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Author’s Note

THIS book is the product of two years of research and over 150 interviews with workers and managers at the Mazda-Flat Rock plant, UAW representatives, state and local government officials, and residents of the Downriver area. In the course of our research, we made more than 80 visits to Flat Rock. On 5 of these, we visited the Mazda facility at the invitation of the company. We also visited Solidarity House, the UAW’s headquarters in Detroit, as well as the union’s Region 1A headquarters in Taylor, Michigan, and we attended union dissident meetings in Flat Rock.

Although Mazda initially agreed to cooperate with us, the company, for reasons of its own, abruptly withdrew this cooperation midway through our research (August 1988). A representative from Mazda’s public relations department simply told us at the time that the company would no longer be participating in our project. All subsequent calls we made to the company requesting interviews went unanswered. Admittedly this sometimes made it difficult to assess the reaction of Mazda management to events that unfolded at the plant subsequent to the summer of 1988, leaving us to rely on published sources and on the impressions of Mazda workers, whom we continued to interview outside the plant. We have nevertheless tried to recount these events as accurately as possible in a manner that is fair to both the company and its employees. We leave it to the reader to decide how well we have succeeded.

Since the Mazda employee handbook expressly forbids workers to talk to the press without company approval, and since our book was unsanctioned by the company, many workers were reluctant to allow us to use their real names. These workers, who often earned twice as much at the Mazda plant as at their previous jobs, worried that their inclusion in this book would provoke reprisals from their supervisors. This fear seemed particularly well founded, since Mazda’s flexible team system gives supervisors or “unit leaders” an in ordinate degree of unilateral, discretionary power to assign jobs and interpret work rules. In deference to this concern, we agreed to change the names of all hourly workers who appear in this book, with the exception of those who became union dissident leaders, since their opposition to the Mazda team system is now a matter of public record. The names of the following workers are pseudonyms: Peter Barrow, Wayne Dodd, Forrest Green, Jerry Healy, Sam Hill, Janet Jones, Becky Mehaffey, Steve Ross, Nate Watson, Darryl Williams, and Judy Wilson. These workers, however, are real people, not composites. The quotes attributed to them also are real and have not been embellished. The experiences they describe actually occurred.






1 A Worker


STEVE ROSS considered himself lucky. In February 1985 he was just a name on a list of 96,500 names in Mazda Motor Corporation’s computerized file of job applicants. Only 3,500 of those names would eventually be left on Mazda’s list, chosen for jobs at the stamping and assembly plant the Japanese automaker was building in Flat Rock, Michigan, a small industrial suburb 20 miles south of Detroit. Many of those on the application list were laid-off autoworkers who had spent years building cars at plants owned by America’s “Big Three” auto companies, and Ross, a millwright who had never worked in a car factory before, worried that his lack of experience would be held against him.

But he had beaten the odds. A little more than a year after mailing in the Mazda application he had clipped from a Detroit newspaper, Ross became part of the first group of 400 American hourly workers to be hired at the Flat Rock plant. Getting the job had not been easy. Almost from the very day—just after Thanksgiving 1984—that Mazda announced it would be building a plant in Michigan, the company’s Japanese and American managers had gone out of their way to warn that they would be extremely selective in choosing employees. Mazda would, they promised, do much more than perform standard background checks on job seekers; it would evaluate applicants in a way that no American automaker had ever thought of evaluating potential hourly employees before, having them participate in psychological role-playing exercises and group problem-solving sessions. As part of his evaluation, for instance, Ross was asked to work with a group of other applicants to develop a plan for counseling an imaginary Mazda employee who was always getting into arguments with his coworkers.

The purpose of such tests, according to Mazda, was to determine how well an applicant worked within a group. Did the applicant have trouble giving or receiving criticism? Was the applicant too aggressive? Too withdrawn? How clearly did the applicant outline goals and express ideas? No American automaker had ever asked these questions before, but the Big Three had been interested only in hiring workers to build automobiles; Mazda wanted people who could become part of a team.

Workers who were fortunate enough to make it through Mazda’s demanding screening process would be working together in teams of six to ten. Ross and some of the other workers in the elite group of four hundred original hirees would be named “team leaders” and given the responsibility of coordinating work schedules and job assignments for their teams. Unlike Big Three workers, Mazda’s hourly employees would do much more than hang fenders on cars; they would be active participants in the day-to-day management of the plant, designing their own jobs, acting as their own quality control inspectors, and contributing ideas to improving the production process. This was why Mazda had insisted on screening applicants so carefully. Not only would workers at the company’s new plant have to be “good communicators,” they would need the intelligence and self-motivation required to handle the decision-making responsibilities that went with being “team members,” the term Mazda preferred for its employees. “A special work force for a special plant,” is the way Mazda managers had often explained the rationale behind the company’s meticulous evaluation of job applicants.

Ross was excited by the idea of becoming part of a Japanese team plant. From everything he had seen on television and read in the newspapers, the Japanese treated their workers with much more respect than the Americans did, giving them a real say in how a plant was run. Ross was not sure how he was going to like participating in the calisthenics that Mazda team members did together every morning, or how he would feel about wearing the same blue-and-khaki Mazda uniform that would be worn by everyone else at the plant, from the newest trainee to the highest-ranking executive. (Both evoked images of his not very happy time in the Air Force.) But he did look forward to going to work at a plant that had no artificial barriers separating workers and managers. Everyone at the Flat Rock plant would, he had read, be called by their first name: Mazda did not allow “misters.” There would be no reserved spots for managers in the plant parking lot, and no executive dining room, as there were at American plants. Managers and workers at Flat Rock would sit elbow to elbow in a common cafeteria that served Japanese and American food on a first-come-first-served basis. This pleased Ross, who had always been annoyed by the high-handed attitude of the American managers he had known. The Americans had, he thought, been too concerned about protecting their own authority to communicate with the workers under them. At the American plants where Ross had worked in the past, managers had regarded every suggestion from workers to improve safety or get a job done faster as a threat to their own position. Instead of being praised or rewarded for their good ideas, workers who made suggestions were regarded as troublemakers.

As happy as he was about going to work at a team plant—and as proud as he felt about being part of the select group of Mazda’s four hundred original hirees—Ross had to admit that his first reaction to landing a job at Flat Rock was one of relief. The $12.97 an hour he would be earning as a team leader would allow him to provide his wife and two daughters with a measure of financial security they had rarely known in the 1980s.

A man of medium build whose wide eyes and apple cheeks gave him a still-youthful appearance as he approached middle age, Ross had been employed for 16 years at a Detroit factory that manufactured mining and construction equipment. He had spent most of his life in greater Detroit’s Downriver section, a name given to the gray and densely packed industrial suburbs—including Flat Rock—that follow the course of the Detroit River as it flows south from the city into Lake Erie. Ross had gone to work at the equipment factory directly out of high school in 1964, but a few months later, when it became apparent he would be drafted into the Army, he decided to enlist in the Air Force. In the Air Force he acquired firsthand experience in metalworking, being assigned to a detail that repaired hangars.

