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THE 1998 FLINT-GM STRIKE
BELLWETHER OF CONTINENTAL

INTEGRATION AND LEAN PRODUCTION

Steve Babson

If anyone still doubts that the North American
auto industry is rapidly restructuring around the
twin agendas of lean production and continental
integration, then the events in Flint, Michigan,
during the summer of 1998 should lay all such
doubt to rest.*

The eight-week strike by the United Auto
Workers (UAW) at two Flint GM plants put these
parallel trends in the sharpest possible relief. As in
previous local strikes at GM, the conflict occurred
in a context marked, on the one hand, by the
company's continuing loss of market share, and on
the other, by a corresponding emphasis on cost-
cutting and downsizing as the primary means for
restoring investor confidence.1 To achieve these

                                                                        
* This paper was presented in the GERPISA 7th

colloquium, Paris, june 1999.
1 For a review of previous UAW-GM local strikes,

see Steve Babson, “Ambiguous Mandate: Lean
Production and Labor Relations in the United States,” in
Huberto Juárez Núñez and Steve Babson, editors,
Confronting Change: Auto Labor and Lean Production
in North America / Enfrentando el Cambio: Obreros del
Automóvil y Producción Esbelta en América del Norte
(Puebla, Autonomous University of Puebla: 1998),
especially “Table 2: GM Local Strikes, 1990-1997,” 43.

ends, GM in the early 1990s prescribed a crash-diet
of lean practices, imposing a virtual hiring freeze to
reduce the workforce through attrition while
pushing the remaining workforce to "do more with
less." Where these efforts have failed to produce
the desired results, outsourcing is deemed the
inevitable alternative, often to Mexico.

The Flint strikes were the consequence of these
overlapping strategies. According to the union,
downsizing, lean production, and the threat of
outsourcing to Mexico have together produced an
unhappy mix of intensified work and rising injuries
in GM’s U.S. plants-- legal grounds, as the union
interprets the UAW-GM collective bargaining
agreement, for mid-contract strikes over production
standards and health and safety. According to the
company, however, these local issues were a cover
for the UAW's real demands-- that GM hire more
workers at union wages and reinvest in older plants
that might otherwise be closed.2

                                                                        
2 UAW contracts with GM, Ford, and Chrysler

permit mid-contract strikes over three issues: production
standards, health and safety, and the use of outside
contractors to perform work inside the plants.
Outsourcing-- the movement of work to outside
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Plant closings and disinvestment are, in fact, on
the minds of UAW members, and for good reason.
At GM's Delphi Flint East plant (the second of the
two Flint plants to go on strike), the workforce had
declined from 13,000 workers in the late 1970s to
fewer than 6,000 by 1998, with much of the decline
directly linked to the company's expanding
Mexican production of instrument panels and other
small parts. "They just crated the equipment,
hoisted it onto a tractor trailer, and sent it away to
Mexico," as UAW spokesman Larry Mathews told
the New York Times. "There's hardly anybody at
this plant who hasn't seen machinery moving out in
a crate with an address on it says 'Mexico.'"3

Delphi Automotive (an independent partsmaker
since mid-1999) is also transferring engineering
work to northern Mexico, known for its low wages
and weak unions.4

That this is part of a regional strategy and not
just a move-it-to Mexico strategy is underlined by
events at GM's Metal Fabricating Center, the first
of the Flint plants to go on strike in early June of
1998. Body panels from this aging stamping plant
were scheduled for shipment to the GM assembly
plant in Oshawa, Ontario, where the company
would launch production of its new GMT800
pickup trucks. Much was at stake in the launch of
this platform, itself an exemplar of North American
production integration. Scheduled for a potential
volume of more than 1.2 million units a year, the
                                                                                                                  
suppliers-- is not covered by this provision. GM claimed
the strikes were really over outsourcing, in violation of
the collective bargaining agreement.

3 GM Delphi produces many of the parts and
components made at Flint East in its “Componentes
Mecanicos” plant in Matamoros (opened in 1979 and
currently employing 3,800 workers) and in its Delnosa
plants in Reynosa (opened in 1984 and currently
employing 8,000). Plant locations and product lines for
GM Delphi in Mexico are taken from the Elm Guide
Database, 1998. Mathews quote in Sam Dillon, “A 20-
Year GM Parts Migration to Mexico,” New York Times ,
24 June 1998, B-4.

