
16 Labor Research Review #23 

appeals process could go on for years demonstrates the severe lim
itations of U.S. labor laws. 

i mobilizing 14 major women's groups to write a joint letter to William 
Esrey, saying: "Sprint can do nothing short of reopening this facil
ity, re-hiring the laid-off workers, and refraining from any further 
intervention in their right to vote." Sixty-four members of Con
gress also signed a joint letter to Esrey. 

i pursuing actress and Sprint spokesperson Candice Bergen with calls, 
letters, and rallies, in a lively (and media-attracting) campaign to 
persuade her to publicly question Sprint's actions. 

i winning a case before an administrative law judge, who ordered the 
California State Employment Development Department to pay 

LRR FOCUS* M O R E N A F T A COMPLAINTS, 
MORE LABOR LEVERAGE 

To respond to complaints about worker's rights, the labor side agreement to 
NAFTA established National Administrative Offices (NAO's) in Mexico, the U.S., 
and Canada. While the U.S. NAO recently rebuffed the complaints against GE 
and Honeywell, the side agreement is a toolbox for labor whose potential is still 
unexplored. While Mexico's telecommunications workers are pursuing a com
plaint against Sprint and U.S. labor law, four U.S. and Mexican organizations 
are challenging Mexico to enforce its labor laws. 

The organizations—the American Friends Service Committee (AFSQ, the 
Coalition for Justice in the Maquiladoras (CJM), the International Labor Rights 
Education and Research Fund (ILRERF), and the National Association of Demo
cratic Lawyers (ANAD)—allege in their complaint filed with the U.S. NAO that 
the Sony Corporation interfered with the rights of its Mexican workers to orga
nize, and that the Mexican government conspired in that suppression of rights 
and failed to enforce its labor laws. Specifically, the filers took issue with: 

»the unjust dismissal of Sony workers in Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, for trying to 
organize an independent slate of candidates to run for union office 

« improper conduct by Sony and Mexican labor 'leaders" in the union elec
tion process 

» police violence in suppressing a peaceful work stoppage to protest the 
undemocratic union election 

• the Mexican government's repeated denial of the worker's petition to 
register an independent union 
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overdue unemployment benefits to over 60 former La Conexion employ
ees. This was accomplished by the Women's Employment Rights 
Clinic at California's Golden Gate University School of Law. 

HOW UNIONS WORLDWIDE WENT AFTER SPRINT 

It is the international strategy of the CWA, however, which is most 
remarkable and cutting-edge. La Conexion workers and their CWA 
allies called upon and, where necessary, built relationships across the 
globe. 

The CWA represents more than 600,000 members in the U.S. and 
Canada in telecommunications, broadcasting, publishing, cable TV, 
health care, and the public sector. 

The filing groups have expressed "qualified" satisfaction with U.S./NAO 
process, but concern about the weak results. Based on the complaint, Robert 
Reich, the U.S. Secretary of Labor held consultations with Santiago Onate, the 
Mexican Secretary of Labor, and reached an agreement to examine further the 
"remedies available in Mexican labor law" for the Sony workers. Whether this 
will bring improvement is uncertain as of this date. Separately, the U.S. NAO 
has agreed to publish its own study of how Mexican labor boards handled claims 
of unjustified dismissal of union petitions. 

Jerome Levinson, ILRERF legal counsel who headed the team preparing the 
complaint, noted that the NAO decisions "resurrected the NAO from irrele
vance... It's a significant improvement over the decisions made in the first two 
NAO cases, on violations by GE and Honeywell of their Mexican worker's rights." 
Levinson, however, was highly critical of the lack of teeth in the ministerial 
agreement. 

It remains to be seen whether filing NAFTA complaints will become standard 
tools used by labor activists. For the moment, the filings demonstrate the labor 
movement's flexible use of international law in the face of highly imperfect mech
anisms to defend worker's rights at the national level. As Pharis Harvey, exec
utive director of ILRERF, observed, the filings demonstrate that "legally, in both 
the U.S. and Mexico, there are serious problems for worker's rights to organize. 
In the U.S. the weakness is in the law; in Mexico the problem is in its enforce
ment." Test cases like the Sony filing will show whether international agreements 
such as NAFTA will deliver more than the low blows and runarounds which are 
standard fare nationally. • 


