
Occupy Oakland: The port shutdown and 

beyond - All eyes on Longview! 

 

Jack Gerson discusses the lessons of the Occupy movement and it's future.  

On Monday December 12, the Occupy movement shut down the major west coast ports of 

Oakland, Portland, Longview (Washington), and Seattle. There were partial shutdowns or 

support actions at the ports of San Diego, Vancouver, and Long Beach, as well as in Hawaii and 

Japan. Wal-Mart distribution centers were blockaded in Denver, Salt Lake City, and 

Albuquerque. Other actions occurred in New York, Houston, Tacoma, and Anchorage. The 

Seattle, Long Beach, San Diego, and Houston protests were met with police violence. 

These coordinated actions showed that the Occupy movement is still very much alive, the 

various rants to the contrary by the bosses, the mass media, and assorted leftists notwithstanding. 

This is certainly true in Oakland, where I live. The nearly 10,000 protesters who shut down the 

port showed that Occupy Oakland’s November 2 Strike and Day of Action was no fluke. The 

December 12 actions rattled the entire Oakland establishment – corporate Oakland and the 

liberal politicians and labor bureaucrats who for years have carried their water while cultivating a 

“progressive” image. And the port shutdowns up and down the coast have delivered a strong 

message to the world maritime conglomerates: the Occupy movement will rally mass support to 

defend the longshoremen in Longview WA against a vicious union-busting attack from a 

multinational conglomerate. 

NEXT UP: MASS CONVERGENCE ON LONGVIEW 
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The Longview longshoremen, ILWU Local 21, are locked in a life-and-death struggle with the 

Export Grain Terminal corporation (EGT). EGT is a joint venture between three conglomerates: 

U.S.-based Bunge North America, Japan-based Tochu Corporation, and South Korean-based 

STX Pan Ocean. EGT just spent $200 million to construct a highly automated grain elevator at 

the Port of Longview. Although EGT signed a lease agreement with the Port promising that all 

cargo work would be done with ILWU labor, it won’t honor that agreement. EGT tried to hire 

non-union labor and, when that failed, contracted with another union, Operating Engineers Local 

701, that is willing to raid ILWU 21 and to cross their picket lines. 

EGT is using tactics straight out of the coal field labor wars of the 1920s. They hired private 

“security” (Pinkerton-like goons). They’ve enlisted the local cops to stalk, harass, and assault 

ILWU members – tailing them around town and even dragging them out of their homes in the 

middle of the night. 

Local 21 has fought back. In the course of the battle in Longview, ILWU members and their 

supporters have blocked trains from bringing grain to the terminal and organized mass pickets to 

disrupt its operations. 220 of the local’s 226 members have been arrested. Both the Washington 

and Oregon state labor federations have passed resolutions supporting the Longview ILWU and 

condemning the Operating Engineers for raiding and for crossing ILWU 21′s picket lines. 

This ought to be a central priority for the AFL-CIO, because if EGT succeeds in locking out 

ILWU 21, it will set a precedent for union-busting up and down the coast. The AFL-CIO ought 

to provide material support to ILWU 21. It ought to tell the Operating Engineers to either end 

their raid or face censure and expulsion. And it ought to build towards a general strike against the 

union-busting. But none of this will happen. AFL-CIO president Rich Trumka won’t take sides 

and he won’t act. Trumka calls it a “jurisdictional dispute”. Indeed, the AFL-CIO leadership – 

and not just the top leaders, but most local officials and staffers as well – have for decades 

bought into the “team concept” of collaboration with management. Fundamentally, they believe 

that there is no alternative to capitalism. Thus, when the system is in crisis, they try to coerce 

workers to passively accept austerity (cuts to jobs, compensation, pensions and social security, 

and public services). So instead of leading mass organizing drives, they raid each other’s unions 

as union membership dwindles to barely one in ten workers. 

A confrontation is imminent. EGT plans to bring in its first ship in mid-January. So with Trumka 

and the AFL-CIO sitting on their hands, what can be done? Here is where the Occupy movement 

can play a role. On December 17, Occupy Longview, which has close ties to ILWU 21, called 

for a mass convergence on Longview in January to block the loading of the EGT ship. On 

December 21, Occupy Oakland voted overwhelmingly (123 – 2) to respond to Occupy 

Longview’s call by organizing a caravan to Longview. Occupy organizers are projecting well 

over 10,000 – perhaps as many as 25,000 – occupiers descending on Longview from around the 

West. And unlike ILWU International President McEllrath (who opposed the December 12 port 

shutdown by an “outside group trying to advance a broader agenda”), ILWU Local 21 President 

Dan Coffman welcomes support from the Occupy movement. This from Coffman: “On behalf of 

Local 21, we want to thank the Occupy movement for shedding light on the practices of EGT 

and for the inspiration of our members”. 



