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DITORIAL

Editorial articles do not necessarily
reflect or represent the views of

of whom are blacks and Latinos,
become at risk. Hundreds of thou-
sands of Aid to Families With
Dependent Children (AFDC) re-
cipients have been forced into vari-
ous “workfare” schemes. In New
York City, for example, many
AFDC recipients are required to
work 20 or more hours each week
in order to receive their modest
payments.

These women usually work in
jobs normally associated with the
lowest wages: cleaning public toi-
lets and streets, mopping hospital
floors, picking up litter in subway
stations. Few women receive
proper equipment for their jobs.
Health and safety safeguards are
virtually nonexistent. Frequently
women assigned to work outside
are not even provided with toilet
facihiies

Several decades ago, the Asso-
clation of Commumty Organiza-
tions for Reform Now, known as
ACORN, began building a pro-
gressive, human rights movement
among America’s poorest and most
oppressed people. Today ACORN

35,000 workfare participants were
given the choice to determine
whether they desired to have union
representation. Over a period ol
fourdays, about 17,300 people cast
ballots at 250 polling sites across
the city. The election results were
17,000 workfare
workers voted in favor of organiz-
ing aunion, with barely 300 voting
against. The vote showed withouta
doubt that “welfare mothers™ rec-
ognize the exploitation of labor
inherent in the workfare program

Representatives of Republican
Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani 1im-
mediately dismissed this over-
whelming mandate for union rep-
resentation. Randy L. Levine, New
York City’s Deputy Mayor for Eco
nomic Development, protested that
because welfare is supposed to be

clear: almost

“temporary ", that it made no sense
for “welfare recipients to become
city employees.” ACORN organiz-
ers immediately challenged the
Giuliani administration tomeet with
them, with the goal of improving
working conditions for workfare
workers.

for justice and equality.

However, the voters of Hous-
ton stood tall, by voting to pre-
serve the city's affirmative ac
tion program, thereby proving
that not all Americans are fooled
or scared by right-wing race-bait-
ing. (At the same time, they gave
Lee Brown a strong first-round
lead in his attempt to become the
city's first African American
Mayor.)

What are the lessons from our
victory in Houston?

*First, this vote shows that
people are not automatically
ready to resegregate. (This also
makes the California situation
even more shameful, as Texas
voters have now acted more de-
cently than Pete Wilson’s fol-
lowers.)

*Second, the Houston vote
demonstrates that bold leader-
ship from white politicians, as
part of a broad coalition, can
make a huge difference. Mayor
Bob Lanier stood strong on the
side of justice in this battie, mak-
ing the case to preserve and pro-

tect affirmative action. He didn’t
end it; he defended it. The con-
trast with the Democratic Party
an the Clinton Administration 1s
stark. Mayor Lanier stepped for-
ward and fought back; most other
prominent Democrats have re-
mained in hiding.

*Third, this initiative victory in
Houston reminds us that an early
start is critical to our ability to over-
come the other side’s huge funding
advantage. This early start will be
vital as the anti-affirmative-action
right wing moves to other states next
year, such as Florida, Colorado, &
Washington.

*Fourth, this victory reminds
us that we can win if we stay
focused on our priorities. Rever-
end Jackson spent the last week-
end before the election in Hous-
ton, working the churches to
boost voter turnout. This elec-
tion was the most important one
on the ballot for those interested
in preserving Dr. King's dream.
We fought back hard there, and
we won,

The people of Houston sent a
message of decency to the rest of
the country. If we hear it, we can
save the dream. We hope it is
heard in the Supreme Court. We
hope it is heard in the White
House, and in California.

Sadly, itis obvious that Houston’s
message will not be heard by Orrin
Hatch (R-UT), who has chosen to
sully his career with an undeserved,
unprecedented, racially-charged at-
tack on Bill Lann Lee, President
Clinton’s nominee to serve as Assis-
tant Attorney General for Civil
Rights.

Hatch's decision is mean-spir-
ited, an abuse of power, an insult
to Asian-Americans.

Karen Narasaki, Executive Di-
rector of the National Asian Pa-
cific American Legal Consor-
tium, put it this way in The New
York Times: “Just a few months
ago he [Hatch] said about a white
male nominee, Joel Klein, "I
don't agree with all his views,
but he's qualified and he's the
President’s choice and he de-
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¥, sed to join him in defaming one of

the best qualified, most decent,
most talented Americans ever to
be nominated for this post.

Bill Lann Lee’s story symbol-
izes the American Dream the con-
servatives claim to stand for--
born in Harlem, of a father who
immigrated to America with no
money, worked in a laundry, and
volunteered to serve in the Air
Force during World War II.

Bill played by the rules, too,
graduating Phi Beta Kappa, ma-
gna cum laude from Yale, and
then from Columbia University
Law School. He has spent his life
working on behalf of civil rights,
and lists endorsements even from
his previous opponents. (Perhaps
Senator Hatch would like to
match up Lann Lee's qualifica-
tion with those of Clarence
Thomas...Yeah, right!)

Bill Lann Lee is an American
success story; but he's about to
become another victim of a vi-
cious, partisan, ideological
battle. It's a shameful episode.
The right wing is taking no pris-
oners.
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