CSWA's

First 20 Years
Workers Fighting
Sweatshops Here

§ CSWA marks our 20" an
niversary, and looks ahead
o the new millenium, we

are given the opportunity to cel-
ebrate the significant impact of our
organizing work and the cumulative
efforts of working people. CSWA
members and other workers in our
community have taken risks, devel-
oped as fighters and leaders, set in-
spiring examples, and spearheaded
battles that lay the groundwork for
future struggles.

It all started in 1979 when a group
of Chinese restaurant workers met
at a hamburger joint in Chinatown
and discussed their desire for rights
and dignity in the workplace. No
one at that time imagined that this
small group of immigrant workers
would become a powerful commu-
nity-based membership institution
organizing thousands of workers of
all trades - particularly garment, res-
taurant and construction - to fight
for workers’ rights in the workplace
and the community.

In organizing to address the imme-
diate problems of working people,
we have succeeded in involving nu-
merous workers and young people
who have provided leadership to our
organization, and in challenging the
systemic problems of social and
economic inequity.

Most important, we have exposed
sweatshop conditions in the U.S.
and propelled this issue into the na-
tional agenda. Our work has been
recognized nationally; CSWA was
selected by the President’s Summit
for America’s Future as a “teach-
ing example” for volunteer organi-
zations - the only organization rec-
ognized for fighting sweatshops.

continwed on page 10
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should have something like our own organization for
ourselves. We could use the power of ourselves then
they [the bosses] would deal with us. At the time, we
unified four restaurants and had one representative
from each restaurant come to a Chinatown hamburger
shop to have a meeting. All of them agreed with my
point and we formed the Chinese Staff and Workers
Association.

Since this association was established, we really
can work on our rights by organizing all the workers.
Only one year later, we had a really big case in
Chinatown - the Silver Palace case. Silver Palace had
about 30 waiters in the dining room who came to us
saying their boss stole their tips, had low pay and
worked too many hours - everything not a nice place
for a laborer to have.

From the start, we concentrated only on restau-

rant workers’ rights; later we stretched out

| to garment workers because many gar-

ment workers came to our association,
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Interview with

Jimmy Ong

Jimmy Ong was the first general sec-
retary of CSWA when it was founded
in 1979. He has continued to be an
active member of the organization.
Recently, Jimmy was interviewed for
the 20th anniversary documentary
video being created by the CSWA
Video Project.

Twenty years ago, I was a waiter.
At the time, our restaurant intend
ed to fire the old waiters. We were
not happy with it and organized to join a local union, which
was Local 69, following [the example] of another big restau-
rant which was Uncle Tai’s to join a union. 9 &
It only took one day of a boycott and the
boss promised us we could join [the union]
and we signed a contract. Afteronly 1/2 a
year, I discovered the trade union couldn’t
protectus. It’s a stereotype [that they can].
Everything is bureaucratic, they cannot do
a real job for us. We discovered if we re-
ally want to protect our own rights, we

Talking about the Rabbit:

will never sticceed. champion the workers. We believe that.
C S W A Timelin

1979  CSWA is founded by a group of restaurant workers in 1984  Ina landmark case, CSWA and others block a luxury-
Chinatown, housing development in Chinatown, arguing that low-
incore people would be displaced by the development and
1980 Silver Palace workers are fired on March 18 because that people should be considered part of the environment,
they protest management's taking of tips. CSWA's first
campaign leads to the formation of the independent 318 1985  CSWA led the Concerned Committee of the Chung Park
Restitirant Workers? Union, Project to call for community space, including a day-care
center.
1981  Women members of CSWA launch a successful cam- CSWA organizes the first group of Chinese homesteaders

paign to compel Local 23-25 of the garment-workers
union to set up a daycare center in Chinatown for
garment workers.

on the Lower East Side. Today, the building houses 12
low-income co-op units, the Latino Werker's Center
(originally a CSWA project) and the Committee Against
Anti-Asian Violence (CAAAV).
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Women Workers Should Stand Up

CSWA is a home for workers, especially women
workers, in our community. We not only share mo-
ments of happiness and inspiration with one an-
other but also we come together to work towards
solutions for problems that we as women work-
ers face.