In addition to the convergence on Longview, Occupy can support and help propagate the call 

from ILWU rank and file militants who are urging the International to strike the entire West 

Coast when the EGT ship arrives – and, if McEllrath won’t issue the call, then the locals and the 

rank and file need to organize a coast-wide wildcat. Let’s recall that in significant – although 

admittedly infrequent – cases, ILWU locals (and, in still rarer instances, the entire West Coast 

ILWU) have acted in defiance of the contract and the law to shut down the ports, even without 

the spur of community (“outside”) picketers. (To name such instances: the 11-day boycott of 

South African cargo famously saluted by Nelson Mandela; a one-shift West Coast shutdown to 

support Mumia; a one-day strike against the war; a shutdown in Los Angeles in solidarity with 

Australian longshoremen; and a Puget Sound ferry strike in defiance of injunctions.) Shutting 

down the big ports of Oakland, Portland, and Seattle got the attention of the world maritime 

industry. Shutting down the twin megaport of Long Beach / Los Angeles would deliver a heavy 

blow: Long Beach / Los Angeles handles 40% of this country’s shipping, nearly ten times as 

much as the Port of Oakland. 

So we believe that the ILWU can win this immediate battle. But it will take far more to win the 

long-term war. First of all, it will take identifying the true nature of that war. Today longshore is 

highly automated and longshoremen are the highest paid but one of the numerically smallest 

group of workers at the port. Meanwhile, the most numerous workers at the port – the port 

truckers – are by far the lowest paid, the most exploited, and are completely unorganized (forced 

to work as independent contractors). There cannot be a long-term victory for labor on the 

longshore without organizing the unorganized port truckers. But more than forty years ago, the 

ILWU agreed to deals around containerization / automation that guaranteed high pay, benefits, 

and job security in exchange for allowing gross attrition of jobs as workers retired. The ILWU 

has been far too content to rely on this arrangement, rather than reaching out aggressively to 

support and help organize the port truckers. So although Longview Local 21 is fighting 

militantly against EGT and is reaching out to Occupy for support, the ILWU International shows 

zero interest in organizing or otherwise fighting for the truckers. Such organizing remains 

essential. We ought not to look to the ILWU International to do it. 

Our enemies try to play on this weakness to exacerbate the divisions. Thus, from Oakland Mayor 

Jean Quan: 

Quote: 

The people who are planning to stay at the port—do they have families who have trucks that 

because of the shutdown in the economy may lose those trucks? A day’s pay – $600, $700—

could be the difference as to whether they can keep that truck or not. 

Quan is disingenuous: most truckers clear less than $100 / day for a long day’s haul – often as 

little as $50. But she is poking at a weakness, and it’s one that we can ill afford to ignore. 

Let’s be clear. Occupy has not ignored the port workers. Indeed, port truckers in Los Angeles’s 

Latino community were the first to call for a December 12 port action, when they voted to 

withhold their labor on this day, which is a cultural holiday in the Latino community. In 

solidarity with them, Occupy LA voted to blockade ports servicing the SSA shipping company, 

partly owned by Goldman Sachs. Occupy Oakland then joined their call and broadened it, calling 



for a west coast port shutdown in solidarity with the truckers and with the locked-out 

longshoremen of ILWU Local 21 in Longview, and to disrupt the profit chain of Goldman Sachs 

and “Wall Street on the Water”. 

In the event, the LA port truckers were unable to repeat their successful wildcat of May 1, 2006, 

when they effectively organized a significant number of the more than 15,000 southern 

California port truckers to shut down LA / Long Beach longshore operations. Nevertheless, the 

successful port shutdowns in Oakland and the Washington and Oregon ports have fully focused 

attention on the desperate struggle in Longview. 