When he returned to the Detroit factory after the service, Ross enrolled in a millwright apprenticeship program. As a millwright he became a member of the skilled trades, an accomplishment that brought with it new stature on the shop floor. Unlike the unskilled production workers who assemble components and operate production machinery—and whose jobs can usually be learned in a matter of days or even hours—millwrights, electricians, welders, and other skilled trades workers perform the varied and complex jobs needed to maintain and repair factory equipment. Because of their specialized knowledge, acquired over a period of years, skilled trades workers enjoy extra freedom and privileges on the shop floor; they have the flexibility to set their own work schedules and can move around the plant more or less as they please. A good skilled trades worker is not easy to replace. This was especially true in the late 1960s, when Ross became a millwright. No foreman of that era needed to be reminded that any of the skilled trades workers who worked under him could simply pack their tool chests if they became bored or unhappy and be hired by a plant down the highway at equal or better pay.

Ross had always assumed that being a skilled trades worker guaranteed his job security. Should his job at the equipment company ever disappear, he was certain he would be able to find work as a millwright at another plant. He had, in fact, done this once before, taking a temporary job at a local steel mill when his factory was closed for several months by a strike. At other times, when extra money had been needed to meet family expenses or the cost of moving into a new home, he had found it easy to pick up part-time work at mills and factories. Once, he had even held down a part-time job in addition to his regular job for a year, while also attending evening classes at Henry Ford Community College, an institution from which he earned an associate degree in marketing.

But the confidence that Ross had in the door-opening power of his skilled trades training was badly shaken in the late 1970s, when rising gas prices and an influx of imported Japanese cars crippled Detroit’s automotive-based economy, throwing tens of thousands of skilled and unskilled blue-collar workers out of jobs. Unable to compete with Japan’s efficient, dependable cars, the Big Three surrendered more and more of the U.S. market to their Japanese rivals: 12.7 percent in 1977, almost 23 percent in 1982.1 As their share of the market declined, American automakers curtailed their production operations, laying off more workers with each plant closing or shift reduction. The pattern of production cutbacks and layoffs was repeated at the hundreds of smaller supplier firms that fed Detroit’s big auto plants steering wheels, tires, windshields, paint, and other components.

The factory that employed Ross did not sell directly to the automobile industry, so it did not feel the first shock waves set off by the industry’s collapse. But of course it could not escape the effects of the general recession that followed. The factory’s major customers—mining companies and large construction firms—their own businesses hurt severely by the recession, cut back their new equipment orders. The factory owners were unable to absorb their mounting financial losses. In 1983 they were bought out by an out-of-state competitor, who promptly sold the factory and moved its production equipment to a plant in the South. Some of the managers and skilled trades workers at Ross’s factory were offered the opportunity to relocate to the southern plant. Ross was not among them.

Ross began his job search by asking relatives and neighbors who were lucky enough still to be working if they knew of any openings at their plants. They offered plenty of sympathy but no leads. Most were worried about hanging on to their own jobs. Unemployment Downriver had been over 20 percent for most of the 1980s. Some of Ross’s friends, skilled trades workers like him, had left Michigan for the Sunbelt in an uncertain pursuit of jobs. Ross and his wife had talked about moving to Arizona themselves but dropped the idea because both of their families were in Michigan.

After three months of five-day-a-week job hunting, Ross finally found work as a “machine repair specialist” at a food-processing plant. But less than a year later, the plant’s owners cut back their production—and as one of the last hired, Ross was among the first to be let go. He then got a job as a driver for a Detroit delivery firm at 70 percent of his skilled trades wage. His oldest daughter, who was about to go away to college, had to change her plans and enroll in a local commuter school. When the delivery company cut his work schedule from five to four days a week, Ross tried to make up for the lost wages by selling insurance part-time. But having spent over 16 years in the structured work environment of factories, he felt uncomfortable with the uncertainties of commission selling. He found himself brooding over real or imagined “mistakes” on days when, after spending four or five hours calling on potential customers, he came away empty handed. Such days occurred frequently, since the more pressure Ross put on himself, the less successful he was at selling. A few years later, Ross would remember this period, 1984-85, as the most frightening time of his life. A normally mild-mannered man, he had during that year gotten into frequent fights with his wife and daughters, something he had never done before.

When Ross came across the application form that Mazda ran in Detroit-area newspapers in March 1985, he mailed it in without hesitation. Working for Mazda had to be better than driving a truck and selling insurance, so what did he have to lose? The fact that Mazda was a Japanese company did not bother him. Once, when a relative had made derogatory comments about working for the Japanese, Ross had snapped, lacing into the man about how the Big Three were importing more cars than anyone—selling them under names like Dodge Colt and Mercury Tracer—and, in the process, taking jobs away from workers at their own American plants. So who owed loyalty to American companies anymore? Besides, the new Mazda plant would be “American,” creating jobs for people right here in Downriver. And, from everything Ross had heard, Mazda treated workers a hell of a lot better than the Big Three ever did.

Ross was working at his insurance office one spring morning in 1986, when his wife telephoned to tell him that someone from Mazda had just called their home asking for him. He dropped what he was doing and dialed the number left by the caller. A woman with a clipped, no-nonsense voice from Mazda’s personnel department said that he had been selected to work at the Flat Rock plant. She added that he had two days to think about the job offer. Think about it? Ross found this rather amusing. He said to the woman, “When do I start?”






2 The Union’s Chance


IN March 1984 a small delegation of Mazda executives visited Solidarity House, a functional glass-and-steel building on Detroit’s East Side that serves as the headquarters of the International Union of the United Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural Implement Workers of America, as the UAW is officially called. Separated from the urban decay of Jefferson Avenue by a modestly landscaped courtyard and a wide blacktop parking lot marked off by a wire mesh fence, the building resembles a private hospital, built perhaps by a religious order 30 years earlier, before the neighborhood around it collapsed under the weight of poverty and neglect. Until the visit by these Mazda executives, no Japanese manufacturer had ever walked through its doors.

Honda and Nissan, the two Japanese automakers that had preceded Mazda in building American plants, had not seen fit to come calling at Solidarity House. They had, in fact, diligently avoided all contact with the UAW, which they regarded as the embodiment of everything that was wrong with the American workplace. William Usery, secretary of labor under Gerald Ford, who later became a labor relations consultant for Toyota, was speaking of his client in the early 1980s, but his comments applied equally well to Honda and Nissan: “Commies and drug addicts, gambling, fighting, refusing to work—that was Toyota’s idea of a unionized American workforce.”1

Not surprisingly, Honda and Nissan fought the UAW’s attempts to organize workers at their U.S. plants, as did the smaller Japanese parts suppliers that followed them to America. The argument used against the union was the same at Honda, Nissan, and all the lesser supplier firms: The UAW, with its insistence on elaborate work rules and job classifications, and its antagonistic attitude toward management, was too set in the old ways of militant American unionism to fit into a Japanese team system that emphasized close labor-management cooperation. The majority of Americans at Japanese-owned plants appeared to share this view. UAW organizing drives had been soundly rejected at the two main Japanese assembly plants and at almost all of their supplier firms by the time of Mazda’s Solidarity House visit. A 28-year-old production worker at Nissan’s Smyrna, Tennessee, facility typified the prevailing attitude at Japanese American plants of the era when he told a reporter, “I think unions were fine in their time. But as long as you have a company working like this one is, you don’t need a union. It would just get in the way.”2

