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ABSTRACT

Based on six years spent investigating worker health and safety conditions

at U.S. Department of Energy sites that were formerly engaged in the pro-

duction of nuclear weapons, the authors report on a set of common themes

that emerged in their interviews with workers. The initial focus of the authors

was on behavior-based safety programs and their investigation revealed

deep-seated mistrust of management by workers. The authors discuss the

importance of trust issues for worker training and suggest that “creative

mistrust” should be cultivated in training programs.

Keywords: training, health and safety, nuclear, hazardous waste

I was told that radiation increases your chances of getting leukemia only

2 percent. That’s gotta be a lie. . . . As I learn more, I find more lies, so I don’t

trust them [the company]. . . . I just don’t trust them anymore. . . . Upstanding,

trustworthy co-workers are getting sick. They’re not scamming. . . . There’s

a disconnect. I see people getting sick from what they’re breathing and

the company says that everything is under the allowable limit. But people

are getting sick.

Worker at U.S. DOE site at Hanford, Washington, 2006
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Our charge as consultants to the United Steelworkers (USW) was to investigate

safety systems and safety conditions on former nuclear weapons productions

sites, regulated by the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), to help the USW

tailor its worker health and safety training to benefit its members. It is through

the lens of this experience on six DOE sites that we describe the current political

context of our work, our task, and our recommendations for training.

THE BIG PICTURE

These are not good times for worker health and safety—not for protection

from industrial accidents nor for prevention of occupational disease and injury.

For years the U.S. policy agenda has been led by deregulation, leaving economic

activity in the hands of “the market” and voluntary compliance, with unenforced

standards and guidelines for good practice. Industry hides behind many veils,

among them the export of manufacturing and its attendant hazards to other

countries and the assignment of the remaining, most hazardous jobs to minority

and/or immigrant workers. As the unregulated financial markets collapsed in

recent years, one would have expected reconsideration of the neoliberal

economic agenda, but the rewards to corporate management and owners reaped

from increased income inequality, combined with soaring unemployment rates,

have tamped down establishment concerns for stability. The results of this

short-sightedness are political fragmentation and social explosion. Our society

has the urgent task of controlling hazardous technologies, yet it seems incapable

of effective policymaking. This is the setting for discussion of “worker health

and safety training”—policy, mandatory practices, and consequences.

Why Would Workers Mistrust Management?

Economists and free market ideologues are absolutely clear on the purpose

of the firm: the production of goods and/or services in order to maximize profit,

which may involve minimizing costs. Although this may be an overly simplistic

version of corporate behavior, managers and workers do believe that underlying

all else about corporate activity is that fundamental commitment to share-

holders—if not to maximize returns, at least not to neglect them. Frequently,

then, statements about corporate social responsibility, corporate citizenship,

environmental responsibility, and so forth, are viewed with some skepticism.

This skepticism is especially pronounced when serious hazards in the work

environment are not attended to by management or when the “necessities” of

production and productivity take precedence over worker safety. Workers are

certainly not under the illusion that the enterprise is being run in their interest,

but management’s willingness to accept responsibility for workplace hazards

is a test of leadership and maturity. Pointing the finger of blame at workers for

injuries and illness that could be controlled most directly and best by management
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does not merely provoke anger but inspires contempt. Depending on the facility

or the company, overcoming contempt—not to say mistrust—can be a con-

siderable barrier to instituting an effective safety program.

Compliance

One reasonable measure of management maturity is compliance with laws,

regulations, and professional guidelines. Perfection is not necessary, but serious

intent and the absence of egregious violations of safety are essential. Workers

do know about the health and safety skeletons in corporate closets because they

are frequently asked to accomplish the malpractice or to be blind to violations.

They may be complicit in the crime—and therefore understand the corruption of

management. Lest these seem like overly dramatic characterizations, remember

that workers have been asked to dispose of hazardous waste in ways that

were threats to environment, to community, and to themselves. What may seem

to management like small deviations from good practice—all done for the

higher purpose of profit—may seem like crime to others.

