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John Ferretti is a train conductor on the New
York subway. He is active in the Local 100 of
Transport Workers Union (TWU), and a
member of the rank-and-file caucus Local
100 Fightback. He spoke to Tubeworker

about workers’ struggles on the subway.

What’s it been like working on the New
York subway through the Covid
pandemic? In particular, how have
workers like cleaners been affected?

Terrifying, sad, and alienating. It has
made many transit workers feel angry,
abandoned, and frustrated by the
complete lack of respect for our lives
shown by Governor Cuomo, the bosses,
and our own union leadership. There’s a
real feeling among transit workers that
while our work is considered “essential”,
our lives are considered “expendable”.

130 coworkers have died and tens of
thousands of us have been infected with
Covid-19 unnecessarily because bosses
were allowed, by union inaction, to
refuse to implement their own pandemic
plan dating back to 2012.

This plan would have provided
workers with the PPE we desperately
needed in the height of the pandemic
and almost certainly saved many lives.
They had stockpiles of the PPE our
union members were demanding and
they refused to distribute it because
they didn’t want to scare the riding
public and admit how bad this pandemic
really was. Our members were
threatened with discipline if we bought
their own PPE and wore it at work.

The union should have used existing
contractual protections to shut down
unsafe work, and demand a plan to
provide and fund safe working
conditions. If bosses refused, then the
union should have told them publicly in
no uncertain terms: No PPE, no work!
Only when it’s safe!

Cleaners have long been treated with
disrespect and abuse by management.
They are at the bottom of the wage

scale and do not have civil service
status. They face a vicious plantation-
minded supervisory atmosphere and
work in unsafe conditions breathing in
solvents, steel dust, silica, and God
knows what else.

This workforce is overwhelmingly
Black, Latino, and immigrant workers,
with a large proportion of women
workers.

And of course, the hiring of massive
numbers of non-union cleaners
throughout the subway and bus system
paves the way for the MTA and Cuomo’s
demands for the 9,300+ layoffs transit
workers are now facing.

Our new(ish) boss, TfL commissioner
Andy Byford, is your old boss: what
was your experience of him?

He acted as a PR prop for privatisation
and other management attacks on our
unions. 

He is very intelligent and competent,
especially in his knowledge of the nuts
and bolts of operations. He probably
thinks of himself as a highly moral
person and really means the praise he
publicly showers on transit workers,
calling us “miracle workers”, for
example.

But there is nothing moral about
pushing job cuts and unsafe One
Person Train Operation, as he did in
Toronto, or about pushing speed up to
maintain “Optimal Operation” as he did
in NYC Transit. Or being the major
proponent of outsourcing cleaning to
non-union cleaners. 

And there’s nothing moral about
running political interference for Cuomo
and the MTA bosses as they starve the
system for needed resources to pay off
$53 billion in bond debt to Wall Street
parasites at nearly 4% interest over the
next three decades.

• Abridged from 
bit.ly/johnf-interview

Tube workers
must not pay for
the crisis

The government has agreed a six-
month, £1.8 billion funding bailout
for TfL.

The deal does not include many of
the concessions the Tories were
pushing for, including the extension
of the congestion charge zones, fare
increases, and cuts to
concessionary travel for under-18s
and over-60s.

The government’s letter outlining
the terms of the settlement
continues to bang the “driverless
trains” drum, demanding that TfL
“works with a government led expert
review on the possible
implementation of driverless trains.”
As we all know, this has nothing to
do with improving efficiency, safety,
or service, and everything to do with
the Tories’ ideological war against
organised labour.

Andy Byford, the TfL
commissioner, told unions on
Sunday 1 November that there will
be “no changes to jobs, pay,
conditions, and benefits, or breaking
of contracts with suppliers” as part
of the current funding package.
That’s an important guarantee,
which unions need to be prepared to
take action to enforce if bosses
appear to renege on it in any way.
But this may only have kicked the
can down the road. The
commissioner said their plans for
2021 would aim to “achieve further
efficiencies.” TfL has committed to
being “self-financing” by 2023.

We can use the fact that we may
not be immediately plunged into a
defensive struggle against cuts to
launch offensive struggles of our
own. 

We must demand improvements
such as the equalisation of the
two-tier CSA grade on stations,
and the in-housing of all
outsourced work, especially on
contracts such as catering where
the private employer is threatening
job cuts.

Fighting for workers’ rights
on the New York subway

Essential work, 
expendable workers?



