself fully into the fight came forward, which was the biggest 
building owners said they weren’t going to allow this to happen and began organizing other building owners against 
it were longtime union building owners for janitorial. And Local 1877, by launching on them, running a real 
campaign on those owners, these are owners that had basically agreed never to go nonunion or not to go nonunion 
for janitorial. They had watched their cost for janitorial quadruple, so in many ways the union was sort of like—one 
could say, “Building owners, are you going to bite the hand that feeds you?” you know, for the janitorial workers.

But Local 1877, Garcia and the leadership and the members, they embraced it. There was conversations at the 
executive board level of the local that said, “Yeah. Fuck it. Let’s go take on Maguire.” And so for the first time in 
the history of L.A.—because Rob Maguire had never been nonunion for janitorial—Rob Maguire became the focal 
point of the campaign because he was the most visible opponent to the security officers being part of SEIU. It was 
the community coalition, the Stand for Security coalition and the workers, and workers from all buildings, not just 
Rob’s buildings, threw down to force Rob to change his position. 

And, you know, we did the math, we showed what kind of money had been taken out of the black community as a 
result of shifting the janitorial work from black to Latino and busting the union, and also what would happen if 
security officers received the same package that the janitorial workers had, it was, you know, billions of dollars into 
the black community because of the health insurance, which is three or four dollars an hour.

And, you know, I can’t say a long story short because it’s 12:30 and we’ve been going for two hours, but, you 
know, eight years of work condensed into two hours is still a long story short. There were actions at his shareholder 
meetings. There are three actions I can think of. One was people’s hands chained together, you know, sort of, 
“You’re treating us like slaves because you’re going to tell us what organization we can affiliate with,” and that was 
really powerful. They were standing in front of one of his trophy buildings.

Another action, they had tape over their mouths, bearing witness to folks going to the shareholders’ meeting, which 
was in L.A., at Cal Plaza. And then another action—there were many actions around the civil rights themes. We 
began to commemorate the anniversary of King’s death as a key date for our campaign. I mean, King’s birthday is 
obviously a national holiday and there’s always events, and it became part of what we did, but because King was 
killed in Memphis, standing up for workers who were fighting for the basic right of free association, it became a 
really symbolic day for us.

So the first time that we did it, commemorated that day, we started at a Rob Maguire building with a bunch of 
clergy and marched to and then blocked a major intersection in downtown L.A. Then right before Rob finally caved, 
we did a march from the Building Owners Association headquarters up to the top of Bunker Hill in the pouring rain 
to do another civil disobedience action. Twelve people got arrested that day. 

I think one of things that pushed Rob over the edge, although I think the whole thing did, but he was in financial 
issues and needed to raise money, so he started reaching out to an Australian pension fund—they call them super 
annuations funds—and he was trying to raise a billion and a half dollars in investment money because he had 
bought a huge portfolio, and we found out about it. It was public traded company.

We connected the business press in Australia, through a union that we knew down there, with the black community 
folks here to talk about the issues of why would an Australian fund be thinking of giving money to a company that 
was engaged in racist practices against workers and free association in America. There was an Australian Public 
Radio broadcast where they interviewed James Lawson over the phone, and he called Maguire a plantation capitalist 
on Australian Public Radio, and the representatives of the investment firm that was dealing with this fund just were 
freaking out. Then from that set of relationships, the indigenous rights groups in Australia began to connect to it, 
because it was like, “Wait a minute. We’re not going to let an Australian pension fund put money into a racist 
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operation in America.”

And it just really became this whole thing and, again, I think that from a lessons perspective or life lesson and from 
an organizer’s-perspective lesson, understanding who the fight needs to be between, that campaign taught me so 
much about how to really define what these fights are about. If it’s a fight between a group of workers and their 
employer, the core stakeholders are just those workers and their families. And we can say anything we like, and we 
can all be good people and progressives and say, yes, we stand for workers’ rights, but in the end of the day, if push 
comes to shove, the only ones that are going to sit down and block traffic over that fight are likely to be those 
workers. 

Like if you go back to the Century City example, when the police start swinging, I mean, I think a lot of folks would 
take an arrest, but when the police start swinging, the ones that were going to take the batons are going to be the 
ones with the core self-interest in that battle, and that because this so clearly became what it needed to be, which 
was a fight about the economic viability of South L.A. and the black community, the owners couldn’t win. Because 
I remember one of the owners saying, “So if we settle, what is going to happen with those black ministers? Are they 
going to keep coming to our buildings?”

And I said, “Well, I guess that’s something you’re going to have to ask them, don’t you think?”

As I’ve moved forward from that campaign, even just thinking about how we frame any of our battles, workers are 
not just employees of a particular employer; workers are members of the community and in a very expansive way, 
and so what they win has a collateral impact in a real way, economic impact on the communities that they’re a part 
of, and we have to redefine that as ourselves, because we as a Labor Movement have allowed ourselves, and 
sometimes in some cases facilitated, participated in the marginalization of us. 

We’re a special interest, the Labor Movement, right, which maybe that’s okay if the Labor Movement represented 
50 or 60 percent of the workers in the country, then the Labor Movement would be the working-class, but right now 
the Labor Movement represents 12 percent or 13 percent of the working-class in this country, 7 percent of the 
private-sector workforce, and so when a fight is defined as a fight of the Labor Movement, you know, 90 percent of 
the people say, “That ain’t my fight.” We can’t win if it’s 10 percent versus 90 percent. We can win if it’s 150 
building owners, ridiculously wealthy building owners, holding back the economic needs of an entire community.

We can’t just do that rhetorically, can’t just say that that’s what it is, but then operate it differently. In order for that 
to be true, we have to do the work that builds that level of community ownership of the effort, and I think that 
thinking about the security campaign, the thing that we did the best, that from the initial conception to the 
implementation, with all of the struggles inherent within of having that partnership, was to build that level of 
community ownership, at least here in L.A. And it was much, much, much better and more developed and real here 
in L.A. than anywhere else in the country. So in 2007, 2006, there was sort of an official settlement that the 
workers’ right to be represented in the union of their choice was recognized by the building owners, even though 
they couldn’t legally do it, but officially. And then over the next period of time, about five thousand security 
workers won recognition with SEIU, and in 2007, I want to say, either 2007 or early 2008, they won their first 
contract, which significantly better than the first contract the janitors won in 1989, when I started working with 
them, not as good as the contract that janitors have now. And that’s the work, to continue to bring that to the next 
level. 

So as a result of that, security officers in Seattle, L.A., the Bay Area, Minneapolis, Chicago, Boston, New York, 
Washington, D.C., won union representation. That’s only a fraction of where janitors have won union 
representation.

In early 2007, I left the division, the property service division, and began working on the finance industry, going 
after the finance industry, I should say. I’m not an investment banker yet, despite all appearances. [laughter] I was 
giving a ride to somebody the other day, and they were like, “What kind of shitty car is this?”

And I’m like, “What are you talking about?”

He’s like, “You’ve been working for the union for twenty-five years, and you’re still driving a piece of crap like 
this?”
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And I’m like, “Yeah. I’m an organizer. It still turns on.”

Anyways, so in 2007, there was a higher-level, national-level sort of political battle about the direction of the 
division and which way to go about doing the work going forward. And unfortunately, the way that I thought the 
work needed to go with Stephen and myself and others wasn’t the direction that some of the leadership, that a 
number of the leaders wanted to go in, so we ended up leaving the division and launching this project, going after 
finance capital, which is a natural progression.

I mean, the reality is, is that we started off, if you think about this as we started off this work trying to figure out 
how to help janitors, and that fight took us to building owners in a given place, sometimes in a given building. And 
then that took us to the commercial real estate industry as a whole, and then that took us to service workers, multiple 
groups of service workers in the commercial real estate industry, and emerging into multinational global contractors 
providing services to multinational global commercial real estate firms getting financed by multinational global 
finance capital firms, the natural place to—so that left us at a place where clearly the power is being driven by 
finance capital at a global level. 

So while it was an unhappy period to leave the division in the way that we did leave the division because of the 
choices that some people wanted and drove, where it pushed us, Steve and myself, some of the original J for J crew 
out of the division, it took us to a logical place of thinking about how do you take on finance capital. And a scant 
two years later, Wall Street crashed the economy. So they were making a shitload of money when we started, and 
then look what happened. Well, they still make a shitload of money, but we can’t take credit for that one. [laughter]

But, you know, we’re still in that. We’re still thinking about that. But, you know, just say the security—winning 
security, succeeding—“winning” is such a—I don’t like the way that sounds, “winning in security.” Succeeding, 
helping security officers succeed in winning the rights to be represented in the organization that they want to be part 
of, build power, and improve their standards at the level that we did it really was remarkable. The idea that, again, 
we started off catching a janitor in a bathroom on the twenty-fifth floor of an office building in L.A. in 1987, to 
forcing the second largest employer in the world to sign a global agreement that says workers in their company 
anywhere in the world have the right to union representation by whatever legal means, minimum legal means in that 
country, pretty remarkable thing, and that’s what happened. Both Securitas and Group 4 Securicor, G4S, which is 
the company that owns Wackenhut in the United States, Wackenhut doesn’t exist anymore. Now you just see G4S. 
Both of those companies have signed those agreements, which has led to well over 100,000 workers winning union 
representation in the world, and a lot of people, a lot of effort all over the world made that true, but it is hopeful to 
know that you can do that.

[End of January 24, 2012 interview] 

SESSION TEN May 6, 2016 

00:00:17

GOMEZ:

It’s May 6, 2016. My name is Andrew Gomez. I’m with Jono Shaffer at the UCLA Labor Center.

All right. So Jono, so there’s this major split in the union in the mid-nineties. What’s the context we need to 
understand to get to what happened? 

00:02:2600:04:5300:07:52

SHAFFER:
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So there were a number of sort of key elements that led to that. First is to understand that Local 399 was a 
multidivision union. We call it amalgamated local, which, just for understanding, most of those have now gone 
away. SEIU has realigned itself, starting in ’96 going forward, so that there aren’t hardly any amalgamated locals. 
But at the time there was three divisions, two major ones and one less one: Healthcare, which was made up of 
Kaiser employees, a couple of other big hospitals, Cedar-Sinai, Hollywood Presbyterian, Queen of Angels, and 
nursing homes, and the Property Service for the Building Service Division, which was where the janitor campaign 
was. Then the third division is Industrial and Allied.