“Nuclear Wastelands”

One of the arenas in which to observe the problems of safety systems in

low-trust organizations is the U.S. Department of Energy’s management of

former nuclear weapons facilities. These range from the artificially created

atomic cities in Tennessee and the state of Washington, where the Hiroshima

and Nagasaki bombs were manufactured, to the salt mine in New Mexico where

low-level radioactive waste is stored. One would have expected that the highly

hazardous technologies and the dangerous chemical and radioactive wastes

would warrant the most effective safety systems. One would also reasonably

expect that the key role of the federal government in these operations would

ensure a high level of protection for workers, communities, and environment.

A report by International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, Nuclear

Wastelands, published in 1995 by MIT Press, should have disabused us of

such expectations [1]. As Bernard Lown comments in his foreword to this

volume, “The public has tolerated nuclearism in no small measure because it

has been kept in abysmal ignorance and deliberately deceived” [1, p. xv].

Under the aegis of consulting contracts with the union representing their

employees, we have visited these sites and three others in Kentucky, Ohio, and

Idaho from 2006 to 2011. Although all the sites are owned by the Department

of Energy, their operations, including cleanup, are conducted by private con-

tractors, the low-bid winners in competitions held every few years. Generally

speaking, the contractors who run the sites are not fly-by-night operations;

you would recognize the names of many of the major U.S. corporations

involved. Occasionally, a “smaller” contractor will win the grass-mowing main-

tenance contract. The history of these sites is shrouded by World War II and
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Cold War secrecy, but with the collapse of the Soviet Union some of the

previously closed doors have been opened.

RESEARCH METHODS

In cooperation with a major national union, we chose six United States

Department of Energy sites to visit. Our intention, as technical advisors to the

union, was to develop information that would be useful for the hazardous waste

worker and emergency responder training programs, so we chose sites where

dealing with hazardous waste was an essential task of the workforce. Two of

the sites were basically devoted to waste storage; the other four had more

recently been production facilities and were involved with the recycling of

radioactive materials.

Our offsite research included investigation of pertinent reports and docu-

ments concerning safety systems which were either provided by the union or

retrieved from the internet. We were also able to collect documents and literature

not available on the Internet during our site visits. Site visits occurred over a

six year period, 2006–2011.

We visited the Department of Energy sites at Portsmouth, OH, Paducah, KY,

Carlsbad, NM, Hanford, WA, Oak Ridge, TN, and Idaho Falls, ID; we visited

Portsmouth and Hanford twice. All are former nuclear weapons production

sites, except for Carlsbad, which stores radioactive waste. We spent three to six

days at each site, interviewing workers and managers about safety systems

and safety conditions. Interviews were arranged by the union, to get a broad

cross-section of their members and as many managers as possible. Thirty to 50

USW members, employed by a range of contractors, were interviewed per site,

either individually or in small groups of workers employed by the same

contractor. At minimum, we spoke with 250 workers (maintenance workers,

process operators, electricians and other skilled trades) on each of six sites

between 2006 and 2011. On one site, we were not allowed access to workers

of one of the two contractors so we had an evening meeting at the union hall.

Fifty people attended for nearly three hours; we conducted the world’s largest

focus group. At all sites, we used a structured questionnaire and also had many

casual conversations.

We interviewed union members, including local union officers and union

stewards, worker-trainers, rank-and-file employees, and former employees

including some disabled workers. At four of the sites (Paducah, Idaho Falls, Oak

Ridge, and Portsmouth) we also interviewed management personnel involved

in worker health and safety, as well as supervisors, which came to about 20

managers. At one of the sites we observed a health and safety training session. We

spent much time in the union halls and were able to have informal conversations

with workers there. We made particular efforts to meet with members of joint

labor-management health and safety committees at each of the sites.
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Our approach was to interview “key informants” and was not random, so we

cannot claim to have interviewed a representative sample of the membership.

