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/ got my severance 18 days after I got let go and that's all gone and we are struggling. I don't get
my unemployment until August... For now, we can't enjoy nothing... My house note's three
months behind.
Avondale allowed me to support my family ... pay the rent...the lights... I don't get food
stamps. I pay for my groceries. I pay my car note and insurance. My kids get all their
needs met and some of their wants. My check provides us a life.
For a man who buys a house out here and... he's been working out therefor 25 years...and if he
[gets laid off and] can 'tfind any work in the area... he's gonna have to relocate.
Avondale workers
Avondale Shipyard has manufactured hundreds of commercial vessels, served as one of the U.S.
Navy's largest shipbuilders, and been a key economic anchor for the New Orleans region and the
state of Louisiana for more than seventy years. With an annual economic impact of around $2
billion dollars, Avondale delivers a jolt to the state's economy that rivals that of the entire
Louisiana seafood industry. The shipyard currently employs nearly 4,000 workers and indirectly
generates around 5,000 additional jobs (Landrieu 2010).
Avondale's importance to the regional economy and to the social fabric of Greater New Orleans
is tied not only to the large number of people it employs but to the quality of jobs it provides and
the types of livelihoods and communities it makes possible. The average salary at Avondale is
over $60,000 per year which means that Avondale employees earn a living that allows them to
buy houses, purchase cars, maintain families, sustain communities, pay college tuition, support
churches, play in sports leagues, eat in restaurants, and otherwise live a middle-class lifestyle
(Mowbray 2010). In one way or another, this massive shipyard on the West Bank touches
virtually everyone in the Greater New Orleans' region. The ripple from a single Avondale
employee is felt far and wide.
What is more remarkable, or is at least incredibly rare at a time when most manufacturing jobs
have long since left New Orleans, is that many of Avondale's high quality jobs have been
available to those with only a high school education. Most of the workers interviewed for this
report tell a similar story of leaving high school, starting at Avondale, and eventually turning an
entry-level job into a highly skilled and decent paying career. This experience of upward
mobility and job security, as well as the dignity and self-esteem it provides both on and off the
job, is currently out of reach for most of New Orleans' working poor.
In the summer of 2010, Northrop Grumman announced the closing of Avondale Shipyard, an
event that is currently slated for 2013. This study is a product of that announcement. The pages
that follow combine data from personal interviews of many current and former Avondale
employees with primary and secondary data about the shipyard, the shipbuilding industry, and the
local economy to address the following issues:
(a) The short and long-term factors that led to the development and (proposed) closing of one
of America's great shipyards.
(b) The impact of the announced closing and the potential impact of the actual closing of
Avondale shipyard on the New Orleans region.

Summary and Conclusions
The Bad News: If Avondale closes, it will be devastating for laid-off workers and the economy
of Greater New Orleans.
Layoffs at Avondale have already occurred in significant numbers. Worse yet, although
Huntington Ingalls has signaled a willingness to keep Avondaie open, the company is
moving forward with the shipyard's closing and plans to increase layoffs in 2012. The
financial and emotional stresses placed on those who have already been laid off are an
ominous sign of things to come.
If Huntington Ingalls continues to close the plant on schedule, and the pace of layoffs
quickens, the impact will be felt region-wide in 2012 as workers can no longer make
house payments, purchase cars, send children to college, or support local businesses.
Finding a comparable job will be extremely difficult for laid-off Avondale workers,
especially if thousands flood into a weak labor market at the same time. Although
Avondale workers tend to be highly trained, the specialized nature of many of the jobs
means that it will be very difficult for workers to find jobs at even half their current
salary.

The Good News: Avondale can remain viable as a world-class manufacturer of seagoing vessels.
Although reduced demand makes it unlikely that Avondale will continue as a shipbuilder
for the U.S. Navy, viable alternatives - which are discussed in more detail below — exist
and should be pursued.

