Millions of working people face hazards on the
job. This pamphlet is the story of the Shell Oil
Strike of 1973—the first national strike for health
and safety contract protection by a trade union.

We believe -that the story of the Shell Strike
will be of interest to working people who face
similar struggles in the years ahead, in the auto
industry, steel, construction trades or wherever
the health and safety of workers is sacrificed for
profit.
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SLIDE SHOW —SHELL STRIKE 1973

The Shell Strike Support Committee in the Bay Area put together an
hour-long narrated slide show of the Strike, including interviews with
strikers around the country. This slide show can be rented or bought
from United Front Press. Please contact us if you are interested.

Barry Weisberg worked with the Bay Area Shell Strike Support Com-
mittee and helped organize support for the strike and boycott in a
number of cities. He is a staff member of United Front Press.
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“Henderson was ordered to light off a furnace . .. He
objected that it was unsafe. Two other operators told the
foreman it was not mechanically safe, nor had it been
properly purged (of gas). The foreman calle‘d the depart-
ment manager at home and then told Henderson that
they decided it was safe and to light it off. All employees
have been told what will happen if they refuse. (They will
be walked to the gate.) All employees have been told that
under such circumstances they will not be allowed union
representation until after the work is performed.

“Mr. Henderson struck the torch and was burned to
death.”

Testimony before the National Labor
Relations Board about the death of a worker
at the Shell Oil refinery in Martinez,
California, 1970.

Every year 100,000 workers die because of unhealthy or
unsafe conditions on the job.* Miners and textile workers face
Black Lung and Brown Lung disease; steel workers breath cancer
causing coal tar pitch; farmworkers pick crops sprayed with
poisonous pesticides; auto workers face compulsory 50 hour
weeks in speeded up assembly lines. Oil and chemical workers
handle deadly gases and are forced to work with unsafe
machinery.

Twenty five million workers are injured on the job every year:
one out of every three working people (according to an unpub-
lished study by the Department of Labor).

Industry has always fought workers demands to have a say in
determining their working conditions. This has been particularly
true for the giant oil corporations. Shell, Standard Oil, Texaco,
Gulf and the rest claim that they and they alone should control
conditiong on the job.

The more crude oil the monopolies bring in, the faster it is
refined and shipped out, the more profit they make. Preventive
maintenance, testing new chemicals, and keeping production at a
safe rate, all cut into profits. While the yearly profits of each of
the major oil companies are in the hundreds of millions of
dollars, oil workers have to pay with their lives.

* First Annual Report to Congress of the Occupational, Safety and Health
Administration, 1970.




Oil workers know that refineries can be run safely.

“It doesn’t have to be that way. But it costs money to do
anything in a plant like this. They are in the business of mak-
ing money. Every dime they can save is a dime they can put
into a pot and pay out to stockholders. It is a business, and
money is what they are there for. If they can accomplish the
objective of making money at somebody else’s expense, this
is what they do.

“Let’s face it, the guys who are running the plant are never
down in the plant, they are up in the main office in Houston,
or somewhere. They don’t have to smell this stuff and they
don’t have to get it on them.”

Workers in many industries are fighting for better working
conditions.** In January, 1973, 4000 oil workers went out on a
five month strike against Shell Oil. They demanded that the new
contract contain specific steps to protect the health and safety of
workers on the job.

This was the first national strike for contract coverage of
health and safety conditions on the job. (See appendix for text
of the Union’s demands.)

Through the strike, oil and chemical workers were able to
force Shell to accept important health and safety provisions in

the new contract.
Their success is an example to workers in other industries that

no matter how big the company, organized and determined
strikes can win concessions on health and safety conditions.

#% UJAW autoworkers are demanding an end to exhausting compulsory
overtime as a major contract demand in 1973.
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Striker at Martinez, California, refinery blocking Shell truck.

1. Establishment of a joint Union-Management health and

safety committee in every plant.

2. Workers should be paid by the company for time spent in
committee work, such as plant inspection walk arounds.

3. The right to call in independent health and safety inspec-
tors, approved by the Union.

4, Access to all company information on death and disease
rates of workers, and chemicals used in production.

5. Medical examinations provided annually at company

~expense.

OIL WORKERS TAKE ON SHELL

Contract negotiations between the Oil, Chemical, and Atomic
Workers Union and the oil companies began in the fall of 1972.
By January, all the companies had settled, except Shell and
Standard Oil of California.

On the key issue, Shell’s position was that health and safety
was none of the oil workers’ business: “We are legally responsible
for the health and safety of Shell employees in the workplace . . .
this responsibility cannot be shared.”

On January 23, the Union called a strike against Shell — where
the union®was better organized. 4000 men and women walked
out of five refineries and three chemical plants, mostly on the
West and Gulf coasts. They are located at Anacortes, Washington;
Martinez and Wilmington, California; Deer Park, Texas; Norco,
Louisiana; and Denver, Colorado. (Two other Shell refineries are
non-union and a third is organized by the Operating Engineers
which did not honor the strike.)

The oil and chemical workers were up against the second
largest oil company and the fourth largest corporation in the
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“We recognize that all the things that we have gained
in the way of wages, and everything else, if you die get-
ting them, they are not going to do you any good.

“If you go out and work in the plant for 20 years and
get a pension and you die in the 21st year, the pension is
not going to do you any good.”