We chose to speak to the main people at the local union who were most informed

about safety, and then asked them who else we should interview—that is, the

“snowball” method of sampling. Most worker interviews took place at the union

hall, and some in local restaurants. Management interviews were conducted at

the sites and involved both group interviews (with hourly employees included)

and individual interviews.

Since our initial goal was to study behavior-based safety systems, our survey

questions concerned working conditions and the efficacy of the safety system.

BEHAVIOR-BASED SAFETY PROGRAMS

Behavior-based safety programs focus on the behavior of workers as the key

to decreasing injuries and accidents at work. Some have a component in which

workers observe fellow workers to note unsafe behaviors, and can get prizes,

such as steak knives or binoculars, for conducting a certain number of obser-

vations. Other programs have the observation component combined with safety

incentive programs, through which workers are rewarded for low injury rates.

Often, everyone in a group of workers gets a bonus, such as a gift card to Lowes,

if there is an injury-free month or quarter. If one person in the group reports

an injury, no one gets the bonus. This policy, according to the majority of our

interviews, including some safety managers, discourages people from reporting

injuries. Since injuries are used to track hazards, hazards are not being tracked if

injuries are not being reported, and that frightens both labor and some managers.

Further, the focus on worker behavior, given glaring work environment hazards

that are management’s purview to abate, induces cynicism and rage.

The U.S. Department of Energy is one of the prominent agencies urging

federal contractors to adopt behavior-based safety programs. At the time of our

research, about half the sites had some form of behavior-based safety programs.

Given the problems that DOE itself identified in 1999, discussed below, we were

skeptical of management’s hopes for the success of these safety programs.

The investigation had found a “lack of formality and rigor in radiological

control” and a “failure of DOE and/or . . . [the contractor] to oversee radiological

work practices effectively.” The investigators found that “frequently, monitored

work activity was completed before air sample activity was determined,”

among other problems. The issues of particular concern included “over-reliance

on personal protective equipment” and on “screening mechanisms and profes-

sional judgment in making assessments of employee exposures.” Record-

keeping seemed spotty and “medical personnel [had problems gaining] access

to exposure and hazard information.” Training programs for workers were

found to be deficient, and health and safety hazards were dealt with incon-

sistently. There were major problems of “line oversight.” While there was a clear
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need indicated for the introduction of an adequate systems safety approach,

the “behavior” problems were overwhelmingly management behavior or neglect,

not worker misbehavior [2].

What this place needs is for someone to tell the truth instead of constant

denial.

USW member at Hanford, 2006

BEHAVIOR-BASED SAFETY AND TRUST

A fundamental aspect of behavior-based safety programs is the establish-

ment of trusting relationships among the participants in the work environment:

management, workers, and occupational health professionals. Confidence in

the regulatory regime—state and federal agencies including OSHA, DOE and

EPA—is also likely to be necessary. And, since health care providers outside the

particular enterprise (contracted or not) may also play a role in the safety system,

assurance of their independence and integrity (as well as their competence) is

also an important dimension of a trusting environment.

SECRECY

What we repeatedly heard described in various ways at the different sites

was a quite different atmosphere. We heard, over and over again, some sites

described as “company towns,” harking back to the completely dominated

textile and coal villages of another era. The initial weapons facilities were

established during wartime under conditions of utmost secrecy and, until the

end of the Cold War, the tight regime was maintained. These patriotic Cold

Warriors were part of a national defense effort and, accordingly, their safety

was presumed to be the responsibility of the government; questions from

workers about processes, hazards, even exposures to hazardous and/or radio-

active substances were inappropriate.

Many workers are older; they were working at these sites during the glory

days, in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, before the end of the Cold War. With the

exception of Carlsbad, NM, which is newer, generations of workers from the

same rural roots built and ran these plants. And they were unknowingly being

dosed with radioactive and chemical hazards.