Our Women’s Project is structured in a way
to provide opportunities for women to meet, get
to know one another, and discuss collective ways to ex-
pose, challenge or solve various problems. We need to
break out of the trap set up for women, which embod-
ies juggling different obligations including spending
time with children, doing housework and making a liv-
ing. In the workplace, we are discriminated against
higher paying, more stable jobs; in the factories our la-
bor is taken advantage of when bosses trick us out of
our wages. Women are especially vulnerable to exploi-
tation; many bosses think that they can control and bully
women easier. We need to come together to challenge
our employers and to change the institutions that have
virtually enslaved us.

I have seen that many women have already been
coming forward to organize and fight for their rights.
A group of women dim sum workers at the New Silver
Palace, who had endured hard work and sexism at the
hands of their employer, is picketing four times a week
to challenge their illegal firing. Their bosses tried to
further humiliate after firing them for their organizing
activities by telling them that they were “too old and
too ugly” to work at New Silver Palace. With steel-like
determination, they stood up to their bosses and began
to picket. Their bosses, unable to get rid of them, re-
sorted to violence. Last October and November, their
employers sent a group of men down to the picket area
to physically attack some of the women. Understand-
ing the importance of maintaining a voice on the
picketline, the women went back to picket with new

determination. They carried a coffin to help bury the
h sweatshop system in the restaurant and throughout
' the community. Now nearly two years later, victory
1S near.

b Another inspiring example is Ms. Huang who
L like many garment workers had been forced to
 work insanely long hours. Ms. Huang worked
' overnight in sewing Street Beat Sportswear gar-
ments. She stood up in the frontline and led other in-
jured garment workers in protest to expose the inhu-
man and evil side of the sweatshop system. After her
courageous example, more women with all sorts of dif-
ferent injuries and occupational health diseases came
forward to demand the government investigate sweat-
shops, level stiffer penalties against law-breaking con-
tractors, and change workers’ compensation laws.

Women can lead and can make change happen. Last
year, many women garment workers pushed for and at-
tended the first Congressional hearing on U.S. sweat-
shops. The women who testified at the hearing strongly
demanded Congress to introduce and enforce manufac-
turer and retailer accountability measures to improve
the conditions in the garment industry. Shortly after
the hearing, the Joint-Liability Law was passed in New
York State.

For women like us who are exploited and who have
never experience the protection of the law or concern
from our government officials, we need to come together
and find ways to save ourselves. Women workers should
join us and demand to have the right to a 40-hour work-
week and a livable wage. We need to stand up now not
only for ourselves but to protect the future for our chil-

dren.

Ms. Eng had been working in Chinatown garment factories since
the 1970%5. She was one of the first women in 1992 to speak out
against non-payment of wages at the factory where she had been
working. She and her co-workers were one of the first groups of
women to call for manufacturer accountability.

1989  Chinese workers in CPC’s training program and African-
American construction workers demonstrated at
Housing and Preservation Department offices to protest
the government’s exploitation of participants ina
federally funded “training” program. CSWA also begins
picketing the CPC’s Chinese New Year fundraising
dinner. CPC had underpaid its construction workers and
fired them for organizing. After 6 years of struggle, the
construction workers were awarded a $2.15 million
settlement in 1994.

1991 CSWA and workers at Wai Chang Fashions organize an
unprecedented rally in Chinatown, kicking off our
Campaign Against Nonpayment of Wages. We are
successful in having the boss, Stanley Chang, thrown in
jail and the case inspires numerous workers from other
garment factories to speak out. Workers at Nineties
Fashions and 318 Fashions also set precedents by forcing
manufacturers to take responsibility for the wage-law

violations of their subcontractors.

CSWA organized 200 supporters of the Shinwa
Restaurant workers in a sit-down demonstration and
picket to protest the management’s exploitative and 3



Student Dairy
16 year old me:
my garment .
worker mom

tired.”

January 13, 1998 Tuesday, rainy

Nine thirty, The sky’s all dark. I put the rice in the
cooker. Then I lay down on the sofa and slowly fell
asleep. By the time I got up, Mom was already home. 1
rubbed my eyes and saw that Mom’s eyes were red shot,
with streaks of red floating on her eyeballs. My heart
felt heavy.