But organized labor has ignored the port workers. And the Occupy movement itself has steered 

clear of direct labor organizing. It does not educate about the need to organize the unorganized, 

and Occupy leaders have discouraged efforts to educate internally and organize externally 

around a set of concrete demands that could speak to the needs of the unorganized and ensure 

that organized jobs are decent jobs. This leaves such organizing at the mercy of the labor 

bureaucracy. Can Occupy sustain and deepen a mass movement on this basis? Without at least 

discussing this question and developing strategy, the Occupy movement is bound to act as a large 

“solidarity” movement: engaging in episodic disruptive mass actions followed by weeks of lull 

where organizing slows to a crawl while waiting for new struggles to support and/or new 

occasions for disruptive direct action; supporting others’ struggles and demands from the 

outside. This leaves Occupy vulnerable to the nature of those struggles and the content of those 

demands. To be clear: I am not proposing that the Occupy movement as a whole adopt a set of 

detailed demands and set out to organize the unorganized. (I think that Occupy derives much 

strength by remaining essentially a broad united front under the general umbrella sentiment of 

economic justice and anti-capitalism.) But I do believe that groupings inside of the Occupy 

movement should do so – and that this should be a priority for Occupy labor outreach groups. 

Lesson to the Left: Occupy Oakland Has Not Capitulated to the Democrats 

The Occupy movement – and especially Occupy Oakland – has demonstrated remarkable 

resilience and an almost unprecedented ability to repeatedly mobilize mass actions against 

economic injustice and police brutality. Many of us have underestimated this movement. Leftist 

blogs are filled with statements like “Occupy Oakland is dead” and warnings that Occupy is 

capitulating to the liberals, capitulating to the Democrats, capitulating to the labor bureaucracy 

— and that unless this or that formula is followed failure is certain. If we are to be taken 

seriously by this movement – and, perhaps more to the point, if we are to understand it and help 

it to move forward – we need to first acknowledge that the movement hasn’t corresponded to the 

preconceived notions of veteran socialists. Moreover, it has far exceeded our expectations. And, 

despite problems, it continues to act independently of the Democrats and the bureaucrats. Indeed, 

its deep-seated, if inchoate, anti-capitalist message and its remarkable ability to mobilize mass 

disruptive protests have left the Oakland establishment dazed and disoriented. 

In the weeks preceding the west coast port shutdown, the Oakland establishment engaged in 

perhaps the most concerted effort to defeat labor solidarity since the campaign to bust the 

Professional Air Controllers union in 1981. Perhaps the clearest signal of the importance of the 

port shutdown to world maritime interests was the decision of the Port of Oakland to place an ad 



in the New York Times (3000 miles away, but the home of Wall Street). The ex-radical, left-

liberal politicians who run Oakland city government and their long-time friends and political 

allies in the local union bureaucracy rallied to the defense of the shipping and financial 

corporations. Recriminations were hurled by ex-Maoist Mayor Jean Quan (who ranted about 

“economic violence … a small group of people are going to hold this port, this city, this 

economy hostage”). Port Commissioner and prominent local labor official Victor Uno, together 

with his wife Josie Camacho (secretary-treasurer of the local central labor council), argued that a 

port shutdown would inflict hardship on longshoremen, port truckers, and other workers. ILWU 

International President Bob McEllrath, under a not-so-veiled threat of a lawsuit by Goldman 

Sachs (part-owner of shipping conglomerate SSA and a target of the Occupy movement), sent a 

letter to ILWU members warning, “Support is one thing. Outside groups trying to advance a 

broader agenda is quite another and one that is destructive to our democratic process.” 

But their campaign failed, and its failure took them by surprise. The cops had estimated that at 

most 300 protesters would try to shut down the port. But more than 1,000 picketers showed up at 

the Port of Oakland to shut down the morning shift, and nearly 10,000 shut down the afternoon 

shift. Now, Occupy Oakland has organized the largest mass militant demonstrations in at least 

forty years, targeting corporate Oakland and suspending business as usual. And it has done it on 

multiple occasions. 

This has dragged into the open the true role of the ex-radical politicians who run Oakland city 

government and their long-time friends and allies in the local union bureaucracy. All of these 

“progressives” operate on the assumption that Oakland’s well-being depends upon the well-

being of Oakland business – especially the port, the developers, and the banks. So to them, 

anything that gets in the way of business hurts the people of Oakland. Thus, Quan argues that 

shutting down the port is “economic violence” that “holds the city hostage”, and City Council 

members echo the same refrain. Of course, in the context of the current, deepening global 

economic crisis, there will be no end to corporate demands for cuts, layoffs, and handouts from 

the city. The Occupy movement has challenged this assumption, and the politicians are ducking 

for cover. Their election has been based on their “left” image, but for years they have been 

pawns of the corporate bosses. Occupy is forcing them to choose: which side are you on? The 

labor bureaucrats, who have for decades embraced the “team concept” of collaboration with 

management, are caught in the same bind. 