4 Jorge Carrillo and Alfredo Hualde, “Maquiladoras
en Redes: El Caso de Delphi-GM,” Confronting
Change, 369-385. Compensation costs for Mexican
production workers in manufacturing averaged $1.75 an
hour in 1997 according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics (“Foreign Labor Statistics, Table 2: Hourly
Compensation Costs in U.S. Dollars”). Wages in the
northern maquiladora zone are generally estimated to
range between $5 and $8 a day. See, for example, Geri
Smith and Elisabeth Malkin, “The Border,” Business
Week, 12 May 1997, 66.

nearly 40 variants of the Silverado/Cierra pickup,
heavy-duty truck, and SUV are slated for initial
production in six other assembly plants besides
Oshawa (five in the U.S. and one in Silao,
Mexico), with engines shipped from five plants
(four in the U.S. and Canada and one in Toluca,
Mexico). After a development program taking five
years and six billion dollars, the GMT800 is widely
regarded as the company's best chance to recover
ground lost to Ford and Chrysler in the growing
market for light trucks.5

With a recent history of postponed and
expensive launches, GM wanted to reassure
investors that the GMT800 would arrive on time.
Therefore, when the local union at Metal Fab took
a strike vote protesting the company's failure to
make promised investments in new equipment, the
company promptly moved out the stamping dies
for the critical GMT800 body panels, shipping
them to an Ohio stamping plant to insure the
scheduled launch of the new models.

This move provoked the strike at Flint Metal
Fab. It also produced a unique moment of cross-
border solidarity when Buzz Hargrove, President of
the Canadian Auto Workers, announced that CAW
members at Oshawa would not accept the
"runaway" stampings from the Ohio plant.

The ensuing strike provided a measure of how
far GM, like other automakers, has proceeded with
the twin agendas of lean production and North
American integration. The Delphi Flint East plant
was especially critical, since it was the sole source
of many small parts-- spark plugs, fuel injectors, oil
filters, instrument clusters-- to virtually all of GM's
29 North American assembly plants. With the
widespread application of Just-in-Time inventory
systems, the strike at Flint East quickly rippled
through the entire GM system, eventually shutting
down 27 assembly plants, from Oshawa, Ontario,
to Silao, Mexico, and closing or curtailing
operations at 117 GM-owned parts plants.6

                                                                        
5 For a summary of the GMT800 program, see Gerry

Kobe, “Inside GM’s Massive New Truck Program,”
Automotive Industries, December 1997, and Fara
Warner and Rebecca Blumenstein, “What’s Really
Behind GM’s Strike? A Battle Over a Hot New Truck,”
Wall Street Journal, 28 July 1998.

6 Within four days, GM was forced to close 13
assembly plants. Within two weeks, 26 were closed,
leaving only Ramos Arizpe, Saturn, and Oshawa
operating. Oshawa, where the company had stockpiled
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Equally significant, as GM struggled to find
alternative non-union parts makers, it was the Silao
plant that reopened first, supplied in all likelihood
by the same Delphi-Mexico sources that kept the
Ramos Arizpe assembly plant operating throughout
the strike.7

By late July, pressure was growing on both
sides to settle: GM because it was losing credibility
in showrooms and on Wall Street, where doubts
about management strategy were mounting, and the
UAW because it was losing ground in arbitration
and court proceedings, where GM challenged the
legality of the union’s mid-contract strikes.8 With a
final settlement on July 28, both parties avoided
further damage by addressing issues of immediate
concern at Flint East and Flint Metal Fab, while
leaving long-term issues unresolved. The company
promised to keep Delphi Flint East open until the
year 2000, and to follow through with promised
investments for new technology at Flint Metal Fab.
The union promised to cooperate with efforts to
improve productivity at both plants, and both sides
agreed to talk more often about future problems.9

Prospects for even this minimal threshold of
cooperation appeared problematic, however, with
the company's unilateral post-strike announcement
that it would expedite the spin-off of Delphi
Automotive, making the $25 billion-a-year parts
subsidiary an independent company by the spring
of 1999.