The nearly $300 million in taxpayer money that Huntington Ingalls had hoped to collect
from the federal government for shutting down the shipyard is now available to finance
its future. Similarly, Governor Jindal announced a $214 million incentive package to
support any joint venture involving Huntington Ingalls at the site.

The fact that we are now talking about Avondale's future, and not its closing, represents a
major victory for the workers and Louisiana as a whole. Nevertheless, the question still
remains: What will Avondale's future look like? Like its past and present, this study
suggests:

Avondale's Future is Shipbuilding

The Decision to Close Avondale
The decision to close Avondale shipyards is a confounding one on several levels. Avondale is
part of a reasonably profitable company that returned 5.8% profit in the second quarter of 2011
and consistently returns annual profits of between four and five percent (Ellis 2011;
SeekingAlpha.com 2011). It is also a company caught in a deindustrialization cycle between the
demise of commercial shipbuilding in the U.S. and projected future declines in defense spending.
However, a closer look at the process also reveals that Avondale is the victim of mismanagement by over-extended corporations that buy and spin-off assets with little regard for the
fate of the workforces or communities in which they operate.
On the one hand, the proposed closing of Avondale is part of a broader process of
deindustrialization that has defined the U.S. economy for the past four decades. The loss of
manufacturing jobs up north spread quickly to southern Louisiana in the 1980s as petroleum
based manufacturing and production, along with many shipbuilding jobs disappeared.
Mining/oil industry employment in the New Orleans area declined by 44% from its peak of
23,400 jobs in 1985 to 13,000 in 2000, while manufacturing employment (including
shipbuilding) declined by 29% during the same period (see Table 1). Avondale followed this
trend as employment at the yard has declined from more than 19,000 during its peak period of
operations in the 1970s to its current complement of less than 4,000.
On the other hand, shipbuilding is a peculiar industry that, although not immune to broader
economic trends, is tied exceptionally closely to government policies. It is a difficult industry
characterized by huge capital investment requirements, long turnover time between investment
and return, fluctuating demand, and intense global competition. Some governments recognize
this, choosing to support the development of national shipbuilding industries through publicprivate partnerships, while others do not. In the case of the United States, since 1981, when the
administration of President Ronald Reagan ended the "construction differential" subsidy for
commercial shipbuilding, American shipbuilders have been left essentially to fend for
themselves. The official policy of the federal government since 1980 has generally been to
prohibit the subsidy of shipyards. As a result, the U.S. has ceased to be an important
manufacturer of large commercial vessels and Avondale shipyard has passed through several
ownership groups that unevenly managed the transition of the yard to building ships exclusively
for the military (MarineLink.com 2011).
A sense of the change at Avondale can be gained if we consider that between 1970 and 1980 the
yard built 904 commercial vessels (820 lash barges) and only 28 military vessels. Since 1980,
after government support of the industry was largely withdrawn and Asian companies seized the
initiative, Avondale launched only 40 commercial vessels while 56 ships were delivered either to
the Navy or the Coast Guard (Avondale Industries 2011). Since 2000, Avondale has
manufactured only 5 commercial vessels, the last one christened in 2006 (Highbeam Business
2011). The shipyard is now completely dependent on military contracts. The specter of
reductions in defense spending over the next decade has placed Avondale in the cross hairs of an
impending shut down. But there is much more to the story.
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The withdrawal of government support of commercial shipbuilding was offset in the 1980s by a
ramping up of military spending, which culminated in a Navy fleet that peaked at 568 ships in
1987 (333 ships in 1999,286 in 2011; Darce 1999c; U.S. Senate 2011). Reductions in defense
spending at the end of the Cold War curtailed industry profits and set off a wave of mergers and
acquisitions in the defense industry that eventually re-distributed the big six shipbuilders into
only two parent firms, General Dynamics and Northrop Grumman. The submersion of Avondale
in these corporate maneuvers is a big reason for its currently precarious position.
