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New York should honore the values that Robert F.

Kennedy fought for alongside César Chávez.

New York should give equal rights to
the farmworkers RFK championed
Monday, November 24th 2008, 4:00 AM

There is a far more fitting way for

New York to honor Robert F.

Kennedy than to name the

Triborough Bridge in his memory, as

happened last week.

Kennedy fought passionately for the

rights and welfare of the

downtrodden, including migrant

farmworkers who lived in miserable

conditions on substandard wages. He

championed the fieldhands and their

families in an alliance with legendary

labor leader César Chávez, pictured

with Kennedy in a 1968 photo.

But more remains to be done.

Shamefully, this is the case in New York, the state Kennedy represented in the

Senate.

Here in New York, farmworkers are denied legal workplace protections that are

taken for granted by virtually everyone else who earns a paycheck. They are not

guaranteed overtime after a 40-hour week, nor are they guaranteed a day off per

week, nor do they have the right to organize and bargain collectively.

Gov. Paterson and members of the Legislature, who were so ready to make the easy

- and costly - gesture of renaming the Triborough Bridge, can redeem themselves by

taking action that would improve tens of thousands of lives.

They must pass a farmworkers fair labor practices act - and call it the Robert F.

Kennedy Law.

There is no doubt RFK would have supported such legislation, because he knew the

plight of New York's farmworkers firsthand. In 1967, he held hearings in Rochester

and toured farms upstate.

His guide was Jim Schmidt, then 28 and working for the Office of Economic

Opportunity in President Lyndon Johnson's War on Poverty.

"When the entourage came into one notorious camp in Wayne County, the grower

came out of his trailer with a shotgun in his hands," Schmidt recalled in an interview

last week. He also remembered:

"An older black man called over and beckoned RFK into his trailer, just the two of

them for a private discussion. When Kennedy came out 20 minutes later, he kept

saying how shocked he was that he could see rats under the hovel's floorboards.

"Later, we visited a labor camp on the shores of Lake Ontario and someone took a

photo which I can see in my mind of RFK sitting there lakeside just talking with some

of the children, who also worked in the fields."

The following year, Kennedy was assassinated, and the legal standing of New York

farmworkers has never changed.

The Democratic-controlled Assembly has repeatedly passed a farmworkers bill, but

the measure has always died - without a vote - in the Republican Senate. Which isn't

to say there isn't GOP support.

The legislation has enough declared Republican backers that it would almost surely

pass if the bosses permitted the bill to get to the floor. Senate Majority Leader Dean

Skelos or his potential Democratic successor, Malcolm Smith, must make that

happen.
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Paterson is onboard. As he said of the growers in an interview a couple months

back, "They are running a system up there that is analogous to what it was in 1880."

That's an abomination. Let's pass the Robert F. Kennedy Law and build a bridge to

better lives.

Chancellor Joel Klein and teachers union President Randi Weingartenhave come up

with a creative plan to end the warehousing of unwantedteachers at full salary.

The school system now pays 1,395instructors, guidance counselors and other staff

members who were"excessed" because schools were closed or suffered enrollment

drops.

Mostused to be able to claim new positions based on seniority. But alandmark

contract reform gave principals the power to hire instructorswho had the highest

qualifications regardless of how long they had beenin the system.

The huge upside is that children are now morelikely to get teachers chosen on merit.

The downside is that theEducation Department is stockpiling - at great cost -

instructors whohaven't been able to persuade any of the city's 1,100 principals togive

them jobs.

Klein had sought the authority to let unwantedteachers go after two years. He didn't

get it. Meanwhile, Weingartenclaims principals are spurning idle teachers because

many have highsalaries.

Now, the truth will out. The department will subsidizethe pay of veteran teachers so

principals don't take budget hits -plus, the department will give schools a bonus for

rescuing teachersfrom the warehouse.

In effect, Klein is offering to pay schoolsto hire instructors who have been put on the

shelf. Anyone who can'tfind a position under those circumstances ought not to stay

on thepayroll. And that will be a top priority in the next round of contracttalks.
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JT Manhattan Nov 24, 2008 6:15:06 PM Report Offensive Post

gee, why did it take this long. why don't we just change the name of our ste to

kennedy. if the ideals and the wonder of the man were so resounding, why are

we here today with the same issues, if not worse ? the libs honor personality,

moderates and the right covet ideas. keep raising taxes, keep beating down

voices that differ, the new facists are in power.

Meowmeister Nov 24, 2008 9:08:31 PM Report Offensive Post

JT, the reason why we still have the same problems is because of facists like

Nixon, Reagan, Bush, and Dumbya.

mbdono Nov 25, 2008 9:14:03 AM Report Offensive Post

All the platitudes lauded over R.F.K won't disguise the fact that he was a

carpetbagger just like all the liberal democrats that use New York as a stepping

stone for higher office! Hillary is another! She hasent spent 6 months in N.Y.
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