Port Privatization in Central America
Puerto Cortez, Honduras And Acajutla, El Salvador

Photo Essay

By David Bacon

D espite the poverty and difficult conditions that plague them, dock workers and port truckers in the Central
American ports of Puerto Cortez and Acajutla have tried to form unions. Some have had success, while others have
lost their jobs and been blacklisted. All worry that the Central American Free Trade Agreement will lead to priva-

tization and attacks on their unions and income. This photo-documentary shows their conditions as they work or
wait for work, and for their families at home.
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Few of the privatization assaults in Central America have been as
sustained and sharp as those against the longshore workers of El
Salvador.

In El Salvador’s main port of Acajutla, soldiers occupied the
wharves. Using direct military force, new private operators took
over the terminals. The Salvadoran dock union was smashed. Efforts
to reorganize it since have not been broken and the workers
involved have been fired and blacklisted.

The government told workers they could reapply for their old
jobs, but with the new private operators. “They told people they’d
be liquidated, but they’d get jobs with the private operators,” says
Carlos David Marroquin, Secretary-Treasurer of the old longshore
union, and a former warehouse worker. “But they didn’t say how
much they’d be paid.” The new wage was $12 per day—cutting the
daily income of longshoremen by more than 90 percent.

In El Salvador port drivers have a long history of fighting the
Danish corporation that has resisted the organizing efforts of
truckers around the world more than any other—the Maersk
Corporation. Three years ago, a hundred drivers for Bridge
International Transport were fired when they tried to win a union
contract, and their organization was destroyed. Bridge is owned by
Maersk, and hires the drivers who deliver the containers to the
company’s container ships as they sit at the dock.

Hundreds of drivers do the same labor in U.S. ports as the fired
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Salvadorans did in Central America, ferrying huge shipping con-
tainers to and from Maersk vessels. These workers, however, aren’t
employed directly by Maersk or its subsidiaries. Instead, drivers
own their own trucks, at least in theory. In actual fact, they’re
heavily indebted to banks and finance companies, which loan them
money to purchase their rigs. Drivers have to pay all the costs of
operating them—diesel fuel, insurance, parking charges—every-
thing. By the time bills are paid, the average take-home earning for
a harbor trucker is $8-9 an hour, making them the lowest-paid big-
rig drivers in the United States. They make up a huge group of 50-
55,000 people nationally. Some 12,000 work in the port of Los
Angeles/Long Beach alone, with about 3,100 in Oakland, 1,800 in
Portland, and 2,800 in Tacoma/Seattle, according to Bob Lanshay,
Teamsters port organizer.

“We've recognized with these multinational corporations that we
cannot deal with them effectively even nationally,” explains Chuck
Mack, president of Teamsters Joint Council 7 in northern California
and director of the union’s port division. “We have to develop a
program that is international. We're not on the verge of organizing
drivers in El Salvador, Central America, or other parts of the world. But
we’re attempting to work with workers in those countries, to share
information, provide help, and get their ideas and perspectives. How do
we deal with these multibillion-dollar, multinational corporations? How do
we end the exploitation of these drivers? It's a worldwide problem.” m

1 globalization issues. He is the author of The Children of NAFTA
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race, poverty & the environment

winter 2005/2006

41



4 Race, Poverty
“Environment s

Habitat

First published as a joint project of the Urban Habitat Program and the California Rural Legal
Assistance Foundation, RP&E is now published twice annually by Urban Habitat and is dedicated
to exploring the intersection of race, class, and environmental and social justice.

Don’t miss any of our passionate, in-depth discussions of important social topics!

Spring 1990  » Earth Day
Summer 1990  » Cultural Diversity
S u ppo rt RP&E : Winter 1991 » Women of Color
Spring 1991 » Pesticides
= I Summer 1991 » Energy
subscribe today! Winer 1992+ The summi
Spring 1992 » Asian/Pacific Islanders
Summer 1992 » Water
_ Fall 1992  » Native Nations in 1992
Spring 1993 » Urban Problems
% Race Poverty Summer 1993  » Population and Immigration
%th o Fall 1993  » Latinos and the Environment
publishedoy |5 Environment Spring 1994 » Military Base Conversion
a journal for social and environmental justice Winter 1995  » Environmental Justice and the Law
CRLE Summer 1995  » Nuclear Technology & Communities
of Color
Fall 1995 Social Justice and Transportation

Multicultural Environmental Education
The Border

A Place at the Table:

Food & Environmental Justice

JUST jobs?
e Spring 1996
_-—*t:' ’ ’! 3 .‘__f e | Fall 1996
N -

v v v w

Winter 2000

Winter 2001 » Reclaiming Land and Community:

Brownfields & Environmental Justice

Summer 2002 » Fixin’ to Stay: Anti-Displacement Policy
Options & Community Response

Summer 2003  » Where Do We Go from Here? A Look at
the Long Road to Environmental Justice

Fall 2003  » Governing from the Grassroots:
EJ and Electoral Activism
. . . i Summer 2004  » Reclaiming our Resources:
Organlzmg for Economic Justice Imperialism and Environmental Justice
Winter 2005  » Burden of Proof:
Using Research for Environmental Justice
. Winter 2006  » Moving the Movement:
Use the form below or order online: Transportation Justice
www.urbanhabitat.org/subscribe Summer 2006 » Getting Ready for Change:
Green Economics and Climate Justice
Yes! | want an annual subscription to Race, Poverty & the Environment. Name:
Sent free of charge to grassroots groups upon request. Organization:
[ $20 (Individuals) [ $40 (Institutions) Address:
State: Zip: Email:
Yes! | wan_t to support_ the_ ad_vancement of social, economic, [JA check is enclosed [JPlease charge my Visa/MasterCard
and environmental justice in the Bay Area and beyond. Visa/MC Number: Exp. Date:
| want to support Urban Habitat with a tax-deductible donation of: (Please include the 3-4 digit card verification number found on the back of most credit cards.)
OIs2s [Osso [Cs100 [d¢$500 [d$1,000 Clother$ Signature:

Please make checks payable to Urban Habitat. Mail this form to 436 14th St., #1205, Oakland, CA 94612