Avondale survived the transition from a largely commeicial shipyard to a supplier of amphibious
vessels (e.g., LPD-17) for the U.S. Navy with a strategy that combined modernization of ship
assembly with militantiy anti-union labor policies designed to keep down production costs.
Although Avondale was the first American shipyard to apply Japanese-inspired modular
assembly line methods to ship construction, wages, training programs, and safety procedures at
the yard were nonetheless sub-standard prior to unionization in 2000. Average wages at
Avondale lagged for decades behind those paid at its closest competitor, Ingalls shipyard in
Pascagoula, Mississippi. Average wages at Avondale in 1999 were $9.45 per hour compared to
over $15 per hour at Ingalls (Darce 2000). The recession in the oil sector drove many skilled
workers out of Louisiana while vocational training programs across the region were curtailed and
Avondale was slow to advance their own training programs (Darce 2002a). In addition, the
arcane job structure at Avondale prior to 2000 featured cross-training of employees to fit them
into 91 job classifications and a promotion system that was rife with nepotism and politics. One
of our interview respondents described the system before 2000 like this:
When you got people that's working cross-train they don't know everything
about that craft. They know bits and pieces about it, but it's enough to get
them by to do the job that they're doing. Now, with the union in there making
everybody be professional in their crafts, that's what made the production go up.
Safety issues were a serious problem at the yard in the 1990s. There were 12 deaths at Avondale
during the decade, three more than occurred at the other five big shipyards combined (Darce
2002b). An electrician at Avondale linked the large number of fatalities at the yard to inadequate
training procedures during this period:
Insufficient training and experience contribute to careless mistakes by workers, and that
may have played a role in recent accidents. From what I can see, that probably is part of it
(Darce 2002b).
Concern about safety, wages, nepotism, health insurance, and racism all contributed to a
successful union organizing campaign at the yard in June, 1993 when Avondale workers voted
1,954 to 1,632 in favor of union affiliation. CEO Albert Bossier relentlessly fought the union
until his retirement from Avondale in 1999, saying repeatedly that he did not want to lose the
low wage advantage his company enjoyed over competitors (Darce 2000). The union was finally
certified in 2000 and also won a case against Avondale after an Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA) inspection verified 473 safety violations and numerous inaccuracies in
accident reporting at the yard (Darce 1999a). The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) ruled
in 2001 that Avondale had committed 141 labor law violations and must re-hire 49 people fired

for union related activity over the past eight years. In his written opinion on the case,
Administrative Law judge Philip Mcleod admonished Avondale managers for their reckless antiunion campaign that used intimidation, threats, and illegal firings to retaliate against the
unionization effort.
Avondale returned to profitability after it secured contracts from the Navy in 1996 to build
amphibious landing platform dock (LPD) ships suitable for 21st century mobile style warfare.
The shift to Navy contract production generally requires more capital for bid preparation, greater
access to financing, and more advanced engineering and production technology. Consequently,
larger defense firms moved to buy up the big six shipyards. General Dynamics bought National
Steel and Shipbuilding (NASSCO) of San Diego in 1998 to complement their earlier purchases
of submarine maker Electric Boat Corporation and destroyer manufacturer Bath Iron Works
(Darce 1999b). Those deals stimulated merger talks between Avondale and nuclear powered
aircraft carrier builder Newport News Shipbuilding. The deal was in place and was connected to
a public-private partnership to improve engineering and design training at a University of New
Orleans-Avondale Marine Technical Center of Excellence at the Avondale yard. Before the deal
was inked, Litton Industries stepped in with a better offer of $529 million to join under the same
corporate umbrella direct competitors Avondale and Ingalls shipyards (Peltz 1999). Concerns
were raised immediately that this combination threatened jobs at Avondale and that one of the
yards will eventually close. The acquisition was approved and in 1999 Avondale shipyards
became part of Litton Industries.
