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On October 12th, 2003, 70,000 grocery workers in Southern California went on strike against the top three supermarket chains: Vons/Pavilions (Safeway), Ralphs (Kroger), and Albertsons. The strike started in response to contracts offered by these chains, which involved  cutting healthcare benefits by fifty percent while charging more to the employees. Opponents to the strike believe that the argument of the strikers over paying more for healthcare is petty; everyone has to pay for healthcare, and supermarket employees are no different. However, the strike is more than a battle for healthcare and fair wages. The four-month-old disagreement is about showing multi-billon dollar corporations that skimming benefits and salaries from employees to meet higher profit margins is unacceptable. It is about more than fighting for a reasonable co pay; grocery workers are fighting for a matter of principle. Large corporations cannot continue to use employee wages to line their own pockets. 

At the heart of the supermarket chains claims for reducing healthcare benefits by fifty percent is the introduction of Wal-Mart stores into the supermarket business. The supermarket chains claim they need to cut one billion dollars from their labor costs in anticipation of the competition expected from Wal-Mart. In addition to cutting healthcare benefits, supermarket chains want to institute a two-tier wage system where new employees would receive lower wages than those who are already employed. The labor cuts also extend to those who have already retired by reducing their pension benefits. However, the financial statements of the three supermarket chains, Vons/Pavilions (Safeway), Ralphs (Kroger), and Albertsons have shown a combined net profit of $8.3 billion dollars over the last four years (Schwartz, 2004). Wal-Mart’s plans to introduce forty stores in California will only make up for one percent of the total grocery sales in the state (Faces, 2003). In essence, the supermarket chains are looking to compete by copying Wal-Marts low-wage and benefits workforce. Grocery workers do not welcome this change. 

For the grocery workers on strike, the contract changes proposed are a step backwards. The 70-year struggle that grocery workers have fought to gain decent wages and healthcare packages brought victories that strikers feel are worth the fight. Those on strike believe that they are fighting for more than just their benefits because other companies are watching for the results of this strike. If the supermarket chains succeed, it could mean more cutbacks to other companies, which will in turn affect the working class (Schwartz, 2004).  If more companies decide to cut labor costs, thinking only of profits, more communities will be contributing to the growing surplus of people relying on public assistance. In addition, lower paid employees, who have to pay more out of pocket for healthcare, will have less money to spend on local businesses and services, thus being unable to keep their communities thriving (Faces, 2003). 


As of today, the cost of the grocery workers strike for the three supermarket chains has escalated to a combined total of one billion dollars in lost revenue (Schwartz, 2004). Consumers are supporting the grocery workers on strike by shopping at alternative stores as well as making donations to foundations set up by the workers. Those who oppose the strike have forgotten that organized labor has been victorious in giving the working class eight hour workdays, unemployment insurance, social security, and the elimination of child labor (Schwartz, 2003).  

The fight of the grocery workers on strike is an attempt to win another victory for the working class. It is about more than a reasonable co pay; grocery workers are fighting for the right to have decent benefits like healthcare, not the privilege. Multi-billion dollar companies competing with each other should not be permitted to band together to crush their employees as the result of competition and profit.  It is only now that the supermarket chains are realizing the impact their own employees can have on company profits:  one billion dollars, four months later and counting.
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