The future for Delphi’s U.S. workers will, in
turn, be shadowed by the lengthening list of
Delphi’s Mexican factories. According to the

                                                                                                                  
parts, closed July 22. See Rebecca Blumenstein, “GM
Shutdown Looms in North America,” Wall Street
Journal, 15 June 1998; Keith Bradsher, “GM Strike
Spreads to Communities Far From Flint Factories,” New
York Times , 26 June, 1998; Robert Simison, “GM Wins
Chance to Restructure Under Labor Truce,” Wall Street
Journal, 10 August 1998.

7 “GM to Resume Production at Mexican Plant Next
Week,” Associated Press, 22 July 1998.

8 Union sources believed they would likely win the
arbitration case, but even the small probability of an
adverse ruling was worrisome to UAW leaders. For the
union’s position on these matters, see “Opposition of
International Union (sic), UAW, to General Motor’s
Motion to Compel Arbitration on an Expedited Basis,”
Brief before U.S. District Court for the Eastern District
of Michigan, Case # 98-40246, 15 July 1998.

9 On the local settlements in Flint, see Tom
Wickham and Terri Nichols, “Flint East Workers Ratify
Accord,” Flint Journal, 29 July 1998.

company’s Prospectus for its first issue of stock,
Delphi Automotive already employs 58,000 hourly
workers in dozens of maquiladora factories
concentrated in northern Mexico, nearly matching
the 64,000 unionized Delphi workers employed in
the United States and Canada.10 Delphi is at the
leading edge of a wider movement among parts
suppliers, with the total number of workers
employed in maquiladora auto-parts plants growing
from less than 10,000 in 1978 to 169,000 by
1997.11

One consequence of this growing alternative
source of parts production was demonstrated
immediately after the Flint strikes by Delphi’s
announcement of a new local agreement with the
International Union of Electrical workers (IUE) at
the company’s Kettering, Ohio, plant. IUE leaders,
well aware that Delphi’s Mexican plants can make
the same suspension parts produced at Kettering,
faced the threat that GM would close their plant
after two years of losses reportedly totaling $50
million. To save 2,500 jobs, the IUE therefore
agreed to early-retirement buyouts for 400 workers
and a three-tier wage structure in which new hires
will earn just $8.00 an hour, less than half the
hourly wage of $20 earned by senior workers.12

This same dynamic, as it plays out across the auto
–parts sector, has been a significant contributor to
the 9% decline in real wages between 1988 and
1998 among auto parts workers in the United
States. In engine electrical equipment—the sector
with labor intensive operations (wire harnesses
especially) most vulnerable to maquiladora

                                                                        
10 Delphi Automotive Systems, Form S-1, United

States Securities and Exchange Commission,
Amendment 1, 23 December 1998, 94.

11 Jorge Carrillo, “Productivity, Income and Labor in
the Automotive Industry in Mexico,” in Commission for
Labor Cooperation, North American Agreement on
Labor Cooperation, Incomes and Productivity in North
America (Dallas: Commission for Labor Cooperation,
1998), Table 9.9, p. 218.

12 Bebe Raupe, “Delphi Chassis Workers Approve
Contract Trading Wage Freeze for Ban on Sale,
Closing,” Bureau of National Affairs, Sept. 1998. For a
detailed assessment of how Delphi’s Mexican
alternative has forced repeated rounds of concessionary
bargaining in the Ohio factories of Delphi-Packard
Electric, see Susan Helper, “Lean Production and the
Specter of Mexico: A Case Study of a U.S. Auto Parts
Plant,” in Confronting Change, 303-324.
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competition—real wages fell 13% in the same
period.13

When management can threaten to move
production to northern Mexico and pay less than $8
a day  for workers making suspension parts or wire
harnesses, it should be obvious that the principal
impact of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) is not measured in the
number of jobs moving toward the Rio Grande, but
in the far larger number of jobs moving toward
poverty-level wages. 14 Among the many
autoworkers in Canada and the United States who
face this low-wage competition, there are some
who regard Mexican workers as adversaries who
have “stolen” their livelihood. Mexican workers
are likewise urged to see their U.S. and Canadian
counterparts as dangerous competitors. During the
Flint strikes, GM managers reportedly lectured
their Mexican workers that the UAW was
“demanding that GM close its Mexican plants and
return parts production to the United States.”15

Cross-border solidarity is only possible when
these antagonistic terms are replaced by an
alternative vision that unites workers. Such an
alternative begins with the recognition that workers
in all three countries need decent jobs and good
wages. The problem, therefore, is not that
corporations are investing in Mexican production,
but that they are doing so without investing in
Mexican consumption. Even at an assembly plant
like Ford Hermosillo, where wages are
significantly higher than the maquiladora parts
plants, workers cannot afford to buy the Escort or

                                                                        
13 Stephen Herzenberg, “Constructive vs.

Destructive Competition,” testimoney before the U.S.
Trade Defecit Review Commission, Pitts., Pa., 29
October 1999, 6.