Litton soon agreed to recognize the union and the new labor contract raised minimum salaries at
Avondale from $6.75 to $9.00 per hour, reduced job classifications from 91 to 26, and required
posting of job vacancies (Darce 2000). The benefits of these changes are described by one of our
respondents:
Well, the yard used to just run around like a stirred up ant pile. I hate to say it
like that, but that's the way it was. Then, when the union got in there they had to
consolidate departments to make each local have enough people in it and that
kind of slowed things to a slower pace that was more acceptable to the working
people... People were more satisfied about what they were doing and the skill
level got better also.
Stability of labor relations did not guarantee stability of operations as Litton Industries was
acquired for $5.1 billion (including $1.3 billion in Litton debt) in April, 2001 by the Northrop
Grumman Corporation. At the time, Northrop Grumman was a defense conglomerate on a
buying spree, trying to integrate 12 new companies (including Avondale and Newport News
Shipbuilding) into its core aerospace business in just four years (Biers 2001).
Northrop Grumman held onto Avondale through the upheaval and labor shortages associated
with Hurricane Katrina, and poor performance of the initial LPD-17 ships, but they announced
their intention in March, 2011 to spin-off the Huntington Ingalls shipyard division (holder of
Avondale). The company cited concerns about projected declines in military spending over the
next decade, over capacity in shipbuilding, and inefficiencies involved in building LPD ships for
the Navy at two locations (Avondale and Pascagoula). A closer look at the process raises
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questions about how strategic decisions at Northrop Grumman to build a giant defense
conglomerate interfered with performance at Avondale as a shipbuilder for the military.
Northrop Grumman ran into trouble with its acquisitions of both Litton Industries and satellite
maker TRW (acquired in 2002). Those troubles can be linked to the inflated prices paid and the
high levels of debt taken on in those deals. Northrop Grumman declared a loss of over $1.2
billion in 2008. The loss is traced to a $3.1 billion "goodwill impairment" charge taken by
Northrop Grumman to offset the inflated value of Litton and TRW claimed on Northrop's books
compared to the fair market value of those assets (Cole 2009). Northrop Grurnman~was faced
with a weakened balance sheet, falling stock price, and high levels of debt that had to be
addressed. Soon after the impairment charge was taken, Northrop Grumman announced a plan
to return greater benefits to its shareholders by re-orienting its shipbuilding operations and
eventually getting out of the shipbuilding business. The company explained that shipbuilding
returned smaller profit margins than other operations and, after an unsuccessful search for a
buyer, Northrop Grumman announced in June 2010 that it intended to close Avondale. At the
same time as the announced closure of Avondale, Northrop's Board of Directors authorized a
plan to buy back up to $2 billion of its own stock, an authorization they soon increased to $4
billion (U.S. Government, Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 201 Ib). The company
spent over $1.6 billion to re-purchase its stock in the first nine months of 2011.
There is some evidence to suggest that Northrop Grumman began as early as 2006 to withhold
the investment capital required to update ship production technology and production methods
that would allow Avondale to compete for future contracts. One of our interview respondents
tells the story this way:
We have a new process that was supposed to have been set up in 2005, well, Katrina
stopped that. And it's been sitting in a warehouse ever since. We have a new panel line,
that's where they weld all the panels together and send them down the line to the next
unit so they can start putting the walls and everything in it. This is supposed to be state of
the art equipment and by looking at it, yeah, it would be state of the art equipment, but its
been sitting in a warehouse.
Question: And why would that be?
They decided not to put it in. Because when Katrina hit, we made parts for Ingalls
shipyard (Pascagoula) as well as doing the ship that we were building, so we couldn't
shut our panel line down.
Question: In order to re-tool it?
Right, so what they did was in Pascagoula, since the hurricane hit over there, they got a
whole new shipyard with the latest technology of the panel line. The same one that we
got in crates in the warehouse. So now they are up and running full speed, so they took
ours and put it in a warehouse and said we don't need it because we are shutting down...