But the Mazda executives who drove into the wide black parking lot of Solidarity House on that early spring day were ready to break ranks with their fellow Japanese automakers. They were prepared to accept the UAW in their American plant, provided the union agreed to adopt a more cooperative attitude and allow Mazda to implement a flexible team system, unencumbered by unnecessary rules and job classifications, at its future facility. The men from Mazda would make it clear to their UAW hosts that the company could not accept an American-style contract at its U.S. plant. Mazda could not have its team members divided into more than one hundred different job classifications, the way workers at Big Three plants were: one worker assigned to hang fenders, another to install doors, and a third to drill in engine mounts, with no one permitted to cross over and do someone else’s job. The Mazda representatives would explain that sometimes it was necessary to have a door installer hang fenders, a fender hanger install engine mounts, and an electrician do the work of a welder, if a plant was going to have the flexibility needed to respond to changing production demands. Rather than allow one hundred job classifications at its American plant, Mazda would insist that jobs at the facility be divided into only two categories—production and skilled trades.

Given the choice, the men from Mazda would probably have preferred not to be making this visit to Solidarity House. Given the choice, they probably would have followed the example of Honda and Nissan and avoided all contact with the UAW. But unlike its two larger competitors, Mazda had no choice. It had to accept the union if it wanted to be assured of selling enough cars to justify its investment in an American plant. To be financially feasible, a major automobile plant must be able to produce a minimum of two hundred thousand vehicles a year. Mazda did not have the marketing strength to sell this many American-built cars on its own, without taking export sales (and local jobs) away from its factories in Japan. The company needed a “customer” who would buy a large share of the cars Mazda produced at its American plant—at least in the short run—while the Japanese automaker gradually built up its share of the U.S. market. Ford was the most logical candidate. The number two American automaker owned a 25 percent interest in Mazda. Besides, the idea of buying cars made by Mazda and reselling them under its own nameplate fitted nicely into Ford’s marketing strategy. Having down-sized its own production operations in the late 1970s, Ford was having trouble producing enough vehicles to meet the suddenly resurgent demand for its products by 1984. Ford was eager to buy American-made Mazdas, but the company could not risk alienating the UAW and its own unionized work force by purchasing vehicles built by a Japanese automaker in a nonunion American plant.

Ford would later deny that it pressured Mazda to accept the UAW, but Mazda’s need for an American customer, and Ford’s unwillingness to buy nonunion domestic products, left the Japanese automaker with little alternative but to visit Solidarity House. Mazda executives would always be rather candid about their decision to approach the American union. “Of course, one of the reasons for building our plant near Detroit, and for inviting the participation of the UAW, was to smooth the way for us to sell cars to Ford,” said Kenichi Yamamoto, president of Mazda at the time the company began its American venture.3

Owen Bieber was waiting to greet the Mazda delegation when it entered Solidarity House. Bieber was 54 at the time of the Mazda visit and had not quite completed his first year as president of the UAW. At six foot-five and 250 pounds, he towered over his Japanese visitors. His hair, which had once been very dark, had turned a fox-like silver blue. Brushed straight back, accentuating its natural waviness, it lent a more dignified appearance to a very large face that had begun to grow fleshy with the years. His mouth was his most expressive feature; set over a still-powerful cleft chin, it was capable of showing a wide range of emotions. When he became angry, his thin lips drew together tightly to form a single slit that turned down to present any adversary with an intimidating war mask.

But Bieber was not given to frequent displays of anger. He was a low-keyed, genial man, if somewhat aloof. Union staff members at Solidarity House referred to him as the Lone Ranger because of his tendency to work alone, absorbing himself in the minute details of an issue—the kind that most other leaders delegated to their aides. Deliberate and hardworking, Bieber was very cautious in charting the union’s course, methodically weighing his options and quietly building support for his decisions within the UAW’s power structure. He was not by nature a risk taker. Nor was he the type of leader who inspired followers with bold rhetorical calls to keep their rendezvous with destiny. “There’s an old saying about Owen: before he jumps into the water, he makes sure the temperature is right,” Ted Barrett, director of UAW Region 9A in New England, had said following Bieber’s election to the presidency of the union.4

For all his cautiousness, Bieber’s rise through the ranks of the UAW had been a rapid one. Born in the small town of North Dorr, Michigan, near Grand Rapids, he went to work following his high school graduation in 1948 as a border wire bender with McInerney Spring and Wire Company. “It was a tough job,” Bieber would later recall. “I had to take five pieces of heavy gauge wire and fit them into a die the width of a car seat.”5 At McInerney, Bieber joined UAW Local 687, which had been cofounded by his father, Albert. Within one year he became the local’s shop steward, and he was elected its president seven years later. A succession of appointed and elected positions followed in UAW Region 1D, which covered rural western and northern Michigan. In 1980 Bieber was brought to Solidarity House by UAW president Douglas Fraser and appointed vice president in charge of the union’s General Motors Department, his first national position. Only three years later, Bieber became the surprise choice of the UAW’s 26-member executive board to succeed the retiring Fraser as the union’s president.

Bieber’s election marked a watershed in the history of the UAW. The former wire bender from North Dorr became the first president of the union who had not been personally associated with Walter Reuther, the fiery organizer who led the UAW through its most brutal and bloody battles to win recognition from hostile American automakers in the 1930s and 1940s. Reuther, who headed the UAW from 1946 until his death in a small airplane crash 24 years later, is remembered at Solidarity House with the veneration befitting a saint. Portraits of the late labor leader hang throughout the building, his narrow eyes peering sternly at everyone who enters the plain, uncarpeted lobby and walks down the corridors leading to the union’s executive offices. Official UAW histories devote pages to the Battle of the Overpass, in which Reuther and three other organizers were beaten senseless by a group of thugs hired by Ford’s security department in 1937, as they distributed union literature outside the gates of the company’s River Rouge plant. The attack, captured in all its savagery by newspaper photographers, won public sympathy for the UAW, ultimately pressuring Ford to drop its opposition to the union.

Owen Bieber was aware of the historical significance of his election. In his inaugural address, delivered at the union’s 1983 convention in Dallas, he tried to establish a sense of continuity with the Reuther era. “I was not on the battlefield during the great struggles of the 1930s,” he said. “But, by God, I am a product, heart and soul, of what was created in those difficult struggles.”

But, of course, Bieber himself was not of the Reuther era. He had come of age at a time when young men joined union locals that had been founded by their fathers, not when they got their heads smashed trying to organize workers at the nation’s second largest automaker. Experience had not conditioned him to mistrust management with the same depth and passion as it had an earlier generation of union leaders.

