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Bread and Roses Foreword

by SEIU President Andrew L. Stern 
     Only the characters in Bread & Roses are fictional. The inspirational story is true and continues to play out in thousands of workplaces throughout the United States every day. Los Angeles janitors really did engage in this heroic struggle for dignity and economic justice. They won-and keep on winning-by joining forces under the banner of SEIU's Justice for Janitors campaign.
     The "invisible" office cleaners of Los Angeles were the city's most marginalized residents. Mostly Latino immigrants, they worked long hours for little pay and no benefits, often under the harsh gaze of abusive supervisors. Bread & Roses evokes the passions, heroism, and sacrifices these working people brought to their struggle for a better life. It reminds us that today's campaigns are rooted in events such as the "Battle of Century City" of 1990, when 500 SEIU janitors and their supporters were brutally beaten by police in Century City, Calif. That day, June 15, is now commemorated each year as Justice for Janitors Day, reminding us all that many are still struggling under similar circumstances to gain a voice at work.
     Last year, victories in Los Angeles-much like the one shown in Bread & Roses-led to life-changing breakthroughs for building service workers from New York to San Diego, from Denver to Philadelphia. Tens of thousands of workers took to the streets in these and other U.S. cities as part of Justice for Janitors 2000, and won dramatic raises, health insurance and full-time work in contract negotiations for 100,000 building service workers.
     Tangibly, this means tens of thousands of families now, for the first time, have health insurance that enables their children and spouses to see a doctor whenever they need one. For thousands of parents, it means they are finally able to spend more time with their families because they now work one good full-time job, instead of two or three lousy part-time ones. It means decent salaries that enable janitors to move their families from cramped apartments and homes to larger ones where kids and parents can finally have their own bedrooms.
     Bread & Roses also spotlights the desperate need to restore decency and justice in the U.S. immigration system. Immigrants work hard, pay taxes and make enormous contributions to our communities. In return, too many receive poverty wages, few benefits, and terrible working conditions. Too many workers who are immigrants endure abuse by unscrupulous employers who threaten deportation for any who try to organize or defend their rights in the workplace.
     The SEIU Justice for Janitors campaign featured in Bread & Roses is ground zero in a national campaign for immigration laws that are simple and fair; laws that reward hardworking immigrants and ensure that the rights of all workers are protected, regardless of their immigration status.
Now, the U.S. release of Bread & Roses comes at a critical moment in the struggle for immigration reform. Even as the film plays in theaters nationwide, thousands of working people will participate in a national fast for workplace justice and immigration reform on June 15, Justice for Janitors Day, the annual commemoration of the "Battle of Century City."
     With its clear focus on the people who live with the impact of these important issues, Bread & Roses helps us to see and feel the urgent need for action. With the characters in the film, we learn again an old lesson: in the struggle for dignity and justice, working people can triumph when they stand together. We salute the janitors of Los Angeles and countless other workers across the country, who teach us this lesson anew every day. And we proudly join them in their battle to ensure their hard work is fairly rewarded with decent salaries, dignity, and respect. Give us bread, but give us roses too.
In Unity,

Andrew L. Stern
International President, SEIUProperty Services Issues
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