What they did was when the storm hit and it shut Ingalls down and Ingalls needed their
material, we built it and put everything together.

Question: The storm hurt Pascagoula more than it hurt Avondale?
Right, we didn't have much damage at Avondale... So, now they are re-tooled over there
and we're still working with the other equipment.
Question: And then they decided down the line that it didn't pay to put this new panel
line into Avondale?
Right, because it was a $34 million machine and it was going to cost another $6 million
to install it and they said well, we're not going to worry about it... When we saw they
wasn't going to install that, that's when we knew that something was in the works.
Something was certainly in the works since the failure to up-date Avondale's panel line and
install state of the art lean production methods to enable more efficient serial production of ships
ensured that ship production at Avondale would lag behind that of other major domestic and
foreign yards. In addition, decisions by the company to move the LPD ships from Avondale to
Pascagoula for various parts of the construction process did not maximize production efficiency.
The Spin-off
In March, 2011 Northrop Grumman spun off the Huntington Ingalls shipbuilding division that
owns Avondale shipyard. A spin-off is when a division or unit of a company becomes
independent while parent company shareholders initially own all shares of the newly
independent company. A parent company will often spin-off a weaker asset and, in the process,
use the spin-off to offload debt, extract a cash taking, and try to avoid liability for any litigation
involving the unit. The spin-off of Huntington Ingalls from Northrop Grumman involved all of
the above considerations in a deal that Stephen Ellis of Morningstar Opportunistic Investor calls
'Very sweet for Northrop Grumman shareholders" (Ellis 2011). The deal is sweet because
Northrop Grumman used the spin-off to offload 40% of its debt ($1.88 billion) onto Huntington
Ingalls, part of which funded a $1.43 billion cash contribution that Huntington Ingalls had to pay
Northrop Grumman as part of the deal (U.S. Government, SEC 201 la; Northrop Grumman.Com
2011). Northrop Grumman used that cash to pay down debt and buy back its own stock to
strengthen itself during lean years in the defense industry. The deal leaves Northrop Grumman
with debt that equals only one-third of common shareholders' total investment in the company,
while Huntington Ingalls holds debt equal to nearly double shareholders' investment in the
company (Northrop Grumman.com 2011; Huntington-Ingalls, Industries, com 2011).
The tax free deal also insulates Northrop Grumman from any judgments that may be forthcoming
from a recent lawsuit brought against them under the federal False Claims Act to recover up to
$835 million in Hurricane Katrina relief funds that may have been paid to re-build shipyards but
was used instead to cover shipbuilding costs. Details of the allegations remain sealed and
Northrop Grumman denies any wrongdoing and refers inquiries to Huntington Ingalls (Sayre
2011). The final kicker in the deal was inclusion in the spin-off of Northrop Grumman's share of
a joint venture with French firm AREVA to build components for nuclear power plants. This
venture looked promising before the recent nuclear accident at the Fukushima nuclear power

plant in Japan dimmed prospects for revival of nuclear power plant construction in the U.S. It
now looks like a turkey that was dumped on Huntington Ingalls by its disgruntled parent.
While the U.S. government and various parent companies of Avondale Shipyards essentially
abandoned the American commercial shipbuilding industry, governments in countries like Japan,
South Korea, and China actively developed competitive industries, recognizing that the nature of
shipbuilding necessitates public-private partnerships and that the secondary benefits to other
industries (e.g., telecommunications, turbines, propulsion control and navigation systems)
justifies government investment. Public investments in shipbuilding pay for themselves down
the road by stimulating broader economic growth and capacity. Thus, while foreign competitors
used government support and planning to gear up for future increases in the demand for ships,
firms like Avondale were sold, restructured, and shut down when times got tough.