REINFORCE WORKPLACE
SAFETY
If the furlough scheme is not re-
extended beyond 2 December, we
must demand LU gives special paid
leave to workers in the “Clinically
Extremely Vulnerable” category,
rather than compelling them to be in
work.

Currently, LU says “Clinically
Vulnerable” (CV) staff are expected to
be in work. We must push back on this,
and demand the widest-possible use of
furlough to protect vulnerable workers.

Safety measures implemented during
the first wave which may have started to
fray must now be reinforced.

The precise safety demands we fight
for will vary between workplaces, but
the underlying principle must be to fight
for the maximum degree of workers’
control over safety measures, to ensure
it’s us who has oversight over their
design and implementation. 

RMT should update its Covid Charter
and organise a renewed drive to ensure
it is implemented.

CLOSE FOR DEEP CLEANS
LU insists it can keep a station where
a positive case has been confirmed
open while a deep clean takes place. 

This practise must end. As soon as a
positive case is confirmed, the
workplace must be shut whilst deep
cleaning is underway.

It seems some local managers are
also sending mixed messages about
who needs to isolate. The process must
be clear and consistent: all workers,
including outsourced staff, who may
have come into contact with the Covid-
positive workmate must be identified
and informed.

Further outbreaks in LU workplaces
are inevitable. Unless the company
tightens its procedure, both staff and
passengers will be placed at
unnecessary risk.

KHAN’S LABOUR PARTY
BACKS CLEANERS
Tooting Labour Party has passed a
resolution supporting RMT’s campaign
for full sick pay, staff travel passes,
and direct employment for Tube
cleaners.

This is especially significant because
Tooting CLP is London Mayor Sadiq
Khan’s local party, in the constituency
he represented as an MP prior to his
election as mayor.  

Despite much talk, Khan has not
delivered improvements for cleaners.
We hope this will contribute to the
mounting pressure on Khan to take
responsibility for the conditions of all
workers on the transport system his
mayoralty administers, something he
has so far failed to do.

FULL ROSTER? NO THANKS!
Early in the first lockdown, stations
adopted “pandemic rosters”, in which
staff work shorter hours and have
more days off. 

This meant less exposure to the virus,
less absence for sickness and self-
isolation.

It’s working well. But despite not being
broken, management at St Paul’s
decided to fix it and put staff back onto
the full roster. Risking staff’s health
would apparently be collateral damage.

The good news is that staff refused to
accept this, raised it with their union,
and once some noise had been made at
higher levels, the roster is back to what
it ought to be. A lesson to us all.

STEP
FORWARD
IN SODEXO
JOBS FIGHT
Sodexo, the outsourcing giant which
runs TfL staff canteens, has backed
down from its threat to make
workers compulsorily redundant.

Sodexo was planning to slash 30
jobs as part of a restructure that will
also see canteens move away from
freshly-cooked food towards serving
microwave meals. Sodexo wanted
workers to reapply for positions under
the new structure, and those who
weren’t successful were faced with
the prospect of unemployment - in the
midst of the coronavirus pandemic,
and in the run-up to Christmas.

Thanks for RMT pressure, that
threat has been seen off. Sodexo has
committed that no-one who wants to
remain employed will be made
redundant.

It’s not a total victory, as Sodexo still
plans to go ahead with its restructure.
This means some jobs will be lost
through voluntary redundancy, and
others will be effectively “de-skilled”.
RMT is continuing to organise against
that, and to demand firmer
guarantees to protect and improve
terms and conditions. But the no-
compulsory-redundancies guarantee
will be a huge relief for these - low-
paid, mainly migrant - workers.

When Sodexo announced its cuts,
RMT didn’t set out to negotiate the
terms of defeat by accepting cuts as
inevitable, and simply aim to support
workers through the redundancy
consultation process. It declared a
policy of opposition to the restructure
as a whole. When a formal industrial
dispute was declared and ballot for
strikes planned, it was because RMT
activists had spoken to workers and
built a mood for a fightback. Even
when it doesn’t achieve total victory,
that combative stance makes it much
easier to win concessions. RMT also
looked to apply additional leverage by
organising amongst directly-employed
TfL/LU staff who use the canteens. A
mass petition campaign opposing the
restructure has so far garnered over
600 signatures.

This fight will continue, but Sodexo
workers can take confidence from
having gained a vital concession. 

As workers face a wave of cuts
across industries, every successful
act of resistance should inspire
others to fight back.
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John
Leach
for GS!
Supporters of 

Tubeworker are backing John Leach for
RMT general secretary.

For info, see 
facebook.com/
RMTJohnLeach


