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Operator:
Good day, and welcome to the America’s Voice Labor and Immigration Teleconference.  Later in the conference, there will be a Question and Answer session.  You may enter the question queue at any time by pressing star and one on your touchtone phone.  Pressing the pound key will rescind your question.  Please note that today’s conference is being recorded.


At this time, I would like to turn the conference over to Frank Sharry.  Go ahead, sir.

Frank Sharry:
Thank you very much, Jay, and thank you all for joining us.  Today, we’re releasing a report called “The Anti-Worker Truth About the Anti-Immigrant Lobby.”  In recent months, we’ve seen anti-immigrant members of Congress and their colleagues on the outside, the anti-immigrant organizations such as FAIR and NumbersUSA and others, have been trying to exploit the real economic pain in the country by suggesting that the best way to help American workers is to try to drive 12,000,000 immigrants out of the country who are in the country without authorization.  


So we decided to take a look at these so-called defenders of the American worker and to ask the question – are they really interested in American workers, or are they more interested in getting rid of immigrant workers?  Not surprisingly, we’ve come to the conclusion that the most strident anti-immigrant members of Congress also have the most anti-worker records – and these are not our opinions.  We took the folks in the 110th Congress – members of Congress – as rated by FAIR, the anti-immigrant group.  Those who got an A on FAIR’s scorecard for the most part got F on Labor’s scorecards, and it’s not really a surprise because in fact, what we’ve seen from the hardliners, most of them Republicans, many of them in the House of Representatives, they’ve been saying for some time that they want to get rid of undocumented immigrants.  Their mass deportation strategy is unrealistic and un-American as it may be, they’re now arguing as a way to ‘free up jobs for unemployed Americans.”  


I think we know all too well that number one, it’s just not going to happen that the US government is going to round up 12,000,000 people, and that it would be deeply inhumane to use ratcheted up repression as a means of trying to force people out of the country over time, and a much more humane and practical and pro-worker response is to encourage people – in fact, even make sure that they apply for legal status and register with the government, but if that would require a comprehensive immigration reform bill that would allow undocumented immigrants, workers and families a line to get into.


So we’re looking forward to a comprehensive immigration reform debate early next year.  We know that this issue of how it’s going to affect American workers is going to be a key touchstone in the debate, and we feel very strongly that done right, comprehensive immigration reform will help American workers who are currently caught up in a race to the bottom pitted against immigrant workers, particularly in low wage labor markets, by unscrupulous employers, who not only don’t pay their fair share of taxes, underpay their workers, but in fact, undercut their honest competitors who are trying to pay people decent wage and create decent working conditions for workers.  So we think that done right, we’ll create a level playing field that will help workers, honest employers, and then the taxpayers as well, as more people are in the system rather than avoiding it.


So let’s hear from the real experts who are labor leaders and very active in the immigration reform debate as well as in other issues affecting workers in this country.  We’re first going to hear from Eliseo Medina.  He’s the International Vice President with Service Employees International Union.  After Eliseo speaks, we’re going to hear from Esther Lopez of the United Food and Commercial Workers.  


Eliseo, take it away.

Eliseo Medina:
Thank you very much, Frank.  First of all, let me thank all of you on the telephone for making time today to join us for this conversation, which I think is very important.  First, let me just thank America’s Voice for their report.  I think it lays out in a very clear, compelling and factual fashion, the truth about anti-immigrant senators and Congress members, and I think that that report shows that they have a consistent shameful record of voting against workers’ interests.  Let me say as someone who’s been working throughout this country for over 44 years, organizing immigrants and non-immigrants from California to Texas to Florida to the New York State, that I think it’s absolutely disgraceful to scapegoat and attack immigrants under the guise of caring for American workers.


Representative Steve King, a Republican of Iowa, who’s one of the most vociferous anti-immigrant members in Congress, said that American jobs are imperiled by immigration, and that “protecting jobs and economic opportunity for Americans is one of the most important topics Congress can discuss.”  


So what did Representative King and his likeminded colleagues do when they have the opportunity to help America’s workers?  Well, Representative King, Representatives Bryan Bilbray from California, Tom Tancredo from Colorado, and Sensenbrenner from Wisconsin, to name a few, all voted against increasing the minimum wage, extending parental leave, equal pay for women, extension of unemployment insurance, and they voted all [worth] against fixing our broken healthcare system that leaves 47,000,000 Americans without medical protection, and as Frank said, every labor organization, the AFL-CIO and Change to Win, have given them an F grade in protecting American workers, and in my opinion, they also flunked the test on truthfulness and honesty.  For them to argue that they are the champions of American workers is like the fox claiming to be a President of the Chicken Protective League.  It is simply not believable.  