All of this may seem to suggest that Avondale's days as a shipbuilder are numbered, that its'
closing is inevitable, and that the broader decline of commercial shipbuilding in the United
States combined with reduced demand from the U.S. Navy means that Avondale is a relic from
an earlier age. But that is not the case.
Alternatives at Avondale
There are reasons to believe that Avondale has a viable future as a commercial shipyard. Until
recently, shipyard owner Huntington Ingalls Industries hoped to obtain from the federal
government nearly $300 million from the federal base closure initiative to offset the costs of
closing Avondale. Under this initiative, companies are paid to close military bases if such
closures will save the federal government money. The idea of paying Avondale to close,
allowing Huntington Ingalls to profit simply by shutting its doors, would not only misapply
federal legislation, it would create an artificial incentive to close the plant instead of pursuing
other alternatives that will keep Avondale viable. The government would be actively destroying
what is left of the industry with particularly disastrous consequences for Greater New Orleans
and for Louisiana as a whole (Alpert 2011).
Fortunately, the Save Our Shipyard campaign brought attention to this inappropriate use of
taxpayer money, leading Senator Landrieu and Representative Richmond to tell the U.S.
Secretary of the Navy that this was unacceptable. Through their efforts, that money is now
available to fund Avondale's future, not its closing. Subsequently, Governor Jindal announced
that the state of Louisiana offers a $214 million incentive package for any joint venture involving
Huntington Ingalls at the site (Kunzelman 2011). This is all good news. Discussing Avondale's
future, as opposed to its closing, represents an important change.
Equally important, a viable alternative exists for Avondale. At the same time as one part of the
federal government has facilitated the demise of U.S. commercial shipbuilding, the U.S.
Department of Transportation is actively promoting the greater use of America's inland
waterways to transport cargo. Because the nation's roads and railroads are overloaded and in
some cases are literally crumbling, and because our waterways are underutilized and can handle
a rapid increase in cargo capacity, the federal government is providing incentives to increase the

amount of cargo transported via rivers and oceans (along the coasts). Most importantly, the law
of the land, known as the Jones Act, mandates that these vessels must be built in America, by
American companies, and crewed by American mariners. Moreover, because there are relatively
few large shipyards remaining in the United States, and because there are even fewer with the
capacity to manufacture multiple ships at the same time, Avondale is ideally positioned to play
an important role in this impending enterprise. These incentives provide the opportunity to
improve shipbuilding methods and technology, and recruit better educated workers and middle
managers required to construct a series of similar ships that could revive commercial
shipbuilding in the U.S. (Gray 2008). In fact, American Feeder Lines, a company designed
precisely with the intent of manufacturing, owning, and operating a Jones Act-compliant fleet,
has identified Avondale as an ideal location to help build the estimated 300-500 vessels that will
be needed over the next 25 years to shift traffic to America's waterways. If we use the $300
million that was originally earmarked to finance the closing of Avondale to support this
initiative, and add the $214 million from the State of Louisiana, this alternative will clearly look
more attractive to Huntington Ingalls and other investors (SOS Documents 2010-11).
The Human Costs of Closing Avondale Shipyard
There is never an ideal time to lay off 5,000 people. Yet, as virtually every Avondale employee
points out, the current moment is a really bad time to lose a job, especially if several thousand
laid-off workers are poised to enter a weak labor market at the same time. Gains made by
working people across the country prior to the 1970s slowly eroded during the 1980s and 1990s
as relatively low levels of poverty gave way to high unemployment, housing foreclosures, out
migration, and an unprecedented crime and murder wave. Manufacturing employment in the
New Orleans area dropped from 13% to 7.5% of total employment during this period while
service sector jobs, which typically pay less and offer fewer benefits, increased from 19.8% to
32% of total employment in the New Orleans area (see Table 1).
The impact of this broad shift was further exacerbated by Hurricane Katrina. By the end of
2010, total area employment had risen to only 85% of pre-Katrina levels, with jobs in leisure,
hospitality, and education showing the most rapid growth (Speyrer 2010). Resource and mining
employment only accounted for 7,900 jobs in Greater New Orleans, down 13.2% from 2002.