Bieber was also assuming control of a union that was far less powerful than the one that Walter Reuther had headed from 1946 to 1970. Reuther’s union had drawn its strength from the auto industry in which it operated. In 1955, at the height of their postwar power, American automakers produced 72 percent of the world’s passenger cars. The nation’s three largest automakers were very rich. They earned combined after-tax profits of $1.7 billion for the year, an amount of money almost four times greater than the value of Japan’s entire (industrial and agricultural) exports.6 Reuther had shrewdly used the Big Three’s affluence to wrest generous wages and lenient work rules from them during contract negotiations. Employing a “whipsawing” strategy, the UAW president would single out only one of the three automakers as a strike target before the start of contract talks. This forced the targeted company to face the possibility not only of having its own factories shut down but of being compelled to stand idly by while its two competitors continued to sell cars, increasing their share of the market at its expense. The dual threat invariably scared the automaker into agreeing to the union’s demands. Having won what he wanted from one automaker, Reuther had no trouble getting the same contract concessions from the two other major American car companies. The costs of wage increases and inefficient protective work rules were immediately passed along to the consumer, who had little alternative to American-made cars in 1955, when imported vehicles accounted for less than 1 percent of the U.S. passenger car market.7

The American auto industry had, of course, lost its preeminent position by the time Bieber became president of the UAW in 1983, producing just over one out of every five cars made in the world. With imported cars accounting for 28 percent of the U.S. market, a captive American consumer could no longer be counted on to bear the costs of higher wages and benefits. Besides, the Big Three were in no position to grant their workers generous contracts, having lost a combined total of $5.49 billion in the first two years of the decade. The primary interest of the UAW as Bieber assumed office was not to get more money for its members but to help them hold on to their jobs. More than 260,000 autoworkers were on indefinite layoff at the end of 1982. Membership in the UAW, which had been 1.5 million as recently as 1979, had, by the time of Bieber’s inauguration, sunk to 920,000.8

Under the leadership of Bieber’s predecessor, Douglas Fraser, the UAW had begun to make wage and benefits concessions in the late 1970s, hoping that a reduction in labor costs would increase the competitiveness of the Big Three and avert further layoffs. At the same time, the union and the automakers tried to emulate the more successful Japanese by experimenting with modified versions of the team system at selected Big Three plants, allowing management greater flexibility in assigning jobs and bending traditional work rules.

In January 1982 the UAW agreed to renegotiate its General Motors and Ford contracts, both of which had been scheduled to run until September, in order to provide the beleaguered automakers with quick help in their efforts to close the “productivity gap” that existed between them and their Japanese competitors. Lower wages and more efficient work rules were said to give Japan’s automakers an eight-dollar-an-hour cost advantage per worker over GM and Ford.9 (Chrysler, recently saved from bankruptcy by a federal loan guarantee, had already been given a new, more generous contract by the UAW.)

As vice president of the union’s General Motors Department, Bieber oversaw the reopening of the GM negotiations. After four months of on-again, off-again discussions, the UAW and the world’s biggest automaker agreed to a new contract that called on workers to make steep concessions. GM workers had to give up all nine of their “paid personal holidays” and one companywide holiday, raising their annual worker hours by 4 percent.10 The workers also had to relinquish their scheduled 3 percent automatic annual wage increases for 1982 and 1983 and defer all cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs)—pay raises tied to changes in the consumer price index—for a period of 18 months. In addition to granting GM these economic concessions, Bieber’s negotiating team accepted a new, stricter “absenteeism control plan” and promised “to be responsive to innovative job assignments” and work rule changes. The UAW granted GM the right to negotiate flexible local contracts at individual plants that lowered the number of job classifications so workers could be assigned to a greater variety of tasks, increased production quotas so they could be assigned more work, and reduced break time and curtailed transfer rights to ensure that more of their time at the plant would be devoted to work activities.

In exchange for these concessions, GM agreed not to close four of seven plants that it had planned to shut down. The company also offered workers a more generous profit-sharing plan, as well as “guaranteed income” protection that promised to pay a minimum of 50 percent base wages to workers with ten years’ seniority or more whose plants were closed. But opposition to the concession pact among rank-and-file workers was intense. The renegotiated GM contract was approved by only 52 percent of the workers, a clear sign of discontent in a union in which 80 and 90 percent approval votes on contracts were not uncommon. The renegotiated Ford pact, identical to the GM contract in its economic concessions, but not going nearly as far in allowing more flexible work rules, was approved by 73 percent of the Ford rank and file.

Bieber appreciated the workers’ frustration. His personal enthusiasm for team programs was lukewarm compared to that of some of the other, more “progressive” UAW leaders. Some years later, as he was about to begin his third term as the union’s president, Bieber looked back on the concessions of the 1980s: “If you go back, we had a long period of time when we were on an upswing. We had the only automobile business in the world in this country. Bargaining was pretty simple. You put your demands on the table. You got caught in strikes sometimes, but it was always a matter of who could out wait who. You always knew that finally you’d be able to get your goal, or at least close to where you were trying to go. We had some very lucrative times in this country…. Now we’re living in a much different world. You have to live with that situation. You have to figure out how to survive and how the people you represent will survive through that kind of era…. Would I rather have been president of the international union when everything was on the upswing? Well, of course—only a damn fool would say no to that…. [But] that isn’t the real world. You have to play with the cards you are dealt.”11

Becoming president of the UAW when he did, Bieber inherited the task of organizing the plants that Japanese automakers and suppliers had begun building in America in the early 1980s to circumvent the “voluntary quotas” the Japanese government had placed on vehicle exports to the United States. In 1982, less than a year before Bieber took office, Honda became the first Japanese company to build cars in this country, when it began producing vehicles in rural Marysville, Ohio. Other Japanese automakers quickly followed. By the end of the decade, there were expected to be seven wholly or partially Japanese-owned automobile plants in the United States accounting for one out of every four passenger cars built in the country.

The UAW tried hard to organize the American plants of Japanese automakers. Union officials visited Honda and Nissan in Japan, hoping to persuade the two automakers to accept the UAW at their U.S. facilities. Japanese union leaders were enlisted to help the Americans in this effort. The union’s organizers went to great lengths to project a cooperative image of the UAW, downplaying its traditional Reutherian militancy and emphasizing the “jointness programs” developed under Fraser and Bieber. By doing this the union hoped to overcome the suspicions of Japanese managers, convincing them that the acceptance of the UAW would not jeopardize their team systems. At the same time the UAW wanted to allay the fears of American workers at Japanese-owned plants, who worried that the arrival of a combative union would cost them their jobs by reducing the competitiveness of their plant, ultimately forcing the Japanese to shift production to other nonunion plants in different states or countries. In a full-page ad, taken in the Marysville Journal-Tribune during an early Honda organizing drive, the UAW referred to itself as “a quality union for a quality-minded workforce,” a message for both management and workers that the union would not be a disruptive force in the plant.

But the Japanese remained mistrustful of the big American union. With few exceptions, most Japanese automakers and suppliers located their U.S. operations in rural areas, primarily in the South, with strong antiunion traditions. Most aggressively resisted UAW organizing drives, successfully keeping the union out of their plants.