“May, Mom’s late tonight.” Mom said as she turned
around to start cooking, “The boss paid us today. We
all got paid, even last year’s back wages. It was worth
it to stay late.” Mom continued, **1 know some workers
who haven’t even got paid since last December! Chi-
nese New Year is coming soon.”

Isaid,” Mom, you worked hard for the whole day. Let
me help you cook.”

I'thought, as I was washing the vegetables, ‘Mom has
been working at this factory since she got off the plane.

December 24, 1997 Wednesday, sunny
I am a 9" grade student. I hate my Chinese class the most. But some
how I met my favorite teacher. His last name is Lau. He is a bilingual
teacher. 1remember the firstday in his class, he said directly and openly,
that he is very willing to teach us all he knows, and that he is also willing
to let us be his teacher. He also said that if everyone’s equal, that’s the
way for everyone to improve.
“Hello, Hello™ my parrot bursts out in happy yips. Mom is home.
“Mom, you’re back.” I put down the diary, ran towards the
# door and took the shopping basket from Mom’s hand.
I said happily, “Mom, can we go to Macys tomorrow? It’s the
Christmas sales.”
“Silly girl, your Mom works for a Chinese boss. The boss said we
need to finish the shipment. No holiday. Hurry up and help me cook. Mom’s

1 was a bit disappointed. But [ also felt that Mom was not happy either.

I feel that I’m unable to shoulder the burden with Mom.
As Mom sorted out the bags of meats and vegetables,
she said, “This boss is not too bad. Tonight we worked
past 10pm and he even bought us bread and coffee!”

1 said, “Mom, do you get over time pay?”

Mom said, “I get paid for the amount I sewed.”

I said, “The boss must have made a fortune!”

Mom continued,” Your Mom can only work on this
job herself. You should be a good student, find yourself
a job at a big corporation, then you won’t have to suffer
like your Mom.”

1 could only answer her with a “Oh..."”

As if she felt comforted, she stopped talking. When
we were eating, I could no longer feel her happiness
for getting paid.

continued on page 10

racially divisive practices, bringing together Latino,
Aslan. African American and white workers uniting to
confront an employer wha divided workers by race and
pitted them against one anlother.

1992 During our Campaign for Econoinic Justice at Foley
Square, we lambasted the discriminatory hiring and
contracting policies at 2 multi-million federal projects
built inthe Chinatown aréa. CSWA organized demon-
strations in July artd August, during which 3,000
waorkers and other comimunity members came out each
time to protest. We successfully forced an increase of
Asian workers to be hired at the site.

1993  State Senator Franz Leichter and Azsemblynian Frank
Barbaro introduced 2 set of bills, drafted with our help.
that would make nonpayraent of wages a felony and
garment manufacturers liable for their contractors’ wage-
law violations.

44 workers are locked out of Silver Palace and began
daily picketing that lasted seven months.

1994 The Silver Palace Victory Rally celebrated the reinstate-
ment of workers under a fair contract, and marks the
beginning of the Campaign to End Slave Labor



CSWA Case Updates

1. Manufacturer: Street Beat Sportswear
Contractor: Hua Great Procetech (Sunset Park,
Brooklyn)

- In October, Hua Great Procetech was
ordered by a New York State Supreme
Court judge to rehire four workers ille-
gally fired by former owner Jiang Wen
Liang after they had complained about
terrible working conditions that in-
cluded work weeks as long as 137 hours.
Liang was arrested last year and charged
with 31 counts of labor law violations.
Street Beat Sportswear, which was sued
for labor law violations including denial of minimum
and overtime wages, is paying the workers $300,000 to
settle part of the overtime
case. Through our organiz-
ing campaign, we have been
able to reach out to more
Street Beat workers who
want to join the Street Beat
campaign. We continue to
hold Sears responsible for

doing business with repeat labor-law violator Street Beat
Sportswear.