Let’s be clear.  What American workers need is a job that pays decent wages.  They need a helping hand until they can find that job.  They need help to keep their homes.  They need access to affordable medical care for their families.  They need to have their constitutional right of freedom of association be respected and protected, and what they need is for American and immigrant workers to have the same rights and responsibilities.  What American workers don’t need are politicians who use their problems to promote their narrow, ideological anti-immigrant agenda.  


Smart immigration reform, not extreme persecute and deport strategies, is what will help American workers restore the American dream.  Today’s broken immigration system creates a two-tiered workforce that pits workers against each other, rewards [bad actor] employers, and drives down wages and standards for all workers.  We are convinced that the only way to put workers on a level playing field and boost wages and standards in this country, is to get undocumented immigrants out of the underground economy into the system and under the rule of law.  As wages are falling, unemployment growing, and the middle class continues to shrink, working families need bold policy solutions that lift wages, create quality jobs and builds our economy for the long term.  


Immigration reform is a key component of a successful economic policy package.  Put simply, until every worker already here has a path to legalization with full protection under US labor laws, our efforts to restore economic fairness and raise wages and living standards for all workers will be blocked again and again.  We also believe that we need to provide for the establishment of a commission to review and recommend the legal and orderly way for future immigrants to come to the United States to fill jobs that we need in our country.  That’s the only way that we will ensure that we don’t face the same problems that we have today with millions of workers living in the shadows and subject to exploitation.


We believe that inaction on immigration reforms means that wages and benefits will continue to decline as bottom-feeding employers use immigration status as a tool to increase profits.  It means more family separation and immigration backlogs.  It means more indiscriminate roundups.  It means more punitive state laws that target immigrants and erode communities, and it means more dollars that will be wasted on enforcement efforts that have failed again and again.  


After years of failed solutions and enforcement only traps and tragedies, we face an unprecedented opportunity to rebuild our immigration system so that it strengthens our economy, supports working families and restores the rule of law for the long term, but we cannot afford to be confused and diverted by wolves in sheep’s clothing.  This is our opportunity to get it right so that all workers – American and immigrant – can unite their strength to end the exploitation and worsening labor standards.  Done right, immigration reform will lift wages and labor standards for all workers and be a tremendous boon to our economy at a time when we need it most.  


Thanks, Frank.

Frank Sharry:
Thank you, Eliseo.  That was Eliseo Medina, Executive Vice President of SEIU.  We’re now going to hear from Esther Lopez.  She’s the Director of Civil Rights and Community Action for UFCW, the United Food and Commercial Workers International Union.  Esther and her boss, Joe Hansen, the President of UFCW, played a very instrumental role in one of the real breakthroughs in the immigration reform movement in a united labor movement position going into the debate.  We’re just so thrilled because I think it’s part of what has brought immigration reform back to the table.


Without further ado, Esther.

Esther Lopez:
Thank you, Frank, and thank you, everyone, for joining us this afternoon.  I have to say when I first saw the report, I had a very strong reaction and I thought about my children bringing me a report card with so many Fs on it, and I thought what would I do with them?  I would say they have to go back and study really, really hard because they’ve obviously missed the boat.  


The report card here clearly shows that unfortunately, these political representatives are so off the mark.  I would ground my children for a long time and make them study really, really hard, and I think that’s the message we have to send to these politicians.  You have it wrong.  This is not about protecting workers.  You obviously don’t care about women workers.  Your record shows that you obviously don’t care about unemployed workers.  Your record shows it.  At this important time, what American workers really need is the truth.  So solutions, [and not] tired old hysteria.  What we need is labor reform, and what we do need is comprehensive immigration reforms.


American workers cannot be fooled any longer.  The economy cannot be fixed with the solutions that are proposed by these representatives.  What we need to do here is move away from the distractions, from the scapegoating, and move to real solutions.  The American Labor Movement has put forward to our Congressional representatives a framework which will begin to fix our immigration system, and as part of that, it will address the economic conditions for workers.  It is an integral and critical part for addressing the economic needs in this country.


So what I would say to America’s Voice, thank you for putting those Fs on paper.  That there is really a way that we can understand who is on the side of workers and who is not on the side of workers.  When you bring a report card with so many Fs, when you bring a report card with such failures – such obvious failure – and the evidence as presented by this report shows this, you need to go back and you need to start from point zero, and you need to rethink how you think about comprehensive immigration reform.  It is not a time for us in the labor movement or in this country for us to be playing with such serious issues, and it almost feels like that when they’re taunting and insulting the American worker by saying that they are on our side.  The American worker knows better.  Thank you.  

Frank Sharry:
Thank you very much, Esther.  Jay, can you give instructions for people on the call how they can get in the queue to ask any questions?

Operator:
Certainly.  At this time, if you’d like to ask a question, you may do so by pressing star and one on your touchtone phone.  If you’d like to rescind your question after entering the queue, you may do so by pressing the pound key.  We’ll wait just a second for some questions to queue here.