At the time of Mazda’s visit to Solidarity House, the UAW had made little headway in its efforts to organize Japanese-owned facilities. Toyota had softened its earlier disdain for the union and agreed to accept the UAW into New United Motor Manufacturing Inc. (NUMMI), the Fremont, California, joint venture that the company formed with General Motors in 1983. But NUMMI was, in actuality, an existing GM plant with a work force that was made up of recalled laid-off union workers. For Toyota the joint venture with GM was a test run for a future American plant that would be wholly owned by the Japanese automaker. Admittance into NUMMI did not represent the bold embrace from Japan that the UAW had been seeking. Later, when Toyota opened its own American plant in Georgetown, Kentucky, the company would keep the union out.



The men from Mazda who visited Solidarity House in March 1984 brought with them the first, and probably the best, opportunity the union would have to organize a wholly Japanese-owned automobile assembly plant. Owen Bieber would not let this opportunity slip away. Not only would Mazda’s American plant, with its creation of 3,500 new jobs (and new union members) be important in its own right, it would also provide the union with the chance to develop a much closer working relationship with a Japanese automaker than it could ever have hoped to develop at the plant that Toyota co-owned with General Motors. If the UAW won Mazda’s trust by proving that it could be a reasonable and cooperative part of the team system, the union could take a giant step toward shedding the militant image that kept it from organizing the plants of other Japanese manufacturers.

Gaining acceptance into the eight Japanese-American plants and their supplier firms was of critical importance to the union’s survival. Bieber, having just come through the painful concessions process of the early 1980s, understood that much more was at stake than the organizing of workers at the plants themselves. Being unable to organize foreign-owned plants that accounted for 25 percent of the nation’s annual vehicle output would put the UAW in a vulnerable bargaining position with domestic automakers. The Big Three would be able to point to the nonunion Japanese plants, with their lower pay scales and more flexible work rules, during contract negotiations and demand the same concessions. UAW workers at parts plants owned by the Big Three would be caught in a reverse of Walter Reuther’s whipsawing strategy during negotiations, being presented with take-it-or-leave-it contracts, knowing that the company could, if they went on strike, simply buy components from a nonunion Japanese supplier firm.

Owen Bieber, the Lone Ranger union leader who kept his own counsel, was not disposed to bare his anxieties to others. But it would not have been surprising if these issues crossed his mind as he welcomed the Mazda delegation to Solidarity House.

Osamu Nobuto, the Mazda executive who would head the automaker’s American manufacturing venture, told Bieber that the company was prepared to accept the UAW at its American plant if the union would go along with the implementation of a team system similar to the one Mazda employed in Japan. Nobuto and the Mazda delegation emphasized that the company would need a great deal of flexibility in running its American plant. The union would have to grant Mazda even more concessions than it had given American automakers in the early 1980s. Mazda managers would have to have the freedom to transfer workers from job to job, to redesign jobs as they saw fit, and to assign overtime work when necessary without being impeded by restrictive work rules. American workers and the UAW would, of course, have input into many of these decisions, the Mazda delegation assured their hosts, through team meetings and joint union-management committees.

Bieber and his staff expressed their concerns about job security. If union workers were going to give up the security of protective work rules and job classifications to make Mazda’s American plant more competitive, the UAW wanted the company to reciprocate by promising that it would avoid layoffs under all but the most calamitous economic conditions. The UAW president also wanted Mazda to spell out how the company planned to involve workers and the union in the decision-making process.

The two sides agreed at their Solidarity House meeting to form “study teams,” which would meet in the United States and Japan to discuss these issues. Mazda had insisted on the use of the term “study teams” rather than the more traditional “bargaining committee,” which the UAW would have preferred, because, the company’s representatives explained, the ongoing discussions would be at least as much a learning process as a negotiating process. There were so many unanswered questions that each side had about the other—questions that would have to be answered before a true understanding could be reached. Richard Shoemaker, Bieber’s chief administrative assistant, recalled that there was “a great deal more information of all sorts that flowed freely between the Japanese and us than what we have seen historically in traditional plants. I won’t say in every one, but historically over the broad scope.”

Shoemaker, who was present at every “study meeting,” as the discussions were called, was surprised by Mazda’s curiosity about the union. “They were concerned [about] what our views were on most aspects of what they were doing.” During the course of the discussions, the company had, he believed, come to trust the UAW. “A great deal of apprehension that they had about our union, about union leaders in the United States, a great deal of these concerns were taken care of as we grew to know each other.”12

Ultimately, the study meetings produced understandings that reassured both sides. Mazda won a “long-term” commitment from the union “to the principles of flexibility, efficiency, and the implementation of work practices and production systems similar to those used by Mazda in Japan.” The UAW received a promise from Mazda, later formalized in its contract, not to lay off employees, “unless compelled to do so by economic conditions and financial circumstances so severe that [the] longterm financial viability [of the company’s American plant] is threatened.” Mazda also committed itself to providing “meaningful joint employee involvement programs.”13

Agreeing on the specific details of these general understandings sometimes proved to be difficult for the Mazda-UAW study groups. Mazda wanted the power to rotate employees freely from day to evening shifts as it did in Japan. The union explained that American workers would demand more consistency in their work schedules. Morale at the plant would be destroyed, they argued, if individual workers did not know whether they would be working days or evenings from one week to the next. But sometimes it was necessary to change schedules quickly, Mazda countered, to respond to new production demands. Eventually a compromise was reached: Mazda would be able to rotate any employee to a different shift for up to three months during a calendar year. The rest of the time the employee’s shift assignment would remain unchanged, barring special circumstances such as a new vehicle launch.

In Japan, factory managers often work on the line alongside hourly employees, when there is a bottleneck or during peak production periods. Mazda wanted to have the same flexibility at its American plant, but the UAW feared that such a plan could be used by the company to replace union workers with salaried personnel. For this reason the union had always fought to keep managers from doing the jobs of hourly workers at Big Three plants. But once again the two sides reached a compromise. Mazda managers from Japan, whom the company called dispatches, as well as local American managers, would be allowed to do the jobs of hourly workers when “production difficulties” were encountered during model change-overs and under other special circumstances. Mazda promised, though, that dispatches and other salaried personnel would not be used to take the place of union members.

Other issues to be resolved were economic. Because the start-up costs associated with building its new American plant would be high—and in consideration of its willingness to break ranks with other Japanese automakers and recognize the UAW—Mazda wanted the union to grant it a temporary “wage discount,” allowing the company to pay its workers wages that were substantially below Big Three pay rates. The UAW study team reluctantly accepted the wage discount in principle, and after some negotiation it reached an agreement with Mazda about the size and duration of the temporary discount: Mazda workers would be paid 15 percent less than their opposite numbers at Ford but would achieve wage parity through a series of pay increases spread out over the life of their first three-year contract.

By the early autumn of 1984, the Mazda and UAW study teams had resolved the major issues between them. The two sides formalized their understanding in a letter of intent that committed them to “working together to create an organization promoting harmony, cooperation and understanding” at Mazda’s future American plant.