2. Manufacturer: Jenna Lane
Contractor: RPP (86 Forsythe Street, NY, NY)

- On opening day in court on July 1, the workers at the
RPP factory, where both the owners and the workers
were Fujianese, were able to get the manufacturer, Jenna
Lane, to agree to “compensate” them for $50,000 - the
amount that they were owed. This is the first time in a
garment factory case that a manufacturer has agreed to
pay back the workers back so quickly and many aceredit
this to the Street Beat campaign. The workers later do-
nated $2,000 to CSWA's Worker’s Education Fund.

This 1s the first time in a garment factory
case that a manufacturer has agreed to
pay back the workers back so quickly...

3. Manufacturer: Donna Karan New York (DKNY)

Contractor: Choe Ltd.(330 West 38" Street)
-On November 14, 1997, Mrs. Lai was fired from
Choe Ltd., despite having six years of seniority
over other garment workers making clothes for
retailers such as Donna Karan New York (i.e.,
DKNY). She angered her boss, Ms. Choe, by both
asking for time off to care for her ill husband and
daughter and for questioning the boss’s labor tac-
tics of denying overtime pay. While her firing was
illegal under the work share provision of the union
contract, UNITE refused to assist her. Mrs. Lai
then came to CSWA.. In October, with the help of
the CSWA Garment Workers® Committee, Mrs. Lai
won her back
wages and was
reinstated.
However, Mrs.
Lai was mis-
treated by the
boss after she re-
turned to the fac-
tory and was fired again on December 30 after the
boss specifically closed the section where she
worked. CSWA is now assisting Mrs. Lai in bring-
ing her case to the National Labor Relations Board
(NLRB). In April, DKNY and its contractor
colluded to shut down the shop to retaliate against
Mrs. Lai and cause the other workers to be fired
because the employer was afraid that her fighting
spirit would spread to other workers. However,
this repressive action backfired and now the Latino
workers from the same shop want to fight for the
wages due to them and against the racist treatment
they received.

1995 Students and workers launch a campaign against
scofflaw Jing Fong Restaurant which includes a week
long hunger strike outside Jing Fong, collecting over
5,000 petition signatures urging the government to keep
violators in check, and a town hall meeting to call for
stronger labor-law enforcement in Chinatown.

CSWA opens a second center, the Brooklyn Workers®
Center, in Sunset Park.

CSWA leads a broad coalition of Asian Americans to
block the opening of an Off-Track Betting (OTB) parlor
on Bowery.

1996  CSWA kicks off a new project, the National Mobiliza-
tion Against Sweatshops.

1997  Days after the New York State Attorney General
announces a $1.5 million lawsuit against ling Fong,
CSWA’s Manhattan office is fire bombed. Jing Fong
later offers a settlement of $1.14 million,

Several Chinese workers are excluded from work at a
construction site of New York University, which leads to
the launching of the Campaign for Economic Justice at
NYU by CCWA and others, holding the landowner
responsible for the discriminatory hiring practices of its
contractors,

5



Fighting for Safer Workplaces and Control over Our Health

little over two years ago, a
group of women garment
workers in CSWA's Brook-

lyn Workers® Center came together
for the first time to address the long
hours and growing rate of repetitive
stress disorders and occupational
health problems that women were ex-
periencing in the garment industry.

Through outreach and documen-
tation, we were able to pinpoint the
excessively long 12-16 hour work-
days as one of the leading causes of
health and safety problems for work-
ers. With this information and a
growing base of injured workers, we
launched our first organizing efforts.
We highlighted cases such as Ms,
Huang's, who suffered an injury af-
ter being forced to work 98 hours a
week and Ying Li, who suffered
muscular and skeletal injuries. As
a sewing machine operator, Ms. Li
had been being forced to work at
times over 20 hours a day, seven
days a week.

As we tackled the problem, we
looked towards holding retailer and
manufacturers accountable for the
poor working conditions in their fac-
tories. By highlighting the 100 hour
work weeks and organizing work-
ers to fight for overtime pay, one day
of rest out of seven and the right to
a 40 hour work week, and by work-
ing with the Asian American Legal
Defense and Education Fund to de-

velop legal strategies to hold retail-
ers and manufacturers accountable,
we were able to draw national at-
tention to the sweatshop issue, as a
health and safety issue and as a
women’s issue.