Now, the concerns of workers center on their being kept in the dark about

past exposures: workers were unmonitored, not told of “hot” areas, not told if

they had been exposed and to what. The post–Cold-War discoveries about

occupational disease and exposures were a tremendous shock—and a betrayal.

Some union activists are “accommodationist,” while others are explicit about

calling management “the enemy.” In some plants, there is a deep egalitarian

sentiment that they’re “all from the same stock” and no one is better than anyone
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else, so the betrayal associated with the exposures is still raw. The sick are

applying for compensation with mixed success, through the Energy Employees

Occupational Illness Compensation Act.

Lack of transparency continues. Workers on one site were told that there

had never been any beryllium on site, when they knew that the nose cones of

missiles had been painted with it and that many had beryllium poisoning. We

met one skilled worker at another site whose medical records included five

instances in which he was exposed to hazardous substances and which included

notations that the worker had not been informed about the exposures. We were

told that there were ongoing agreements between the Department of Energy,

contractors, and state agencies that confirmed the “classified” status of infor-

mation relevant to the conditions of injured workers. The culture of secrecy

has been firmly established—and even long years after the end of the Cold War

and the manufacture of weapons at these sites ceased, secrecy continues to

color employment relations.

PARTICIPATION OR CORRUPTION?

In at least one of the installations, a workers’ committee for health and safety

has been established with representation from all the unions at the site. In this

instance, the members of the committee are paid by their employers to participate.

While the union may ask if there are volunteers when a vacancy occurs, it is not

the union that selects the new participant. Many of the people we interviewed

were suspicious of the committee and its members. There was suspicion that

the safety committee and key inter-union council leadership were too close to

management and tended to accept management’s minimizing of occupational

health complaints. Workers who raised issues were considered to be “whiners.”

Stigmatization of workers concerned about work environment problems works

against “trust.” Indeed, we were continually told that corruption of the collective

bargaining and safety systems, a system of mutual favors and favoritism, seemed

to rule. There was no suggestion that legally defined corruption was occurring.

Rather, we were told that the relationships begun with patriotism/secrecy

had developed into a cozy collaboration that undermined occupational health

concerns. These comments may reflect the general atmosphere of mistrust that

we found and not be an accurate reflection of the activities of the committee or

its members.

REWARDS AND PUNISHMENT

Positive reinforcement is an important element of behavior-based safety

systems—and we imagine, an essential aspect of the trusting environment advo-

cates seek to establish. Thus, even if lack of trust is pervasive, we would

expect that management would make efforts to move in the direction of support,
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caring, etc. Yet, at every one of the sites, workers in decommissioning and

demolition operations (D&D), as well as in some other operations, expressed

fear of management retaliation for reporting safety hazards and injuries and

seemingly random punitive behavior.

We were told at one site of a recent incident in which a worker who violated

a relatively minor safety rule—one which in the past had not been enforced—

was escorted from the facility by guards and sent home after a first infraction.

The workers who reported this case were bewildered about the sudden punitive

approach to this admitted violation of safety rules. They could only speculate

that the measure taken was in retaliation for a fine, imposed on the contractor

for much more substantial safety violations, which had resulted from worker

complaints. This incident suggests that disciplinary action (rather than dis-

cussion, training, and support) is the mode of safety management. Rather than

a culture of safety built on trust, we saw what appears to be a culture of fear

and intimidation.

A true safety person can’t work for the company.

USW member, Idaho Falls

DISTRUST OF COMPANIES AND THE REGULATOR

At all of the sites we heard expressions of distrust about the companies and

the DOE. Changes in contractors, the system of choosing contractors, and DOE

policy for picking contractors have eroded management concerns for safety of

workers. At one installation, many workers said, “Contractors get paid by

how much waste goes into the hole, so that’s all they care about, how much we

put in the hole.”

At another site, workers reported being told to leave their radiation moni-

toring badges “in the truck” when they were sent to do a job, so that the high

exposure would not be documented. On this particular site, the companies and

the DOE denied for years having beryllium on site. Yet, for decades, nose cones

were spray coated with it before they were shipped. Light bulbs contained it,

and workers were “busting bulbs” throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Even after

DOE admitted using it, according to our interviews, the companies still denied

it. And workers have beryllium disease.