Consequently, cracks are developing in the “progressive” cabal, as long-time Quan allies hedge 

their bets. Thus, Quan’s long-time comrade Dan Siegel resigned as her legal adviser to distance 

himself from her authorization of cop violence in October. Oakland Education Association 

President Betty Olson-Jones, another ally and personal friend, supported the port shutdown 

(OEA was the only union to support the December 12 action). The local labor council 

condemned Quan’s authorization of cop violence against Occupy and declared that she is “on the 

wrong side of history”. Sharon Cornu, a mover and shaker in the local Democratic Party and the 

former head of the local labor council, resigned as Deputy Mayor. To be sure, they continue to 

hedge their bets: thus, within days of the port shutdown Olson-Jones was a featured speaker at a 

mass meeting organized to try to salvage Quan’s career; a few days later the local labor council 

leadership held a press conference to urge workers to “give the Mayor a chance” so that “she can 

bring jobs to Oakland”; Cornu continues to praise Quan’s handling of Occupy Oakland. 



So Occupy has not capitulated to the liberal politicians. But neither does it pose a political 

alternative to this leadership. Occupy remains a powerful force, but its power lies exclusively in 

its ability to mobilize massive but episodic direct actions. It consciously eschews political action. 

Left unchanged, this will cede political leadership to one set or another of representatives of the 

bosses. Whether or not the Occupy movement as a whole adopts a specific course of political 

action, it is important that the movement at least understands the importance of combining mass 

political action with mass direct action, and creates space and opportunity for its participants to 

pursue this. 

Lesson to the Left: Occupy Oakland Has Not Capitulated to the Bureaucrats 

Just as Occupy has not capitulated to the liberal politicians, neither has it capitulated to the labor 

bureaucracy. It is, however, a fact that much of Occupy Oakland’s labor outreach committee 

consists of the old “labor left”, including several who have made a career of carrying water for 

and currying favor with the local labor bureaucrats and the “progressive” politicians. This is one 

of the factors that have caused many, myself included, to conclude, mistakenly, that the 

“progressives” had taken charge – or, at a minimum, that capitulation to them was well under 

way. To be sure, there are problems here – most importantly, perhaps, has been the tendency to 

overly orient to the labor bureaucrats. This came out most sharply when the Occupy Oakland 

leaders insisted on treating the local bureaucrats as equal partners in organizing an “Occupy / 

Labor” rally and march on November 19. They used the terms “labor”, “organized labor”, and 

“labor leadership” synonymously, and did not seem aware that except in rare instances the 

bureaucrats can’t or won’t mobilize their members. Thus, although a few thousand marched on 

November 19 – and although several labor officials spoke at the rally, it was not a “labor march” 

at all – there were only two or three labor contingents on the march, each of fewer than 10 

people. This helped local labor officials strengthen the image they present to their rank and file, 

without mobilizing the rank and file and without in any way changing their long-term 

collaboration with management. 

Nevertheless, Occupy has not capitulated to the labor bureaucracy. If one does not appreciate 

this, one cannot really understand the December 12 port shutdowns, when only one union (OEA) 

supported the action and the full power of corporate Oakland and much of the labor bureaucracy 

was arrayed against Occupy. Instead, the direction of Occupy Oakland’s labor work continues to 

be largely determined by the “insurrectionist anarchist” core that has been the power behind the 

scenes for all of Occupy Oakland since its inception in early October. That direction remains to 

organize mass disruptive direct action protests, and there is little evidence that they have altered 

their approach to accommodate labor officials or politicians. The insurrectionists are not about to 

capitulate to the progressives – at least not in the near future. 

But while there has not been a capitulation to the labor bureaucracy, much of Occupy’s labor 

orientation has been to attempt to engage unions through the union leadership. The interests and 

actions of workers are not synonymous with the elected leadership of their unions, particularly at 

the International level. The Internationals, and many locals, are integrated into the Democratic 

Party machine and act as agents for labor-management collaboration, government ideology and 

policy in administering concessions and opposing militant action. Thus, as we discussed earlier, 

the labor movement cannot move forward without an aggressive campaign to organize the 



unorganized and to provide jobs with adequate pay and decent working conditions. This simply 

will not happen at the initiative of the labor bureaucracy – indeed, they will squash it and / or try 

to channel it into a campaign to organize some of the unorganized into rotten sweetheart 

contracts. It is very important to be clear about this, because without such clarity Occupy will 

inevitably “leave to Caesar what is Caesar’s” – i.e., to treat the elected labor leadership as though 

it represents the interests of the organized workers, rather than those of the Democrats, the state, 

and – at bottom – the bosses. 

Originally published by Insurgent Notes  

 

http://insurgentnotes.com/