Mazda could not officially recognize the UAW as the sole bargaining representative of the workers at its American plant until those yet-to-be-hired workers voted to accept the union. That approval was ultimately given on September 11, 1987, when 87 percent of the plant’s workers voted to recognize the UAW. Neither the company nor the UAW had ever had any doubt about the outcome of this election, since Mazda planned to build its American plant in Michigan, the most heavily unionized state in the country.

Although it had yet to be made public at the time the letter of intent was signed, the specific site for Mazda’s new American plant had already been chosen by the company, which had agreed to pay Ford $14 million for the Michigan Casting Center, an ugly, abandoned foundry in Flat Rock that had been closed by the number two American automaker in 1981.



Responsibility for ensuring that the UAW maintained its harmonious relationship with Mazda once the Flat Rock plant began production was given to Bill Judson, a millwright who had served the union in various capacities at the local level for more than 20 years. In 1985 Judson was appointed president of the newly formed UAW Local 3000, which had been established to represent workers at Mazda’s Flat Rock plant and those at the plants of the Japanese supplier firms that were expected to follow the automaker to the area. Judson, whose office would be in the Mazda administration building, would be the highest-ranking union official involved with the plant on a daily basis once it began producing cars in 1987. At first glance he seemed an odd choice to lead the UAW local at a plant the union was counting on to project it into a new, international era of labor-management relations. A plain, broad-faced man who wore his hair in an old-fashioned flattop style, he looked as if he had walked directly out of an earlier, more isolated America. Born in rural Washtenaw County, Michigan, Judson had hoped to spend his life farming, and, indeed, he had worked on a farm for a time after high school before being drafted into the Korean War. Returning from the service, he managed a small farm for a widowed neighbor, but when suburban developers from nearby Ann Arbor and Ypsilanti drove up property values, the widow, like other farmers, sold her land. In 1964 Judson went to work for Hoover Universal, a maker of automotive bearings, where he became active in union affairs and was elected president of the plant’s UAW local, a position he continued to hold after NSK Corporation of Japan acquired Hoover in 1975.

Judson’s experience dealing with a Japanese manufacturer was considered an advantage by Ernie Lofton, director of UAW Region 1A (which included Local 3000), who appointed him president of the Mazda local. Lofton also liked what he called Judson’s “stability”—a soft-spoken, steady demeanor that rarely displayed anger, frustration, or other emotions to the outside world. In Lofton’s view, the ex-farmer’s even-tempered character made him the ideal person to smooth out any cultural misunderstandings that might arise between American workers and Japanese managers.

In the summer of 1986, Judson was sent to Japan, along with Mazda’s four hundred original American hirees, for 30 days of intensive training in the company’s team management system. At a traditional Big Three plant, it would have been inconceivable for a union leader to participate in a corporate training program. But because Flat Rock would be a team plant, it required a close degree of cooperation between the company and the union. To achieve this cooperation, the two sides would have to build on the trust that was established during the earlier study meetings by continuing to learn more about one another.

Judson visited Mazda’s stamping and assembly plant in Hofu, 56 miles southwest of the company’s headquarters in Hiroshima. Completed in 1982, Hofu was regarded as one of the most efficient automaking operations in the world. Every month the plant’s eighteen hundred workers produced twenty thousand cars and seven thousand knockdown kits (vehicles to be assembled elsewhere), an output that would have required a work force of almost twice that size at a traditional American factory. As Judson surveyed the plant, he could not help but marvel at its technological efficiency. There were robots everywhere he looked. They were welding car bodies and applying primer paint. They were installing spare tires and transporting parts from the loading docks to work stations on the final assembly line. In the stamping shop, where giant presses turned out doors, hoods, and other large stampings, only about 40 Mazda employees oversaw an operation that was as highly automated as anything in the worldwide automobile industry. But Judson was impressed by more than Hofu’s technology. The workers at the plant went about their jobs with a speed and purposefulness that he and the other American visitors had rarely witnessed. The movements of every worker were carefully choreographed to avoid wasted time and motion. The Mazda workers never hesitated when reaching for their tools because every tool was stored in its own specially designated place close to the assembly line. They never waited idly, as American workers often did, for work to come down the line to them. When a production employee completed his primary job at Hofu, he immediately busied himself with other tasks, until the next vehicle arrived at his work station. Once a worker finished installing a gas tank on a Mazda 626 as it passed overhead on the “hanger” assembly line, for example, he would race around the vehicle daubing sound-insulating tar to its underside. He would complete this job just in time to reach for another gas tank, fed to him by a machine, to install on the next car as it arrived at his work station. No one at Hofu ever stood still.

Hofu had served as the model for the plant that Mazda was building in Flat Rock. Only minor modifications would be made to accommodate differences between American and Japanese workers. The overhead assembly line at Flat Rock would be built four inches higher to allow the taller Americans to work without bending. The Flat Rock plant would also include women’s restrooms, something not found at Hofu because Mazda, like most other major Japanese manufacturers, had no female production employees in its work force. Japanese law prohibited women from working in factories during the late-night/early-morning hours. Mazda, which often ran its plants around the clock, said it did not want to hire workers who could not be rotated to any shift.

The Hofu plant would also serve as a model for union-management relations at Flat Rock. But again there would be differences. The UAW was an industrywide union, beholden to no single company. It was this independence that Walter Reuther had so skillfully manipulated to wrangle generous wage and benefits concessions from American automakers. The union that Judson observed at Hofu was, like all Japanese autoworker unions, a company union. Its members worked only for Mazda, and thus its fortunes were linked absolutely to those of the automaker. This dependence had led the Mazda union to develop a very different approach than the UAW had toward collective bargaining and the labor-management relationship. Rather than focusing on wages and benefits, as the UAW had historically done, Mazda’s union emphasized the importance of keeping the economy strong to protect the job security of union members. The Japanese union believed it had a responsibility to help increase Mazda’s productivity, and improve its competitiveness, by participating in joint union-management activities that promoted corporate goals. Under this philosophy the union and management were not adversaries, as they were in America, but partners, each working to create a successful company. As it had with the height of the overhead assembly line, Mazda was willing to make adjustments in this philosophy to accommodate the differences between Americans and Japanese. But like the overhead line, the nature of the management-labor relationship at Flat Rock could only be adjusted slightly from the Japanese model. The underlying spirit of trust and cooperation would have to remain unchanged if the UAW-Mazda partnership was going to work.