So first is to understand that it wasn’t a political blowup within the Janitor Division. It was a political sort of 
implosion or—“implosion” is the wrong word. It was a political struggle primarily led out of the Healthcare 
Division, and that started, really kind of started to come to a head in around 1993. In ’93 the Kaiser Division, which 
was the biggest single unit of members in the local—blurry memories, but I want to say maybe 15,000 of the 
twenty-something-thousand members in the union were in Kaiser, maybe even a bigger percentage, and they were 
all relatively high paid—well, really well paid relative to kind of the rest of the membership of the union. 

They were in an employer who had, for the most part, never been nonunion and had historically been the 800-pound 
gorilla in the healthcare industry. You had literally, throughout the fifties, sixties, seventies, eighties, Kaiser had 
somewhere between 50 and 80 percent market share of healthcare providing, depending on where in the state of 
California, and then nobody else in the healthcare industry had more than about 3 to 4. So Kaiser didn’t care about 
its competition, they controlled the industry so much, and so their wages and benefits were really not market-driven. 
They were still somewhat market-driven, but like anything is, they understood what was out there. So the wages and 
benefits in those contracts had been historically great.

There were two regions of Kaiser: Northern California and Southern California. The Northern California healthcare 
issue was slightly better organized, was better organized in terms of unionization, so Kaiser’s competition in the 
north at least had to negotiate over wages and benefits. In the south, it was pretty much Kaiser and nothing else. I 
mean, Cedars, we didn’t even have everything of Cedars. We had a piece of Cedars. We had a piece of Queen of 
Angels.

So in ’93, the Healthcare Division sat down to bargain its every-three-year Kaiser agreement. The economy was bad 
and Kaiser came hard. In addition to the economy being bad, the healthcare issue was in rapid transition, so there 
was huge consolidation among Kaiser’s competitors, so no longer was it 800-to-one. It was now getting to the place 
that their larger competitors were at least as half as big as them, if not more, and they were beginning to eat each 
other up in an attempt to get to scale to control markets. 

Kaiser was the first HMO, Health Maintenance Organization, and they’re a very unique HMO relative to all the 
other HMOs because they were both an insurance company and a provider and it was fully integrated. So if you 
were a Kaiser member, meant your insurance came through Kaiser and all your service came from Kaiser. Nobody 
else in the healthcare industry operated that way. So you had insurance companies who had contractual relationships 
with healthcare providers, and those healthcare providers were sort of hospital-driven with some clinic operation, 
but mostly everything was still relatively independent, so your clinic wasn’t part of your hospital. And Kaiser was 
you walk in the door at the healthcare facility, they swipe your card, and you get directed to a doctor who then you 
could go into the hospital, you could be seen by a clinic, you could have surgery. Everything was a Kaiser provider 
except for some subcontracted things like nursing homes. So if you had rehabilitative care, Kaiser would contract 
you out. But 90 percent of the people who were Kaiser members got all their service from Kaiser, and that model of 
HMO was becoming the standard and the norm in the healthcare industry in the nineties in a way that it hadn’t 
always been, but the way Kaiser’s HMO was structured was still completely different than many, many others.

The reason I’m going in such detail is that Kaiser was now forced to compete, and so they came hard in 
negotiations. And we, frankly, did not have their competition unionized. We were coming out of in the south a long 
time of very unsuccessful efforts to organize in the healthcare industry. It was the height of the union-busting 
moment in American history, and healthcare was a huge hotspot of that industry, of the union-busting industry. So it 
wasn’t like the north was organizing like gangbusters at the same time that the south was, and it was that the north 
had organized successfully in the past, and then things had consolidated, and the south had unsuccessfully taken on 
the healthcare industry and was left with Kaiser. So Kaiser came hard. 
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The unions, just like in the Property Service or the Building Service’s side of the union when we got there, it was a 
very traditional, very old-school, kind of hands-off approach, kind of arm’s-length relationship to the members, 
arm’s-length relationship to everything. It was kind of comfy and cozy for the staff and the leadership of the local. 

GOMEZ:

These negotiations you rubberstamped. 

00:09:5200:12:0500:15:4200:17:5800:20:14

SHAFFER:

Yeah, and whereas in the janitor side, that leadership style had led to the devastation of the membership, we had lost 
six or seven thousand members in the eighties. However on the Kaiser side, the old school style did not result in the 
devastation for the union, which did not then therefore drive a radical change in the approach of the organization.

So the industry’s changing, the leadership of the Healthcare Division is stuck in the past, and Kaiser comes loaded 
for bear. And the members in the healthcare side, in the Kaiser side particularly, are seeing all of this activity in the 
janitor side, seeing us winning, seeing us getting all this press attention, seeing members inside the union that they 
had never seen before, lots of Latinos, lots of Spanish being spoken, and they were sort of like, “Hey, what about 
us?” Right?

So, contract got negotiated. The bargaining team, there was a rank-and-file bargaining team, but historically these 
had been relatively easy negotiations. They reach a deal, it’s a good deal because Kaiser controlled the market, and 
so Kaiser would give a decent amount. The Bargaining Committee would recommend it. The members would ratify 
it. Boom, bang, boom, and you’re off to the races. 

So, ’93, it was hard negotiations. Kaiser came for cuts. The union—I don’t remember all the details. It’s not that 
important. The union Bargaining Committee and chief negotiator, who was this good, very smart, and talented new 
guy, new to the local, longtime Labor Movement person, they did as good as they could, I really do believe that, 
given the market density reality of the healthcare issues they were facing, and the members and the Bargaining 
Committee sort of sat back a sec. It was tense negotiations. There were activities, there were actions, and they were 
able to get to what folks felt was a reasonable settlement, given the dynamics that were at play.

Bargaining Committee recommended it and the members voted it down. For the first time in anybody’s memory, 
the members voted down the settlement that their committee had recommended, and the union was completely 
unprepared for what to do then, because typically if you vote down a recommended agreement that’s a settlement, 
there’s a strike because the employer has gone where they thought. They got an agreement at the table from the 
union.

I remember the communications director of the local being quoted in the newspaper—not a good thing to do—
saying, “This was really a strike against the union, not a strike against Kaiser. The members are pissed at the union 
over how this went down.” That was probably true. It’s not what you say to the L.A. Times if you’re the 
communications director of the union. [Gomez laughs.] And it certainly didn’t put any pressure on Kaiser to come 
do a different deal. Kaiser’s sitting back going, “Oh, the members are striking against the union. We’ll see how that 
goes.” Right? 

So it was just a nasty, terrible situation. It lasted, I want to say four or five days. There may have been a tweak or 
two to sort of make it seem different, but the fundamental agreement remained the same and it got ratified. The 
reality is, strikes are costly for workers. Everybody goes, “Why aren’t workers striking more?” I agree. Strikes are 
really valuable, very important, critical tactics and in some cases strategies, but workers lose pay. And once you get 
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past a couple of days, you’re into the real financial impact on workers’ lives.

So they then settled, but that had created sort of a real frustration and anger and disillusionment among the 
healthcare members with the leadership of the union. Ninety-five was going to be the next election of officers in the 
local, so pretty much coming right out of the Kaiser debacle, a healthcare-based group, internal group of the union, 
got formed called Change ’95. Change ’95 was, again, made up of, at the outset, all healthcare folks, mostly Kaiser, 
although some from Cedars and a little bit Queen of Angels, and they were explicitly—sort of had a platform of 399 
needed new leadership to redevelop, reorganize itself and be capable of facing off with the industry going forward. 
And I make it very specific that it started in the Healthcare Division just because it’s been so misreported 
throughout the media. I haven’t read a lot of the labor history of this stuff, but it’s been misreported there too.

So they began organizing. There were ironically, I guess, new, younger staff, some in the Healthcare Division, 
particularly in the research side of the Healthcare Division, who had kind of come to the local based on the J4J stuff, 
right? It’s like, “Whoa. This is a great organization. Look what they’re doing. They’re out in the streets. They’re 
raising all this kind of hell. We should be there. That’s where I’m going to—I’m a young idealistic person trying to 
join the Labor Movement and I’m in L.A. I’m going to the J4J local.” Right? Well, they were in the healthcare side, 
so it was literally like night and day, and so they began also helping those Change ’95 folks because they were 
frustrated with the leadership and the Healthcare Division’s failure to create a program that was responding to and 
able to counteract the changes in the healthcare industry. So that starts to grow and keeps on growing. 

The final piece of the Change ’95 group is that primarily at Kaiser Sunset, which is Kaiser’s flagship facility in Los 
Angeles, there was a very small but active group of members who were part of a sectarian leftist group called PLP, 
Progressive Labor Party, and they kind of actually drew back through kind of a move among the sectarian Left in 
probably the seventies. I don’t think it was the sixties—it was more seventies into the eighties—where people who 
were part of those ideological groups believed that they should go into the workforce and sort of engage with the 
working-class and turn them into a revolutionary force to overthrow capitalism in America. I really do believe that 
that’s where sort of the heart and soul of this sectarian group inside of Kaiser was, came from, relatively well 
educated, etc.

So, these factors, they’re in Change ’95. You had just incredibly, justifiably just demoralized and disgruntled 
membership, dissident membership about the failure of the union’s Healthcare Division to step up to the plate, and a 
staff inside the union who’s really frustrated by the fact that the leadership of the division is not doing what it 
should be, and they’re seeing the other side of the union, the smaller side, kicking ass and doing all of these creative 
new things inside of the darling of the Labor Movement. So it’s sort of like, “Why aren’t you like them?” That’s the 
foundation of the political turmoil inside of 399 leading into the mid-nineties. Not the only piece. 

On the janitor side of the equation, as I think I stated before, after 1991, when we renegotiated our agreement, 
created this countywide agreement following the win over Bradford, downtown was pretty much locked up, and 
that’s where we had done all of our work for the first several years. Then we took a foray into Century City, but it 
was just one place in addition to downtown, and it was downtown and Century City working together. We had 
unprecedented resources relative to the size of the membership that we were working with, and so we were in and 
out of buildings in downtown, which was the only place where union buildings remained. We were in and out of 
union buildings every single day for years, building this base of membership support and engagement in organizing 
the industry.