Our first question comes from Jay Torres with La Estrella.  Go ahead, sir.

Frank Sharry:
Go ahead.  I think your mic is on.  

Operator:
Yes, Mr. Torres.  Your line is open.  Okay.  Moving on, our next question is from Wendy Sefsaf with the Immigration Policy Center.  Go ahead.

Wendy Sefsaf:
Hi, everyone.  Thank you so much for your very powerful presentations.  I’m wondering if, Frank, can you give us just like the three minute overview of the report and kind of what it says and what you found?

Frank Sharry:
Sure.  Basically, the report looked at the votes in the 110th Congress – the last Congress for which these report cards were completed – and took a look at those who were rated highly by FAIR, the extremist anti-immigration organization, and then we looked at the labor report cards for those same members.  So we found, for example, that those who got an A from FAIR – according to the AFL-CIO scorecard – 93% of those who got an A from FAIR got an F from the AFL.  SEIU, 95%.  AFSCME, 95%.  UFCW, 93%.  


We looked at the House Immigration Reform Caucus headed by Brian Bilbray, who’s a former lobbyist with FAIR.  They have 93 members currently.  This is the anti-immigrant caucus founded by Tom Tancredo.  We found that, for example, 94% voted against the Employee Free Choice Act, 80% voted against providing parental leave for federal employees, 80% voted against extending unemployment compensation, 65% voted against increasing the minimum wage.


We cite some of the recent letters that have been produced by both House members and Senate members, making this argument that there’s 15,000,000 unemployed, 10% unemployment, and the solution is to get tough on undocumented workers so that they leave the country and free up the jobs for Americans.  For example, the senators who’s on a recent letter attacking Secretary Napolitano for supporting comprehensive immigration reform, all of the senators that signed the letter attacking her voted against increasing the minimum wage, voted against equal pay for women, and all have received the grade of F from the labor movement.


So that’s just some of the highlights in the report.  What we’re doing is simply documenting the fact that these folks – these members of Congress who say they care about workers vote against workers, which leaves us with the impression that they’re more interested in deporting immigrants than helping workers.  

Eliseo Medina:
Frank, if I may just add, I think it’s absolutely ludicrous for these guys to even intimate that if you fire a farm worker in California, somebody working picking grapes or peaches, and then you’re going to have that job filled by a laid-off farm worker in Michigan, that somehow that’s going to be a match.  I think they’re living in either on a different alternative universe, or they just don’t get what the people are going through every single day, what the jobs are like, and what is really is needed in this economy.

Frank Sharry:
Great.  Thank you.  Jay, next question?

Operator:
As a reminder, if you’d like to ask a question, you may do so by pressing star and one.  At this time, we have no further questions.

Frank Sharry:
Okay.

Operator:
Oh, we have one that just came in here from Jay Torres of La Estrella.  Go ahead.

Jay Torres:
Yes.  What would be your counterargument against people who say, “Look, illegal immigrants are stealing the jobs from Americans”?  What kind of data do you have to counter these arguments?

Frank Sharry:
Sure.  Well, first of all, I would highly recommend that you look at the research and the summaries of research that have been produced by the Immigration Policy Center in Washington D.C.  They have compiled I think the most powerful evidence to date about the effects of the status quo in hurting workers and taxpayers and honest employers, and how reform would benefit workers and taxpayers and honest employers.  


I can give you a few statistics that make the point.  When the McCain-Kennedy bill in 2006 was being evaluated, for example, the Congressional Budget Office found that over ten years, $66,000,000,000.00 in new income and payroll taxes would be generated.  For example, there’s a report by the Cato Institute that says that legalization of immigrant workers would lift all workers, and that strict enforcement without legalization would actually cut the US household income by $80,000,000,000.00.  


So the fact is, is that what you have are immigrant workers, as Eliseo was suggesting, that tend to work in – not in every case, but in many cases – work in different sectors of the labor market and are subject to tremendous exploitation by unscrupulous employers, who, in turn, are not paying their fair share of taxes, who, in turn, are undercutting honest employers, and when you have all workers legal, when you have labor laws that are enforced, when you have stronger unions as a result of workers being more willing to join unions because they’re not as afraid of the boss, what you have is a lifting of the bottom of the labor market in a way that creates a more even playing field.  


So those are the arguments that, in fact, the status quo hurts workers, leaves billions of uncollected taxes on the table and undercuts honest employers, and good comprehensive immigration reform would protect all workers, would generate new revenues, and would help employers who are trying to do the right thing by paying a good wage and offering decent conditions.

Jay Torres:
Okay.  Thank you.

Frank Sharry:
Thank you.

