CHAVEZ AND UNION
FIGHT FOR LIVES

They Seem to Be Losing in
Battle With Teamsters

By STEVEN V. ROBERTS

speclal to The New York Times

COACHELLA, Calif., April 28
~The red and black flags of
the United Farm WorkersUnion
are again flying along the hot,
dusty roads, and the cry of

+“huelga” (strike) is again echo-
Ing across the lush California
grape fields.

Cesar Chavez and his farmy
workers, who have formed the
first successful agricultural un-
‘fon in history, are fighting for
their lives, and right now they
appear to be losing. Growers|
across the state are rushing to] ™
sign up with the International
Brotherhood of Teamsters, and
within a few months the “Cha-
vistas” will probably lose al-
most every one of the 200 con-
tracts that it took them Il
painstaking years to win.

Mr. Chavez has accused the
teamsters’ union and the grow-
ers of collusion in a plot to
dtstroy his union. George Mea-
ny, president of the American
Federation of Labor and Con-
gress of Industrial Organiza-
tions, has attacked the team-
sters' move into agriculture as
a “disgraceful” and ‘vicious”
attempt at union busting. .

But even some of Mr, Cha-
vez's friends are a bit disillu-
sioned with the farm workers
union. Lionel Steinberg, one of

“only two growers in this re-
gion to renew his contract with
the farmworkers, put it this
way:

“Alt of Chavez's people are|
not wearing the white hats,|.
and all the teamsters are not
wearing the black hats.”

Attention has focused on the
Coachella Valley, a small farm-
ing region hacked out of the
desert southeast of Palm
Springs. Here, the first grapes
of the season will be ready for
market in ahout a month,

It was three years ago that
Mr. Chavez made his break-
through and gained his first
contracts with California grape
growers. But when those cont
‘tracts ran out on April 14, most
of the growers switched to the
teamsters. Mr. Chavez called
an immediate strike and an-
nounced that the union would
renew the boycott of table
grapes that won worldwide at-
tention in the late sixties.

It ‘is a highly charged situ-
ation, with temperatures on
both sides rising well above
the 100-degree desert heat.
Probably the basic reason for
the growers’ shift is that they
never wanted a union in the
first place and agreed to sign
only because the grape boycott
was strangling them econom-
jcally. This left them angry and
resentful, and as Mr. Chavez
put it in an interview this
week:

“The growers signed the con-
tracts, but they never intend-
ed to live up to then.”

A second reason is race and
{deology. The white growers
never felt comfortable with the
farm workers union, which is
largely Mexican-American, and
many of them continued to be-
lieve that Mr. Chavez was a
wild-eyed radical whose ulti-
mate aim was to expropriate
their land.

Hiring Hall Eliminated

In this light, the teamsters
provided several advantages.
The monetary demands of the
two unions were about the
same, but the teamsters agreed
to eliminate the union hiring
hall and reinstitute the old
labor contractor system of hir-
ing workers.

A third factor is that the
teamsters have been warring
with the farm workers for years,
and they threatened economic
reprisals against any grower
who renewed his contract with
Mr. Chavez.

Another major problem is the
farm union itself. Mr. Chavez|
has always seemed more inter-
ested in the battle to win con-
tracts than in the administra-
tion of those contracts, and
that attitude caused problems.
As Mr. Steinberg put it:

“There is a great misconcep-
tion in the public mind about
Cesar Chavez. There's no ques-
tion that he's an honest, dedi-
cated leader. In 1969 and 1970,
many people equated him with
Martin Luther King,- Bobby
Kennedy and Mahatma Gan-
dhi all rolled into one, and he
won a great victory. But un-
fortunately he's turned out to
be the world’s worst adminis-
trator. He did not know how
to run a routine trade union.

“It should have been a very
dull, humdrum business, but in-
stead Chavez brought in pco-
ple exuding hate and malice.
They wanted to shout and fight
and tell people off rather than
doing their job.”

Administrative Problems

Union officials acknowledge
that the hiring hall had admin-
istrative problems, and that the
adjudication of grievances was
| frustratingly slow. But they at-
' tribute the problems to inex-
perience and the continuing at-
| tempts of growers to “subvert”
the contracts and insist that
the problems could have been
ironed out in negotiations.

The key question at the mo-|
ment is, Who represents the
workers? The teamsters contend
that many workers are ‘fed
up” with Mr. Chavez and pro-
duced petitions on which sev-
eral thousand field hands said
that they preferred the. team-
sters,

Mr. Chavez calls the petitions
a “fraud" and points to a poll
‘conducted by various church-
men two weeks ago. In that
gsurvey, the workers favored
the farm workers union by
about 8 to 1. The teamsters
call that poll a “fraud.”
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