By 1992, roughly, downtown was locked up. The contractors who were operating nonunion and competing with 
keeping market share down, density down, undercutting standards, were not doing it in downtown or Century City. 
They had sort of given up that turf. We’d locked it up. You couldn’t bid on a building in most of downtown L.A. or 
Century City if you didn’t have a union agreement. We would know that a building was out to bid in downtown and 
Century City because nonunion companies would call us up and say, “How do I get one of these union 
agreements?” Literally cold calls to the union, “How do I get one of these union agreements?” And when they found 
out that it meant that their whole companies would be union, they usually did not stay with it. It wasn’t worth it for 
one building in downtown. 

So in order to expand on the success that we’d had, we began building out. L.A. County is huge, right? Unlike a 
place like New York or Chicago at the time or San Francisco or Boston, there’s not the downtown that dominates 
everything and then a bunch of sprinkle things out into the suburbs. 
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GOMEZ:

The density issue, yeah. 

00:21:5200:25:06

SHAFFER:

In L.A., the industry itself defines fourteen or fifteen office markets, and of those, downtown’s clearly the biggest, 
but Century City is not that far behind, and then you’re seeing this growth. I think I talked about this in the past 
sessions, that part of what led to the deunionization of Los Angeles was that you had development all over the place 
that the union did not and, in some ways, probably couldn’t keep up with, and it spawned nonunion cleaning 
companies that would do the work for nothing.

So in order to be able to raise standards for janitors in the areas outside of downtown and Century City, where still 
the vast majority of the workers were, that weren’t as concentrated, but if you added them all together, we had to 
take our organizing resources out to where the workers were and to where the majority of the non-union work was, 
which meant that we couldn’t leave the full organizing staff and the representation staff in downtown and Century 
City. The organizing staff had to move to where the non-union workers were. 

We had to dedicate it to places like the San Fernando Valley, Woodland Hills, Santa Monica, Glendale, Burbank, 
Pasadena, Long Beach. Those were sort of probably the main expansion zones that we had to begin organizing in, 
and the companies that were out there were not operating in downtown and Century City, so it didn’t even make 
sense to do the fights in downtown and Century City like we used to. Like if we were fighting ISS or Bradford or 
Century Cleaning, the first three major companies that we organized, they had buildings in downtown, and the ISS 
in Century City, but in downtown. So mobilizing downtown members to fight about a building next door made 
complete logical leverage and strategic sense, but if those companies that are cleaning out in the suburbs aren’t in 
any of the union markets, they’ve sort of said, “We’re not going to pick that fight.” We had to put our resources 
where the workers were and where that group of contractors and different owners as well.

So there was resentment particularly among a group of male Latino longtime union members in downtown, really in 
downtown. Century City had just experienced this huge boost in wages and benefits and they had been the 
beneficiary of us shifting resources. So the idea that we would then go someplace else made much more sense to 
those workers. They were like, “Oh, yeah. If you guys had just stayed downtown, we’d still be fucked.” Right? But 
the downtown members were like, “Where’d you go? Where’d everybody go?”

So that was sort of factor one, was we had to shift resources to continue the successful work that had created the 
market changes that we were doing, because if we wanted to actually get health insurance countywide, not just in 
downtown and Century City—at that time, by the way, we only had health insurance for janitors in downtown and 
Century City. We did not have health insurance outside of downtown and Century City. Health insurance is 
expensive, extremely expensive, and so it’s an unachievable step, unless you have market density, to control the 
competition, because if a union company and a nonunion company pay the same amount per hour, but the union 
company has to provide health insurance to its members, it’s close to two to three dollars an hour, at that time, 
more. You’re out the door if you do that. So we shifted the resources. There was resentment there. 

A second factor, I don’t think it was the driving factor, broadly speaking, among the membership in the Janitorial 
Division, but it was a key factor among the core group of what became the group called the Reformistas, the 
Reformers. 
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GOMEZ:

Alianza. 

00:26:4800:30:0000:31:4600:34:38

SHAFFER:

Alianza. They called themselves the Reformistas. I can’t remember which came first, the Alianza or the 
Reformistas. I think it was Reformistas first and then Alianza second.

There had been some staff problems inside the Property Service Division. One very longtime staff person who 
really had been there from the beginning with me, who had some personal issues, deep personal issues, finally kind 
of just blew up. I mean, he missed weeks of work without excuse and notification, until finally the local—we had to 
get rid of him. So he got fired. He had a very loyal following, particularly among this longtime core group of 
janitors. He had been a janitor, he was from Guatemala, he had family members in a lot of the buildings, and so 
there was real anger when he got fired. He had been given so much leeway, but he just had too many personal 
issues. So he got fired. That group of members, which was the core of the Reformista Movement, was furious. 

[THIS PORTION OF THE INTERVIEW HAS BEEN SEALED] 

There was a broader concern about the shift of resources that was articulated by even many of our core long-term 
supporters that were like, “The companies are taking advantage of us. Our grievances aren’t being handled. Things 
aren’t being done right. You guys have to do something about this.” And it became a real challenge.

So the third piece that was critical to sort of the political turmoil from the janitors’ side, in the ’92 agreement we 
bargained a temporary-worker program. In janitorial, there’s a lot of low-wage work, and people didn’t show up for 
work, companies needed extra people, so we had bargained all these agreements, but then the companies would just 
sort of bring temp workers in whenever they felt like it. So that had been an expanding problem leading up to the 
negotiations of our ’92 agreement.

So we formed the first time ever what we called the temporary referral system, and that program basically required 
union contractors to utilize temporary workers that were registered with the union before they could bring in their 
own. If we couldn’t provide somebody that was registered with the union, then they could bring in their own, but it 
was an attempt to shut down this rampant transitioning of the workforce that was going on with using temp workers. 

Again, at that time our strongholds were downtown and Century City, and the temp system was in downtown and 
Century City. It wasn’t a hiring hall for a number of reasons. In a subcontracted industry, one of the challenges with 
the systems are that you have to be an employee of multiple companies to be able to get temped in, and so these 
people would be on the rolls even if they weren’t getting paid much, with multiple companies. But if somebody had 
been, for instance, fired by one of the union companies but was still on the payroll of another company, we couldn’t 
send them to the company they’d been fired from.

So it became an incredibly difficult system to implement. It was a great idea to sort of gain control of the workforce, 
of the industry, which made it much more difficult for the industry to get rid of the union contract and crash the 
wages and benefits, but operationalizing it was just a nightmare, and it became a daily group of people who would 
come to the union hall every afternoon at about four o’clock, waiting to see if they were going to get referred, which 
had upsides and downsides. Upside, fifty to a hundred people a day that we could set up the referral system in front 
of a building that we were in a fight with and there would be a picket line. They were a very engaged group, they 
didn’t have a lot to do, and they were down for whatever. So it was a real sort of mobilizing force, upside.

Downside, everybody’s convinced that there’s injustice in it, that there’s favoritism, that somebody’s getting sent 
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out that shouldn’t get sent out, and that seniority isn’t right. And trackings, you know, it was supposed to be based 
on seniority. If you had been with a company longer, you went out first, but if you’d been fired from a company, 
you couldn’t go out to that company, so then other people would go out. And if a new company—anyways, it 
became a hornet’s nest of sort of unhappy people who then became a perfect group for the Reformista group to 
engage. “See how bad the union is? They’re unfair and they’re running favoritism,” and all of that kind of stuff. 

Meanwhile, we, myself, Rocio, the organizing team, is nose to the grindstone on taking on smaller, more spread-out 
nonunion companies in places all over the county, and we weren’t running the temp system. At that time we had 
also, for the first time in our history, hired somebody to direct the internal program of the union because we were 
big enough to sustain that, and Peter Olney got hired for that job. So he was over the referral system, he was over 
the internal piece. So we sort of—you know, frankly, on my part—and I can I only speak for myself—
underestimated the level of—what’s the word? Sort of—

GOMEZ:

Dissatisfaction? 

00:36:19

SHAFFER:

Dissatisfaction. Good word. Level of dissatisfaction that was brewing among this small group of folks. The vast 
majority of people still were seeing these massive improvements in their working conditions, engaged in this 
movement, no problem, and we were anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour away at any given time, just in terms 
of the office buildings that people were organizing in. So that kind of became the internal part of the group that was 
angry at the janitors. 

Now, I want to point out—and this came to play out as true after the political elections occurred—a major 
motivation of a number of the people in the core of the Reformista group were also mad that they hadn’t been hired 
as staff at the union. It was a good job to be in the union staff. Even if it was hard work, you’re still making a lot 
more money than if you’re cleaning buildings, and you’re not cleaning buildings, and you had health insurance, you 
had a pension. I mean, it was a great job. Very limited number of positions, and we had explicitly made sure that we 
were hiring members into organizing positions and into some of the rep positions as much as possible, but not 
exclusively. I fundamentally believe that part of our success was the blending of some people with outside 
organizing experience, people who brought a different set of experiences and skills into connection with the workers 
who knew—the industry knew workers, knew the issues, were able to connect to the janitors, and that the blending 
of those two types of people was fundamental to our success. 

GOMEZ:

But they tried to harp on that and say that it was part of a racial division, right? 

SHAFFER:
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They would claim it was racial division. Ironically, I was the only white guy. 

GOMEZ:

Because Rocio was the other half. [laughs] 

00:38:5200:42:0500:43:27

SHAFFER:

Rocio was the other half of the leadership, who came here undocumented from Mexico and had worked in garment 
shops and helped organize hotels. And all of the staff that we hired, whether they were from inside the shop or 
outside the shop, that were part of the J4J team were Latino, except for me and Peter Olney. But most of the target 
of the frustration that was voiced by the Reformistas was not about Peter. It was more a little bit about me, but they 
would also complain about the president of the local, the amalgamated local, who was white, and the vice president 
of the local, who was white. Another vice president was black and another vice president was Latino, but you sort of 
see what you see to fit your narrative. 