3 Groundbreaking


MAZDA broke ground on its Flat Rock plant, the plant that was to provide new jobs and new hope for dispirited Downriver workers like Steve Ross and a new opportunity for the UAW to regain its lost position, on May 29, 1985. The Reverend Dr. Alfred Tsuyuki, a Shinto priest from Los Angeles, was flown into Flat Rock to perform the ritualistic ceremony. At 10:30 A.M. this bright but blustery morning, the priest mounted the steps of a three-tiered wooden altar that had been set up on an empty field next to the Michigan Casting Center, the former Ford foundry, which stood sullen and neglected against the pale blue sky like an abandoned outpost of a defeated army. Dressed in a flowing, white ceremonial robe, the Reverend Tsuyuki raised his voice heavenward and asked the universal spirit to bless Mazda’s new American venture. Then, taking a delicate white paper duster, he bent forward slightly and gently swept the altar to purify the land upon which the Mazda plant would be built. Another prayer, the sacred Norito, was recited to thank the spirit for giving Mazda access to that land, a foresaken four hundred-acre-tract in the northeast corner of Flat Rock. When the Reverend Tsuyuki completed his prayer of thanksgiving, he invited the day’s nine honored guests to participate in the offering of Kensen, a symbolic pouring of the heart into the success of an impending journey. The nine men walked up to the altar individually, each carrying a branch of hollyhock. When each arrived he bowed, held the hollyhock before his chest, turned it over once, and placed it stemfirst on the altar. He then gave two sharp claps of his hands and bowed again before returning to his seat.

Stephen Yokich, the vice president of the UAW’s Ford Department, a stand-in for the absent Owen Bieber, was among the honored guests. So too were James Blanchard, the boyish, ebullient governor of Michigan, and Ted Anders, the old and kindly mayor of Flat Rock. The 42-year-old governor, who would later win reelection campaigning under the slogan Jobs, Jobs, Jobs, a reminder to voters of his success in bringing new jobs to the state, had invested a great deal of political capital in the Mazda plant. His administration had put together a $125 million incentive package for Mazda that included a property tax abatement on the new plant, job training funds, and a waiver on all building permit fees.1 To Blanchard the money was well spent. The incentive package, together with the pressure applied by the Ford Motor Company, had persuaded Mazda to build in Michigan. This would not only result in the creation of 3,500 new jobs at the plant itself but create “up to five times that figure in support jobs” at supplier firms, the governor had predicted.2

Ted Anders was not so optimistic. Flat Rock had contributed the major portion of the Mazda incentive package, a 12-year, 100 percent property tax abatement worth roughly $80 million, and the mayor questioned the worthiness of this investment. Anders had grown more and more ambivalent about the entire Mazda project as his involvement in the process of bringing the Japanese automaker to Flat Rock deepened. In March 1984, before Mazda announced its decision to build in Flat Rock, a group of Ford officials met with Anders at his office to discuss an upcoming visit by a Mazda delegation from Japan. A member of the Ford group noticed a bronze replica of the U.S. Marines’ flag raising at Iwo Jima that Anders, a World War II Army veteran who had fought against the Japanese in the Philippines, kept behind his desk. The man suggested that Anders remove the statue to avoid offending his Japanese visitors. The mayor, a large, heavyset man, exploded, “Like hell I’ll remove it!”

Anders had got along well enough with the Mazda group when he met with them in April. A pleasant, normally easygoing man, he bore no special wartime grudges. He had seen enough atrocities committed by both sides in the Philippines to know that neither had a monopoly on cruelty. Later, as part of the occupation army in Japan, he had come to admire the Japanese people for the strength they had shown under adversity. In 1984, when Anders and his mayor pro tem Thomas Wilkins met with the visiting Mazda delegation, they had offered to give the Japanese a 50 percent property tax abatement on the Flat Rock plant. Under Michigan law this was the largest tax break allowed on a new plant construction project. The Japanese smiled and nodded when Anders and Wilkins made the abatement offer, and the two Americans left the meeting convinced that Mazda was pleased with the idea of receiving a 50 percent discount on its property taxes. Later they were to learn different. In the summer of 1984, the state commerce department informed Anders that Flat Rock would have to grant the Japanese automaker a complete, 100 percent abatement as part of the Mazda incentive package. Mazda would not have to pay property taxes on its new Flat Rock plant for 12 years. When Anders objected, citing the 50 percent legal ceiling on new-plant abatements, the commerce department produced an opinion written by the Michigan attorney general’s office that allowed the Mazda plant to be classified as a rehabilitation project undertaken on an existing structure, rather than a new construction project. Under a Michigan law intended to encourage the revival of rundown industrial cities, a rehabilitation project is entitled to a more generous, 100 percent abatement. Mazda qualified for the full abatement even though it would be building its new Flat Rock plant from the ground up, because, as part of its construction project, the company intended to leave a section of the abandoned Michigan Casting Center standing and convert it into a combination warehouse—employee fitness center. In the opinion of the attorney general’s office, this constituted a rehabilitation project, even though the “rehabilitated” casting center was not actually a part of, nor physically connected to, the new plant.

Despite the attorney general’s opinion, Anders continued to oppose the idea of giving Mazda a “free ride on taxes.” A skilled trades worker who had spent more than 25 years working in Detroit factories before a back injury had forced his retirement, Anders knew firsthand what kind of a burden a large industrial plant could put on a small community. Fewer than 7,000 people lived in Flat Rock. The new Mazda plant would, in essence, be increasing the city’s population by more than 50 percent. The 3,500 workers and hundreds of outside engineers, vendors, and other visitors who came to the plant every day would place an added strain on the city’s resources; so too would the large, belching tractor-trailer rigs that rumbled through town to deliver parts and supplies to Mazda. The city’s police and fire services would have to be expanded; its surface streets would have to be widened to accommodate the added traffic; road maintenance and sanitation services would have to be increased. Flat Rock needed more tax revenues, its mayor argued, to defray these added expenses. Anders and his allies on the city council said they would reject Mazda’s abatement request. (The council’s approval was required before an abatement could be granted.) Then the state began a carrot-and-stick campaign to pressure the abatement opponents to reverse their position. The carrot was a promise by the state to provide Flat Rock with financial assistance to help it meet several specified expenses associated with the Mazda plant. The stick was more subtle. In late 1985 the state mounted an intensive public relations campaign to generate grassroots support for the 100 percent abatement. Officials from the commerce department and other state agencies crisscrossed the Downriver area speaking at chamber of commerce meetings and business group lunches to promote the abatement plan. At every stop their message was the same: Downriver can get a major new plant, one that will provide up to twenty thousand direct and indirect jobs, but the whole project is being jeopardized because the mayor and city council over in Flat Rock are refusing to go along with this abatement. One luncheon speaker, in a moment of oratory passion, predicted that Detroit’s industrial suburbs would be “set back 20 to 30 years if this [abatement] goes down the tubes. No big industry would want to locate here if they knew that a project like this could be put together and then fall apart later on. I’m not crying wolf, but there is a definite possibility that this is what could happen.”3

The public relations campaign isolated the mayor and his council from the rest of the Downriver community. Anders and his allies started getting phone calls from the civic leaders of other Downriver cities, and from local business owners, accusing them of jeopardizing the Mazda project and the jobs of twenty thousand workers because of their own greed to grab more tax dollars. The pressure took its toll. The council members gradually lined up behind the 100 percent abatement, leaving only the mayor and mayor pro tem in opposition to the plan. But they, too, eventually relented, and on February 19, 1985, the Flat Rock city council—including Anders and Wilkins—gave its unanimous approval to the 100 percent Mazda abatement. Anders, though, was not happy. He continued to harbor resentment toward the governor and other state officials for their pressure tactics. “They waited until the last minute and then pushed us into a corner on the abatement thing,” he would later recall. “If we didn’t vote for the abatement, we became the bad guys for the entire state. Everybody would blame us for losing Mazda.”