Employment in the manufacturing sector declined by more than 21% from 2008 to 2010,
representing 3,000 lost jobs (see Table 2). To make matters worse, although high oil prices and
the post-Katrina construction boom temporarily protected the city from broader economic trends,
the national recession finally caught up with the region (Speyrer 2011). We are now in the midst
of an economic crisis that is deeper than the one experienced in the 1980s.
As will become clear below, the themes of economic ruin and relocation were repeated over and
over again in interviews with workers. This was due in part to fears about the uncertain future,
but they also emerged because many workers had considerable experience with the low-wage
labor market prior to arriving at Avondale. Before landing a job at Avondale, many were
employed at grocery stores, restaurants, hotels, and fish processing plants, often moving from
one job to the next. It was what one worker characterized as a series of "knick-knack" jobs, the
kind of insecure, low-paid jobs with no benefits that may allow one to exist, but do not provide
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the dignity and quality of life Avondale workers now enjoy. These were jobs, not careers that
allow for home ownership and maintenance of stable families. These hardscrabble work
histories make many workers appreciate Avondale, but it also makes them intensely aware of
how tough the job market can be.
Most people we interviewed came to Avondale with little or no college education and although
they generally acquired significant on-the-job training and can now boast all sorts of
certifications (e.g., welding, painting, insulation), they are nevertheless afraid that if they are laid
off the skills acquired at Avondale will either lead them to poorly paid versions of their current
employment or simply be insufficient for navigating the current labor market. The human costs
are the real story behind the proposed closing of Avondale shipyards. Before we turn to these
costs, however, it is useful to listen to how much workers value their jobs at Avondale - to get a
better sense of what will be lost.
Good Jobs Build Families and Communities
Workers appreciate the fact that, by and large, hard work is rewarded at Avondale in the form of
decent pay, opportunities for training and advancement, and (until now) job security. In the
words of a worker in the rigging department:
The most satisfying thing about working at Avondale is you make [a] salary that is
enough to take care of your kids and you can afford to give them a decent life. That part
has been great. We bought us a house, have nice vehicles and we go places. It's been a
blessing really. If I were to have another job I wouldn't have been able to do what I'm
doing now... My son is graduating next year from Alexis Washington. My daughter is at
Xavier Prep. She's a cheerleader and she's an honor roll student. She wants to go to
college.
An insulator said similar things about the lifestyle afforded Avondale employees:
The most satisfying thing for me about working at Avondale is my paycheck. My
kids needed to eat. Avondale allowed me to support my family ... pay the
rent.. .the lights... I don't get food stamps. I pay for my groceries. I pay my car
note and insurance. I pay for school clothes. My kids get all their needs met and
some of their wants. That's what Avondale provides for my kids. My check
provides us a life.
Indeed, Avondale employees often support not just themselves and their immediate
family, they also lend support to elderly parents and other family members. The
multiplier effect of an Avondale job starts with the ripple of support for extended family
members.
The sense of community made possible by jobs at Avondale is another important
contribution of the plant. Workers not only support family members, they also depend on
family members for help with children and other household tasks:
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Well I was blessed," she said. I've been at Avondale since my son was six months
and I always had my mother and my sisters and everybody to help me. Before all
this we would work long hours. I used to go to work four or five o'clock in the
morning and get off seven o'clock that evening. The thing that helped me was I
had a big family and we're close knit. I paid for childcare, but in the evening, you
can only keep your kids in childcare so long... If I'm still at work my momma or
my sister or somebody would get him and take him to their house till I get off.
That's where my family came in. In the evenings that I was working I'd get one
of them to get my kids. I definitely needed their help. But I needed to make the
money, so I had to do what I had to do.
The financial rewards of a job at Avondale go beyond individual benefits and the
building of community. They also help build a sense of pride and self-esteem that come
from the performance of important work.