So those two groups, the Change ’95 group, which was really, from my perspective, a broad-based rank-and-file 
group of folks from the healthcare division, attempting to force a dramatic shift in the orientation of the union in the 
healthcare industry, to be a union that would organize in a way to take on the industry, and the Reformista group, 
which was mostly driven at the beginning from this group of disgruntled folks, Change ’95 and they got together, 
not surprisingly in some ways, and that became the political base that ran against the incumbent leadership of the 
union going into the ’95.

So we were sort of off of the Kaiser strike, off of the ’92 settlement. We’re into this, for the janitor side, a multiyear 
period to build density heading into the ’95 negotiations that would be our effort to get healthcare countywide for 
the first time in our history, really. And it was sort of all coming together in mostly ’94 and the period leading up. 
We launched our countywide contract campaign, which was called One-One-One: One Industry, One Union, One 
Contract. That was our slogan and the contract expired on April 1. [Gomez laughs.] Our contract expired on April 1. 
So it was One-One-One-One. It had beautiful t-shirts. And we kicked that off summer of ’94, but it really kind of 
got going big time in the fall of ’94, into the winter of ’95.

We had had a lot of success between ’92 and ’94 knocking off smaller companies, tough fights, you know, 
multiyear fights with a couple of them, but successful ones which had given us the necessary density in a lot of the 
suburban markets. One example of how successful we had become, in ’94, I want to say, after we had beaten two or 
three of the smaller—the next-tier companies down, we were doing our research and we identified a company called 
Servicon that had never been on our radar. They didn’t do any of the work in any of the areas that we had been, but 
they were the next biggest company that sort of showed up, and they were in primarily the aerospace industry down 
in the El Segundo, South Bay area. 

Whenever we started a campaign on a new company, we would identify it, we’d do research, we’d figure out their 
buildings, and then we would notify the company. We would say “Dear company, just want to let you know that the 
Justice for Janitors Movement has been organizing janitors all over the county, and we’re about to get started 
focusing on your company. We’d love to sit down with you to figure out a nonconfrontational approach to this. Get 
back to us by the end of the week or we’ll assume that you just don’t have any interest in talking to us.”

Now, we had sent these letters for years and nobody ever responded. They responded. We get a call from the lawyer 
representing this company, saying, “My client would like to meet with you.” And the lawyer was a traditional 
management lawyer, so he was clearly uncomfortable with how to make this call. He’d never called a union saying, 
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“My client wants to unionize. How do they do it?” And we were uncomfortable because we’d never had a company 
call. It was like, “This is bullshit. They’re setting us up. They’re going to tape the meeting. They’re going to get us 
for—,” whatever, extortion or something. 

So Rocio took the lead on that company. We were heading into sort of mobilization towards the ’95 contract, and it 
made more sense for Rocio to take the lead on that company, and it was the right thing. You know, give her an 
opportunity to do sort of a soup to nuts on the campaign.

So we go meet with the company, with the lawyer in the company, and it’s just bizarre, but literally within two or 
three weeks of notifying the company that their name had popped up, they negotiated a neutrality agreement with 
us, a card-check neutrality agreement, gave us a list of all their workers, committed to being part of the negotiations 
in ’95 as long as we got a majority of their workers signed up, and honored that agreement. And Rocio led a group 
of staff knocking on doors all over the city and county. We got the majority relatively quickly. I remember telling 
other organizers who at the time were working for other unions and other campaigns, enmeshed in these, like, 
knock-down, drag-out wars—

GOMEZ:

Right. You just did a cakewalk. [laughs] 

00:46:01

SHAFFER:

Yeah. Like, “How many of you would believe that you could call up a company and say, ‘We’d like to organize 
you. Will you do neutrality and card check?’ and four hundred 400 employees—I mean, this is a big company—and 
they would say yes?” Right?

And everybody would go, “That’ll never happen. That’ll never happen.” And then I would tell them the story of 
Servicon.

So we start heading into the ’95 contract campaign, and we have these very ambitious goals: family health insurance 
for every janitor in Los Angeles covered by our agreement; getting people up to the downtown wage standards, 
which at the time were probably close to three dollars an hour above minimum, which is what the nonunion world 
was paying; and having a fight in all of L.A. County simultaneously, throughout all these fourteen—being able to 
impact fourteen office markets. 

So, again for the first time, whereas we had historically done all of our big actions, our big mobilizations, in either 
downtown or Century City, now we were doing stuff in Santa Monica, in Woodland Hills, in Sherman Oaks, in 
Long Beach, in Pasadena, in Glendale. Now, the upside of doing that was we were in places that we’d never been 
before, so it was something new, whereas downtown they were like, “Oh, there goes the janitors again,” right? 

GOMEZ:

Right. But now you’re in Sherman Oaks. [laughter] 
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00:49:0500:51:2200:53:3000:55:32

SHAFFER:

Now we’re in Sherman Oaks. Now we’re in Woodland Hills. So we get a whole new round of notice and 
recognition by media. Also all of those places still at that time—this is before the destruction of the news industry—
they all had papers, you know, and those papers needed something to write about. So if you did an action in 
Glendale, you got the Glendale newspaper to write about you for sure, with great pictures.

So we were doing all of this stuff and being incredibly successful, and it created a tension for the Reformista group 
inside the union because they were, on the one hand, trying to get rid of the leadership group of the union, including 
the executive board, you know, not just the president and vice president, etc. In fact, in the end, they both ran slates. 
The incumbent group ran a slate and the dissident or the reform group ran a slate. I shouldn’t say “dissident.” On the 
janitors’ side of the slate for the executive board seats, everybody was Latino. The incumbent group had a slate of 
janitor members who were all Latino. The dissidents, later the reform slate for the janitor group, all Latinos. So one 
of the things that I was always frustrated about how this got covered was this sort of Latino-versus-white divide, 
when, in fact, if you looked at who was on either side of this fight, it was fundamentally all Latino. Not to say that 
there weren’t concerns about the fact that there was white leadership in the union. The president was white. The 
executive vice president was white. I wasn’t an officer of the union. I was an International staff person assigned to 
run the janitor campaign, but I’m not going to deny that I had a real leadership role in the union at that time. But on 
the janitor side, as I said, I was the only white guy. Everybody else was Latino and many of them had been former 
janitors. 

So that was one of the biggest frustrations for me, is that this thing got written as a split, a racial split between the 
Latino rank-and-file janitors and the white local leadership and International, and I really in my heart of hearts know 
that that’s not the case. Did they have concerns and criticisms and legitimate complaints? Did they have the right to 
run an opposition slate to the leadership of the union? Of course. It’s a democratic organization.

But what was interesting on the janitors’ side, and part of the weirdness of the alliance between the Change ’95 
faction and the Reformista faction is that what the Reformista faction there fundamentally wanted was a return of 
the focus of resources back on unionized workplaces and a reduction of resources to growing the organizing into 
other new markets that were nonunion. It was shortsighted, because had that happened, it would have facilitated an 
exact replay of what had happened in the eighties, because then the suburbs would have been nonunion, the 
downtown and Century City would have been union, just like it was in the seventies and into the early eighties. 
Those suburban markets were growing. The other markets were more stagnant. The suburban markets would have 
spawned larger and larger concentration of contractors who could then compete into the downtown markets, and it 
would have returned the union to an isolated group of a couple of islands of unionism among a sea of nonunion. 

So you had almost like a return to business unionism or protectionism unionism being demanded by the Reformista 
side of the reform slate, and a “Take on the industry, organize density, do what the janitors did” argument on the 
healthcare side. So what they wanted for the two sides of the union was fundamentally opposed to each other, 
because the janitors were arguing for us to spend less time and energy focusing on the threat to the union market, 
and the healthcare workers were demanding that the union figure out a way to go after the threat in the healthcare 
industry. But enemy of my enemy is my friend, so it was an alliance that could come together around the concept of 
getting rid of the existing leadership.

And again I would say partially because of my orientation just in terms of where I want to focus my energy, which 
was on how do we change the industry, and I’ve sort of never been a political person that way, sort of internal 
politics, I’ve never wanted to be an officer of the union or that kind of stuff, and also because as International staff 
we weren’t supposed to be engaged in the internal politics of the union, Rocio and I, who were by that time the only 
two International staff remaining on the project, kind of put our heads down and focused on doing what was needed 
to achieve our goals in the ’95 contract. 

The Reformista crew dialed back in a big way their participation in the mobilizations around the suburban work, but 
they simultaneously had to be very engaged in the contract fight because it’s their contract, too, right? I mean, it was 
going to be a contract for everybody. So there was that tension. We didn’t change anything in terms of the process 
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towards the contract. We had elections for Bargaining Committee. What was different, whereas in the past we had 
basically only been bargaining for downtown and Century City workers, the Bargaining Committees were made up 
of pretty much exclusively downtown and Century City workers, this time we had won recognition for workers all 
over the county, and so we had to set up elections that would allow representation from all over the county.

Again, it fueled anger among the Reformistas because it’s sort of like “Why should it just be whoever gets the most 
votes?” Well, if fifteen hundred members are in downtown L.A. and three hundred or four hundred workers are in 
Westwood, who’s going to get the most votes, right? And there was a discussion among the members, and I think 
when you’ve presented it on principle, it was obvious you needed to be able to have representation from different 
companies.

There was by that time fifteen or so union contractors, and we weren’t going to have every contractor necessarily 
represented, but we needed to have more than just the big couple. We needed to have people from all over the 
county representing the interests of different geographic markets. So that happened. 

I’m trying to think. As I think back through this long presentation, discussion of this, if I’ve kind of set the tone, but 
that’s really kind of what was going on. And we had these really two major things happening simultaneously, in 
some ways our most ambitious effort to raise standards ever on the operational side and the first real contested 
political action in probably the local’s history, and with the backdrop of these two issues I raised. 

GOMEZ:

So what happens? Then the vote comes down. 

00:58:3101:00:3301:03:1801:05:2601:07:1301:09:4701:11:4701:14:2501:16:51

SHAFFER:

So first we settled the contract, and, interestingly, on the janitors’ side the issues continued to play out. So we set up 
the committee, the committee got elected. I don’t remember how many people were on it. It was big. And there was 
immediate sort of reaction from the Reformista side, saying, “It’s not fair. Why are you excluding people from the 
bargaining process?” and all of this stuff.

