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SOLIDARITY
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Building a World Wide Movement for Peoples Power
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Solidarity |

Documenting the tour of David Abdulah
of the Oilfields Workers Trade Union
and
Committee for Labor Solidarity
to the U.S.A.

November 13 - December 1, 1988
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Introduction

This is a documentary record of new political relationships, an activity of building solidarity for
peace and social transformation. Twenty-first Century Books (TCB) invited the Oil Fields -
Workers Trade Union (OWTU) to meet with people in the USA to inform and mobilize
progressive support for the struggle in Trinidad-Tobago. This is made clear in a letter from Abdul
Alkalimat, TCB, to Errol McLeod, President General of OWTU: :

2uth October, 1988.

Comrade Errol Mc leod,
President General,
O.W.T.U.

Dear Comrade Mc Leod, . .

First let me express my solidarity and support for your leadership
of the O.W.T.U. as you face the grave and serious economic and social crisis.
My brief experience with you and your comrades has proven once again that when .
one stands up and faces problems with courage and organisation, guided by
a strategic VI_SION, it is possible to be a heroic light and provide guidance
through inspiration for us all. | congratulate you and the O.W.T.U. for your
great work. '

This letter is to confirm our conversation that | am extending
an invitation to the O.W.T.U. to send Comrade David Abdulah to the USA
for the purpose of meeting with Trade Unionists and the broad leadership of the
African American Communiuty. The main purpose is to expand the network of
support and friendship for the O.W.T.U. by exchanging information, setting up
exchanges of publications, and laying the foundation for the O.W.T.U. to be
invited to speak at regional and national meetings in the USA. ’

Yours in solid;rity and friendship, A

The tour went to six cities: Chicago, Detroit, Boston, Raleigh, Washington, DC, and New York
City. The main purpose of the tour was in establishing a network of contacts for future joint work
- Trinidadians in the USA, media (radio, TV, and newspapers), Black liberation movement
activists, and progressive community activists. _

Without reservation this tour was an overwhelming success. Comrade Abdulah was clear and well
informed, combining a grasp of the sweeping motion of historical currents with an unfailing recall
of factual detail. Comrade Abdulah placed us inside of the fight for a new society in
Trinidad-Tobago and he "turned us on." We all became better informed and stimulated to learn
more. Everywhere people wanted more information, asked about organizing tours to visit, and
immediately expressed their solidarity.

OWTU and CPTU (Coalition of Progressive Trade Unions) are unique and pace setting efforts in
the trade union movement. The trip helped to spread the word about this new workers movement
for "BREAD, PEACE, and JUSTICE." Furthermore, the goal of New Democracy is a mandate
for all progressive forces. '

This tour helped to clarify a key aspect of the international movement -- How fo build mutual
solidarity between peoples in a country facing an advanced capitalist crisis as part of a world
empire in decline, with people facing IMF debt as part of the crisis of the deformed neo-colonial
state? In a strategic sense, solidarity and mutual support begins through the struggles working
people wage to transform their own societies. Our tactics flow from this -- we find our friends
among those engaged in struggle, we unite comrades across national boundaries by sharing
experiences and learning from each other. ’

Those of us in the USA have a unique role as we live and struggle in the heart of Babylon. This is
especially true for Black people as we fight the legacy of terror forced on all third world peoples.
Out of Africa and India came the population of Trinidad-Tobago who now live under the
domination of US imperialism. This must end! Our commitment is unyeilding, our goal clear.

| DOWN WITH US IMPERIALISM!
LONG LIVE THE FIGHT FOR PEOPLES POWER IN TRINIDAD-TOBAGO!
FORWARD! LET US MARCH TOGETHER TOWARDS A NEW DEMOCRACY!



The caribbean is an island filled region full of
natural beauty, and a pleasant year round climate.
To many in the developed countries this means
tourism, especially when it's the US or England
in control of the economy. But this is not so for
the peoples of the many island nation-states. As
with most countries in the world the masses of
workers and farmers are fighting for a better way
of life.

This is a panel discussion at the 2nd Caribbean
Peoples International Bookfair, October 20,
1988. Organized by OWTU in Trinidad. The

. topic was Perspectives on Caribbean Unification.

| From left, David Abdulah (Committee for Labor
Solidarity, Trinidad-Tobago), Don Rojas
(Maurice Bishop Patriotic Movement, Grenada),
Keith Lookloy (Committee for Labor Solidarity,

f Trinidad-Tobago), Tim Hecotr (African
Caribbean Liberation Movement, Antigua), and
Lucien Perutin, (Guadeloupe).

Leading now as in 1937 and 1970 is the BLUE
SHIRT ARMY of the OWTU. Here is a picture
of the OWTU contingent in a workers march
against government policies based on IMF
pressure. This demonstration was held during a
working day requiring over 5,000 people to take
a day off to fight back - October, 1988.

The recent history of the struggle in the Caribbean focuses on Grenada, it has been
such a beacon light of hope, and now since the murderous counter revolutionary
coup d'etat and US invasion, it has become an equally important negative example
of imperialist intervention. However, in the spirit of 1937 (with general strike and
insurrection) and 1970 (with Black Power revolt and army mutiny) the people of
Trinidad-Tobago are advancing forward.




The Paramount Building, general headquarters of
the OWTU in San Fernando (2nd largest city of
i Trinidad-Tobago). This was formerly a hotel

4 with a whites only policy, and now serves the
interests of working people!

This plaque announces the new OWTU building
in Port-of-Spain named after Lennox Pierre,
revolutionary lawyer and poet. The poster is of
Errol McLeod, current President General of the
OWTU.

This is the new Port-of-Spain office of the
Committee for Labor Solidarity (CLS), a

* preparatory political organization. On November
4l 12th over 1,200 invited guests mandated the CLS
?/ to form a new political party to lead the fight for a
new democracy based on peoples power.

The OWTU is a fighting union, born when the economic interests of the workers
could only be advanced through the political goal of ending colonialism. Today the
workers face a new form of colonization through institutions like the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund. The new colonization is based on the crisis of
third world debt negotiated by oportunist incompetant neocolonial government
leaders. Again, the interest of the workers can only be advanced by the political
goal of a new government, a new democracy based on peoples power.



FERTILIZER

TRINIDAD & TOBAGO STATISTICS 1987
POPULATION 1,079,800
" LABOUR FORCE
MALE 312,400
FEMALE 158,500
" TOTAL 470,900
UNEMPLOYED 99,500
BALANCE OF TRADE :
IMPORTS $4,387,500
. EXPORTS $5,264,600
OIL EXPORTS $3,749,100
FOOD IMPORTS 833,400
GDP AT FACTOR COST $15,793,600
GNP * ” » o $14,809,700
GNP PER CAPITA '1,2168
GROSS PUBLIC DEBT $ 6,536,200
ECONOMIC ACTIVITY
PRODUCTION
SUGAR 119,000 Tonnes
COCOA BEANS . 1,501,000 Kg
COFFEE BEANS 1,842,000 Kg
ORANGES 1,674,000 Kg
GRAPEFRUIT 1,195,000 Kg
BEEF 1,324,000 Kg
PORK 3,382,000 Kg
BROILERS 15,799,000 birds
RUM 3,629,000 Gallons
CEMENT 326,000 Tonnes

1,842,000 Tonnes



HEALTH

1498
1797
1802

No. of Physicians - 1164 -

No. of Hospitals and 39 Beds 4241
Nursing Homes

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO HISTORY

C. Columbus Landed in Trinidad
Trinidad captured by Britian from Spain
Trinidad became first British Crown Colony

17th & 18th Century - Tobago ruled by Dutch, French & British

1814
1834
- 1845
1889
1899

1946
1956 .

1962
1976
1980
1986

Tobago became a British Colony -

Abolition of Slavery

Arrival of Indentured Indians

Tobago joined to Trinidad administratvely

Trinidad and Tobago became a joint Crown Colony
Full Adult Franchise .

Self Government granted. Peoples National Movement
Trinidad and Tobago became Independent .

Trinidad and Tobago became a Republic

Tobago House of Assembly established

l‘ll,ﬁll‘{i (National ~ Alliance for Reconstruction elected to

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO - UNIONS

2 Labour Federations

1)

Council of Progressive Trade Unions

Oilfields Workers’ Trade Union — 10,000

Transport and Industrial Workers Union — 4,000
Steel Workers Association of Trinidad and Tobago — 1,000
Communication Workers Union — 2,000

- Aviation, Communication and Allied Workers Union — 1,000

Customs and Excise Guards Association — 200
National Foodcrop Farmers Association — 2,000
Trinidad Islandwide Rice Growers Association — 400
General Poultry Farmers Association — 100

replace



ii)

- Southern Mercantile Workers Association

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO LABOUR CONGRESS

. Public Services Association — 15,000

- National Union of Government and Federation Workers Union — 25,000
- Bank and General Workers Union — 800 |

- Bank Entployees Union — 2,000 :

- All Trinidad Sugar and General Workers Trade Union — 9,000

- National Petroleum Staff Association

- Contractors and General Workers Union
POLITICAL PARTIES

Peoples National Movement (PNM)
- Ruled from 1956 - 1986
- Now holds 3 seats in Parliament .

National Alliance for Reconstruction (NAR)

- Won Elections in 1986
- Hold 33 seats in Parliament

CLUB 88 — a break-away faction from NAR led by Deputy Political Leader Basdeo
Panday

Committee for Labour Solidarity (CLS) - a pre - party Workers and Farmers .
Organisation

National Joint Action Committee - a Black Nationalist Party. Lost all seats in
1981 and 1986 General Elections.

KEY CABINET POSTS

AN.R. ROBINSON — Prime Minister / Minister of Finance

SELWYN RICHARDSON - Attorney General

KEN GORDON — Minister of State Enterprises

CLIVE PANTIN — Minister of Education

WINSTON DOOKERAN -~ Mlmster of Planning and Moblhsatlon

PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC — Noor Hassanali

CHIEF JUSTICE - Clinton Bernard
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Smokey Smothers performing at
TCB. He lives across the street, and
used to play with Muddy Waters.

Twenty-first Century Books carries out publishing and book
distribution from its base in Chicago, Illinois. TCB has been
active in the international movement, especially the bookfairs
held in London (under the leadership of John LaRose,
carried out by publishers New Beacon and Race Today), and
Trinidad (under the leadership of the OWTU). Out of this
context TCB established a relationship with OWTU and
CLS.

TCB has published a leading textbook in Black Studies -
Introduction to Afro American Studies and the main
bibliographical reference tool on the field - the Afro Scholar
Newsletter. A major publications program is planned on the
history of Black radicalism, e.g., the works of Malcolm X.

TCB is located at 607 East Muddy Waters Drive in a
Chicago neighborhood we call Blues City and sometimes,
The Lower End. The great musician Muddy Waters used to
live just down the street from TCB. In fact, the actual
building TCB occupies was the last location of Theresa's
Lounge. Theresa Needham is know all over the world as
Chicago's Mama of the Blues.

POLITICS MUST BE
GROUNDED IN THE
CULTURAL FORMS
AND STYLES OF THE
PEOPLE!




The tour went to six cities:

BOSTON

DETROIT NEW YORK CITY
CHICAGO §

@ WASHINGTON, DC

@ RALEIGH

- 13-16 CHICAGO

16-18  DETROIT

18-20  BOSTON

20-22  RALEIGH

22-24  WASHINGTON, DC
24 -30 NEW YORK



List of literature distributed on the six city
Solidarity Tour.

CLASSLINE PUBLICATIONS

1. Cosslttee tor Labour Solidartity (CLS), Tovards A New Desocracy and the Road
to Full Esploysent The Oraft Prograsse of the New Party, Novesber 1888 32pp
$2.50

2. CLS Speaks: A Collection of Statewents by the Cosmittee of Labour Solidarity
(Preparatory) 1881-1887 (1987) B0pp $4.00

3. Keith Lookloy, Democracy in Education (1387) 24pp $2.00

4. Raftique Shah, Race Relstions In Trinidad: Some Aspects (1988) 1ipp $2.00

S. HOLD THE FORT: Monthly Nevspaper of the Coseittee for Labour Solidarity
(Preparatory) § .50

"Let Those Who Labor Hold the Reigns"

Main OWTU Slogan

"Towards A New Democracy”
C.L.S. Slogan

VANGUARD PUBLISHING COMPANY

6. David Abdulah, The (F/Vorid Bank and Trindad and Tobago Statement to the
Peraanent Peoples Tridunal on behalf of the OVIU, Beriin Vest Gersany,
Septesber 27, 1888, 23pp 43.00

7. Towards A Nev Peopies Order A collection of articles (1989} $4.00

8. Ol1Fields Vorkers® Trade Union: July 1837 - July 1977 A pictorial history of
the OVTU, its staft, organizational history, interviews and portraits of its
leadership. (1977) T2pp 38.00

9. 0iIFletds Vorkers' Trade Union, 50 Tears of Promss:' 1937-1987 (1988) 68pp
45,00

10, George Veeks, The President General's Address to the 47th Annuai Conference
of Delegates of the Dilfields Vorkers Trade Union (Septesber 19660 3dipp
$2.00

11, OWTY, Our Fight for People’s Ovnership and Control of the il Industry:
Mesorandum Submitted to the Government of Trinidad and Tobago by the

0fifields Vorkers Trade Union on the Nationalization of the 0il Indusiry
(Septesber 1982) 85pp $5.00

12. Lennos Plerre, The ldeology of the Vorking Clags Lectures and Discussion
Papers of the OVTU Leadership Seminars (Dctober 1875) 26pp $2.00

13, Maurice Bishop, Fascisa -- A Caribbean Reality? Lectures and Discussion
Papers of the ONTU Leadership Seminars (October 1975) Jpp $2.00

14, Errol K. Ncleod, Presidential Address to he 48th_Asnual Conference of
Delegates (September 1387) 13pp $2.00

15. Errol Mcleod, Role of Labor (2 speeches) (June 1987) 18pp $2.00

16. ONTU, Memorandum to the Governsent of Trinidad and Jobago (Navesber 1387)
124pp $5.00

17.  VANGUARD: Monthiy Nevspaper of the 0ilfirids Vorkers Trade Union #1.00

e i
e o,y
e Towipg M any
A

NAR & AT LAST! ooum™ om

_the. IMF

NEW BEACON BOOKS

18. Khafra Kambon, For Bread, Justice, and Freedos: A Potitical Biography of

George Veeks (1988) 353pp $17.95

19. Susan Craig, Selles and Blood: The Ruiing Class Response to the Vorkers
Rebelilon In Trinidad and Tobago (1988) 70pp 48.985

20. Bhoda Beddock, Elma Francois: The Negro Uelfare, Culturai, and Social
Association and the Workers Struggle for Change in the Caribbean in the
1930's (1968) $10.00

21, Artbur Lewis, Labour in the West Indjes: The Bisrth of a Vorkers Movesent
(1838, 1877) 104pp 96.95

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY BOOKS

2. Abdul Alkaiisat and Associates, Introduction to Afro-Asericas Studies: A
Peopies College Primer (1886) 391pp 12.95

2. Mulieat, A §cintl“c Approach to Black Liberation (1974) 20pp $2.00

TCEB

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY BOOKS AND PUBLICATIONS
Mas' Post Office Bca 803351, Checago, K, 60830 3215382188
Retas Ssles: 607 East Muddy Waters Onve (43rd St}

TRINIDAD

TCB 13 proud to ofter this liat ot
material relevant to the struggle for
workers and’ peoples power in the
country of Trinldad-Tobago. We are
coordinating the Fall 1988 tour of
David Abduilah to six cities in the
USA. He 1is a leader of the 0Oiltields
Workera® Trade Union (OWTU Treasurer,
and Educational and Research Officer),
and the caonvenor of the Coammittee for
Labour Solidarity (Preparatory). TCB
is serving as U.S. distributor of the
OWTU and CLS wmateriais. Please use
the order form on back page.