Operator:
Once again, if you’d like to ask a question, you may press star and one on your touchtone phone.  Our next question comes from Santiago [Guevara] from [Notre Mex].  Go ahead.

Santiago [Guevara]:
Yes.  What is your strategy for the labor movement for the immigration reforms, considering your past differences in the need of a temporary program for workers?  It was proposed in 2007 by Senator McCain, but I don’t know the labor movement is trying to go up against some kind of a united front in this issue.

Frank Sharry:
That’s a great question.  Esther, do you want to start?

Esther Lopez:
Yes.  In fact, the American labor movement has very thoughtfully addressed this issue, and what it has proposed and what we have proposed is that there needs to be a method to address any future employment visas for any future workers needed in this country, and the way to do that is an independent commission that really understands labor market needs, that understands history of migration patterns, that understands regional needs of this commission – an independent commission – and establish both the method and the number of employment visas that would be allowed each year.  


It’s a proposal that has the support of both the AFL-CIO and Change to Win.  We are all very clear that temporary work programs have not been working.  We need to address this in the short time by reforming current temporary worker programs and addressing it in the long term by providing employment-based visas based on the data and the demographics that account for real [flow] and address the need of workers in this country.

Eliseo Medina:
So if I can add – this is Eliseo Medina with SEIU.  Let me just add to what Esther said, which I think really does lay out the fact that labor in the United States is united, whether we’re unions in the Change to Win federation or in the AFL-CIO federation, we all have a common decision that basically says the current system does not work.  We need to legalize the people who are here, and we need to provide for a way, as Esther said, for people that will come here in the future, where they will have the protections of our laws, they will be able to contribute, and they will not be exploited, and that we will match workers to needs of the economy in a way that the Congress cannot do right now.  We need a commission that is much more flexible, that can move in a nonpolitical way to set standards and to set numbers and to figure out what the needs of our economy are.


We believe, in terms of short term, medium term and long term, that our proposal addresses all the key questions that we need to be able to fix this system once and for all, and on that, we are all united.  There are no differences within us in labor, and we’re all going to be working together to try and make the strongest possible case to the Congress and to the American people that this is the right solution.

Esther Lopez:
I just want to make one other point here because I think it’s really important also that labor has put forward – and it’s critical that we will not address future flow independent of a legalization program.  We need to address legalizing the 12,000,000 undocumented workers in this country as we address other issues in the [build], but I think it’s important that labor is equally as united in the commitment to legalize the workers that are currently living in this country.

Frank Sharry:
Great.  Is there anyone else in the queue, Jay?

Operator:
There are no questions in the queue right now.  If you’d like to ask a question, as another reminder, you can press star and one on your phone to do so.  

Frank Sharry:
Let me just see if there’s any final comments from Eliseo Medina of SEIU or Esther Lopez of UFCW before we close.

Eliseo Medina:
Well, let me just say again, I think that immigrants particularly are integrating themselves into American society.  We now have a lot of mixed families, undocumented immigrants who have made or borne children, or who have married US citizens.  So this is truly is becoming a situation that has impact beyond just undocumented workers.  It really has an impact on American families, and I think that these members of Congress and senators who are trying to exploit what I think is a major policy problem, and I think it’s also a major issue for us as a nation of immigrants, and are trying to exploit it for political gain, are going to be greatly surprised when they begin to see more and more immigrants and their families supporting candidates who really are trying to fix the problems of this country and deal with their problems, and they’re going to more and more vote against politicians who are cynically taking advantage of this situation.  


So I think that more and more, we’re going to be seeing that these politicians who are taking these positions are also going to be facing an electorate that is going to be sending a very powerful message – you can’t expect us to vote for you when you are working against our interests and the interests of the American people – and I think your report – the America’s Voice report – does a great job of laying out that with some of these guys, you have to not make a judgment on what they say, but on what they do, and what they’re doing is clearly not in the best interest of American workers.

Frank Sharry:
Esther?

Esther Lopez:
Thank you, Frank.  First of all, again, thank you for putting this report together.  We will use this report across the country.  We will make sure that our members, our locals across the country, have this information, are armed with this important information, which clearly exposes just the blatant misrepresentation and lies that we will, I’m sure, increasingly hear as we move in the immigration reform bill.  This type of report is exactly what we need to make sure that the truth and the facts are out there for American workers, and this type of report will certainly arm our members and our leaders across the country and expose these representatives in their home districts, in their own backyard, and be able to clearly call them out and say, “You are not on our side.”  


So we appreciate having this kind of material for us as we work to move worker rights and immigrant rights jointly.  So thank you again for a great report.      

Frank Sharry:
Thank you very much.  That was Esther Lopez of the United Food and Commercial Workers and Eliseo Medina of Service Employees International Union.  Feel free to contact any of us for any follow-up and we appreciate you joining us today.  


Jay, I think we can close the call now.

END
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