Anders’s excitement at participating in the groundbreaking ceremony was thus mingled with a bitterness that lingered from the abatement battle. The events of the past year continued to play themselves over in his mind. With each replay, he searched for an overlooked strategy that might have been followed to get the city a better deal. As he surveyed the ceremony going on around him, the mayor wondered whether the new plant that would be built on these consecrated grounds would ever be worth the $80 million in lost tax revenues.

Osamu Nobuto also had much to think about as he approached the altar bearing his hollyhock branch. Responsibility for the success of the future Mazda plant rested squarely on his shoulders. A thin, carefully groomed man who wore his graying hair in the blow-dried style of a television news anchorman, Nobuto had, only three weeks earlier, been appointed president of Mazda Motor Manufacturing (USA) Corporation (MMUC), a subsidiary set up by Mazda to operate its future American plant. Trained as a mechanical engineer, Nobuto had joined the company’s chassis design department in 1959. Over the years, he acquired the reputation as an innovative manager, adept at tackling new and uncertain projects. By the standards of Japanese businessmen, Nobuto could be relaxed and informal with foreigners. At times, he displayed a disarming sense of humor. Early in 1985 a group of Downriver journalists had dinner with Nobuto at a Hiroshima restaurant. Seaweed baskets with nuts were brought to the table. The Americans ate the nuts but balked at eating the baskets. Noticing that most of his guests were bald, Nobuto remarked offhandedly that scientists in Japan had long known that seaweed induced hair growth, which was why—as he was sure the Americans had already noticed—there were hardly any bald Japanese. The Americans laughed—but they tried the seaweed baskets. Nobuto, meanwhile, had arranged for a plateful of the small baskets to be placed in front of the two baldest Americans.

Nobuto’s first prolonged contact with Americans occurred in 1977, when he moved to California to head the Mazda Technical Center in Irvine. Two years later he was back in Japan as manager of Mazda’s newly formed Office of International Business Development. From this position he became the leading advocate inside the company of the strategy to build a plant in the United States. Early in 1982 Nobuto was placed in charge of a team formed to study the feasibility of building an American plant. Nobuto’s team evaluated potential plant sites in Omaha, Nebraska, and Columbia, South Carolina, before Flat Rock was selected. As the head of Mazda’s American plant project, Nobuto led the company’s study team that met with the UAW in the spring and summer of 1984. His team’s position during those negotiations was almost as vulnerable as that of the union. Like the UAW, Mazda had fallen on hard times in the 1970s. With the exception of Chrysler, no automaker in the world had been wounded so deeply by the OPEC oil embargo of late 1973, and the subsequent rise in gasoline prices, as Mazda. The company’s passenger car sales fell by more than 50 percent in 1974 alone. Sales in the important American market, which stood at 119,004 units a year in 1973, were only 35,350 in 1976. These problems were caused by Mazda’s dependence on the gas-guzzling rotary engine. Developed in the 1920s by Felix Wankel, a German inventor, the rotary engine produces power through the orbiting movement of rotors rather than the up-down stroke of pistons. In theory this design makes the Wankel rotary a more efficient power source than the conventional piston engine, but a variety of technical problems had prevented the engine’s commercial application. Thirty years after Dr. Wankel’s invention, the rotary engine had yet to be installed in a mass-produced vehicle. In 1961, Mazda signed a licensing agreement with NSU Wankel of the Federal Republic of Germany, gaining the rights to manufacture the rotary engine. Although it was a small company with limited resources, Mazda undertook an ambitious campaign to develop a practical version of the Wankel rotary. The company built a special Rotary Engine Development Center in Hiroshima and staffed it with 180 full-time engineers and technicians, headed by Mazda’s future president, Kenichi Yamamoto. The rotary team tested prototype engines virtually around the clock. Its researchers recorded their work with television cameras for later viewing and analysis and translated their findings into a digital code so test data could be entered into a newly installed computer. In May 1967, after almost six years of exhaustive research, Mazda introduced the Cosmo 11-S, the first passenger car powered by a rotary engine. Mazda’s rotary engine won almost immediate critical and commercial acceptance for its compact size and increased power output. The company’s sales rose by more than 113 percent between 1968 and 1972 on the strength of its rotary-powered vehicles. Nowhere was enthusiasm for the new engine greater than in the United States, where nine out of ten Mazdas sold were rotary powered.

If the rotary engine had one flaw, it was its voracious appetite for gasoline. Even under the most ideal highway conditions, a rotarypowered vehicle seldom traveled more than 14 miles on a gallon of fuel. When OPEC crude oil was selling for $2.33 a barrel in 1972, this inefficiency was regarded by car buyers as a minor irritant at most, but by 1975, when the price of crude passed $10.00 a barrel, the rotary’s reputation as a gas-guzzler had frightened away most of Mazda’s potential customers. The collapse of its rotary market left Mazda unable to pay off the debts it had incurred when gearing up its production facilities to meet the demand for rotary-powered cars in the pre-oil-crisis market. By 1976 the company owed its creditors $1.6 billion, and no fewer than 62 banks and insurance companies were threatening to cut off its credit. Mazda almost certainly would have gone bankrupt had it not been rescued by the Sumitomo Bank, which agreed to guarantee all of the automaker’s outstanding loans. In return for this support, Sumitomo, Japan’s most profitable commercial bank, was given a dominant role in directing Mazda’s corporate strategy. To raise money for its troubled client and reduce its own financial risks, Sumitomo pushed Mazda into selling a 25 percent share of the company to Ford in 1979. Although the bankers did not realize it at the time, this decision laid the groundwork for the company’s move to Michigan six years later.

With help from Sumitomo and Ford, Mazda gradually began to regain its health. New piston-powered vehicles were added to the company’s line. A new, more fuel-efficient rotary engine was introduced. The company’s assembly operations were redesigned to improve efficiency. Market share and profits steadily increased. But Mazda’s comeback was dealt a serious blow on May 1, 1981, when Japan’s Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) announced that it would impose “voluntary” limits on automobile exports to the United States. MITI assigned an individual export quota to each of the seven Japanese automakers then selling cars in America. Each company’s quota was based on its share of total Japanese car sales in the United States in 1979 and 1980. This penalized Mazda, which had yet to recover from the rotary fiasco, by limiting the company to a share of the American market well below its true manufacturing and marketing potential. Mazda, which had accounted for 27 percent of all Japanese passenger cars sold in the United States in 1973, found itself locked into a 9 percent share of the export market by the MITI decision.

Nobuto and other Americanists at Mazda believed that the export quotas made it imperative to build a plant in the United States. Without such a plant, they argued, Mazda would be essentially locked out of the American market, which had contributed as much as half of the company’s net profits in the pre-embargo era. To support their argument, the American plant advocates pointed to the threat of increased tariffs and other protectionist actions by the U.S. government.
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