10



1

DAVID ABDULAH

Treasurer
Dilfields Workers' Trade Union

" Convenor
Committee for Labor Solidarity

Education BA University of West Indles, St. Augustine

OWwWTU 1977 Education and Research QOfficer
1882 Treasurer (3 terms)

- Former President of Students Guild

University of the West Indies (St. Augustine Campus)

- Weekly column, Sunday edition of Trinidad Express

- Regional committee for Cultural Sovereignty of the
Americas

- Trinidad representative, Petroleum Commission of
International Labor Organization

- Lectured extensively throughout the Caribbean, England,

Berlin, and Canada

- Secretary, Organizing Committee; Caribbean Peoples
International Bookfair and Bookfalr Festival

K & 99, Circular Roud,
o w . Sem Fernando,
1?@ > Trinided W. L
%108 U Dewd Abcaiah
Tremrer & Educstion [Ressarch Officer
Phome:- (809) 652-2701/3

11



Abdul Alkalimat is a leading African American intellec-
tual, and political and cultural activist. He has long been
active in the struggle for Black social liberation and for
radical, political and social change in the USA.

He was the chair of the Student Non-Violent Coordinat-
ing Committee (SNCC) in Chicago between 1963-and
1965. In 1965 he helped to found the Organisation of
Black American Culture {OBAC), together with Hoyt Ful-
ler and Conrad Rivers. OBAC initiated the modern pub-
lic mural movement in the USA. Between 1973 and
1976, he became a leading member of the African Liber-
ation Support Committee (ALSC), which mobilised
massive crucial support across American cities for the
liberation struggles in Angola, Mozambique, Guinea
Bissau and South Africa and Namibia.

Abdul Alkalimat has been involved in the academic
black studies movement in the USA since 1965, almost
from its inception. Between 1968 and 1969, he helped to
found the Black Scholar and the Institute of the Black
World and directed the Institute’s first national summer

NOLIdVIS NvIne

seminar in black studies in Atlanta in 1969. Since then

he has contributed consistently to the debate about
black studies. Abdul Atkalimat has taught in the Depart-

ments of Afro-American Studies at Fisk and lilinois Uni-
versities and has written one of the standard black
studies texts Introduction to Afro-American Studies (A
People’s College Primer, 1984) He is editor of the Afro
Scholar Newsletter; and his forthcoming book
Paradigms in Black Studies is due out in 1988. He is co-
author with Doug Gills of ‘Black Power vs Racism:
Harold Washington Becomes Mayor’, the main study in
The New Black Vote edited by Rod Bush.

Abdul Alkalimat has always been closely involved with
independent and radical publishing and bookseilling in
the USA. He recently resigned from his post as Profes-
sor of Sociology at illinois University to work fulltime
with 21st Century Books and Publications, a new inde-
pendent and radical publisher, distributor and book-
shop in Chicago, which he heiped to found.

Reprinted from the 7th Intemational Bookfair of Radical Black and Third World Books souvenir programme.

12
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CHICAGO

The tour began in Chicago. This is a city of great signiﬁcance based on the battles

waged by the working class and oppressed nationalities - Irish,
African-American, Mexican-American, etc. The 19th century fight for the 8 hour
day in Chicago led to the founding of May Day, the holiday of the international
® working class. Also, the first 20th century Black member of Congress was from
Chicago, Oscar Depriest (1924-1934). By 1983 Chicago was a center of Black
political power - Harold Washington was mayor 1983-1987, and Jesse Jackson
was a serious contender in the president

ial campaigns of 1984 and 1988.

The crisis of industrial capitalism has closed mills and factories, and led to
widespread social decay in housing, education, health care services, streets,
drugs, and crime. But Black militant struggle, at the heart of a multi-national
progressive community based coalition, has raised the issue of state power and
i social transformation.

. TRINIDAD
The Nex_t‘ Grenada?

® NOV 14th

Monday
7:00 pm

. Center for
® Inner City Studies
700 E Oakwood Bivd
Cosponsored by
NATIONAL BLACK UNITED FRONT
FACTS

A REPORT FROM THE FRONT LINE

DAVID
ABDULAH

EDUCATION AND RESEARCH OFFICER OWTU
OILFIELDS WORKERS' TRADE UNION, AND
SECRETARY, ORGANISING COMMITTEE

CONVENOR CLS
COMMITTEE FOR LABOR SOLIDARITY

NOV 15th

Tuesday
7:30 pm

New World Resource
Center

1476 W Irving Park Rd
Cosponsored by

NEW WORLD RESOURSE CENTER
TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY BOOKS

FOR INFORMATION CALL: 312/538-2188

Ploase post or pass on. Labor donated.

Social Transforsation? YES! U.S. Interference? NO!

Trinidad is an island nation in the eastern most
part of the Caribbean region. The economy {s
based on oil and sugar, and the population s
about half African and halt Indian. Both groups
were forced from their original homelands by the
Coionial rule of England. Today the economy {8
controlied by multinational corporations and a
state bourgeoisie, neo~-colonialism. The
mismanagement of the economy and government has
plunged the country into impending social crisis.

The people have been organized in the fight for
a better life every since the days of slavery.
The main exploitation of the peopie has been {(n

"the ollfields and the sugar plantations. For the
past fifty years the main tight for better

economic and living conditions has been the
unions, especially the Oi{lifields Workers' Trade
Union, founded by Uriah Buzz Butler, led for the
past 25 years by George Weeks, and now led by
Erroll McCleeod. -

Trinidad won 1its poiitical independence from
England in 1962. The first Prime Minister was
Eric Wiliiams, author of Capitalism and Siavery.
He represented a middle class solution that failed
to move toward economic {ndependence based on
peoples powver, the organization of workers,
tenants, students, and farmers to control thelr
own destiny.

A Black power movement and army insurrection
failed {in the early seventies, and the United
Labor Front failed in the late 1970's. An advance
was made in the early 1880's with the formation of
the Committee for Labor Solidarity (Preparatory).
The CLS is the leading revolutionary organization
tighting for peopies power in Trinidad-Tobago.

David Abduiah wil]l speak on the fight for a new
Trinidad, from the crisis facing the masses of
people, to the movement for a new political
party. The Grenadian revolution was destroyed by
the invasion of us troops. We have a
responsibility to defend ¢the birth of a new
Trinidad. Everyone i{s welcome!

14



The Chicago Defender is the leading newspaper
of the largest chain of Black newspapers in the
USA. These articles announced the tour.

2\

CHICAGO DEFENDER - Wednesday, November 16, 1988

Caribbean unionist

to visit Chicago

David Abdullah, treasurer, education and research of-
ficer of the Qil Field Workers Trade Union in Trinidad is

due in Chicago Sunday for a three-day visit as part of a’

lecture tour of the U.S. on the situation in the Caribbean. He
will speak at forums at the Center for Inner City Studies
Monday at 7 p.m. and at the New World Resource Center,
1476 W. Irving Park, Tuesday at 7.30 p.m. His subject will
be: ‘‘Carribean after Grenada” and' “The case of
Trinidad.” Abdullah recently attended the.conference in
Berlin, West Germany hosted by the IMF onthe debt
situation of Caribéan countries. The forums are sponsored
by the National Black United Front and FACTS, a group

CHICASDO

that sponsors education programs on issues.

DEFENDER p2
i11-9-8%

‘Bush urged to adopt new

Caribbean economic- policy

by Nicholas Thompson
Deploring the Reagan ad-
ministration’s economic policies

and interference in the Caribbean,

a visiting trade unionist and politi-
cal activist has warned of ‘‘social
explosion” in the region if the in-
coming Bush administration
adopts them.

David Abdulah, education and
research officer of the Oilfields
Workers Trade Union and con-
venor of group planning a new po-
litical party in Trinidad, said the
Black community can help avert
misery in the region by organizing
against any attempt by
President—elect Bush to continue
current U.S. policies. -

Speaking at a forum at the
Center for Inner City Studies, and
later in an interview with the De-
fender, Abdulah denounced the
IMF and World Bank as the main
instruments for the ‘‘West's
recolonization of the Third World.”

He said the continuation of
President Reagan's policies by the
Bush administration will worsen

the already deep Caribbean
economic crisis with its high
unemployment and crime rates.

Abdulah stated that the Reagan
administration frustrated attempts
to make the Caribbean Economic
Community to serve the best in-
terests of the people of the region.

“The fall in foreign exchange
earnings and the use of a substan-
tial amounts in servicing debts as
demanded by Western gover-
ments, the IMF and the World
Bank have contributed to high
unemployment and crime wave in
the region,’” he said.

“Unemployment in Trinidad and

Tobago, which is oil—rich, is at its
highest level of 23% with a total of
170,000 out of a population of 1.2
million people not working. In
Jamaica, the rate is about 30%.

Noting Trinidad's oil earnings
had fallen drastically, Abulah
stated that the Reagan ad-
ministration also enforces ‘‘pro-
tectionist’’ policies against the
country’s vital exports.

. “In terms of trade, America has .
placed protectionism against our
critical exports. It has reduces
sugar importation by 30% am«
stopped importation of Trinida«
steel and other products develope«
during the country’s oil boom."”

As a result, he said, real wage:
had fallen by 25% in four yeart
coupled with -rising inflatiom
“There has been no wage increase
for government workers in 5 years:
It has become difficult to pay
workers; workers are owned $X
million in back pay, and fired
workers are also owned $20 million
inseverance pay,” hesaid.

15
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Abdulah is being introduced by Dr. Conrad
Worrill, president of the National Black United
Front.

The first forum was held at the Center for Inner
City Studies where many community and
political groups meet.

The audience was intense. A lively discussion
was initiated by political activists, trade
unionists, and Trinidad-Tobago nationals living
in Chicago.

After the forum at a TCB reception, Abdulah raps
with people interested in the leaning more about
the peoples struggles in Trinidad-Tobago.




The New World Resource Center is the main
center for the third world anti-imperialist support
groups in Chicago.

NEW WORLD FORUMS

“TRINIDAD: THE NEXT GRENADA?"
Speaker: David Abdulah: Trinidad Ofifields wWorkers' Trade Unton
Tuesday, November 1S 7.30pm
W (Co-Sponsored with Twenty-First Century Books)

Slim Coleman is a leading community activist,
and was a close policy advisor to Harold

@ Washington. Slim is the editor of the All Chicago
City News newspaper.

This photograph is of the leaders of UWA-UE Local 1154
and the Coalition to Keep Stewart-Warner Open. Left:
standing - John Cane, Al Sagora, David Abdulah, Fred

LS Harris (President), Abdul Alkalimat, George Price, Andrew
Poise. Left: seated -Susan House, Shirley Williams (Vice
President), Helen Horn (Chief Steward).

Stewart-Warner was purchased by British Tire, a
multinational with interests in Trindidad as well. This
L meeting was extremely important for international solidarity.
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Building solidarity
across the sea

David Abduish s the bead of the Edocation and Resesrch Department of the Ofifieids

Workers’ Trade Unios in Trinidad and Tobago. He was elected to treasurer of the nnion i
1962 as part of a siate of progressives. The OWTU is the largest trade upion in the English-
Carribesn. :

¥ s

Mr. Abdulsh is aiso a leading member of Trinidad's Committee for Labor Solidarity. He is 2

curreatly oo a spesking toor of the U.S. and
correspondesnt for the People’s Dally World.

WORLD MAGAZINE: What is the
Committee for Labor Solidarity?

DAVID ABDULAH: The Committee
was formed in October 1981. 1t is a pre-
party formation and a collective of trade
unionists and political and cuitural
activists.

On November (2, we had a
conference attended by 1.200 people
representing a cross-section of the
national community — workers, farmers,
the ployed. youths,
housewives, progressive and patriotic
intellectuals and professionals. This
conference mandated the formation of a
new political party by the end of April
1989.

We presented a draft program for the
party which we will be discussing at the
workplace and at assemblies of the people
over the next few months.

* When the final program is presented
to the coming conference of the party it
will truly reflect the interests of the
working people as a whole.

The leadership of the Committee for
Labor Solidarity includes the icaders of
the Oil Workers Trade Union, which is
the most important trade union in the
country. the Communication Workers
Union, the Aviation Workers Union, the
Small Farmers Association and the Sugar
Cane Farmers Association. [t also
includes rank and file leaders from the
Dock Workers Union. Transport Workers
Union and the teachers” movement.

WM: What are the goals of the
Committee for Labor Solidarity?

ABDULAH: The first objective is to
form a party. The second objective is to
continue to organize working people
across the divisions of race. religion,
party affiliation. trade union affiliation
and occupation — to unite the people and
prepare to intervene in the existing crisis.

We are in a very deep and
fundamental economic. social and
political crisis. There is 23 percent
unemployment and the standard of living
for working people has fallen by 25-30
percent in the last four years. There are
numerous plant closures. bankruptcies
and layoffs.

These economic and social conditions
are laying the basis for a major political
explosion. We are preparing the working
people to intervene because only then can
they realize their objectives -— a new
democracy and a new kind of trade union
activity founded and predicated on the
basis of people’s power. That's what we
are struggling for.

WM: What role do the

transnational corporations play in the
crisis in Trinidad?

ABDULAH: Amoco is the largest
single oil producer in Trinidad. It
produces crude oil offshore. It controls 90
p of the national gas production and

WMMMCWMMMGM

all of our electricity. [f Amoco decides to
shut off its gas valves, the entire country
shuts down. They have a disproportionate
amount of power and can sabotage and
pressure the government into all kinds of
concessions.

Amoco also owns 49 percent of a
large fertilizer company called Fortrin.
The other shares are owned by the
government. The government, however,
is pursuing a policy of privatization and is
encouraging foreign capital to come in
and exploit the natural resources of our
country. In the case of the oil industry,
there have been two licenses recently
granted for offshore exploration. One to
Mobil, with a minority shareholder being
one of the national oil companies and a
second to a subsidiary of Shell, with
another state company having a minority
“share.

The international oil industry is
changing. There have been no new oil
finds in North America in the last five to
seven years and oil production there is
declining. That means that the West is
once again going to be subject to OPEC
and the Middle East. They are not happy
dealing with the Middle Eastern oil
producers and are looking at the southern
part of the Western hemisphere —
targeting that area for the control of oil.