So we decided that bargaining was going to be open. Anybody that wanted to come to bargaining could come, and 
we almost always bargained during the day, and especially at the beginning parts of the bargaining process, we did 
very little what’s called lost time. So we would schedule our bargaining in a way that allowed workers to then go to 
work in the afternoon. But as you get closer to the end, you’re going into the evening, and so you have to get your 
Bargaining Committees released. So we said, “Elected bargaining members get released from work and get 
reimbursed for their time. Anybody can come to bargaining whenever it happens, but you don’t get reimbursed for 
your time, and you only get reimbursed for your time if you actually missed a shift.” And many of the members’
workers, ironically, from the more newly organized areas would rarely decide to miss a shift. They would go off to 
work, especially at the beginning. 

So we headed in. There’s actions happening all over the county, pressure going, contractors were just digging in. 
They came in with, I think, maybe a zero-cent increase or a nickel, no health benefits. And to be fair, had everybody 
jumped from where they were to the downtown market rates in one step, it would have been more than 100 percent 
increase in their cost. Now, you look at any history of collective bargaining, there’s not very many examples where 
workers doubled their labor costs in one fell swoop. So we knew this was going to have to take time, and the 
members understood that, right.

The other thing that happened, which to their credit, had everybody moved up the same, if everybody had gotten a 
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fifty-cent raise or a dollar raise, then the suburban folks never catch the downtown folks. And there was a 
conversation that the downtown folks represented on the Bargaining Committee, and even the members, in terms of 
there’s broader meetings and discussions, agreed that the bigger increases would go to the lower-paid people and the 
smaller increases would go to the higher-paid people, both from the perspective of how do you get to a place where 
you have a stabilized rate, because in the long run, having a lower rate somewhere and a higher rate somewhere 
creates a lot of pressure on the higher rate to folks to get knocked out. The clients that are paying those higher rates 
are saying, “Wait. What’s different between Westwood and me?” Or, “I have a building in Westwood and I have a 
building in downtown, and my rates are way different.”

So there was an acceptance on the members’ part to work a process to allow the lower-paid people to catch up to the 
downtown people, and wages-wise, that was incredibly doable. Health insurance-wise, it’s not, because in our plan 
we never had copays, worker copays, into the benefits. When you make very little money, people can’t really afford 
to pay part of their health insurance, or if you ask them to make a choice between do they want ten dollars without 
health insurance or nine dollars with health insurance, most of the time people are going to take the ten, because that 
extra two thousand bucks, which is what a dollar for a full-time worker is over a year, is way more important in 
their pocket, in their experience, day-to-day life than the protection of having health insurance. Even if you take 
your kid to the doctor twice or you have some kind of mini problem, you’re going to spend a grand. So our union 
had always had 100 percent employer-paid family health insurance when we had it or it didn’t exist. There was no 
in between.

So, as I said before, it was probably on the range of three dollars an hour at that point—$2,000, 172 hours, 500 
bucks a month, yeah, somewhere between two and three dollars an hour. It’s now close to five or six dollars an hour 
additional cost because of how outrageous health insurance has gotten. So those contractors could figure out how to 
go fifty cents or a dollar on their price increases in those areas that had been at minimum wage for all these years, 
but the prospect of them dropping a $2.50 increase plus a wage increase on their billing was just—they were like 
deers in headlights. It was just like, “No way. We cannot do that. We’re never going to get there.” And so it became 
this very difficult process of how do you get the health insurance in and get the wage increases. And it was very 
tense, very intense, and they were like, “No way.”

So, as I said before, our contract expired on April 1st, which was a Monday. Some things get burned into your 
memory and other things you can’t remember from yesterday, but I remember it was a Monday because we were 
bargaining all weekend. But we get to the final weekend and we have this agreement that anybody who wants to can 
come to negotiations, but only the Bargaining Committee votes on the proposals. But, you know, everybody’s there, 
they’re full participants, but otherwise, it would’ve just been a free-for-all, and the Bargaining Committee was 
representative of the workforce.

We’re in negotiations and we’re going through—and, you know, usually as you get close—and we had a strike 
threat. We had voted to strike. Everything was set. We were going to strike the county for the first time if we didn’t 
get a settlement. We had begun developing very, very disruptive plans if we didn’t get a settlement, because we 
long understood that walking in circles in front of office buildings wasn’t the way you got a contract settled. So we 
were going to have to figure out how we took this potentially four- or five-thousand-person army of striking janitors 
and create mass disruption in Los Angeles. Literally in most—if you study most intense contract negotiations, it’s 
like nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing. Last seventy-two hours, massive movement on 
both sides to get it done.

So that started basically on, let’s say, Saturday morning towards a Monday expiration, and we’re going through the 
process, and the contractors are flipping out and they’re crying. I mean, they literally turn into baby mode. They’re 
just whimpering about, “Oh, we’re never going to be able to do this. We’re going to lose all our work. What are you 
doing to us?”

I mean, it’s really hilarious, when you think about it, that this is among the lowest-paid workers in the world or in 
America sitting across the table from these guys who all were making high six-figure salaries as the heads of these 
companies, and they’re whimpering about what we’re trying to do to them. Just from a power perspective, it’s 
incredible. As I think back to it, when you’re in the middle of it, you don’t think of it this way. When you think back 
to it, it’s like here are these, like, panel of white guys, business leaders running multimillion-dollar companies, 
basically begging the janitors not to hurt them. [laughter] It’s a nice image. And you don’t get there unless—I mean, 
the tables had been turned completely for decades, and in most industries now are turned, which is any unionized 
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worker are begging the bosses not to hurt them when they’re negotiating their next contract. But we had done all 
this stuff. We had built this power. They knew that we could follow through on our promises to create mass 
disruption.

So it got very intense, and the contractors did a smart thing. They tried to put more money on the higher-wage 
people to split the bargaining team, split the workers, knowing that the higher-wage people, there was more of them 
because downtown and Century City had a higher percentage. There wasn’t more overall in the committee, but they 
were longer term, they were more experienced, they’d been through bargaining before. So they first tried to split the 
bargaining team. That didn’t really work. 

And then they began sort of maneuvering and manipulating the situation, and we got to a point, middle of the night, 
and the head of the Reformista, Cesar Oliva, who he was sort of the chief spokesperson, and by that time, he was the 
top highest-ranking candidate for office. He had decided to run on the slate of the change reform slate. He was the 
vice presidential candidate. So he would be the highest-ranking janitor in the local. The secretary/treasurer slot on 
the Reformista slate, the reform slate, was a healthcare worker. They did not run a candidate against the president 
and they did not run a candidate against the black vice president, but they did run against the Latina and they ran 
against the white vice president.

The company came in with a challenging offer, but it was not quite good enough from my perspective and from a 
lot of the members’ perspective. And Cesar says, “Well, we can’t have this conversation with staff in the room. This 
needs to be a workers-only discussion, that we decide what happens to our fate.” And as somebody who has spent 
eight years of their life helping get to that point, it was pretty hurtful to have that sort of idea come out. We had all 
worked like crazy together to make this happen, but I also understood that that contract was their contract.

So some of the other staff who had come out of the rank and file that were pretty pissed or really pissed about it 
were like, “Who the hell are you? I’ve been with this union for longer than you.” Right? Anyway, so it got pretty 
contentious.

So I just said, “Look, this is your decision. You guys decide how you want to go forward. If you want to kick 
everybody out of the room and have this conversation, that’s going to be your decision.”

The vice president of the union, who was the chief spokesperson for the bargaining, was cool with that. He went 
along with that. He wasn’t happy. But I remember this one woman, Dolores Sanchez, she was all of about four-foot-
ten at max, and I had met her—I was the first organizer that talked to her. She was in Westwood, right here, here at 
UCLA. It was literally down the street from where we are. And I remember meeting her, and she was just fierce, 
absolutely fierce, and she became by far and away the leader of all the Westwood janitors and a real leader among 
all the janitors.

So Cesar’s standing up giving this long sort of rhetorical speech about workers and worker voices, and a lot of the 
members in the room are pretty uncomfortable, and then Dolores stands up. She says, “Wait a minute. This is 
stupid. Why would I want the people who helped us get to this point and who really have been helping us 
understand how to win be out of the room when we have to make one of the toughest decisions we have to make? 
That just makes no sense.” And for me, it was just—I felt great. Right? This is a woman I had met as a nonunion 
janitor in Westwood, and I wasn’t, like, writing notes to her, saying, “Do this.” It was just she just stood up. 

And Cesar and her get into this debate, but she’s like one of these—she’s not a screamer. She’s like a quiet assassin 
type. [Gomez laughs.] So she’s just letting Cesar, who’s going off, yelling and screaming. He was really sort of 
pumped up. He was almost like making a campaign speech, really, at the table. And it’s a weekend, so there’s lots 
of other janitors in the room because anybody that wanted to could come.

And Lola (Dolores) just stood there and then she said, “Okay. Well, let’s just vote it.” And Cesar couldn’t even hold 
the Reformista caucus of the bargaining team. Half of them voted for us to stay in the room and help them work 
through this decision, which was just a great thing. So we ended up, they made that decision, and sort of that broke 
the divisional effort for the bargaining process. I mean, we were almost going to either go on strike or settle, but still 
it was like “Enough of this divide and conquer. We have to be unified at this table.”

So that ended, and we went through the next process. Sort of from a fascinating perspective, because, again, this 
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isn’t just about the political turmoil in the local, but kind of the experience, the employers came in and we ended 
up—what became clear to me was that you can have two approaches to bargaining, which is if the money’s not 
there, if you can’t get the money there in the time that you want it to be there, you either take less money or you add 
time to the agreement, which was a real learning thing for me in terms of negotiations. It’s not a question of if, but a 
question of when. It was really sort of mind-changing for me in terms of understanding how to strategize on these 
things, and we did it with the members. So we understood that in three years we were not going to double the 
workers’ wages throughout L.A. County, the cost of the workers throughout L.A. County. That became clear. The 
members understood that. The economics weren’t there. So we had a conversation. We agreed to add two years to 
the agreement. We made it a five-year agreement. 