As a direct result, work hours in
Brooklyn’s Sunset Park were short-
ened, many workers were able to
take Sundays off to rest or be with
family. The US House of Represen-
tatives Committee on Workforce
and Education held the first-ever
Congressional Hearing on sweat-
shops in the U.S. In spite of black-
listing and fears of retaliation, many
garment workers testified at the
hearing to call on government to
pass stronger laws to hold both
manufacturers and retailers account-
able. This direct and graphic testi-
mony of the garment workers in the
national arena led to the passage of
NYS laws such as a Joint Liability
Law (which is still relatively wealk
in terms of holding manufacturers
accountable and ineffective in hold-
ing retailers accountable for wage-
law violations).

Recognizing the limitations of leg-
islative reform, members of Gar-
ment Workers® Health & Safety
Project went to work after the hear-
ing, consolidating the leadership of
our members and focusing on ex-
panding our base in Sunset Park and
reaching out to injured workers in

Manhattan’s Chinatown. A new
group of women quickly joined and
emerged as leaders in the project.
As our base grew, we sought to ex-
pand our organizing model into
other communities of women.

Members of our project came to-
gether with members of Workers’
Awaaz (an organization of South
Asian women organizing domestic
workers), the Latin American Work-
ers’ Project (a new Latino workers’
organization based in Bushwick,
Brooklyn), and the National Mobi-
lization Against Sweatshops
(NMASS) to discuss issues such as
workplace health and safety and
experiences in organizing women
workers. Most importantly, we ex-
plored whether fighting for women'’s
health and control over our work
hours could be an anchor in organiz-
ing our bases to improve the condi-
tion for all women workers.

To kick off a new and more ag-
gressive phase in our campaign, our
project organized our first picket at
the NYS Workers’ Compensation
Board, demanding that the Board
cease to allow insurance companies
to delay injured workers’ claims by
hiring unethical doctors to deny
workers their benefits. Our project
plans to continue organizing injured
workers to hold the Board account-
able through a petition drive and
move towards our long term goal
that as working people, we should
be able to contral our time and our
lives,

CSWA organizes a picket and press conference outside
the noterious Hua Great Procetech factory in Sunset
Park for the first time to profest the injury of Xue Yan

Huang.

The New Silver Palace Campaign begins after union

reinstatement as well as their owed wages. with the
support of CSWA, set in motion a campaign holding the
contractor, the manufacturer Street Beat, and retailers

such as Sears responsible for the sweatshop conditions

workers are fold by the “new’” management they must

pay $5,000 to be rehired at the restaurant.

under which these workers labored.

1999 Street Beat Sportswear pays $§300,000 to the garment

workers to settle part of the overtime case.

1998  Workers at Hua Great Procetech are fired after speaking

out against 137-hour work weeks at a Tactory where
clothes are made for manufacturer Street Beat Sports-
wear., The workers, coming forward to pursue their

DKNY is exposed by CSWA for treating ity garment
workers badly. Chinese and Latino workers in DKNY
shops plan to fight back together,



CCWA Launches a Construction Skills Training Program

Last fall, the Chinese Construc-
tion Workers’ Association (CCWA)
held its first construction skills
training program, drawing in many
new members including some
women interested in learning
hands-on skills and exploring the
construction industry. Its goal was
to have a class run for and by work-
ers allowing the more experienced
members to teach their skills and
share everyday work experiences
with new members. The program
was run for 10 weeks at the Brook-
lyn Workers” Center. The course
touched on topics in virtually all
areas of construction, allowing stu-
dents to get down and dirty putting
up metal studs and sheet-rock, in-
stalling a door frame and door, and
replacing an old faucet.

Students expressed two initial rea-
sons for taking the course: interest
in changing their jobs and investi-
gate another industry. Several oth-
ers wanted to learn basic mainte-
nance for their homes. Ping Lam,
one participant, expressed enthusi-
asm for the class and his desire to
escape the long hours of work in the
garment industry,. CCWA used the
10 week program to get to know the
new members, developing relation-
ships with them and beginning dia-
logues about the underground con-
struction industry in Chinatown and
the notoriously racist and sexist
mainstream construction trade.