Foreign capital has also been
important in many of the manufacturing
industries. There is more foreign capital
per capita in Trinidad than in most other
Western countries of the Third World and
we are highly indebted to international
bonds. We are a foreign debtor by about
two and one-half billion dollars and are
paying about 200 million dollars a year in
debt service,

Because of the govemment's policy of
privatization we will see a return of
foreign capital to many other arcas of the
economy that are supposed to be state
controlled. We are also likely to see an
influx of foreign capital to establish sweat
shops and offshore banking. which they
use to launder drug money. We are also a
transfer point for cocaine from South
America to United States.

WM: What role does the
International Monetary Fund play in
Trinidad?

ABDULAH: It's role is more political
than economic. Trinidad and Tobago
have never had a formal agreement with
the IMF. but is currently negotiating
several agreements.

We have struggled against the
govemment engaging in any kind of
negotiations with the IMF or the World
Bank for loans. We are aware of what the
IMF has been doing to Trinidad and
Tobago throughout the years.

Davison Budhoo, a Grenadian
economist who worked with the World
Bank for seven years and IMF for 12
years, worked in Trinidad and Tobago in
1985, '86 and '87 as a member of the IMF
commission.

Every year each member country is

ey W’-ﬂ "'i_.‘ -

visited by the IMF. The visiting
commission looks at the economy and
makes recommendations. The IMF,
according to Budhoo, perpetrated the
worst kinds of statistical fraud in an
atternpt to force the government to
introduce certain kinds of policies.

The IMF used a particular statistical
index, relative unit labor cost, which
measures the cost of labor in one country
compared with labor costs of other
countries. It turned out the labor cost in
Trinidad and Tobago was not only too
high but was aiso escalating. The IMF
said that over a period of time it was
going up as much as 147 percent. In truth,
the relative labor cost had only gone up by
60 percent.

Based on its faulty figures, the IMF
advocated a massive currency
devaluation. This was one of the reasons
why the government devalued its
currency from$1 U.S./$2.40 TT o $1 .
U.S./$3.60 TT in 1985,

That was one example of using
statistical fraud to put pressure on the
government to drop the cost of labor
thugh devaluation. They also used that
fraudulant figure to p the
govemnment and lhe privale sector (o drive
down the cost of labor by negotiating with
unions (o cut wages and remove benefits.

They also manipulated the figures
relating to the government's financial
deficit. The government was running a
deficit and the IMF manipulated the
figures to show that the deficit was much
larger than it was. They tried to pressure
the government into reducing certain
kinds of expenditures and social services
and to increase the cost of public utilities.
Between 1984 and ‘87 the cost of utilities
rose by as much as 300 percent.

Budhoo claimed that the IMF was
proposing that the government sabotage
the constitution of Trinidad and Tobago.
Under the constitution there is a body
known as the Public Utilities
& ission. The public utiliti
commission is the sole authority that can
establish and set the price for electricity,
water and telephone service. The IMF
advocated that the PUC should be
subverted and the government itself
should set the rates. in contraveation to
the constitution.

The IMF has been clearly
manipulative in Trinidad and Tobago.
The harsh penalities they have imposed

_constitute interference in the

independence of our country.

WM: What is the potential for
building solidarity between U.S. and
Trinidadian workers?

ABDULAH: There is a common
basis for solidarity. We face the same
employers that U.S. workers face. We
face the same labor issucs — plant
closures, retrenchement, the introduction
of new technology — it is exactly the
same in the U.S. as it is in Trinidad and

David Abdulah: We need to buila

an international solidariry

movement combining committees all across the world 10 achieve
a shorter working week.
e ]

Tobago.

The basis in political economy of that
solidarity is this: There is a global
reorganization of production taking place.
That global reorganization of production
is based on the new technology of the
microchip, robotics and microelectronics.

The introduction of robotics has
affected autoworkers in a major way. The
capitalists are trying to use the new
technology to consolidate their power and
wealth by weakening the power of labor.
If you have robots on the assembly line
you don't get strikes, walkouts and
protests. You don’t have to pay vacation,
medical benefits and sick and maternity
leave. [f the robot falls apart, you just pull
him out and plug in another one.

This new technology affects entire
countries because the entire earnings of
many countrics arc on one
industry. That is the basis of solidarity of
working people all across the world.
There is this new technology and the
employers are asing it to strengthen their
posnuon and to gain more wealth by
marginalizing workers, planning us out of

&

work and dcstmymg economies.

In the initial period we have to
struggle for a shorter working day and a
shorter working week. The new
technology means that more production is
possible in a shorter space of time.
Therefore. more wealth can be created in
a shorter space of time. Consequently.
workers don't need to work as long.

A worker should work five. six or
seven hours a day and not have a
reduction in their camings. What we can
produce in five hours today used to take
eight or ten hours to produce under the old
technology.

We celebrate the world over on May
Day. marking the historic struggle for the
eight-hour day. We have to begin a new
struggle for a shorter working day. a
shorter working week. just like the
workers of Chicago did in the 1870s.

We need to build an international
solidarity movement combining
committees all across the world to achicve
a shorter working week.

If that new technology is in the hands
of the workers, is the basis for a new
society. The Industrial Revolution was
the basis of the establishment of {
capitalism. This second industrial
revolution can be the basis of establishing
another new society. If this technology is
in the hands of workers we can produce so
much that it can be distributed for the
benefit of all mankind.

Ultimately, that has to be the
ob;ecuveom:wu-lymum
we must build.
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n 1937, the working class of Trinidad arose in a

wave of anti-colonial sentiment. It was obvious 10 ail

that the conditions for such an uprising existed in the
colony. Poverty was the rule rather than the exception,
unemployment was high.

Workers slaved away in the fields and the refineries
under backward and dangerous conditions. The work
was hard since there were few machines to ease the bur-
den of labor. Working hours were long. with many inju-
ries to life and limb and little or no compensation. Hous-
ing was a major problem. health services almost non-
existent and some workers only camed seven cents an
hour.

On top of the conditions was an unsypmpathetic Co-
lonial Government whose interests were bound hand and
foot to the big oil companies. The antago-
nism was heightened by the overt racist
attacks on the workers by the white bosses
and managers. This attitude was typified
in the comment by one manager, “These
Black dogs only bark, they cannot bite. "
Total subservience for the working class
was the order of the day.

The workers themselves, though,
were deeply conscious of their plight and
realized that the only way out was to fight
back. They had nothing to lose. It was in
this milicu that Tubal Uriah Buzz Butler
emerged to voice the sentiments that the
workers had been developing for some
time. He provided the leadership nec-
essary (o transform the idea of struggle

into reality.
He held hundreds of meetings
throughout the oilbelt during the period -

1936-37. The response was nothing short
of tumultous. His meetings provoked
much discussion and debate among the
thousands who came out to listen to him.

After these meetings, workers would spend hours in
the fields, in the shops. and on the streets discussing their
probliems and deciding what must be done. This whole
period was one of mass political awakening and agita-
tion. Butler was telling the people to prepare for action
— for it was only action that would alleviate their prob-
lems.

The strike began in the Apex Oilfields in Fyzabad,
in the carly hours of the moming of June 19, 1937. With-
in a few hours. it had spread to most cilfields, the word
of the strike being relayed by contingents of workers on
bicycles.

The struggle soon became nationwide. embracing
workers from the sugar plantations as well as those who
labored in Port of Spain. The workers were struggling to
improve their very quality of life — better wages, im-
proved housing. proper provisions for health, a work-
men’s compensation ordinance and unemployment com-
pensation were but some of the demands.

The call for Home Rule was another rallying cry of
the workers, as they believed at the time that
the achievements of Home Rule would be a
step forward in their struggle to determine
their destiny. Demonstrations, marches and
acts of sabotage were the means that the
workers thought best capable of bringing
about their objectives.

The colonial government reacted in a
fashion characteristic to its nature, by bring-
ing in troops and marines. who, coupled with
the local police. set about viciously crushing
the uprising. The uprising lasted until July 2,
by which time armed forces of the capitalists
had killed 14 people and left hundreds of oth-
ers wounded. A temporary halt had been put
on the aspirations of the people.

It was out of this political situation that
the Qilfield Workers' Trade Union was bom.,
and from its inception it was imbued with the
spirit of the 1937 movement. The Oilfield
Workers' Trade Union was created because
the workers needed an organization to defend
their interests against the employers. It was a
natural and historic step for the oilworkers to
take.

Established on July 25, 1937, the Oil-
field Workers' Trade Union soon became a
word on the lips of cvery oilworker and his
family. After a number of clandestine meet-
ings held on Lum Tack Hill in Fyzabad, the
first official meeting was held at one Mr. .
Williams' quarters. Coon's Town, Forest Re-
serve. Fyzabad. on July 15, 1937.

The Conference to establish the union

The origin
of the
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Oiltields Workers’
Trade Union

Coivmor) CNanmg

was held on July 25, with representatives from most of
the fields attending. Immediately after. the union wrote
its first letter to the employers.

In the next few weeks a flood of workers signed
membership forms and paid their first dues. Organizers
went into the fieids to hold meetings with oilworkers and
to enlist them as members. Every night, the Executive
travelled to another pan of the oilbelt giving stirring
speeches and encouraging people to join. In all of these
mectings, the support was overwhelming, the crowds
could hardly be dated in the premi which
had becn rented or borrowed for the meeting.

One newspaper reported that in a mecting in Bar-
rackpore “Over 600 men and women came to the meet-
ing. More than 100 new members were enrolled. and so
anxious were workers (o join the OWTU that they were
almost fighting to reach the table where the Secretary/
General sat. to sign up.”

Membership reached 1,350 within three weeks of
the founding, and continued to multiply. What was sig-

LT DS WORKERS TRADE UNION

nificant too was that many meetings were

held under the auspices of the OWTU and
\ the All Trinidad Sugar Estates and Facto-
»] ry Workers Trade Union. of which Adrian
- Cola Rienzi was also first president. The
close working-class links between the
workers in oil and sugar had its beginning
with Butler in 1937,

Because of a warrant for his arest,
Butler went into hiding and was out of the
mainstream of the early organizational
work of the Union. The person whom
Butler entrusted with that responsibility
was Rienzi. and he and the other Execu-
tive officers openly canvassed support in
the name of Butler.

it was generally understood by work-
ers that on Butler’s return to public life he
would be at the helm of the OWTU, as it
was his rightful place as leader of the
working class. This, however, was not to
be

ochan

“ATL anTIC

Butler had come out of hiding on Sep-

tember 27, 1937, to give evidence before

the Forster C ission. on the undertaking by the gov-

emor that he would be free. He was, however, immedi-

ately arrested and was not released untit May 1939,

Throughout this period. the Union had consolidated its
position in the Oilficlds.

On his release. Butler was given a hero's welcome,
and to the surprise of many was made — not president
general of the union — but general organizer. The differ-
ences between the philosophy of Butler and that of Rien-
zi were beginning to appear.

Butler immediately threw himself into his activities
as general organizer — mobilizing the workers for anoth-
er confr ion with the companies to win belter wages.
The executive of the Union. headed by Rienzi. did not
approve of Butler's militancy. They were already show-
ing signs of compromise with the employers.

According to the acting govemor, the Executive had
“deveioped a real sense of responsibility.” When the
workers at the Trinidad Lake Asphalt Operating Co.
went on strike on July 6. 1939, Butler supported them,

the Executive did not. As a result, Butler was
twice calicd before the Exccutive to explain his
position. He refused to go. sending excuses on
both occasions. The Executive then turned their
backs on Butler and expelled him from the union
on August 3, 1939,

The split between Butler and Rienzi came
about essentially because of two different views
of working-class struggle. Rienzi had wanted
the trade union as an institution of the workers,
lo become what the colonial officials had de-
sired — “an organized meuns of collective bar-
gaining through which the claims or grievances
of the workpeople could have found.ampie
means of expression.”

It was the opinion of the govemor that had
these trade unions existed prior to 1937 “the dis-
trubances might have been avoided.™

Butler’s view, and that of the workers, was
the opposite. They needed a fighting organiza-
tion that could bring the companies and the Co-
lonial Government to their knees. The workers
felt that only in this way could they effect a fun-
damental change in their lives.

Adapted from Fity Years of Pregress, a histery.of
the Oilfieids Workers' Trade Union (Vanguard Pub-
lcations: Sam Fernando, Trinidad, W.1., 1983).
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The Grenada
Revolution: |
10 years after

by Lou Turner
Because March 1989 will mark the tenth anniversary

of the Grenada Revolution, my next two “Black World” -

columns will be devoted to a discussion of the fate of
that revolution which came to so tragic an end in Octo- -
ber, 1983. This issue I have turned over my column to
present excerpts of an interview I had with David Ab-
dullah, a Trinidadian revolutionary who s the treasur-
er of the Oilfield Workers Trade Union of Trinidad-
Tobago, and the convenor of the recently formed politi-
cal party, the Committee of Labour Solidarity. This
will be followed next month by an examination of Raya
Dunayevskaya’s political-philosophic letter of Nov. 28,
1983, “Counter-Revolution and Revolution: Grenada,
the Caribbean Today, and the Challenge from 30 Years
of Movements from Practice That Were Themselves
Forms of Theory,” and its relationship to the present
situation in the Caribbean.

o

Historically, there has been a very close connection
between Grenada and Trinidad-Tobago. There are more
Grenadians in Trinidad than in Grenada. In fact, we
have a saying that the working class of Grenada is in
Trinidad because the industrial working class is so min-
ute in Grenada. So, culturally and in terms of families
who have relatives in both Grenada and Trinidad, there
is a very close relation between the two.

Therefore, what happened in Grenada in March of
1979 (the overthrow of the Eric Gairy regime) was very
important to Trinidad-Tobago, and the whole Eastern
Caribbean. There was a certain sense of pride that
emerged. After March 13, 1979, all of a sudden people
admitted being Grenadian who had never done so be-
fore. When you have someone like. Maurice (Bishop)
who epitomized what Grenada was all about, and who
had such a deep concern for the people of Grenada and
for the people of the whole Caribbean and expressed it
in very concrete ways, the entire region began to say
that something new is happening. ’

. THE NEW SMASHED

When Oct. 19, 1983 came (the murder of Maurice
Bishop and others by the military led by Hudson Aus-
tin and Bernard Coard), there was equal shock through-
out the region. Evervone felt it very. very deeply when

(continued on page 9)
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(continued from page 1)
they saw that the possibility of something new was now
‘smashed.  Many then had to retreat and assess the
whole situation.

We in the Oilfield Workers Trade Union (OWTU)
have had a very close relationship with the progressive
movement throughout the Eastern Caribbean, Maurice,
of course, being one of those people. Maurice often vis-
ited our union to give lectures before he became prime
minister. And the last time he visited Trinidad, in July
1983, for the Caribbean heads of government summit
(CARICOM), he specially requested a reception at the
OWTU.

We also knew Bernard Coard because he was a lec-
turer at the University (of the West Indies) campus in
Trinidad for many years, at the Institute of Internation-
al Relations. Bernard was known as a progressive lec-
turer, but he was not known as a “Marxist.” In the pe-
riod when Maurice and others were being beaten, bru-
talized and killed in Grenada under Gairy, Bernard was
out of Grenada for that entire period.