So the employers came in and they said, “We’ve penciled this out,” whatever. “We can do family health insurance,”
way at the end of the agreement, “for the people that don’t have it now, or we can do individual insurance sooner, 
but no family insurance.” And, again, I think they were attempting to get the union off of the family, because family 
is the most expensive, right? That’s where your kids are. That’s where some of the high-cost insurance is. So they 
knew that if they could get individual into the agreement, because it had never been in the agreement before, then it 
was opening the door for getting individual in throughout everywhere.

What was fascinating to me was here you have these people who have no insurance at all. This is before Affordable 
Care Act or anything like that, right? And they had no insurance at all, and the sort of unanimous position of 
everybody at the table was, “What’s the point of having insurance for me if I can’t take my kids? It’s stupid. I don’t 
want that.”

So we ended up reaching the agreement literally at three o’clock in the morning. It was a Monday morning before 
what was going to be a mass action, a Monday. We reached an agreement where we got the money so that by the 
end of the five-year agreement that all of the janitors in the covered areas, which was these fourteen office markets, 
were within about a quarter of each other per hour. The downtown janitors took very small increases over their 
existing wages, the downtown and Century City janitors. They took small increases so their hourly wage they got 
bonuses. So they got some extra money, but their wage scale did not move because of the goal of getting the janitors 
to the same wage scale. 

We got an agreement that by the end of the agreement, in some places, literally by the last day of the agreement, 
family health insurance was in the agreement for everybody, which nobody would have ever thought we could do. 
Now, it didn’t mean that people were going to get their health insurance very soon. You know, it’s a five-year deal. 
But it also meant that the next time around, rather than bargaining it in, they had to bargain it out, and that was very 
important. It turned out to be even sort of more valuable than we probably imagined when we reached the 
agreement.

So we settle. Everybody’s really, really, really excited. We have to ratify the agreement. Many of us had been up for 
two days straight bargaining this thing out, and then we have to go through a process to get the members to ratify 
the agreement, which they overwhelmingly ratified. And the organization moved completely into 100 percent 
political mode, with the Reformistas picking up the banner to still get rid of the sell-out leadership of the union. And 
the incumbent slate, again, all rank and file except for the top officers, running to keep control, and I and Rocio 
stepped back, because as International staff, we were not supposed to and didn’t—I did not get involved really in 
the election campaign. I didn’t talk to workers. I didn’t do any of that stuff, probably to the frustration of a lot of 
people.

A lot of the stuff that went out, one of the things that happened after the settlement, not before, a group of janitors 
sent a letter to the president of the International union demanding that I be removed from the union because I was 
interfering in the politics of the union and creating a problem, and it was signed by a lot of janitors who I had spent 
a lot of time with. It was interesting, one of them was a guy named Sal Hernandez, who had never been nonunion 
since I knew him. I had done house visits with him, talking with workers. And I saw his signature on the letter. He 
came into the union. He was like this norteño, from northern Mexico, big, boisterous kind of guy, despite having 
been in the country for something like twenty years, still would not speak a word of English. I mean, he probably 
understood a little bit, but he never had to learn English because he lived in a Spanish-speaking neighborhood and 
he worked in a job that was all Spanish-speaking. He shows up and he’s like, “Jono! Cómo estás?”

And I’m like, “Hey, Sal.” We start our conversation in Spanish and I’m like, “What the hell?”
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He says, “What do you mean?”

I said, “Why do you want to get me get kicked out of the union?”

He goes, “What do you mean?” He says, “I don’t have anything against you.” Sal said, “I don’t have anything 
against you, but the leadership, they’re undercutting the representation and they’re not doing what’s supposed to be 
done.”

I was like, “Sal, it says right here in the letter, calling on the president of the union to remove me from the union, get 
me out of there.”

“Well, I didn’t really mean that.” He was just one of the many that I had talked to, but that was sort of how things 
went. It was just like very divisive and a very difficult process. And right at that time, SEIU was in the throes of a 
political turnover as well. 

01:21:32

GOMEZ:

Sweeney. 

01:24:3501:26:1601:27:1801:30:1301:32:1401:34:1101:36:2101:39:5201:41:3201:44:1901:47:30

SHAFFER:

John Sweeney had just been elected president of the AFL-CIO in the first contested election in the history of the 
AFL-CIO, which left the secretary/treasurer, Dick Cordtz, to be the interim president of SEIU because the next 
SEIU election was going to be in ’96. So these letters were actually going to Cordtz, not to Sweeney, and I had no 
relationship with Cordtz at all.

So then an outside—“outside.” Andy Stern, who had been the organizing director of the SEIU, decided to run 
against Cordtz. Cordtz decided that he wanted to be president, even though he was really, really old. Andy decided 
he wanted to be president, and so there was the first real contested election in the history of the SEIU International 
that was just beginning to get started while this fight was happening at 399.

So, long story short—or not so short for whoever’s transcribing this [Gomez laughs.]—the elections are either in 
middle of May or early June; I can’t remember. But there’s an election, and the opposition slate, the reform slate, 
won every seat they ran for. All of the wins were by very small margins and an incredibly miniscule percentage of 
the members of the union voted. I want to say 2,500 people out of 25,000 voted, and the margin of difference 
between the winner and the loser was somewhere between 100 and 300, depending on the candidate. But they won 
every seat.

But they didn’t run against the president of the union because—and it was weird. People kept wondering, “Why 
didn’t you run against the president?” First of all, he was a white guy. If you don’t like the leadership of the union, 
why would you leave the top dog in place? And I think I remember them saying during the course of it that they 
didn’t run against the president because they didn’t think they had anybody who was ready to do the running of the 
union day to day, but that they could shape the policies of the union by controlling the executive board and the 
secretary/treasurer. So they won the secretary/treasurer. That was a Latina taking out another Latina. They won the 
vice president, which was Cesar Oliva, who beat a white guy, Dave Stillwell. And then they won the whole 
executive board. 
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Immediately when they went in, they announced that they were getting rid of a bunch of staff of the union as their 
first move, but it turns out that the constitution of the union gave control of the staff to the president, which they 
didn’t understand. All of the staff that they got rid of were on the janitor side, because I don’t remember what 
happened on the healthcare side. They got rid of all Latinas on the janitor side of the union. I was not part of this 
puzzle because I was International staff and was sort of out of the picture to allow the process to happen.

So they announce that they were firing five Latinas, some of whom were janitors, some of whom had not been 
janitors, but they were all out, and being replaced by the core group of the Reformista group that I talked about at 
the beginning. So Cesar had his job, he was vice president, and then four or five other men from downtown were 
going to get rep jobs, rep organizer jobs for the union, but they couldn’t. So the president said that he wasn’t going 
to sign off on the firings. 

This is playing out in early June into July, I guess. In most organizations like this, you have to have two signatures 
on a check. So the secretary/treasurer, who was sort of the healthcare leader of the opposition slate, now the 
leadership of the union, refused to sign the checks of the people that they had decided to fire. The president 
wouldn’t fire them, so they were in this limbo position, which is that they were employed but they couldn’t get 
money, and that just sort of continued to sort of go for a while. I don’t know what happened. I’ve heard that the 
president was coming up with cash to pay them. I mean, it was a crazy situation. 

But in the Labor Movement in our union, SEIU in particular, the locals have tremendous autonomy, but they have to 
do certain things or the International can step in. It’s called a trusteeship. And 399 had never been trusteed, ever. It 
was kind of one of the flagship locals of the country. One of the former International presidents had come from 399, 
George Hardy. He was sort of incredibly well respected, sort of the father of modern SEIU kind of thing. One of the 
basis for trusteeship is ungovernability and financial—usually there has to be a financial element, that the leadership 
is undermining the fiduciary health of the organization, and that the leadership is engaged in activities that will hurt 
the membership.

So there’s this immediate situation of a group of staff who aren’t getting paid, other people who claim their staff 
who aren’t getting paid because the president won’t hire them. And pretty quickly the International has to sort of 
figure out and step in, and they appointed a guy named Bill Fletcher, who at the time was the head of Field Services 
for SEIU, which was kind of like the representation and internal side of SEIU International, and he was a well-
known progressive labor person, African American, very outspoken, really had been long articulating the need for 
the Labor Movement to change. He was sort of like a darling of the left of the Labor Movement. So they appoint 
him as sort of the president’s envoy to come in and try to resolve the situation amicably, reach an agreement in 
which basically the president and the secretary/treasurer and the board figure out an agreement on how they’re 
going to govern together. 

One of the first things he asked me to do was leave the local for a while. He said I was a lightning bolt and it would 
just create tension. So I moved out of the local and moved over to an International office. I think had this not 
happened, I would have likely moved to a more regional role anyways. I mean, it was clearly time for Rocio to step 
up into the sort of first chair. I had started in ’87. I got first chair in, like, ’91. It was ’95. It was time for somebody 
else to have first chair. I fundamentally believed in getting to a place where there was Latino leadership of the 
division, and so I moved out.

Interestingly, a lot of the members, even members who had been vocally supportive of the opposition slate, the one 
that won, were upset that I was not going to be working there. And I was like, “It’s happening because this is the 
way you guys want it.” And I remember one of the members explicitly saying to me—because he called me up at 
one point for advice on something. He was the leader of the opposition crew, the Reformistas, and he said he needed 
some advice on something. I said, “Why are you calling me?”

He said, “What do you mean?”

I said, “Well, you demanded that I be removed from the union, and now you’re calling me for advice on how to do 
things?”

He said, “Well, it was never about you or your ability to do the work. It was just that we needed to send a message.”
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And I was like, “Well—.” You know, I’m never the kind of person that—I actually probably did give him the 
advice that they were looking for, but it was very hurtful, very—from a personal perspective, my daughter was born 
in 1993, and I remember during this whole period I would go home and—you know, two-year-olds in some ways 
are in the prime time of unconditional love. They’re not old enough yet to be angry at you about anything real, but 
they’re old enough to actually emote and express their emotions in those ways. There’s probably a window that’s 
pretty big, a couple of years in there, but it was a perfect time to have a two-year-old, right? [laughter] Put it that 
way. I would walk home from work just feeling battered and beaten, and, you know, I’ve dedicated my life to this 
thing and massive amounts of hours worked. I mean, when we were in the throes of it, it was not unusual to work 
sixteen hours a day, because we’d get to work in the morning to do a day’s work, and then stay at work all night if 
we were going to go out and talk to the workers because they worked at night. So you’re talking about routinely 
fifteen-, sixteen-hour days, and to have this kind of a reaction was just really—it really stung.