When asked about his willingness to issue a stop-work order, one person

we interviewed would do it, because he’s retired, “but not many others will.

You ask yourself, ‘Is this worth the price I might have to pay?’ Retaliation is

always a concern.” And because of the safety incentive program where workers

were given gifts cards for injury-free quarters, but would lose the bonus if one

person were injured, “Our safety record is going to shine for 6-8 months, and

then something’s going to happen, because we’re not tracking things, the little

stuff.” His safety manager, who ran this incentive program, agreed.
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Two other employees of the grounds maintenance contractor, a union shop

steward and a health and safety rep, indicated that there was no safety program,

but that they have the best safety record, “because they look out for each

other.” The safety rep said that “the biggest problem is the company gets mad at

me for bringing up concerns. . . . they’re so damn bull-headed against us that they

just say ‘no’ to anything we ask for. . . . We just want them to stop getting mad

when we bring stuff up!” They also don’t want to feel like they’re going to

get written up for doing something wrong. The employees want to be treated

respectfully, just to be reminded, rather than punished, when lapses occur.

They had recently been scheduled to clear brush from a site in the woods near

the plant where there had been illegal dumping of chemicals and radioactive

material 10 to 15 years ago. The previous year, when they were clearing this

site they found it was infested with ticks. The workers were aware of the

serious risk of contracting Lyme disease from tick bites. They said that the tick

spray they had been given last year had not worked well and, therefore, they

went to ask a management health and safety person to provide them with a

more effective spray this year. “We’re all hunters, we know what works.”

The two workers reported that they had been verbally abused by the manager

(“yelled at”) and were given the same ineffective spray that they were given

last year. (“What do you want me to do? Drop everything to go into town to

get you spray?”) They complained that the manager’s attitude is “We’re gonna

give you what we want when we want to.”

They were taken aback by the manager’s response—and clearly fearful of

continuing to complain about the problem. They explained that these were

good jobs for relatively inexperienced young workers and they did not want

to endanger their employment.

At one of the sites, when we asked if there are investigations after an injury

to prevent something similar from happening again, workers commented that

“there’s always an investigation . . . [how good it is] depends on how much

C.Y.A. is necessary vs. how much honesty.” Another worker said, “They’re

not finding the root cause; it’s a way to blame or find fault with the worker.”

A third, describing what happened after his disabling injury, said,

It was such a B.S. investigation. The CIH [Certified Industrial Hygienist]

said a bunch of lies. And then they said that I had “a pre-existing condition

that the exposure exacerbated.” It has to be your hobbies. The burden of

proof is all on the worker. . . . They play games with the diagnosis. . . . The

P.A. at the medical center said “you’re ready to go back to work. . . . our

obligation is to get people back to work.” . . . he admitted it, that his obligation

is to get people back to work!

The medical center told the company that this worker had two normal exams,

when in our own view, it was plain that this worker remained seriously disabled.
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On the topic of exposures, one worker reported that personal sampling

monitors “started getting hits of mercury, so they stopped monitoring for it.”

Another said, “IHs [industrial hygienists] don’t monitor thoroughly and they

find nothing. . . . Nothing ever changes at DOE. They ignore uptakes, exposures.”

Another said, “The IH techs monitor what they’re told to monitor, but I think

they’re not monitoring enough. I know we put cadmium in there (in the tanks)

because I put it there, but they’re not monitoring for it.” And another, “Exposure

documents are difficult to locate, they’re intentionally misfiled.” “They tell us

about exposures months after they happen.”

Finally, when one worker’s personal sampling monitor started beeping after

an exposure of 10 millirems, he told us that the company reset the monitor to

beep at 25.