After 1979, we were always concerned about Ber-

_nard’s position because of his relation to a number of

groups in the region whom we identified as trying to
impose a type of political culture that was quite alien to
the experience of the Caribbean people, and in our view
tended to be very elitist. So, we were rather estranged
from Bernard and others in Grenada for a number of
years, and had to rectify that with Maurice in 1982. We
only began to resume a close relationship in 1983, and
were about to cement that just around the time he was
killed. : :
CRISIS OF THE PARTY

When we first heard that Maurice was under house
arrest we had absolutely no hesitation in supporting
him. We tried to intervene in that crisis by sending
messages to the government that they should free
Maurice from house arrest. Of course, they didn't listen
té what'we had td’'say: And immediately at ‘the-time of
Maurice's murder, that night we Held'a ‘idssive vigil in
Port-of-Spain with thousands and thousands of people

On Grenada’s Revolution

in solidarity with the people of Grenada.

The lessons, therefore, that arise out of the whole
Grenadian experience is that as part of the struggle for
change in the Caribbean we must build a new kind of
democracy which has two interrelated aspects: one is
that there must be democratic institutions of workers’
and people's power, institutions that have real power in
society; and the other aspect is that there should be a
new kind of political party.

One of the traditions that came out of Grenada which
we need to deal with is that the party must control the
trade unions, the party must control the government to-
tally, etc. In Grenada, this boiled down to 14 or so peo-
ple in the Central Committee of the Political Bureau
controlling everything.

Our view is that the trade unions must be independ-
ent of any political party. The power of the OWTU is
predicated on a) its internal democracy (one man, one
vote), and b) its independence from all the political par-
ties. And we say that that must continue even after a
fundamental change has taken place in the country, so
that the party wouldn’t control the trade unions and we
end up with the kind of revolt that happened in Poland.

When the Grenada events took place in October,
1983, there was a constitutional committee beginning its
work. It is our view that the new constitution would
have given power, for the first time, to the parish coun-
cils and the zonal councils that had been established by
the PRG (People’s Revolutionary Government). Yes,
state officials had to come before the people’s councils
and explain why this or that was done, etc., but the
councils didn’t have enough power. Clearly, had those
institutions been vested with real power, it would have
reduced the power of the party, and therefore, would
have reduced the power of Coard. Coard had to move
before that process had gone too far.

The Grenadian revolution, in our view, was destroyed
with the murder of Maurice. The destruction of the
Grenadian revolution took place from within. Its fate. of
course, was sealed by the American invasion. But the
American invasion ‘isn " what ' desttdyed the revolution
itself. It is what took place inside.
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DETROI

Detroit is known for at least two reasons:
economically it is the home of the US
automobile industry and culturally it is the
home of the Motown Sound that has

been a leader in popular music all over

the world.

Trade Unions are central institutions, and
while they give working people some say
they are limited by the racism, sexism,
and backward politics of their top
leadership and staff. However, the
political socialization of Black workers in
Detroit trade union locals has contributed
to a militant political culture in which
progressive institutions and leaders have
been nurtured.
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UAW Local 600 is the largest trade union local in
the USA, Its history is roted in heroic struggle of
white and Black workers. Abdulah is pictured
here with General Baker a leading trade unionist
and revolutionary political activist. "Gen"
emerged as a leader of the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers founded in the
1960s. He has remained active since then as a
leading member of the Communist Labor Party.
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“The Strength of Our Union Is Determined by the Degree of our Concern for Each Other’ — Bob King
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The labor movement Is about that problem we face tomorrow morning. Damn right! But to make that the sole
purpose of the labor movement Is to miss the main target. | mean, ‘What good Is a dollar an hour more In wages If your
neighborhood Is burning down? What good Is her week’s jon if the lake you used to go to Is poliuted and
you can't swim in It and the kids can’t play In it? What good Is another $100 pension if the world goes up In atomic
smoke?’
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Abdulah gave a detailed briefing to the editors of
Labor Notes, a national newsletter representing a
militant rank and file political perspective.

Abdulah made a presentation to and had a lively
exchange with the editorial staff of Against the
Current a nationally distrbuted monthly
magazine of the organization Solidarity. Here he
presents Solidarity National Committee member

Joann Misnik with a recent prulication by the
OWTU.

Abdulah made a presentation to the Executive
Committee of the Phylon Social, the Black
Faculty and Staff organization at Wayne State
University. WSU enrolls more Black students
than any other historically white university in the
USA. On the left in the photograph is Dr.
Geneva Smitherman, an internationally renown
linguist currently doing research on language and
class consciousness among auto workers in
Detroit.

Abdulah was a guest in the home of Norma Hill,
a leading organizer of the Michigan
Anti-Apartheid Coalition. Also there were
member of the local Haitian community. In
addition to a presentation on current events in
Trinidad-Tobago the discussion took up Haiti
and general Caribbean issues.
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Union leader:

Irinidad suffering

for opposition to Grenada invasion

By Rose Enlew

Detroit- Trinidad and
Tabago are suffering as a direct
result of the twin islands’ op-
position to the U.S. invasion of
Grenada. That was the message
of David Abdulla, Director and
Treasurer of Education and
Research for the Oil Field
Workers Union in Trinidad,
Ww.IL

Abdulla was in Detroit on
Thursday November 17 as one
stop on his mission to America
to expose the conditions under
which the two Caribbean
countries exist

Speaking at the Walter
Reuther Library on Wayne
State’s campus, Abdulla ad-
dressed members of the Phyloa
Society.

Abdylla said Trinidad, an oil
ecconomy, is like most Third
World countries, in that it has
primarily one major export
commodity. That bas been oil
for most of this decade.

Trinidad has one of the
oldest oil industries in the
world. Its first refinery was built
in 1910, the first oil well was
drilled in 1860. The first com-
mercial production began just
about the turn of the ceatury,
Abdulla related.

He says although substantial
in the beginning, Trinidad's oil
industry is not large sow, but has
had historical importance to

"Western countries. Abdulla
says the oil boom took off in
- 1973, when the the OPEC inter-
vention led to rapid increases in
the price of oil. :

He said the economy of the

Trinidad and Tobago oil boom,
geanerated a surplus of some 30
billion U.S. dollars between
1974 and 1981. Half of that went
to the government via taxes, the
other half to corporations and
banks, both local and foreign.
Abdulla said this dollar
amount is for a population of 1.2
million people and includes
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both Trinidad and Tobago. He
said the population of Tobago is
very small, with only 50,000
people.

Abdulla said for colonial
convenience, Tobago was
linked to Trinidad by the British
in 1889, and had been previously
linked administratively by the
British to Grenada. Grenada is
the next island of the chain,
Trinidad, Tobago and then
Grenada.

Thus when the U S. invaded
Grenada, Trinidad and Tobago
uaturally opposed this action.

The two islands gained inde-
pendence in 1962

Abduila said during the oil
boom period of seven years, a
surplus of 30 billion U S. dollars
would have provided the basis
for the fundamental transfor-
mation of the economy, and es-
tablished the platform for self
reliance, economic growth and
developmeant, as well as estab-
lished the basis for an ead to
persistant poverty of the people.

Abdulla says Trinidad’s
problems were two-fold. First,
the transformation did not take
place despite the oil boom, and
second, as a result of Trimidad’s
disdain for the U.S. invasion of
Grenada, the US. refused to
continue to purchase oil from
Trinidad, shutting down its oil
boom.

Abdulla said during the oil
boom, unemploymeat dropped
from 70% at the start in 1973, to

10% at the boom’s end in 1981.
He said unemployment in
Trinidad has ballooned back to
23% currently, representing ap-
proximately 105,000 jobless
people.

He said the actual number of
uncmployed is much greater,
but people who are not secking
employment are not counted in
the labor force. The real stand-
ard of living of people has fallen
dramatically. Real wages have
fallen by 25% t the last four
years as a result of cither wage
freezes or cut backs, or as a
combined result of inflation.

Accordiag to Abdulla, this
economic crisis has effected the
trade union movement. Its
membership has gone from a
peak of 21,000 in 1981 and is
now down to 11,000. He said
most of the other industrial
unions have beea bard hit by
retrenchment.

Abdulla said the economic
crisis has led to a severe social
crisis.

Children are oot ablke to at-
tend school due to parents lack
of available funds for books.

Hospitals are operating
without drugs, prisons are over-
crowded, aine prisoners o a
cell. The prison officers are
saying they can’t cope with the
situation. The police offigers
can't cope with the crime, which
bas been accelerated not only by
the unemploymeat, but also by
increased cocaine usage.

Abdulla said gow Trinidad is
one of the main traasport points

- for cocaine from South America

to the US. as, Trinidad is scven
miles off the coast of Venezucla,

- the closest point. He said when

cocaine is transported over land
from Columbia inté Venczuela,
the small fishing boats carry it
across the water into Trinidad
and try to ship it for consump-
tion locally. Abdulla admited,
"Once cocaine is prevalant, so
are crime and guns.”

Abdulla said the Oilfields

Workers Union is ‘the oldest
trade union in Trinidad and
Tabago and one of the oldest
unions of the English speaking
Caribbcan. He says it was
formed In 1937, just days after
the general strike and political
revolt. He says the Union was
born out of a vision by the work-
ing people, not only to improve
wages and conditions at work,
but aiso for an end to racism.

He said there were South
African managers in the oil-
fields fighting for the right to
vote and the right to proper
education, health care, and so-
cial justice, housing, and a right
10 independeace.

He said the union is much -
more than just a traditional
trade union. It is very much a
movement of Trinidad and
Tobago and the Caribbean for
social economic and political
justice for all the people. '

Abdulla also represents a
political organization, The
Committee for Legal Solidarity,
which groups together many
leaders and activists in the tradc
union movemeol. He has been
working for the past seven years
towards the establishment of a
labor-based political party.

He says last saturday, the
union had a massive convoca-
tion, which 1200 people at-
tended, represeating working
pco‘plc from all over the country
to form a labor-based party
before the end of April 1989.
Abdulla is Chairman of the
party called CLS. !

- Abdulla said there was a
massive scatimeat among the
people of Trinidad and Tobago
to remove the PNM party, !
Trinidad’s main political party. , .

Abdulla said Trinidad's |,
population is more than balf of ;
African descent, (ormer slaves; i
half of the people of Indian de- ® -
scent through forced immigra-
tioa to the Caribbean.

The racial differences have
been exploited by politicians, he

said.
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BOSTON

Boston is a city known for mental labor, as it is the home for a large number of
educational-research institutions, including Harvard University and the
Massachusettes Institute of Technology. But it is also a city of workers, including
relatively segregated Black workers whose experiences vary distinctly from the
high profile image of the city.

Throughout the tour Abdulah was interiewed on
radio, television, for newspapers and magazines.
Here he is pictured while appearing at the radio
station of Boston College. The program is a very
‘8l popular program of music from the Caribbean,
especially Haiti. It was a fun program with
progressive radio hosts.
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Abdulah is pictured here with activists in the
Black community of Boston. :

Abdulah is pictured here in Harvard Square with
James Jennings, a prolific young Afro-Puerto
Rican political scientist. Jennings has written the
best recent work on Puerto Rican politics in New
York City, and along with Mel King, he has been
a major analyst of Black and progressive politics
in Boston. He is now on the faculty of the
University of Massachusettes in Boston.

Abdulah is here with Professor Selwyn Cudjoe,
a national of Trinidad-Tobago, who is currently .
teaching literature at Wellsley College. This is but ot -
one example of many connections with .
Trinidad-Tobago nationals who enthusiastically
embraced the motion of the OWTU and the CLS.
Each person wanted to know what was
happening, how it compared to other/previous
political movements, and how they could get
involved. What became clear right away is that
everyone has a role to play, in Trinidad-Tobago
as well as the USA.
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Abdulah is pictured here with Bill Fletcher, a
union organizer for the UAW and a leading
activist in the Freedom Road Socialist
Organization. They are standing in front of a
statue of A. Philip Randolph, a historic 20th
century Black trade unionist and civil rights
activist. His quote reflects the militancy of his
youth when he organized the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters.

WThe ‘IndispensabieyAllyv

Black Workers
and the Formation of the
Congress of Industrial Organizations,
1934-1941

by Bill Fletcher, Jr.

and

Peter Agard
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RALEIGH

~ Raleigh is a city in North Carolina, part of the New South. This apphes to a
privileged strata however, as the bottom of the city is still stuck in the old south.
From the superexploitation of the cotton fields to the textile mills, from the tobacco
fields to welfare and public housing, the masses of Black and white people have
been catching hell in the south for the last two hundred years and more,

However North Carolina is also a field of battle as the people have fought back
against oppression at every stage of history. The modern Black student movement
was born there at Shaw University, located in Ralelgh Shaw is a small campus of
mainly Black students, that hosted the founding meeting of the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee in April 1960.

North Carolina was also the home of the Malcolm X Liberation University, the
Student Organization for Black Unity (SOBU, that became the Youth Organization
for Black Unity), and their Newspaper the African World and the organization of
the African Liberation Day Demonstrations with the Afrlcan Liberation Support -
Committee.

Currently, North Carolina is one of the main places for the Ku Klux Klan. On
November 3, 1979, five members of the Communist Workers Party were gunned
down in a demonstration by the KKK while the TV cameras filmed the entire
event. Further more, North Carolina is one of the most punitive states, and has a
notorious prison system and liberally uses the death penalty.

When a movement takes hold in North Carolina it has a great impact on the rest
of the country. The Black movement is taking off again in North Carolina with the
organization of the Black Workers for Justice, a rank and file organization of
progressive Black workers and trade unionists, organizing workers and fighting
their battles. We were the guests of the Black Workers for Justice in two cities,
Raleigh and Rocky Mount.
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Justice Speaks is the official newspaper of the
Black Workers for Justice. The editor made a
brief presentation in the forum held at the
Workers Center in Rocky Mount.

Each of these workers spoke of the struggles at
their work places. Black activists supporting
white workers and building multi-national unity. **

Adbulah spoke about the historical battles of the
workers and farmers in Trinidad-Tobago. He
explained in detail how the workers in North
Carolina shared common experiences with the
members of the OWTU and the CPTU. There
was a warm comradely exchange that laid the
basis for future cooperation and support.



( Freedom Books o
w P.O. Box 26774

Raleigh
North Carolina 27611

Yralings to Oilflds Workers’

L3
and A .
2nd Caribbean Pecples TR A3 P o S
\ m.ir. A\‘ i - : ‘&‘- A
o Comrade Gordon Dillihunt is a leading member of
® the Amilcar Cabral-Paul Robeson Collective, a

member of the Black Workers for Justice, and the
leading cadre of Freedom Books. He is also a
leading trade unionist as a postal worker.

Freedom Books hosted David Abdulah for a talk.
They had participated in the 2nd Caribbean

® Bookfair by distributing their newspapers and
two documents, and advertising in the program.

INTERNATIONAL AND
w ISLAMIC STUDIES CENTER

=
DLYLCL) ) B mm

*

W
Shaw University has an International Center.
Abdulah is shown here with members of a class
on Caribbean politics after addressing them on
the current situation in Trinidad-Tobago. This

o center has close ties with the middle east,
especially the PLO.