I remember these distinct images in my mind of walking home, opening the door to the house, and there’s my now-
walking baby just with this smile as big as you can imagine, and I was just like, “Okay. Life’s okay. I can get 
through this.”

So interestingly, I think Bill Fletcher—I don’t know what Bill would say, but I think Bill Fletcher thought that he 
was going to be able to work this out because he had the progressive credentials, so the new leadership, other than 
the president, the oppositional side sort of would respect him because he had long been advocating reform and 
change in the Labor Movement. So he sort of was speaking for especially what the Change ’95 side of the union 
was speaking for, which was, “We need to be more aggressive. We need to come up with new strategies, new 
approaches.” So he was going to be legitimate there and he was going to be able to sort of use the authority of the 
International to force, if an uneasy one, a working relationship between the president and the opposition and the new 
leadership.

It didn’t work out that way, and I don’t know what he would say, why it didn’t work out. From the outside looking 
in or sort of somewhat from the outside—I mean, obviously I’d been there for many, many, many years, I had very 
good insight into what was going on—anything short of sort of eliminating the constitutional power of the president 
and giving it to the new leadership group was not going to be acceptable to the new leadership group.

The International didn’t have the authority to scrap the constitution without trusteeing the local. They couldn’t just 
say, “Okay, the solution here is you, Mr. President, lose your power and they get it,” because they didn’t run against 
him. That was a fundamental mistake in their strategy. They probably would have won. Who knows. They won all 
the other seats. 

So they eventually lost faith in Bill, and he couldn’t get it done, which then, increasingly, things weren’t getting 
paid because you need two signatures, not just the staff, but other things, so it was just a real standoff between the 
new leadership team and the president. And by the fall, I want to say the fall of ’95, if not a little bit later, very 
quickly the International started trusteeship proceedings, which they have to go through a hearing and a process in 
order to determine whether the union should be trusteed. And if it’s trusteed, then literally all leadership is 
eliminated, is taken out of the positions, the constitution is void, and the International assumes control, operational 
control of the organization, and then they go through a process to exit trusteeship. There’s a member sort of team 
that determines, works with the International to figure out a way that it will become solvent and self-sustaining and 
can go back to self-governance.

So they launch these proceedings, and most of the details are not that important, except for there was this one sort of 
unbelievable moment. In a trusteeship hearing, you have the parties who are on either side and then you have the 
International representative, so there’s three sort of tables. And if you have multiple parties on opposite sides, then 
each group gets representation at the table, they all have lawyers. The new leadership group fired the lawyers of the 
union and hired new lawyers who were sort of well known as lawyers who work with opposition groups within 
unions. There’s sort of a network of them out there. And without being too cynical, a big piece of the reason that 
they are in this, because oftentimes those groups have no money, so it’s always occurred, “How are you paying 
these lawyers to represent you?” And oftentimes that work is done basically pro bono on the condition that they’re 
going to get the work when the group that they’re representing assumes control, and then they take control of the 
treasury and of the local, and then they hire that group, and then it’s a lucrative business. That’s the cynical view of 
it. 
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But anyways, the three parties were in the room, the president, the secretary/treasurer, and the executive board’s 
team and the International, and after many days of contentious hearings and people giving testimony of what was 
going on and what was possible and who could do what, ironically, one of the people that the secretary/treasurer had 
fired when she came in was the lawyer for the local, who was in-house. First time ever the local had had an in-house 
local lawyer. So here you have a guy who’s been fired, but he’s representing the president.

Anyways, the hearing officer says—his name was Paul Policchio. He was from Detroit. Everybody was yelling at 
each other. It was like—have you ever seen one of these courtroom television shows where everybody’s 
interrupting each other all the time? That’s basically what this was. He says, “Wait, wait, wait. Let me just ask you 
something. I’ve got to ask one question. President Zellers, do you believe that this situation can be worked out, or 
do you believe that the local needs to be trusteed?”

Zellers says, “I don’t see a solution. I think we have to be trusteed.”

He turns to the opposition group. “Do you believe this can be worked out amicably, you’re going to reach a 
mutually-agreed-upon solution, or is the only solution a trusteeship?”

“I don’t see any solution but a trusteeship.”

So this is the opposition and the president now both agree that the local should be trusteed, which pretty much 
determines the outcome. They both said that they’re not going to give in to each other, which means that unless the 
local is trusteed, then it’s going to fall into complete and total dysfunction. Staff won’t get paid, people won’t go to 
work, bills won’t get paid. It’ll literally just—which is the worst possible situation for the members, because their 
contracts rely upon the union being able to enforce them and engage.

So, again, story ends with the International trusteeing the local. When the International trustee a local, they appoint 
a trustee. They appointed Mike Garcia. I can’t remember if they appointed both Dave Bullock [phonetic] and Mike 
Garcia or Mike on top and Dave as number two. One way or the other, Mike was the head of the janitors’ local in 
Northern California, and then several deputy trustees, so one to run the Healthcare Division, one to run the Building 
Service Division. Rocio became the deputy trustee for the Building Service Division, and I was reassigned or I 
continued sort of the work that I had begun when I got pulled out of the local, working on regional janitor 
campaigns, San Diego, Denver, other parts of the region.

My oral history, sort of my path then from there, ironically, in ’96, for the first time in the history of the union, all of 
the Kaiser members throughout California in three separate locals, their contracts were open at the same time. It had 
never had happened before. Usually the north did theirs and on different schedules. And it was a mess because the 
healthcare industry continued to go through just unbelievable turmoil, and so Kaiser was trying to really 
dramatically alter its operational reality and structure, which they were trying to do it through this bargaining. 

The northern local, 250, couldn’t get a deal done, so they were open six months past or more, maybe a year past 
expiration, and then 399, which was still the Kaiser local in the south, their contract was expiring in April of ’96. I 
was now doing regional J4J work, and Andy Stern had been elected president, I think, by then or very soon 
thereafter.

The Healthcare Division director of the International and a longtime colleague of mine who was running strategic 
campaign on unified Kaiser work—his name was David Chu [phonetic]—they called me up and they asked me to 
run the Kaiser campaign. So I got, for the first time in my SEIU life, pulled out of Building Service and thrown into 
the lion’s den, which was the healthcare industry at that time.

We settled the—you know, in a whole ‘nother story, not Building Service, USWW related, the nightmare that was 
the effort to coordinate these locals in the Kaiser campaign, but we settled the Kaiser campaign and the 
International. Then by that time, Andy had been elected. Eliseo Medina was the regional vice president for 
California. Mary Kay Henry was the industry organizing director for the International, and Eliseo and Mary Kay 
asked me to develop an organizing program for the healthcare industry in California, lead a team to do that, 
obviously.
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So the team that I was leading did that, and that resulted in the launching of what became known as the California 
Health System Organizing Project or the Health Systems Organizing Project, which several years later resulted in a 
historic agreement with Catholic Healthcare West, which was the largest hospital chain in California, and has 
resulted in the largest organizing gains in healthcare in modern history, that the health systems campaign which we 
started had become and continues to produce the greatest organizing gains for nonunion healthcare workers in the 
country in modern history. Obviously, go back to the forties and fifties when New York and those kinds of places 
were organized different. 

But I didn’t stay with it during that whole time. After a little while, I went to work with the AFL-CIO for a while. I 
ran airport campaigns and I developed a proposal for multiunion organizing in Southern California, which was 
under the new leadership of Sweeney. He was trying to figure out how we used and rebuilt kind of a new twenty-
first-century—heading into the twenty-first-century—we still weren’t there, but close—version of what the CIO did 
for the Labor Movement in the forties, thirties and forties. So I wrote a proposal for L.A., after some research, and 
then that didn’t get implemented, but it was an interesting project. It was really fascinating to think about things 
from that kind of elevation. I spent my whole life at ground-zero of these fights, and so to kind of get up into an 
airplane and think about what you would do from 15,000 feet or whatever, was a very interesting experience.

Then in 2000, Stephen Lerner, who had been the initiator of the J4J work nationally, back in the eighties, and who 
had hired me, returned to SEIU after a hiatus and asked if I would come back and develop an organizing program 
for security officers, which I did, and I decided to do that, leave the AFL, go back to SEIU. So I began that project, 
and over the next seven years, with my partner, Bill Ragen, on the East Coast, we successfully organized the 
security industry. 

01:49:51

GOMEZ:

All right. So reflecting back on your time and so on, so since you left J4J, there’s been all this flurry of activity and 
the tension about the union. Like you said, it was the darling of the Labor Movement for a long time, and lots of 
academics have written about it and so on. From your perspective, how has it felt seeing all this happen? How do 
you feel about the narrative that’s been put out there the last several years? 

01:53:2901:56:29

SHAFFER:

First, I’m very proud of the work that I’ve been able to participate in and help drive in a lot of cases. I think that, 
interestingly, even this part that I just went through, in terms of the internal political tensions and turmoil, has given 
me a perspective on sort of a significant challenge structurally in the Labor Movement, which is that you have an 
organization, an institution that is democratically formed, where the members of the organization are 
constitutionally entitled to determining who their leadership is going to be, and that’s true at all levels, although 
obviously there’s less full rank-and-file versions of that and more rank-and-file versions of that, but structurally it’s 
true, regardless, that the members of the organization are supposed to run the organization and decide who runs the 
organization. That structure has a problem when it comes to the Labor Movement, because the Labor Movement’s 
biggest challenge, workers in America’s biggest challenge, not the Labor Movement, the unions, the challenge for 
workers in America is that people are pitted against each other and the conditions of nonunion workers are what are 
undermining the working conditions of unionized workers.