At another site, the fear of retaliation for bringing up safety concerns was

in evidence. If an employee is brave enough to refuse a hazardous task, we were

told the D&D contractor will just find someone who isn’t aware of the hazard

or who doesn’t care. These workers are exposed to PCBs, asbestos, technesium,

and beryllium, and have been told, after they bring up a safety concern, “The

next time, you’re gone” and “You’re looking for three days off.”

One employee told us that he was ordered to line two railroad cars. He was

instructed to climb up a 14 foot ladder which leaned against the railroad car,

straddle the top of a car and drop another 14 foot ladder on the inside of the

car, and climb down it with no one holding the bottom of the ladder. He told

the foreman that it didn’t seem safe, “and you know what he said? ‘It’s only

two cars.’ Can you imagine? ‘It’s only two cars.’ I call him ‘Two car’ now.”

At another installation, at least 5 workers told us that the problem was

mid-level management, the front line foremen and the shift operation managers,

“the pushers,” who are squeezed between upper management demands and the

realities of the field. One employee, who is very involved in the company safety

program, noted, “We have a trust problem with mid-level management. The

shift operations managers are the #1 biggest flaw in our whole system. . . . Upper

level management is trying to encourage a questioning attitude, but then people

get penalized for questioning. The supervisors with U.S. Navy backgrounds

say, ‘You don’t question me. You just get ‘er done.’ . . . They move guys to punish

them—they say it’s to get everyone qualified, but it’s not.”

DISTRUST OF THE REGULATOR

We were told there is much concern that DOE is not monitoring what’s

going on and that there is a lack of accountability and regulatory oversight

of contractor malfeasance. At one site we were told by a worker involved in

deconstruction and decommissioning that “talking to DOE is like talking to

a wall.” “DOE is AWOL,” said a D&D worker at another facility. A retiree

described DOE as “unregulated cowboys” who are not controlled by Congress,
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the AEC (in years past), or the NRC. The agency has three things in mind:

“production, production, production.” And lastly, at the evening meeting at a

union hall we were told, “They’re trying to kill us. I don’t know how they

(the D&D contractors) sleep at night. And DOE is nowhere.”

OTHER RECURRING THEMES

Safety varies by contractors. Safety conditions reflect management atti-

tude, which seems to vary with the hopes for the future at the particular site.

The contractors who are doing finite plant shut-down activities have no invest-

ment in the place or the workers; there is no future for them. These are decom-

missioning and demolitions operations—there were more complaints about

these contractors than any other, across the DOE complex. They are divesting

from the place, and this is a dangerous situation. It is, therefore, all the more

important that workers in a place from which the contractors are divesting

be vigilant about health and safety conditions, because their management is

clearly not.

In contrast, contractors in charge of site security and maintenance will

be there for a long while and are viewed as “decent.” The best contractor in

terms of safety is building a new uranium conversion plant. It is no coinci-

dence that they are the most optimistic, because they are building anew,

rather than dismantling. The particular firm does have a behavior-based safety

system, and the contractor seemed to be very serious about health and

safety; workers were actively engaged in making the workplace safer and

felt respected. Although there was some skepticism, from years of previous

negative experiences, employees at “decent” contractors exhibit some trust in

their employers.

The union safety program has clearly been affected by probable pend-

ing shut-downs. Rather than making workers more attentive and militant, as

divesting operations call for, it has made at least some employees more accom-

modationist. We found that the technical training provided by the international

union, USW, to be excellent. In reference to the USW training, one worker

asked, “What comes after the hazard mapping?” There is a clear need for a

“training” component on strategies for change.

CREATIVE MISTRUST AND TRAINING

The literature, and practice, concerned with corporate culture, as well as safety

culture, is almost universally top-down. The management literature presumes

that corporate hierarchy rules and that even the most paternalistic of employers

have a responsibility to change the “behavior” of workers and sometimes of

middle managers. This orientation infests the safety, ergonomics, and indus-

trial hygiene literature. At best, workers’ opinions may be solicited. Worker
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involvement, as required by Department of Energy regulations (10 CFR 851)

and Voluntary Protection Programs, engages workers at a fairly low level of

decision-making. (Incidentally, toxic use reduction and greening programs for

industry echo this orientation toward worker participation. How exactly, for

instance, might workers be involved in design for environment?)