14 On the extensive use of threatened plant closings
to discourage unionization in U.S. manufacturing, see
Kate Bronfenbrenner, “Final Report: The Effects of
Plant Closing or Threat of Plant Closing on the Right of
Workers to Organize,” submitted to the Labor
Secretariat of the North American Commission for
Labor Cooperation, 30 September 1996. Bronfenbrenner
found that in a sample of 525 union organizing drives
between 1993 and 1996, employers threatened to close
the plant in 50% of all cases and in 65% of all
manufacturing cases. More than 10% of union
organizers interviewed by Bronfenbrenner reported that
employers specifically threatened to move production to
Mexico. Bronfenbrenner, 9-12.

15 Dillon, “A 20-Year GM Parts Migration to
Mexico,” B-1.

Focus models coming off the line. In fact, only a
few workers drive to work in aging pickups and
older cars, while the rest rely on company bus
service. Resentment over these low wages has
sparked bitter strikes and confrontations at
Hermosillo. In the meantime, the plant’s output is
shipped north to the U.S. and Canada.16

Mexican production for a Mexican market will
require a dramatic redistribution of wealth and
political power. The same may also be necessary in
Canada and the United States if workers are to
reverse the declines in job security, real wages, and
union density evident in the auto industries of both
countries. In this context, mutual support for the
right to organize and the right to a decent job at
good wages becomes the common ground for
cross-border solidarity campaigns.

 These campaigns, it should be noted, move in
both directions. When Mexican workers were fired
and physically threatened for seeking a democratic
union at the Echlin parts plant near Mexico City
(now owned by Dana), an alliance of 11 U.S. and
Canadian unions protested these reprisals to the
regulatory bodies established under NAFTA; when
U.S. phone workers attempting to organize Sprint’s
San Francisco telemarketing operation were
suddenly fired and the operation closed, it was the
Mexican union of telephone workers that came to
the aid of the Communications Workers of
America and filed a NAFTA complaint against the
U.S. corporation.

Ultimately, however, these case-by-case efforts
may not be enough in a global economy where
both Walmart and Delphi Automotive can use
Chinese factories 14 time zones away to produce
clothing and auto parts for the North American
market. Again, the GM Flint strikes of 1998
highlighted these potentials of expanding world
trade. “Excess capacity and lower Asian demand

                                                                        
16 Author’s observations and interviews with

Hermosillo workers and union leaders, September, 1998.
Union leaders reported an average wage at Hermosillo
of 110 pesos a day, or roughly $11 for a 9 hour day. The
plant’s productivity rankings trail Ford’s factory in
Wayne, Michigan (which also builds Escorts) by just
35%: 28.44 labor hours per vehicle at Hermosillo
compared to 21.05 at Wayne. See The Harbour Report
North America 1998. This asymmetry prompts the
observation by critics of free trade that Mexican
autoworkers build cars at first-world rates of
productivity for third-world rates of pay.
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has driven down the price of copper, oil, and
plastics,” said Harold Kutner, GM’s Vice President
for worldwide purchasing, speaking to Ward’s
Auto World during the strikes. “I would identify
this as a windfall opportunity.” Windfall, indeed.
As Ward’s observed, “if suppliers who have
already set up joint ventures in Asia can ship their
batteries or wire harnesses or spark plugs back to
the West, suddenly even Mexico looks like a high-
cost manufacturing environment.”17

                                                                        
17 Greg Gardner, “Reversal of Fortunes,” Ward’s

Auto World, 20 July 1998.

It is under these conditions of a widening
competition between workers that “fair trade”
regulation of international labor standards--
considered anathema by ideological free traders--
makes sense to a growing number of union
supporters and concerned citizens.
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