And just as we experienced in the janitor campaign, as the percentage of the workers dropped dramatically, the 
conditions fell apart, but you have the members voting for their leadership, and what the organizations need to do is 
spend an increasing amount of its resources on people who aren’t in the union. That’s very difficult to get people to 
vote to do. In principle, they’re fine with it. In practice, if you say half of the money that you pay to the organization 
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is going to be spent on organizing people who aren’t part of the organization fighting those issues, the members are 
undoubtedly going to say, “Well, what is that going to leave me? I pay my money to the union so it will protect me 
at my job. I want a rep there. I want a lawyer that will represent me. I want a—” this. And when you look at the 
resources that are available, you can only spend a dollar. A dollar. You can only spend 100 pennies of a dollar. And 
if you take fifty cents of those and you say for the interest of the members in the long run, we need to spend them on 
attacking the nonunion world, that leaves only half of the dollar that the member’s paying for them, and that’s a 
choice that is very difficult to achieve. 

And that’s what played out inside of 399, ironically, which is that the members got mad that their money wasn’t 
being spent on them in the most immediate definition of that term. So it’s like what I call the three-year problem or 
conundrum, which is that you have to get reelected by the members every three years, but you have to figure out a 
program that is going to expand the power of the workers like we had at the table. We want employers begging us, 
not the other way around. The only way we get that is if the majority of the workers are in our room, and we don’t 
get the majority of the workers in our room if we don’t spend resources on doing it.

So it becomes this vicious cycle of people intellectually—the workers intellectually understand it. They just want 
somebody else to pay for it, but there’s only one place to get it paid for. So that’s a big challenge and that’s sort of a 
lesson learned from even that terrible experience I went through. And it’s played out intensely inside the Labor 
Movement post, especially inside of SEIU. I would argue that the fight inside of SEIU, between, when there was a 
trusteeship of UHW, the healthcare local statewide, and Sal Rosselli and Andy Stern’s big fight, that it hasn’t been 
reported this way very much, but fundamentally it was a “protect the members” versus “use resources to expand the 
numbers of workers in the union.” I think it’s a false dichotomy, but it became the—if you’ve been reading sort of 
how Sal and his folks would articulate things, it was growth versus standards, was kind of the way it got described. 
And what I would argue is you can’t have standards if you don’t have density. You can’t get density without 
growth. So it’s growth for standards. And as we’ve, I think, proved in the janitor work that we did, more so than 
probably any modern organizing example, it is growth and standards. It’s not growth or standards. It’s growth for 
standards, in fact. 

Certainly we’ve gotten a tremendous amount of recognition for the work that we’ve done. I don’t know how this 
transcript is going to be—people are going to look at it, because as we sit here five years after the first time we sat 
down together, the whole Fight for 15 campaign and the Bernie Sanders and Occupy has happened. But the reality 
is that the Justice for Janitors campaign and the Property Service work that I’ve been part of is the most significant 
organizing, worker organizing work in this country since the farm workers, probably, and that’s pretty amazing. 

GOMEZ:

What’s the struggle replicating it elsewhere? 

SHAFFER:

What’s the struggle replicating it elsewhere? 

GOMEZ:

It’s like everybody knows this model worked. 
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SHAFFER:

Right. 

01:57:56

GOMEZ:

It’s incredibly successful, and yet the Labor Movement is still seemingly in this state of free fall, particularly in 
terms of the way the public views unions. 

02:00:4302:02:3702:05:2002:08:46

SHAFFER:

No, and not just the public. I mean, our density is in free fall. The private sector’s success is sort of fundamentally 
nonunion at this point, and the modern attack is on the public sector, as we’ve seen through millions of approaches.

We had nothing to lose when we started. I mean, the reality is if you dissect the janitor campaign, you look at the 
history, where we were able to do it at first was where nobody cared and nobody believed we could do it. I mean 
literally—and I think I may have said this earlier in one of the other sessions—the first city was Denver, which was 
completely nonunion. That was the experimental city. Then the next phase, which was sort of the first time it tried 
to be a national program, it was Washington, D.C., Atlanta, and L.A. Atlanta was completely nonunion, so there 
was nobody to say we shouldn’t do it, and nobody cared what we did and what risks were taken and those kinds of 
things. As long as it didn’t interfere with the rest of the organization, it was, “Go ahead. Have fun. Go play in your 
sandbox.”

D.C. was very much the same. Other than the governmental subcontracted work in the city, everything was 
nonunion. And then L.A. was a little different because there was this history here, and in some ways why the L.A. 
campaign became so important to our success around the country was because we were not just starting from 
complete scratch, but we were trying to rebuild something that had been there before. But nobody, including 
Stephen and David Chu, who were the architects at the time, believed we were going to be able to be successful. So 
when you have nothing to lose, you have much greater freedom. When you believe you have nothing to lose, you 
have much greater freedom in the choices that you’ll make and the risks that you’ll take. And I always tease 
Stephen, “You never thought we could do this.”

He says, “You’re right.”

And we never got the resources—I think I said this in a previous session. We called ourselves Cinder [phonetic] 
L.A. All the other places had every bell and whistle that you could ever want, and we’re like hand-scratching 
leaflets on a stencil machine.

But really there is this question of what kind of risk are you willing to take, and while on the macro it’s not hard to 
see that there’s nothing to lose, whereas we either throw caution to the wind and go at it or become 100 percent 
irrelevant instead of 95 percent irrelevant. But on the micro level, on the organization-by-organization level, still 
everybody has something to lose. Each of those leaders has a job because of the union that they run. Each of those 
national unions has a set of employers that they have contracts with that they are legally bound to. And in order for 
us to be successful, we have to do stuff that’s outside of the rules as they’re currently understood.
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We didn’t even know the rules when we started, literally, not just figuratively. I did not know that there were labor 
laws. I didn’t even understand that fact when I started. It was like, “What’s a labor law?” I remember my first 
organizing job with the garment workers, this British guy, Nick Builder, that I worked with, he had been doing all 
his organizing in the South, and he came into California and the first thing they said was, “Well, you should 
familiarize yourself with California’s labor laws.”

And he was like, “Okay. That’ll take five minutes.” Because he’s from the South. Labor laws fit on half a page. 
“You can’t do anything. You have no rights.” Right? How long does it take to say, “You have no rights. Bosses can 
do what they want”? So, okay, three sentences and you’re done. 

So I remember him telling me, “This is going to be a snap. A couple minutes. I’ll read the page. It’ll tell me what 
the rules are.” And then they give him a book, right, to read, and he’s like, “What the hell is this?” But I hadn’t read 
the book, you know. And ironically, the rules become limitations rather than rights, particularly when it comes to 
organizing. Certain kinds of things I’m not against at all: minimum wage, paid sick leave, sexual harassment, all of 
the—I mean, literally the California labor rights book is several hundred pages long. I’m fine with all those, but 
rules, by their definition, are defined to protect the status quo. The status quo means the death of workers’ power in 
this country in the twenty-first century.

And why haven’t other organizations been able to do this? Because people have been unwilling to take the risk. And 
I can, in my mind, see multiple examples across multiple unions where that issue has played out. It’s not how it 
would be defined. It was not how it would be covered. It was not how it would be written in the union’s official 
history, you know, we wouldn’t take risk, but even in our own Property Service Division, where, in beginning of 
2007, Stephen was forced out of the division and the leadership team, which I was part of, all left the division, it 
was fundamentally about the question of to what extent are we going to utilize the power that we have developed to 
expand our power versus utilize the power that we’ve developed to enhance the situation for those who are already 
covered. 

And in the short term, the latter makes total sense, right? What’s the point of building power? To make things better 
for the people who have achieved it, right? But if you don’t continue to expand your power and your reach, then 
your power will diminish. There is no way for that power to remain stagnant. It either grows or it shrinks, just like 
capital. Capitalism is either growing or shrinking—I mean companies are either growing or shrinking. There is no 
standing still. And we, as a Labor Movement, came to a moment in our history where we decided to try to stand 
still. I know that there’s stuff that’s been written, lots of stuff, about how there was even a decision, an agreement, 
to stand still. You know, this is the fifties, the grand deal of the fifties. “Don’t push. Ride the train and you’ll do just 
fine.” Well, what that meant was is that we stayed fine in the unionized parts of the economy that continued to play 
a role, but as those diminished and the ones that were not union began to become the dominant forces in the 
economy, we were not in the game.

So it really is that, and I’ve come to understand it more and more. As I get older, I don’t know that I have the energy 
to do it the way I did it before, but I do think I have a good understanding of the concentration of wealth and the loss 
of worker power are not unrelated, right? There is a direct relationship.

I’ll tell you one story. So the general counsel of SEIU is a woman named Judy Scott, and before she came to SEIU, 
whether it was directly before or some point in the past before that, I can’t remember, she was the general counsel to 
the mine workers’ union during the Pittston strike, and during that strike, the mine workers built up something like 
$65 million in fines or something like that. It was some massive number in fines, because the judge would continue 
to issue restrictions, and the workers would continue to violate those restrictions, because if they followed the 
restrictions, they would lose. So it becomes this situation, follow the rules and lose or break the rules and have a 
chance to win. But if you break the rules and you have a chance to win, you’re going to get fined, because the rules 
have fines. 

The leadership of the organizations, kind of by institutional definition, are going to be worried about the cost of 
breaking the rules. And Judy, at that time, was the lawyer for the union, and she just kept—from what I understand 
from her, it was like, well, in for a nickel, in for a dollar, right? So once you get past a couple of million dollars in 
fines, what’s another fifty or sixty?
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Nowadays, people are not willing to face the fines, not willing—you know, in my experience—and we had a lot of 
litigation in the janitor campaigns, much more so than in any of the campaigns I experienced since—all that goes 
away when you settle. And if you win, you don’t pay, because they don’t care. If you lose, you don’t pay because 
you lost, and all they really care about is that you go away, right? So the monetary issues are just pressure on you. 
They’re not financial. It’s a form of getting you to stop. It’s a method of getting you to stop. And I’m not saying it’s 
an easy choice. I mean, I haven’t had to be in the room when, “We’re going to get fined x thousand dollars. Do you 
want to go forward or not?” I always got to be the one that just—got to go forward. So the people that are in those 
positions, it’s a difficult situation, but the reality is, is that if we default to playing by the rules, we’re destined to 
lose, workers are destined to lose in this country. The rules are designed to protect those who are already have 
power.

[End of May 6, 2016 interview] 
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