L Shaw University officials with Chairman Arafat,

Tunisia, 1984, 31




This article appeared in Justice Speaks,

December 1988.

JUSTICE SPEAKS

BLACK WORKERS FOR JUSTICE

Vol, 6 No. 4 December 88 e m 7

TRINADADIAN TRADE UNIONIST

The Black Workers For Justice along with
Twenty First Century Books and Freedom Books co-
sponsored the North Carolina leg of a speaking
tour by Brother David Abdullah, Educational
Director of the 0il Field Workers Trade Union and
the Committee for Labor Solidarity from Trinadad,
a nation in the Caribbean Islands.

Brother Abdullah spoke at the Abner Berry
Freedom Library and Workers Center in Rocky Mount,
St Augqustine and Shaw Universities and the Freedom
Book Store in Raleigh.

The similarities in the history of oppression
of the people of Trinadad and Tabago with African
Americans were striking.

The understanding of the political and
economic problems faced by warkers throughout the
world, and the strateqy of the Trinadadian/Tabago
workers amidst the many difficulties, was very
inspiring.

The building of plants abroad bv U.S.
corporations in search of cheaper labor, has made
international labor solidarity very important in
the strategies of U.S. workers. Unless workers
find ways to unite, the corporations will make
warkers fraom different nations believe that they
are stealing each other's jobs. When the real
blame lies with the corporations. There was talk
after the Rocky Mount forum, about a possible
delegation from the South going to Trinadad in
1989.
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WASHINGTON,DC

Abdulah had friendly discussions of Caribbean
wide issues and US foreign policy with Sir

William Douglas, Barbados Ambassador to the
USA.



An intense forum was hosted at Howard
University by the Cribbean Students
Association.




... with Jack O'Dell, Executive Director of the
National Rainbow Coalition

... with James Early of the Frontline
newspaper.

... with the grandson of John Rojas.

Throughout the tour Abdulah was interiewed on radio. 35
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The Pan Masters steelband, all of whom are Howard University smden‘tt.'and alumni, will be perform-
ing at this year's Christmas in the Caribbean celebration. The event, sponsored by the Caribbean
Students Association, will be held on Dec. 8 at 7:30, in the Blackburn:Center Ballroom.

A

A

ab

THE HILLTOP

li&-fln-a-n

The Metion's Largess

WDCU-FM

PUBLIC AFFAIRS PROGRAMMING FOR THE WEEK ENDING November 21- 25, 1988

TIME MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY
11721 11/22 11/23 11/24 11/25
12:00 CROSSTALK CROSSTALK CROSSTALK CROSSTALK CROSSTALK
NOON HOST: E. White HOST: E. White HOST: E. White HOST: E. White HOST: E. White
OPEN LINES PEACE PARK VIGIL ARE YOUNG BLACKS FOR- |HAPPY THANKSGIVING! WHO'S TO BLAME IN
(HOMELESS) SAKING JAZZ
1:00 PRESSURING TO HAVE
ELLEN THOMAS FELIX GRANT GOSPEL SPECIAL INTERCOURSE?
CARMEN TURNER 12148 '
GENERAL MANAGER OF ACT-SO PROGRAM- NAAcp | HILTON FELTON (MALE OR FEMALE)
METRO SAM JOHNSON
1:30 TAKEISHA ROACH
OIL FIELD WORKERS TAREN. BRADLEY
TRADE UNION
DAVID ABDUALLA
2:00 MUNDO LATINO CONVERSATIONS FOCUS
PM HOST: N. Carvajal FOR produced by
CONSUMERS Longhorn Radio
produced by the Network
Council of Better
Business Bureaus
6:30 3 THE LAW & YOU MEDICAL RECORD START-UP
PM MALDEN VOYAGE HOSTS: Dr. peters HOST: P. Woolfolk| CAPITAL SPORTS

HOST: E. ETHELBERT
MILLER

HOST: KEVIN CHAVOUS

HOST: DR. LEE MCELROY



NEW YORK CITY

Mural site at headquarters of
Pathfinder Press in New York City.
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Abdulah spread the
message of OWTU
and CLS in New
York City

... the Militant Newsaper

\‘

NORTH AMERICAN CONGRESS ON LATIN AMERICA

Did you miss thase issues? Order them now!
$3 50 sach (300 §1 postage for st 75' ach ersaier)
NACLA # 475 Arversion Drwve Surde 454 « New vore NY 10115 "

... at North American Congress on
Latin America (NACLA)



... at Monthly Review with Paul
Sweezy and Harry Magdoff

... with other trade union officials.

... at the New York Marxist School ™
with Prof Rod Thurton. '




Crisis in Trinidad and Tobago
leading to ‘tumultuous times’

Interview with leader of Qilfields Workers’ Trade Union

BY JAMES HARRIS
AND DON ROJAS

Trinidad and Tobago is in the midst of a
deepgoing economic. social, and political
crisis. That was the clear conclusion from
our visit to that country of 1.2 million peo-
ple in order to participate in the Second
Caribbean Bookfair in October. and to
launch the new Pathfinder book One Peo-
ple. One Destiny: The Caribbean and Cen-
tral America Today

During our trip we were able to interview
Errol McLeod. president general of the Oil-
fields Workers' Trade Union (OWTU).
With 11,000 members, the OWTU is the
largest industrial union in the English-
speaking Caribbean, and has a history of
leading important working-class struggles.

“I see us having some tumultuous times
in Trinidad and Tobago,” McLeod told us
as he described the crisis his country is un-
dergoing.

Trinidad and Tobago, he said, has a
“neocolonial economy™ that is “organized
to satisfy the needs of the multinational
corporations,” such as the 200 U.S. corpo-
rations doing business there.

Like other semicolonial countries eco-
nomically dominated by the United States,
Britain, and other impenalist countries,
Trinidad and Tobago is especially vulnera-
ble to shifts in the world market. In particu-
lar, the drop in the price of oil — the coun-
try's main source of revenue — has led in
recent years (o a growing strangulation of
its economy. In 1987, for example, the
Gross National Product shrank by 6.1 per-
cent, after having contracted 5.5 percent in
1986. The trend has not abated over the last
year. The decline has also affected the
OWTU, which has lost 10,000 members.

Added to the drop in oil prices, a recent
series of floods has devastated agricultural
production, hitting the country’s working
farmers hardest of all.

International Monetary Fund

Within this framework of economic de-
cline, what weighs most heavily on
Trinidad and Tobago's economy today is
its foreign debt of $471 million to bankers
in New York, London, and other financial
centers. Unable to service this debt, which,
proportionately speaking, is gigantic, the
government has recently sought $143 mil-
lion in new loans from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). But in return for
granting the loans, the IMF has imposed a
series of stringent conditions.

McLeod listed some of these:

“The IMF has prescribed large-scale de-
valuation of the country's currency

“It has prescribed that the government
should reduce its wage bill by some TTS2
billion [US$470 million], or alternatively,
that the government should retrench 50.000
workers.”

In response, the government devalued
the Trinidad and Tobago dollar by 15 per-
cent in August, thereby raising prices of
imported goods. Since most consumer
goods are imported. this amounted 0 a
general price hike without an offsetting in-
crease in wages.

On November 16 shortly after we spoke
with McLeod. the Trinidadian government

d plans to el the jobs of
10,000 public employees within the next
two years — |5 percent of the total

number. This comes at a time when un-
employment already stands at 22 percent
— twice as high as six years ago.

At the same time, the government insti-
tuted a 10 percent across-the-board pay cut
for all public employees, on top of taking
steps (0 withhold agreed-to cost-of-living
increases.

“The IMF has also prescribed that there
should be the removal of import barriers,”
McLeod continued, and that “there should
be the removal of price controls.” This will
mean “the poorest of the poor will be the
hardest hit in that regard.” The government
has already agreed to these conditions., also
announcing plans 10 impose a series of in-

8 The Militant
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Errol McLeod

utilities.” stated McLeod.

What privatization means concretely can
be seen by what is happening to workers at
the state-owned T&T Meat Processors,
Ltd. The Trinidadian government is cur-
rently attempting to sell off that enterprise
and lay off its entire work force. In re-
sponse, the workers — who are members
of the OWTU — have occupied the plant in
opposition to the move.

‘IMF must go!’

The IMF's blackmail. and the govern-
ment's measures acceding to it, have al-
ready called forth a round of protest by
Trinidadian working people.

On October 21, more than 3,000 work-
ers marched through the capital city of Port
of Spain chanting “IMF must go!" and ex-
pressing their opposition to the govern-
ment’s moves.

At the close of a rally at the Parliament
building, the OWTU issued a resolution of
35 demands to be presented to the govern-
ment. These included a moratorium on
layoffs, stopping privatization of govemn-
ment-owned industries, a 50 percent cut in
the food import bill, reintroduction of cost-
of-living clauses in public service workers’
contracts, and an end to devaluations of the
national currency.

The OWTU

Not accidentally, the center of growing
opposition by working people to the latest
is the Oilfields Workers' Trade

direct taxes that will disprop ly af-

fect working people.

Union. We asked McLeod to explain why
thisis d describe more about the union.

On top of these austerity
moves are also under way to undermine
Trinidad and Tobago's | sover-

“The OWTU is what you might call an

cignty by selling off state-owned enter-
prises — what is called privatization — to
the highest bidder, usually to foreign cor-

“The IMF has prescribed privatization of
those areas in the economy that we have
under national control. That would be in
food, steel, hotel industry, even the public

ibus (amalgamated] union. It organizes

ers in agriculture, workers in the hotel in-
dustry. We are in manufacturing, we are in
food. We are in construction. So one might
say that we are in almost every sector of the
economy.” McLeod said.

Don Rojas to speak in U.S.

BY DOUG COOPER

NEW YORK — Don Rojas, the well-
known Caribbean journalist and political
activist, will speak February 23 at Colgate
University in Hamilton, New York, on
“Ten Years After the Grenada Revolution:
The Caribbean and Central America
Today.”

The meeting, sponsored by the West In-
dian Students’ Association, will take place
at 7:00 p.m. in the Clark Room of the Stu-
dent Union

Rojas worked in revolutionary Grenada
from 1980 to 1983. He was the editor of the
Free West Indian newspaper and later press
secretary to Prime Minister Maurice Bish-
op. Bishop was murdered in a counter-
revolutionary coup in October 1983. Since
the U.S. invasion in 1983, Rojas remains
barred from Grenada by the U.S.-imposed
regime.

Rojas edited a recently published book
by Pathfinder, One People, One Destiny
The Caribbean and Central America
Today. It contains speeches by leaders of
the Anti-Imperialist Organizations of the
Caribbean and Central America. Founded
in Havana in 1984, this organization em-
braces 43 political organizations from
more than 20 countries in the region. Rojas
is the secretary for propaganda and infor-
mation.

His talk will detail the increasingly ex-
plosive social, economic, and political
conditions in the Caribbean and Central
America today. Rojas attended the recent
30th anniversary celebrations of the Cuban
revolution in Havana and then spent two
weeks in Nicaragua.

Rojas will be available to speak through-
out the next few months. Information on
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8¢ and h ia can be ob-
tained from his publisher. Write or call
Pathfinder, 410 West St.. New York . N.Y.
10014. Telephone: (212) 741-0690.
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“In terms of the areas of the economy in
which we find ourselves, we are the most
significant, the most powerful union in
Trinidad and Tobago.” he said. “and | feel
happy to say that we are the most signifi-
cant and powerful union in the English-
speaking Caribbean.™

Since the early 1960s, the union has be-
come widely known for its militant stance
on a wide range of issues. The government
felt so threatened by the union’s growth,
McLeod recounted, that it enacted the In-
dustrial Stabilization Act specifically to
limit the OWTU's growth in other sectors
of the economy

“We see the OWTU as being more than
just a trade union that will bargain for
wages and improve conditions and em-
ployment,” McLeod explained.

“The OWTU is about building a new so-
ciety. And you cannot build that new soci-
ety only by winning higher wages.”

Along those lines, he explained, the
OWTU has taken up broader issues, such
as the foreign debt. For example, it sent
representatives to a 1985 international con-
ference in Havana, Cuba, on the foreign
debt, and participated in last year's anti-
IMF conference in West Berlin.

Another activity that the OWTU has
begun to sponsor is the now annual Carib-
bean Bookfair, which it views as a way of
drawing in broader layers of society and to
heighten their political understanding. This
event, McLeod said, “allows us to have
other come and interact with the
Oilficlds Workers' Trade Union, meet with
experiences of people from North Ameri-
ca, people from Europe, people from Af-
rica, and so on.”

This approach fits into the OWTU's a-
tempts to make contact with allies outside
the labor movement. For example, the
union has adopted positions favoring the
country's working farmers, and has at-
tempted to reach out to students and intel-
lectuals.

The OWTU is also a leading member of
the Congress of Progressive Trade Unions.
McLeod explained that the CPTU is a fed-
eration that today has about 15 affiliated
unions. It was the CPTU that sponsored the
October 21 anti-IMF protest march.

Another federation, the Trinidad and
Tobago Labour Congress (TTLC), which
is larger than the CPTU, receives funding
from the American Institute for Free Labor
Development (AIFLD) and the AFL-CIO.

Political crisis

Trinidad and Tobago's sharp economic
crisis and discontent among working peo-
ple has already led to a shake-up in the
country's capitalist political structures. In
December 1986 this widespread dissatis-
faction brought the recently formed Na-
tional Alliance for Reconstruction (NAR)
to power in an election after 30 years of
rule by the People’s National Movement
Since that ume. however. the government
of Prime Minister A.N.R. Robinson has
been rocked by repeated government
crises

McLeod spelled out the ongin of these
“Whatever Margaret Thatcher and Reagan
prescribe. that is what Robinson follows.”
he said. “So that in |18 months. the NAR
has become in our view the most hated
bunch of people. at the leadership level. in
all of Trinidad and Tobago.™

The OWTU. explained McLeod. sees
this political ferment as an opportunity o
advance the interests of working people

“The time when unions would have been
concerning themselves only with wage
and little local issves, that
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time is long gone,” he said. “The leader-
ship of the trade union movement, particu-
larly the unions that are representing indus-
trial workers, must begin to take a position
on the political and economic issucs affect-
ing their countries.

“We have 10 intervene in the politics of
our states,” he continued. “We have o aim
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Tomato farmers in Green Valley, Trinidad and Tobago. Recent floods in this Caribbean country have devastated agricultural

production, worsening

10 be in the ownership and control of our
states. If we are not in control, then the two
cents that we gained here, that we gained
there, will be nothing, will be meaningless
If we are not in control of the politics, if we
are not in power, then we cannot translate
those trade union victories into anything
that is meaningful "

Committee for Labour Solidarity

This view helps explain the initiative
taken by the OWTU-supported Committee
for Labour Solidarity (CLS) to form a new
political party in Trinidad and Tobago.

“The Committee for Labour Solidarity is
made up of some trade unionists, progres-
sive 1l Is, small b %
farmers, some students,” McLeod said.
“We are saying that both the economy and
the politics in the country must be ad-
dressed. You can't deal with one and leave
out the other.