This presumption of management “leadership” reflects the reality of the

American workplace. The imbalance in power between management and

workers is profound—and this imbalance conditions all consideration of

“trust.” After all, the literature does not suggest anything at all about manage-

ment trusting workers! On the contrary, the safety literature at best encourages

management to develop a “culture” where workers trust management, thus

accepting management’s leadership. The problem at DOE sites is that

management, whether of the contractors or of DOE itself, has proved to

be untrustworthy. Any reasonable worker, given the history of DOE, would

be a fool to have an uncritical faith in management’s concern for worker

health and safety.

Sociologists Weber and Carter open their discussion of trust with the startling

line: “Trust makes social life possible.” They say, “As a decidedly social

phenomenon, trust emerges from and maintains itself within the interactions

of everyday people, interactions supported by and made possible by social

structural forces” [3]. In industry, a total absence of trust would bring pro-

duction to a complete halt. On the other hand, as one safety professional has

written, “ ‘Creative mistrust’ . . . is not the logical opposite of trust and . . . it needs

to be developed alongside trust in order to create a safe culture” [4]. From

a management point of view, skepticism should be an aspect of “safety

communication,” including education about the fallibility of humans and

about “error-producing conditions.” Apparently thoughtful safety management

writers include two-way communication, but do not mention the shop floor

role of unions. The safety management approach to trust/mistrust imagines a

management that sets high standards, communicates regularly, is consistent

and motivated by genuine care, and keeps its promises. This is not a naturally

occurring phenomenon.

What we have gleaned from our investigations of the DOE facilities is

that worker health and safety training must include a healthy skepticism

about management—and some component on how to change management

behavior. This is likely to involve discussion about how to mobilize workers/

union members and about how to raise health and safety concerns on the

union agenda. Training would have to include not merely a discussion of

“rights and responsibilities” but practical assessment of the regulatory agen-

cies and of methods for moving the regulators. Inevitably, this is a form

of “political” education but it is not party politics—it is partisan in the

sense that such “training” is decidedly pro–worker-health. This component

of the training program cannot be a one-size-fits-all lesson plan; discussion
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of everything from labor market conditions to management psychology

might be included. “Organizing for change” might be the most appropriate

rubric—although some euphemism might be necessary to soothe the fears of

funders and regulatory agencies.

One final note: At one of the facilities, we were invited by the management

to attend a training session on a systems approach to safety. The approach was

described as addressing not only the circumstances immediately involved in

incidents, but also understanding the broader “context” for accidents, injuries,

and near misses. The attendees were chemical operators and line managers

for a particular unit, as well as the top safety systems manager for the company

on the overall site. The course was presented by the health and safety manager

and two staff.

Although the course was supposed to promote the understanding of the

“context” for hazardous events, a key element was missing—the union!

Even though the union was recognized by the workers and line managers in this

group as being absolutely key to safety, the management perhaps unknowingly

left the union out of the system diagrams and refused to recognize the key

role of the union when the question was raised during break. Safety was viewed

as individual; worker participation or “involvement” was viewed as an indi-

vidual matter—despite the critical role of union safety reps. This evidenced

incredible management stupidity—or perhaps only cognitive dissonance, a sort

of organizational “blindness.”

The management staff seemed to be decent people, but they were oblivious

to the existence of a strong worker safety culture and to the hostility that

company practices have generated among union members. Most of the union

members are long-service, high seniority and older—they sat patiently and

listened to relatively young safety and health staff tell them about systems safety.

Management notions of worker involvement seemed naïve and/or hypocritical.

Perhaps the development of case studies for discussion in “Organizing for

Change” would be a useful addition to a curriculum in which the importance of

creative mistrust is recognized.
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