Because of the overwhelmingly
positive response from the partici-
pants and the members who taught
the course, CCWA is looking not
only to continue offering the course
in the future but to alse expand the
program.

Since 1991, CCWA has been organizing
workers to fight against sweatshop condi-
tions in Chinatown and against racism in
the construction industry.

The Chinatown Youth Video Project

The Chinatown Youth Video Project is a joint endeavor between
the CSWA Video Project and the Walk-Talk-Think-Write program
to bring together young people and members of the community to
create videos that document life in Chinatown from a new per-
spective. Students who are recent immigrants, as well as the
youth in this program, often have little opportunity in school to
discuss or question the things they are leamning about their new
country.

either for single-vigit workshops, or for a mentor relationship with

Although the teachers work closely with students in WTTW, it
is critical for students to be forging relationships not just inside
the school, but with knowledgeable and inspiring members of the
community. We are working towards a powerful type of educa-
tion in which the school prepares young people for real, world-
changing work n the community, not for isolated work in the
school building. We are seeking, in addition, the input of others
who are experienced in various aspects of video production -

a group of students that would take place primarily on alternate
Sundays.

We are hoping that by the end of the first eycle we will have a
set of videos available for public screening. In addition, the
students will gain some degree of expertise and leadership, and
will be able to return in the summer or in the fall as advisors.




New Silver Palace Update

While the history of worker-led
struggle at Silver Palace Restaurant
spans nearly 20 years, the current
dispute began in
August 1997 when
the management -
in an attempt to
punish workers
who dared to orga-
nize - the restau-
rant closed for one
month and reopened as the New
Silver Palace Restaurant (NSPR).
It then refused to rehire members
of 318 unless the workers paid
$5,000, severed all ties to the union,
and ceased all efforts to organize
for decent and dignified working
conditions.

During the
course of this
nearly two-year
struggle, many
setbacks and
hurdles have
been overcome.
In March 1999, management was
finally forced to rehire many union
members. However, the conditions
of the reinstatement were neither
sincere nor fayorable. Members of
318 were forced, in
turn, to continue the
picket. Picketing
during their lunch
breaks and on their

...refused to rehire
members of 318 unless
the workers paid
$5,000 [and] severed
all ties to the union

days off, members of 318 coura-
geously asserted that justice had not
yet been achieved.

In returning to work af-
ter 18 months of
struggle, union mem-
bers found themselves
facing hostile intimida-
tion tactics from man-
agement. In addition,
the waiters continue to face the age-
old sweatshop
practice of hav-
ing their tips §
stolen by man- §
agement. Al- p
though the prac-
tice of stealing

tips is a common
(and illegal!) one in
many New York
communities, the
only public expo-
sure and attention
given to the matter
in Chinatown is the picket line in
front of NSPR where pickets have
made this a vocal issue.

More recently, seeking another way
to end the picketing,
management em-
ployed the services of
highly paid union-
busting lawyers to

file an injunction lawsuit against
the picketers. This was a naked at-
tempt to deny their right to publicly
inform the community about this
struggle through leafleting, peti-
tioning, and other forms of sym-
bolic speech. One such form of
symbolic speech that was particu-
larly targeted for attack by the law-
suit was the public display of a cof-
fin, which is the emblem of the
campaign. Representing more than
a symbol of the
campaign’s determination
and resistance, in Chinese
history the coffin has of-
ten represented common
people’s struggles against
tyranny.

Eventually, on June 1990, the N.Y.
State Supreme Court rejected
NSPR’s request for an injunction
saying that the restaurant failed to
provide evidence of any wrongdo-
ing. On the exact day that the court
gave this decision NSPR immedi-
ately began firing workers for their
pro-union stance and activities.

The actions taken by NSPR’s man-
agement have exposed them to be
true enemies of all working people
in NYC. It is for this reason that
the campaign has dubbed NSPR
“Sweatshop Central.

NEW SILVER PALACE PICKET TIMES
!

Saturdays
5:30pm-7:30pm Mondays
6:00pm-8:00pm
Sundays
11:00am-1:00pm
Location 5:30pm-7:30pm

New Silver Palace Restaurant
52 Bowery near Canal Street
For more information call 212-619-8081