“The CLS was established on June 19,
1981." he explained. “We thought that we
should get ourselves involved at the work
place, we should get ourselves involved in
the communities, relate with the problems
at the work place and the communities
And in our education senies, we thought it
should deal with the questions of classes
and society. with the question of the state,
with all the questions of the economy and
what kinds of decisions are taken and what
influences those decisions, the class in-
terest that the particular party in power will
represent. And the people. then, under-
standing all these things that we have been
able 1o relate with them. staned calling for
a party.”

This sentiment was clearly expressed in
the October 21 protest, when one of the fa-
vonte chants was “We want a party. amen'
A workers' party. amen!”

Dunng a visit to New York in
November, OWTU leader David Abdullah
reported that a November 12 assembly
sponsored by the CLS drew 1.200 people
and adopted a draft program of the pro-
posed new party. It also announced plans
to hold the founding conference before the
end of Apnl 1989

McLeod explained that the new organi-
zation would be “a party that represents the
interests of those classes that have been
disadvantaged.” The convocation of the
November 12 meeting stated that this effort
is directed toward “workers, farmers, un-
employed. self-employed, youth, students,
housewives, small businesspeople. and

y facing working farmers.

“We have to come together on the ques-
tion of the freedom of the people in south-
emn Africa. We must come together on the
question of the right to sovereignty of the
people in Nicaragua. We must come to-
gether on the question of anti-impenalism
generally.”

In particular, the OWTU views itself as
an integral part of the fight of working peo-
ple throughout the Caribbean region. Many
of their activities promote the goal of
Canibbean unity, which, as McLeod stated,
“is the broad perspective of the OWTU."

Grenada revolution

One development that had a big impact
on the Oilfields Workers' Trade Union was

the 1979-83 re in nearby Grenad.
For years, the OWTU had maintained
close relations with Grenada's revolution-
ary leaders. “We had a very important, a
very close, a very intimate relationship
with Maunce Bishop,” McLeod related.
“Indeed, | remember 1974 when Maurice
Bishop came here to get away from the
brutality that [Prime Minister Eric] Gairy
had unleashed on them. And | b

presented 10 the Caribbean an alternative
that we had been talking about for a very
long time. but which we were not able to
put in place. as Maurice was able t0.”

In October 1983 the Bishop-led People's
Revolutionary Government of Grenada
was overturned by a coup organized by Dep-
uty Prime Minister Bernard Coard. A week
later U.S. troops invaded and imposed a
government subservient to Washington

“And the demise of that movement had
serious consequences for us t00,” McLeod
stated. I know that quite a lot of people
became disillusioned as a result of that.™

But, the union leader continued, “These
three revolutions — the Cuban, the Nicara-
guan, the Grenadian — have helped a hell
of a lot to develop our own consciousness.”
In particular, he stressed, “We have
learned a hell of a lot from Cuba. .. . We
have learned quite a lot of lessons from
Fidel [Castro).”

Work stoppage

Since oar discussion with McLeod, the
level of working-class protest against the
latest series of economic attacks has risen
sharply. Currently, the country's two labor
federations are planning a national one-day
work stoppage to protest the government's
1989 IMF-imposed budget. The two main
demands of the proposed action are to
withdraw the budget and to convoke a na-

Maurice and Unison Whiteman taking their
shirts off to show us all the scars on their
backs from the beatings by the Mongoose
Gang."”

“The OWTU was at its high point be-
cause of the revolutionary development in
Grenada,” explained McLeod. “Grenada

tional referendum on whether Trinidad and
Tobago should be seeking new loans from
the IMF.

This latest move highlights Errol
McLeod's words about prospects for the
struggle by Trinidadian working people: “1
think that we are in for some very, very
senious and exciting tmes.”

UN leader justifies Namibia report

BY SAM MANUEL

Under pressure from the Movement of
Nonaligned Countries and the Organiza-
tion of African Unity, Secretary General of
the United Nations Javier Pérez de Cuéllar
issued an “explanatory statement” Febru-
ary 10 regarding UN forces for Namibia
The secretary general's aim was to offset
opposition to a January 24 report to the UN
Security Council that proposed reducing
the number of UN peacekeeping troops (o
be sent to Namibia from 7,500 to 4.650

The force is scheduled to amve before
April | when a UN plan to bring about
Namibia's independence from South Af-
rica is to begin. South Africa has militarily
occupied that southwest Afncan country
since 1915. The 2,850 soldiers cut from the
proposed force are to be held in reserve
They could be called into service at the dis-
cretion of the secretary general with the
agreement of the Secunty Council

The secretary general’'s statement said
the permanent members of the Secunty
Council have assured him that they would
“respond promptly to any need for addi-
tional military personnel that | might deem
warranted.”

The permanent members of the Security
Council — the United States. Soviet
Union, China. France, and Britain — have
demanded that the UN troops going to
Namibia be reduced to 3,000. That propos-
al has been strongly opposed by the Afri-
can and Nonaligned groups' representa-
tives, seven of which are also rotating

bers of the Security Council.

patriotic intellectuals and professi

Workers must come together

The OWTU's perspective. explained
McLeod. goes beyond the shores of
Trinidad and Tobago.

“1 think that the workers in the United
States of America, like the workers in the
Soviet Union, the workers in Cuba, the
workers in Great Britain, the workers in the
Caribbean, all these workers must come to-
gether,” he said.

“We want to see what form these assur-
ances from the permanent members will
take concretely,” said Hinyangerwa Ashee-
ke of the South West Africa People's Or-
ganisation (SWAPO) Observer Mission to
the UN. Asheeke termed “inaccurate and
contradictory” a February 12 New York
Times report, which said that the African
and Nonaligned groups had accepted the
secretary general's assurances.

In a January 29 speech to Namibian stu-

dents at Cuba’s Isle of Youth, President
Fidel Castro criticized the secretary gen-
eral's report. “That report does not satisfy
us. That report does not satisfy the Third
Waorld countries,” Castro explained.

The outcome of the new stage of the bat-
tle for Namibia's independence. Castro
added. “will not only depend on the UN
soldiers that will be there, nor will it only
depend on the civilian officials present

“It is the Namibian people who will have
to be mobilized and united to fight this last
battle, this political battle,” Castro said

“That is why it has been said," the
Cuban leader added. “that all Namibian
students in Cuba who meet the age require-
ment to participate in the process should re-
tumn to Namibia after the implementation of
UN Resolution 435 to work on the tasks of
educating and training the people. as well
as to vote in the elections. Not a single vote
can be lost,” the Cuban leader stressed

Following the elections the Namibian
students would return to Cuba to fimish
their studies. But. explained Castro. “no
one can guarantee that 100 percent of those
who leave will retum You are well-
educated. prepared. organized. and disci-
plined. I think it is possible that SWAPO
may need some of you there later.”

Apartheid-trained police force

While the secretary general’s report
proposed to raise the number of UN police
going to Namibia from 360 to 500. it reaf-
firmed an earlier Security Council position
that “primary responsibility for maintain-
ing law and order in Namibia” during the
transition period shall rest with the “exist-
ing police forces."”

The report requires the secretary gen-
eral's Special Representative to Namibia to
“satisfy himself™ that the South African—

o, s W A

priate, for UN police to accompany the
existing police forces in the discharge of
their duties.

The secretary general’s report had said
that 300 of the UN forces to Namibia
would be unarmed observers. According to
Asheeke, Pérez de Cuéllar now says those
observers will be provided with defensive
arms as oniginally specified in Resolution
435

Return of refugees

Thousands of Namibians who are eligi-
ble to vote and participate in Namibia's
transition to independence are living in
euile. Their return to Namibia would be or-
gamzed in large part by the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees. The secretary gen-
eral’s report proposes that the cost of the
commission’'s work be bome voluntanly
among UN member nations. The Afncan
and Nonaligned groups propose instead
that each member be assessed the costs

Asheeke said that opponents of reducing
the UN force for Namibia would continue
to consult with the secretary general but ex-
pected that the issue would be taken up in
the Security Council soon. Under UN rules
if a majority of the members of the Secunty
Council were to vote against reducing the
number of troops to be sent to Namibia,
that vote could be vetoed by any one of the
permanent members.

Under the provisions of Resolution 435
the UN force would oversee: the with-
drawal of some 50,000 South African
troops from Namibia; dissolution of the
24,000-member South West Africa Ter-
ritorial Force; dissolution of the 3,000-
member death squad unit known as
Koevoet; UN-sponsored elections to estab-
lish the Namibian government.

The apartheid regime agreed to begin
impl of the UN plan first

e “good conduct” and. -sutabilty f

dopted in 1978 following the defeat of its

y for
continued employment™ of the police
force. The special representative would
also make arrangements, when appro-

troops last March at the Angolan town of
Cuito Cuanavale by Angolan, Cuban, and
SWAPO forces.

February 24, 1989  The Militant 9

42



et

TRINIDAD

M\ B ABDULAH K

_ & ¢ vadre b . k < "‘"...:;‘)
B B8 G A TR

NORTH AMERICAN CONGRESS ON LATIN AMERICA &o 0 «})

P

\‘ o

& il
L//> \5’3§f§

YL,
J S

755N
v I ‘ A REPORT FROM THE FRONTLINE ~ LT\ F
L | '
O <<
DAVID .5

EDUCATION AND RESEARCH OFFICER OWTU
OILFIELDS WORKERS' TRADE UNION, AND
SECRETARY, ORGANISING COMMITTEE

CONVENOR CLS
COMMITTEE FOR LABOR SOLIDARITY

A pow N - qu, L anc h
7 on daw tiov 280
- 1106 PM -

Eo(‘ Mohe l»-fc’
call w 34

NEW YORK. NEW YCRK 10115 = TELEPHONE (212) 870-3146

43




Page 10 All Chicago City News  February-March, 1959

—)

TRINIDAD: A Struggle Against

ACCN Speclal
interview:

From Colonlzatlon to Independence

Trinidad
Labor Leader

DAVID ABDULAH

Q: Maybe you could begin
with a quick background on
who you are and who you
represent.

Az My name is David
Abdulah and Iam the treasur-
er and educational research
officer of the Oilworkers
Trade Union in Trinidad. The
treasurer is a national execu-
tive post, elected democrat-
ically by a one member, one
vote system once every three
years.

The Oilworkers Trade
Union is 51 years old. It was
formed in July of 1937, just a
few weeks after the June 19

- general strike and insurrection
in 1937 which was an anti-
colonial revolt.

That anti-colonial revolit
was very much for home rule
or independence as one of the
demands. It wasfor anend to
racism because we had South
African whites running the
oil fields in Trinidad and
Tobago and the rest of the
Caribbean.

The perspective of the
founding fathers of the union,

Oilworkers Trade Union says "Texaco and

Amoco must go'™”

therefore, was a perspective
of the union struggling not
just for wages and improved
conditions at work but it was
very much a struggle on the
political and economic social
fronts. We have maintained
that perspective over the 51
years. We are amilitant, pro-
gressive trade unionthat takes
up issues not only of improved
wages and conditions of work
but also for the struggle of
the nationalization of oil com-
panies, and other elements of
foreign capitalin the country;
the struggle for democracy,
against right wing dictator-
ships and facism whenever it
rears its head.

I am also the convener of
the steering committee of the
Committee for Labor Solidar-
ity. CLS is a political organ-
izaton that was formed in
4981, and over the last seven
years we have been trying to
build a new party. It is a
collective of trade unionists,
political activists, cultural
activists, community activists.
On November 12 we held a
massive convocation of 1200

people: workers, farmers,
unemployeds, youth, women,
progressives and intellectuals,
and they came together and
gave us a mandate to form a
new political party by the end
of April 1989. We are prepar-
ing, as a new political party,
to intervene in the very serious
economic political and social
crisis that exists in Trinidad.

Q: Can you expand upon
the current “crisis” in Trin-

Kad?

s The present crisis is
primarily of the economy.
We had a period of oil boom,
from 1974 to 1981 as a resuit

of the fantastic rise in oil -

prices by OPEC. This was
really an aberration in the
economic history of Trinidad
because historically we have
been better off than most
of the other Caribbean coun-.
tries having oil as a resource.
But the history has also been
that the people of the country
have never benefitted in a
real way from that production
because the oil production
was controlled by multina-
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tional corporations: British
Petroleum, Shell, Texaco, and
SO on.

In the period of 1970 there
was a major revolt in the
country, and the government
virtually fell. There were mass
demonstrationsin the streets.
The government was saved,
really, by the intervention of
the police locally, and by the
presence of foreign troops in
the area: American, British
and Venczuelan troops and
some of those in fact landed
quietly.

Then-prime minister Eric

Williams, who had been in’
power since 1956, in fact
resigned in 1973 because of
the continuing crisis and his
inability to deal with that
crisis. Then the price of oil
went up as a result of the oil
embargo by the Arabs and
Williams recognized that the
price of oil was going to go up
and Trinidad wasgoingto be
awash with dollars like snow
so there was no need for him
to resign and all of his prob-
lems were over. So hechanged
his mind and continued in
power. So then the petrol

Grassroots Party Forms to Fight for Trinidad’s Future

By Anne Hayes

Nearly 27 years after gain-
ing independence from the
British government, the tiny
islands of Trinidad and
Tobago are engaged in a life
and death struggle that will
cither direct them to a future
of economic stability, or drag
them into a cycle of poverty
and debt that has become
characteristic of third world
countries.

Although thebattle is being
waged on the political front
in the form of party politics,
the outcome could ultimately
affect policies of other third
world nations.

Trinidad and Tobago are
separate islands although they
are under one government,
and are located at the tail end
of the West Indian islands.
Because of the development
of the oil industry, it has been
relatively prosperous for a
third world country, although

most of the money has been
directed to the multinational
oil companies.

Trinidad differsfrom many
third world countries in that
it is more educated (the liter-
acy rate is 96 percent) and has
ahighly organized labor force.
Trinidad was the only country
in the Caribbean Basin to
oppose the U.S. invasion of
Grenada. Sincethe U.S. con-
siders the Caribbean to be its
backyard, the U.S. govern-
ment has been uneasy with its
relative outspokenness and
its determination to be a

_sovereign nation.

During the 1970% the coun-
try experienced a boomin oil
sales due to the OPEC em-
bargo.

When oil prices collapsed
in the early 1980', the entire
Trinidad economy collapsed
with it. Unemployment
reached 23 percent and the
cost of living soared. With

They raise up the taxi fare

No, Doctor, No

And the blasted milk gone up so dear

No, Doctor, No

But you must remember
We support you in September

You better come good

Because I have a big piece o’ mango wood.
(Calypso by The Mighty Sparrow in reference to PNM Prime

Minister Dr. Eric Williams.)

the elections in 1986, the gov-
ernment in power was voted
overwhelmingly out of office.

Trinidad owns fully or par-
tially 69 percent of its large
enterpnises. However, because
of newly discovered oil in
neighboring Venezuela and
Brazil, and a drying up of
resources in other parts of the
world, giant oil companies
like Amoco and Texaco are
looking towards Trinidad
with an eye for new oil finds.
" Because of this, pressure is
being put upon Trinidad to

sell its state owned companies
to multinational corporations.
This would mean that instead
of Trinidad benefitting from
any newly discovered oil,
Amoco and Texaco would
reap huge profits and control
production. .
The new government tha
rode in on the crest of the
economic crisis appears wil-
ling to sell Trinidad to the
multinationals. Now that the
government is yielding to the
pressures of the international
community, a giant mobiliza-

tion for a progressive grass-
roots party to fight the muiti-
nationals appearsto be in the
making. ‘

What makes the political
scene in Trinidad so impor-
tant to the future of the third
world is this party’s stubborn-
ness and unwillingness to sell
their country to the multi-
nationals and buy their way
into debt. The success of this
grassroots party in the next

_election could signifyto other

Third World countries that it
is possible to free themselves
from the cycle of poverty and
debt that has turned many
nations into mere colonies
feeding wealth to the larger
countries.

As in most third world
countries, Trinidad began
borrowing fromforeign banks
to cover their giant loss in
exporting monies when the
oil market collapsed. The
trend in third world countries
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By 1857 oil was discovered in Trinidad. Forelgn firms—espacially from
the U.S.—rushed in to plunder and control the il fisids. Although Trinidad
remained a British colony wntil it woa its independencs in 1962,
increased rele of the U.S. in the oil industry and ia Caribbean
generally as the U.S. tested its ablility to run things in “its own backyard”
meant the domination of Trisidad’s economy by the U.S.

The battle for genuine ecomomic seif-determination continues—in the
face of glant multinational corporations, U.S. military power and those in
the Trinidad government who would sell the sation’s wealth to the
multinationals for their own profit. The Oilworkers Trade Union has been a
key force in the fight for basic rights and full economic as well as political
independence

for over 50 years.

the
affairs

doliars flowed in.

But when the economic
boom came to an end with
the collapse of international
oil prices the entire Trinidad
economy was plunged into a
major crisis because oil
accounted for 90 percent of
all foreign exchange earnings.
At the end of 1981 unemploy-
ment was 10 percent of the
labor force. Today it is 23
percent.

Q: What has been ll;e policy

. of the government since the

1970's?

A: There have been two
governments in power during
that time. The People’s Na-
tional Movement (PNM) from
1970 to I9g6, and the Nation-
al Alliance for Reconstruction
(NAR) from 1986 until now.

Generally the PNM during
that time campaigned for the
nationalization of the oil
industry, under pressure from
the workers' movement. But
they moved too little too late.
We should have nationalized
when oil prices were up, but
these good gentlemen decided
to nationalize at the end of

the oil boom.

The present government,
the NAR, is seeking to reverse
all of that by inviting foreign
capitai to come down and
take back control of the oil
industry. For the first time in
several years some off shore
oil licenses for exploration
and production have been
given out to Mobil and Shell.

It's very interesting to note
that the transnational oil
companies were leaving Trini-
dad in the 60's and 70’s to go
to the North Sea because it
was much more lucrative. We
now have the multinationals
coming back, because North
Sea oil production is declin-
ing, and there have been no
new oil finds in the U.S. or
Canada. Two major oil fields
have been discovered in
Brazil, and one in Venezuela,
50 a lot of the companies are
beginning to sense that there
is going to be a major find in
Trinidad.

Our position is that if there
is to be another oil boom, if
our oil production is to go
back up, it should be the
state companies, and there-
fore the nation that should
benefit. The government is
saying that the muitinationals
should come back in.

Q: What do you.mean
when you say that the Com-
mittee for Labor Solidarity is
fighting the “Recolonization
of the Third World?”

A:? During the 60's and 70’
third world countries made a
series of gains in terms of

political independence. These
governments, like India and
Ghana, although they were
neo-colonialist, were nation-
alist as well, and they moved
to take control over their
resources. Now this meant
that multinationals were sud-
denly faced with shrinking
control over natural resour-
ces, their markets, and their
access to cheap labor. Now
these three factors—Ilabor,
resources and markets—is
what enabled them to make
money. Now this was being
threatened, so they have to
reverse this trend

Trinidad primarily pro-
duced one good: oil. When
the demand for oil fell, it’s
not like one plant dying or
one town—a whole country
dies. We still have to buy
everything else but wecan no
longer sell anything, so we
run into a serious problem of
foreign exchange: to get for-
eign exchange you have to
borrow. So you go to the
IMF or the international
banks, and they say, “Well,
you are in debt. The condi-
tions under which we will
lend you money are these: sell
your state enterprises. Gov-
ernments shouldnt be into
that type of thing. You people
in the third world cant run
businesses. You leave that to
us.”
So they get back control of
the resources and markets.
Then they say, “Your wage
costs are too high. You have
to drive down the wage cost.
Break the backs of the unions.
You must cut wages and bene-
fits. Your labor is too expen-

“sive.” So, they get back their

cheap labor markets.

Then they say, “there are
things you must produce for
us. You know it is cold up
here. We want winter vege-
tables because during the
winter we can't provide
enough vegetables.” So, they
tell the farmers of our country,
“Don't grow food for the
people of Trinidad.” So then
we are growing food for some-
body else, and we are starting
to get hungry. So we have to
import food from abroad,
and then we get more deeply
into a system of dependence
and debt.

Q: Can you 1ell us about
the CLS plaiform and the
nature of the society you are
trying to create?

A:  We believe there are
sufficient sourcesin Trinidad
and Tobago that can be
mobilized for thesatisfaction
and needs of the people. We
have less now then what we
had in the oil boom, but there
is still a lot of money in
Trinidad. The problem is who
has it and who benefits from
it.

For example, for every dol-
lar we produce, we pay 30¢ in
foreign debt. If we reduce
that to 10¢ we save $600 mil-
lion per year. With that we !
could further develop a viable |
agricuitural sector and create
jobs. We believe we can pur-
sue a self-reliant economic
development program with
initiatives like these.

The key to it is the mobil-
ization of the people. The
bounds of the creativity of .
our people are endless. We -
need to harness that creativity
to build a new Trinidad and
Tobago.

has been to borrow heavily
from foreign banks at exhor-
bitant interest rates in order
to stay afloat, thereby pre-
venting them from investing
in their own countries.

The last resort once a
country is so deeply in debt
that they need to borrow
money to cover their loans is
the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). The IMF im-
poses strict conditions on their
loans, including lowering
labor costs, devaluing the
dollar, and even halting pro-
duction of basic agricultural
products. The result is that
the country must starve or

import foods, forcing it deeper .

into debt. Unemployment
increases, forcing laborers to
work for low wages, and
overall poverty escalates.
The Trinidad government
began implementing IMF’s
demands even before it went
for a loan. Intense political
pressure todrivedown wages
and reduce the quality of
working conditions has been

accompanied by a consistent
devaluation of the Trinidad
dollar. Therefore, people are
paid less while their money
buys less.

These moves are viewed as
setting the stage for the expan-
sion of the multinationals.
By devaluing the dollar, the
country gets less money for’
exports, further drivingitinto
debt. In the meantime, re-
duced labor costs and in-
creased poverty will provide
a cheaper more willing labor
pool than exists on Trinidad
today.

In the meantime, the Com-
mittee for Labor Solidarity
(CLS) has launched an ali
out offensive to stop the
current government from
selling Trinidad down the
river, At a recent conference
of trade unionists, political,
cultural and community act-
ivists, the Committee received
a mandate to form a new
political party witha platform
to keep Trinidad economically
viable.

Remember Grenada . ..

In 1983 the U.S. shocked the'worid with a
massive show of force in a staged “rescue
mission” of a few medical students on the
tiny istand of Grenada. Reagan's contention
that the students were in danger was ridi-
culed then, as it is now.

The fact is that Grenada in 1983 was a
threat to the U.S. and neighboring Caribbean
countries only because of the remarkable
progress the country had made since its
revoiution in 1979. The rising employment
rate and relative prosperity of Grenada in
comparison to the poverty of U.S.-aligned
Caribbean countries was something the Rea-
gan administration did not want to explain.

Four years after the revolution, Grenada’s
unemployment rate dropped from 49 percent

was in the production and sale of agricultural
products. Traditionally production of food
was untouched by the private sector because
they imported food to make a profit

The government took control of this indus-
try, leasing uncultivated fand to individual
farmers, buying up the surplus food and
reselling it throughout the island. By doing
this they were able to decrease dependency
on imports and lower food costs for the
general population. Two state owned banks

to 14 percent. The major economic change

which distributed loans to small private
producers were established to encourage
them to expand, and heip them to compete.
~ Quality education and health care dras-
tically improved with the government buitding
three state hospitals and totally restructuring
the health care system. Education, which
was previously limited to the elite, was made
universal by eliminating tuition while at the
same time a national literacy campaign was
waged in the rural areas.

But the Grenadian revolution was not
allowed to succeed, and four years of prog-
ress ended with the U.S. invasion. Like
Trinidad, Grenada lies within “our own back-
yard.” While Trinidad is caught in an eco-
nomic stranglehold, Grenada was forced to
bow to U.S. wishes in a violent manner.

As one Caribbean minister putit, “One can
understand why the Grenada revolution upset
the dominant classes . . . Here for the first
time the poor and poweriess masses were
being given pride of place. Their needs,
problems and aspirations became the
central focus for policy making. ... Now
Caribbean governments will find it harder to
say to the masses that their hopes are but
idle dreams. . .."
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Workers demonstrate for nationalization of oil industry (1982)—a historic demand of the Trinidad labor movemmt Oiffleids Workens' Trade Union

A Trinidad Labor Leader Speaks

Toward A Party of the Workers

David Abdulah is treasurer of the Oil Fields
Workers Trade Union in Trinidad and
Tobago and has served on the union’s national
executive since 1982. He has been employed
by the union for eleven years as an education
and research officer.

He is also the convener of the Committee
for Labour Solidarity (CLS), a political group
that describes itself as “a collective of trade un-
ionists, political and community activists
whose basic commitment is to build the
solidarity of the working people as a class,
which is the pre-condition for the working
people to carry out their historical mission to
transform the existing economic and political
system into a new order.”

The CLS has been carrying out extensive
grassroots organizing toward the formation of
a new mass party of the Trinidad and Tobago
working class. As David Abdulah explains in
the accompanying interview, the Trinidadian
workers” movement is of pivotal weight in the
class struggle in the Caribbean.

The development of a mass workers’
party in Trinidad should not be viewed in
isolation. It is part of a broader process that in
recent years has seen the emergence of the
Workers Party (PT) in Brazil and the rise of
massive militant trade-union organizations
in South Africa, the Philippines and South
Korea—organizations fighting for genuine
unionism and working in opposition to pro-
government LL.S.-based labor bodies.

The importance that the CLS has placed
on rank-and-file power and the creation of
structures that will be energized and control-
led from below means that a new party will be
based on solid foundations, not simply on pro-
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grammatic proclamations and good inten-
tions. It is a process that North American so-
cialist activists may find most educational as
well as encouraging.

David Abdulah visited Detroit in
November 1988. This interview was con-
ducted for Against the Current by David
Finkel and Joanna Misnik.

David Abdulah: To begin with a
quick history, the Oil Fields Workers
Trade Union is fifty-one years old. From
1962 to the present, it has been
thoroughly democratic.

In June 1937 there was an anti-
colonial revolt, with workers of the entire
area arising against [British] colonialism
and the conditions arising from it. Within
days after the revolt was violently
crushed by British marines, workers in
oiland other industries began to form or-
ganizations to defend their interests—
hence the formation of the Oil Fields
union.

The union always had an outlook
that we weren’t only out for afive- or ten-
cent increase, but to advance the inter-
ests of all workers in Trinidad and
Tobago. Every local officer is elected by
direct secret ballot annually, and the
shop stewards every two years. We have
also maintained independence; we're
not run by any political C;;a.:yasnscom-
mon throughout the
democracy and independence are the
roots of the union’s stren

The Committee for Labour Solidarity
(CLS) was formed in 1981 as a collective
of political, cultural and community ac-

tivists—a preparatory political organiza-
tion. We have worked for labor solidar-
ity across lines of unions, jobs, etc., to
develop the consciousness of the work-
ing people inall theirstruggles and to lay
the groundwork for a new political

On November 12, 1988, we had a
massive assembly of 1,200 people, which
mandated the CLS to organize the
founding of a new party for April 1989.

ATC: You come from a struggle for
democratic trade unionism—how would that
culture be brought into the party?

D.A.: This is an important point. Ob-
viously our outlook has been changed
by the work in the trade-union move-
ment. For example, in the CLS and cer-
tainly within the , there is and will
be a great deal of democracy. We have
not finalized the structure, but we recog-
nize that the strength of the working
class is predicated on the active involve-
ment of the members in determining
where the movement

The strength of the Oil Fields Trade
Union itself is based on the strength of
the rank and file. For example, my col-
leagues and I go frequently to the shop
floor to talk directly with the workers,
qulte apart from the local branch meet-
mgs, which not everyone attends. We
are in constant contact through what we
call COSSABO, the Conference of Shop
Stewards and Branch Officers. This body
first arose in the Oil Fields union in the
1970 strike, to free prisoners and resist
some proposed fascist legislation [that



would have placed extreme restrictions
on union activity—ed.}. It has remained
ever since as an instrument of workers’
mobilization and popular democracy.

We had enough leaders to form

in 1981, but that would have been
damentally elitist We formed, in-
stead, a preparatory organization. We
could have formed a party last Saturday
at our convocation—that aiso would
have been elitist and undemocratic. The
activists have to go back to the base and
discuss the proposed platform.

So we aren’t simply asking people to
vote. For example, our position always
was that the party will be formed when
the people are calling for it, not before.In
the past year le have been saying to
us, E:i vyvantgae?v}:)rkers' party.” Vzl:glk
of two components—institutions of
worker and popular power and a new
kind of political party. These must go
hand in hand.

ATC: What is the total size of the popu-
lation and the working class? And what is the
base of the CLS?

D.A.: The population of Trinidad
and Tobago is 1.2 million. The official size
of the labor force is 470,000. We have a
very young population, and the labor-
force statistic doesn’t include dis-
couraged workers, housewives or unem-
ployed youth ... and there is 23% official
unemployment. So you’re talking about
350,000 employed. Of that, just 100,000
are o . :
'I'l}.\g:;:azggm of the CLS are the leaders
of the progressive unions—the sugar-
cane farmers, food co-op farmers, com-
munications workers, o1l workers—and
we also have key people in the teachers’
movement. In the ive union
movement [the Council of ive
Trade Unions] we have about 35% of the
o i workers. The Trinidad and
Tobago Council, backed by AIFLD [the
American Institute for Free Labor
Development, run by the AFL-CIO and
the U.S. State Department] has more, be-
cause their federation has the govern-
ment workers and public servants. Our
movement dominates in all the key in-
dustries and among farmers.

There are two unions not
belonging to either federation: the teach-
ers with 10,000 members and the sugar
workers with 6,000-7,000. ‘

ATC: What specific impact does the
general crisis of the less developed countries—
debt, for cxample—have on your own
economy and working class?

D.A.: There is a massive economic,
political and social crisis in the country.
Oil contributes 90% of our foreign ex-
change, so when the price of oil fell and
the international energy economy began

to reorganize, our oil industry became re-
dundant. We had a drastic fall in produc-
tion, price and refining—from 1981 to
1983 our foreign ex ings were
cut virtually in halfd.m‘lge e

Unemployment went from 10% in
1981 to 20% in 1985 and 23% today—a
loss of 70,000 jobs with a rapid increase in
crime, family breakdowns and violence,
substance abuse, and a retum of
pauperization that many Trinidadians
never thought they would see again
Real wages have fallen by 25% in the past
four years. There are families with both
parents unemployed for several years,
unable to send their kids to school. Now
if, let’s say, Dominica [a small Caribbean
island state] has high unemployment,
since it’s a rural society people can at least
feed themselves. Trinidad is an urban
society and so the level of desperation is
higher. :

The crisis is massive and getting
worse, because the government is intent
on negotiating an agreement with the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF). | have
guoted extensively in a speech | gave to

arliament from the letter of resignation
by the senior IMF economist, Mr. Davi-
son Budhoo of Grenada, who worked for
the IMF for eleven years. He gave a full
account of IMF wrongdoing: statistical
fraud, manipulations to force devalua-
tions, sabotage of a country’s institutions
and the measures imposed for any loan.
The government is already moving to
privatize [state] industry, and to cut its
wage bill by early retirement of thou-
sands of government employees.

The political crisis exists because of:
a) the economic and social erises, exacer-
bated by b) the split in the present rulin,
party, t¥\e Naﬁo}r,\al Alliance for Recorg
struction (NAR). We have to explain
some political history here.

From 1956 through 1986 there was
one party in govemment, the Peoples
National Movement (PNM) of Eric Willi-
ams. This was a nationalist party led by

middleclass professionals, who make
nationalist analyses but are totally in-
capable of confronting the essence of the
problem, the local and foreign elite.

There was a strong Caribbean radical
movement in the early ‘S0s—with
Cheddi Jagan in Guyana, the left wing of

the Peoples National Party (PNP) in
Jamaica, ete. In 1944 the Caribbean Labor
Congress (CLC) was formed by all the
labor-based political parties and trade
unions in the region. They called for in-
dependence and an all-Caribbean fed-
eration (not just the English-speaking
countries).

The British and U.S. set out to sys-
tematically break up this movement
Cheddi Jagan won an election, so they
brought in troops, imprisoned the whole

vernment, brought in Forbes Bum-
ham, split the Peoples Progressive Party
(PPP—Jagan’s party) along racial lines,
and the like. In Jamaica the left wing of
the PNP was expelled. The Trades Union
Congress was destroyed and the right
wing of the PNP set up its own National
w xiers Union, which received as-
sistance from the U.S. unions.

Then they broke up the CLC b
forming a Caribbean Division of O
[the U.S.-backed labor federation for
Latin America). Thus the ility of
mobilizi the Caribbean workers
through the CLC was destroyed by the
{pro- West] International Confederation
of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) and later
AIFLD.

Neocolonialism and Resistance

In Trinidad the British cultivated Eric
Williams” PNM with its middle-class
leadership to ensure that it would set up
anice neocolonial regime. They agreed to
a federal government without inde-
pendence—a parliament and a prime
minister without power. So when inde-
pendence was finally granted [in 1962), it
was guaranteed that a neocolonial policy
would be followed, that there would be

A Brief Glossary of Abbre

viations

In the course of this interview, David Abdulah refers to a number of Caribbean
parties and movements outside Trinidad. The following is a brief explanation of these.

CLC (Caribbean Labor Congress)—An effort to unite Caribbean workers in the
aftermath of the anti-colonial revolts of the late 1930s and early 1940s. Broken up by
U.S. trade-union manipulation in the Cold War atmosphere of the 1950s.

PNP and JLP (Peoples National Party and Jamaica Labour Party)—The two largest
political parties in Jamaica. Despite the name, the Jamaica Labor Party (led by Edward
Seaga) is the right-wing party, while the Peoples National Party (led by Michael Man-

ley), which has just returned to power in

February 1989 election, is the social-

democratic party. The U.S. is therefore favorable to the JLP, although Manley’s PNP
has abandoned most of its radical rhetoric of the 1970s.

WP] (Workers Party of Jamaica)—The pro-Moscow

by Trevor Munroe)

founded by leftist leaders expelled from the PNP in the 1950s, generally aligned with

Communist parties internationally.

PPP (Peoples Progressive Party). The left populist movement led by Cheddi Jagan

in Guyana, e

in 1953 and deposed shortly afterward by a British coup.
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no tampering with economic relation-
ships.

In 1970 there was a serious popular
attempt to remove the PNM, with mass
demonstrations, a two-month-long in-
surrectionary movement and an army
mutiny. This was only staved off with the
intervention of U.S., Venezuelan and
other foreign troops—as well as police ac-
tionand a state of emergency. The people
wanted to make a amental break.

That protest movement continued
after 1970 despite the state of emergency
in effect in 1971-72. There were strike
movements in oil and sugar in 1974 and
‘75. The crisis didn’t reach another high
point for only one reason, the oil boom
from 1974-81. The PNM survived be-
cause of the petrodollars. In 1973, with
only six weeks of foreign exchange in the
treasury, Eric Williams announced his re-
tirement at his PNM'’s party confer-
ence—but before the party could choose
a new leader there came the Israeli-Arab
war, the price of oil skyrocketed and Wil-
liams came back.

With the decline of oil prices from
1982, the PNM's popularity collapsed.
The popular struggle resumed and
culminated with the PNM'’s removal in
1986 and the election of the NAR
(National Alliance for Reconstruction).
The NAR was a coalition of three main

ies: the Democratic Action Con
FSTC) based in Tobago, which isgrﬁ
party of the present Prime Minister Ro-
binson; the Organization of National Re-
construction (ONR) of Carl Hudson-
Phillips, who like Robinson is a former
PNM cabinet minister—in fact, he’s a
right- wing former attorney general close
to the Jamaica Labor Party and prosecu-
tor in the Coard trial in Grenada; and
Basdeo Panday’s United Labor Front
(ULF), which was originally formed out
of the strike movements of 1974-75 by
sugar and oil workers and farmers.

ULF was born as a trade-union
grouping at the height of this strike
wave. Later the workers discussed their
experiences, decided to intervene politi-
cally and to make ULF a political party in
1976. We won ten parliamentary seats
and became the official opposition.

ULF however split in 1977 between
the Panday faction and the faction led by
Raffique Shah, the president of the Cane
Farmers Union, who had been a central
figure in the 1970 army mutiny. After he
got out of jail the farmers invited him to
organize a democratic union. The Pan-
day faction had the majority support, be-
cause as leader of the sugar workers he
was the traditional leader of the East In-
dian community in the country—that is
the legacy of the British success in keep-
ing workers divided by race. Also, Pan-

32 e MARCH/APRIL 1989

day is Hindu while Shah is Muslim.

[Editors’ note: The traditional racial
division in Trinidad pits East Indians
against Blacks. Histotically, East Indians
were brought to Trinidad as indentured
labor following the abolition of Black
slavery. The Committee for Labor
Solidarity argues that the middle-class
forces among both East Indian and Black
communities have a vested interest in
preserving this conflict, while the unity
of the Indian and Black workers can “lead
this country not only out of the racial
conflict but ... into economic prosperity”
(Raffique Shah, Race Relations in Trinidad:
Some Aspects, CLS pamphlet, 1988).]

Our faction [Shah] was the radical
wing. Panday’s ULF, generally repre-
senting the professional middle classes,
therefore went into the electoral alliance
with DAC and ONR to form the NAR
that won the election massively in 1986.
The former ruling party PNM went from
twenty-six seats down to three in the
thirty-six-member Parliament.

But Robinson and company failed to
capitalize on that historic moment.
Having no faith in the people, they did
everything to alienate the people, bring-
ing in anti-labor measures. Within six
months ministries were openly con-
demning each other; within a year there
was a cabinet shuffle and shortly after
that Panday was fired from the govern-

McEnearney workers and supporters on picket line, during 1984 lockout.

ment.

In November 1988, less than two
years after the election, the coalition part-
ners have irretrievably split. Panday has
formed a new party called Club ‘88,
which had a mass rally three weeks ago
of 20,000 people. That has made the
political crisis worse. You have a totally
unpopular prime minister, a ruling party
completely split, all its promises in col-
lapse—and reports in the press speak of
very low morale and rank-and-file pro-
tests in the army.

There is a great deal of drug traffic
from Venezuela, overcrowded prisons
and all the indicators of an immense cri-
sis. Another 1970 is on the agenda; the sit-
uation that was suspended after the
popular uprising then has returned,
with a vengeance.

ATC: Your Committee for Labor
Solidarity seems to come out of the split you
mentioned in the ULF, right? Where does
CLS see itself in relation to this unfolding sit-
uation?

Oilfieids Workers' Trade Union

D.A.: Right, the CLS used to be the
Shah faction of the ULF. We were the
radical wing of that movement. We've all
come from different backgrounds and
experiences—Shah came from his ex-
periences in the army, for example. We
don’t have a “leader.” Raffique hasn't
been identified as a leader as much as in
earlier years, even though he’s very




much a member and was one of the
speakers at the convocation of 1,200
people | mentioned before. As for my
own background, | was a campus activ-
ist from 1972-74, then with and then
with the labor movement.

There are now no women on the
steering committee of the CLS; this is a
historical thing given where we came
from. But there are women activists.
When we become a party, the leadership
will change to reflect our society.

ATC: Will there be two parties—
yours and Panday’s? Or is there any
possibility of a unified labor party?

D.A.: We would just go back to 1976
again in that case. It would fall apart. We
could have been a faction in Panday’s

, but given his politics that would

a dead end. So there will be two new

parties, as well as NAR. And PNM still ex-

ists—if the election were held today it

would win with big African support. But

60 percent of the electorate wouldn't
vote—there is massive disillusionment.

There’s another party called National
Joint Action Committee (NJAC), but they
aren’t now considered to be a national
contender although they played a signif-
icant role in 1970.

Elections must be held by the end of
1991, with a possible three-month exten-
sion under extreme circumstances.

Our draft platform, which will be
presented at the founding convention of
our party, is called “Toward A New
Demoxcracy and the Road to Full Employ-
ment.” We talk about the establishment
of workers’ and people’s power through
workers’ councils at the workplace,
where workers could talk about what is
produced and how.

We looked at Maurice Bishop's ex-

perience in Grenada. There, the problem
was that those councils never had power.
The party could override them at all
times.

ATC: How badly were you hurt by the
catastrophe in Grenada?

D.A.: One could put it positively and
negatively. There was a deep reflection
afterward. Everyone had to make a step
backward, given the political hysteria
throughout the region. But that enabled
some people to think the thing through
and go forward again. We think we in
CLS did that. '

Of course, the working class in
Grenada is very small, whereas we have
a working class with a tradition of

stru ur first ral strike was in
1918. We have a steel mill; we are the sec-
ond t exporter of anhydrous am-
monia. We have been up against trans-

national corporations throughout the
century.

ATC: Based on this kind of experience,
your traditions and yourobsa'u:{ims of other
struggles—iwhat kind of party do you want?

D.A.: A mass party, with le who
are prepared to be activists—not the
traditional mass , which is an elec-
toral machine. We want people who will
come to meetings, sell a paper, agree with
the general policy and line of the party,
contribute financially—but not a party
whose membership 1s dependent on so-
called deep ideological convictions of
some kind. We will ensure that the work-
ers themselves are dominant in the party.

ATC: A final question, which may be
delicate because you might not want to
commenton other parties in the region—
but could you comment on how you see
;our party in comparison to the Workers

of Jamaica, especi iven its
Coad it i the Grevada bagedy? T

D.A.: Our views on this are quite

open and public. We have always op-

the politics of the WP] as being
mently totally outside the realities of
the Caribbean. That was demonstrated
by [WP] leader Trevor] Munroe, who is
as much responsible for what haﬁgened
in Grenada as Coard, because was
Coard’s mentor.

[Editor's note: Bemard Coard led a
military coup from within the New Jewel
Movement that destroyed the popular
revolutionary government of Maurice
Bishop, killing Bishop and many other
leaders of the NJM. United States
was able to invade and overwhelm
Grenada one week later in October 1983.)

This is why the WPJ has split. Six
members of the Political Bureau left the

over the same issue—not just over
Grenada itself, but taking that as a
manifestation of what was wrong in the
party. The WP] has lost most of its sup-
port. How their period of reflection will
come out, | cannot say.

There are a number of people in the
Caribbean with whom we have relations
at different levels. Up to the time of our

split in the ULF in the mid-1970s, the

rinidad rience was a majoradvance
for the whole region. That split obviously
was a setback.

A litle more about Trinidad and
Jamaica. We have traditionally had much
more foreign capital than Jamaica. But
because Michael Manley [leader of the
Peoples National Party] had power in
Jamaica, a lot of people have been focus-
ing on Jamaica. But nothing fundamen-
tal is going to take place in Jamaica for a
while.

Now you can just imagine how
much penetration by the CIA is going on
in Trinidad!—because we have so much
influence on the western Caribbean.

What has made us as strong as we are
today is that we are in the mass move-
ments. The main progressive trade-
union leaders are in the CLS. That wasn’t
because we planted them there—they
were workers who developed radical
politics.

So the real thing is to be deeply in-
volved among the people. Once you are,
there isn't any need to get into “ism
schisms,” as one of our Trinidad calyp-
sonians sang after the sad events in
Grenada. (@]
Note

The views of the CLS are presented
in the following pamphlets published by
Classline Publications (Vistabella and
Port-of-Spain, Trinidad):

CLS Speaks: a Collection of Statements
by the Committee for Labor Solidarity (Pre-
paratory) (1987); Keith Lookloy, Demaoc-
racy in Education (1987 or 1988); Raffique
Shah, Race Relations in Trinidad: Some
Aspects (1988).

The p of the Qil Field Work-
ers Trade Enioncanbefoundinthe

union’s Memorandum to the Government of

Trinidad and Tobago (Nov. 10, 1987); and
in the collection of articles Towards a New
Peoples Order (1988); both published by
Vanguard Publishing Company, San
Fermando, Trinidad.
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For The People

Black Soclalists in the U.S., Africa and the Caribbean
by Daryl Grigsby
+ A unique book. The only single volume available on the Black struggle for libera-

tion through socialism

« Politically empowering. An impressive account of the stru
of Grenada, Elizabeth Maf
George Jackson of the U.S., and hundreds more.
“We hear again the struggles of the giants; Paul Robeson, Angela Davis, and
Walter Rodney, and the rising tide of Black workers
liberation. And their vocies are on time for us, still working in this disturbing pre-

bral of Guinea-Bissau, Maurice Bishop

sent.”

—Sonia Sanchez, author of Homegirls and Handgranades and Under a Soprano Sky
4186 pages, eleven original Hiustrations, 5-1/2 x 8-1/2 trim, perfect bound, $10.

Asante Publications « Box 19864 « San Diego, CA 82119

of Amilcar Ca-
of South Africa,

in their struggle for
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