Pride and Dignity at Work
Avondale workers express immense pride and dignity gained from the jobs they perform. A
welder told us of the satisfaction she gets from stepping up to do industrial work:
I like being versatile. People ask me are you crazy? Hanging off the side of the ship and
stuff but that makes it interesting, and it doesn't bother me. I'm not scared of work...
Yes, the LPD 21 ship was part of the trade, you remember the iron.. .That was real.
A maintenance employee speaks for many of his brethren when it conies to the intrinsic job
satisfaction available from shipbuilding:
See, I like my job, as a matter of fact, people who work and they come home clean as can
be every day, they say they like their job, but I'm the kind of guy who embraces that job,
and I come home filthy dirty every day because I'm hugging something to work on it...
When I tell the boss, look the wheel is bad, he knows automatically, he gets on the phone
and calls for a cherry picker, talks to the plate shop to see if we can get one of the
overhead cranes right there on the spot and we pull it out and put it back in and we do it
in record time... We built this machine called the splitter deflanger. And what it does it
takes an I-beam and turns it into two 'T' beams. Okay, it doesn't sound like it's very oo
la la you know, but believe me for ten months we built this machine to do precision cuts.
So it was, because the company was buying all of this and it was costing them mega
dollars. So, what we did is we came up with a machine, built it out of three other
machines that they were scrapping and turned it into a device that's paid for itself 10
times over.
A former member of the rigging department told us about the pride he feels at work:
I am very proud of the work that I did in that shipyard. And all these guys here, they are
skillful, all of those guys... I launched the ship. I was the man who set up the launching
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pad. Anywhere in the yard I am, they come and get me to set up the skids when it's push
over. I know the secrets when it comes to push over, to drop that boat in the water. I
saved the company money [because] sometimes I use less grease, sometimes I use a lot of
grease when the ship is heavy.
For many workers it is the launch, the christening of a finished ship, that epitomizes the pride of
work experienced at Avondale. Workers are able to watch months of work culminate in a splash
with the launch of a brand new ship. A worker in the painting department describes it this way:
Have you seen any of the ships that we put out? At Avondale, when they have the
christening of the ships, and stuff, they have the public come in and it's beautiful once
you got it finished, it is so beautiful. Oh, that's something to see. Beautiful. You just sit
back and say, oh, look at what we did. You know everybody that works in the shipyard,
we participate in that ship. It is so beautiful.
For women workers who perform non-traditional jobs at Avondale there is another source of
pride repeated over and over in our interviews: "I don't get put on no easy job because I'm a
woman, I tell you, a woman can do anything a man can do." Another woman said:
I saw on my first day about ten women... that was just in that one area. It's a large
factory, I was only on one end. The other end we had a female foreman. I saw a female
pipefitter and electricians...I saw more than I thought.
These less tangible benefits of work at Avondale remain an important dimension of individual
identity and community pride that are threatened by the proposed plant closing.
A Fragile Future
Executives of Huntington-Ingalls announced the most recent round of layoffs at Avondale
shipyard on July 1, 2010. The announcement sent a chill across the yard since no one knew who
was going to be the first person laid off or which would be the first department cut. Since that
moment, there has been an average of nearly one hundred layoffs per month, and everyone feels
the pressure of impending job loss. A rigger who recently retired rather than face layoff makes
this observation:
I still have a lot of friends working there. Now, every time I run into them, I ask them
how they are doing out there. [They tell me,] man, I'm holding onto my money. Like it
used to be you know, go have a drink or something like that, you got to hold onto every
penny now. You don't know which way the wind is going to blow.
It is understandable that the atmosphere at the yard deteriorated with the uncertainty and
suspicion that accompanies the plant closing process. Workers are on edge and rumors rage
across the yard:
Avondale is a rumor yard. If someone say something like this and by the time you
get it to the other end it's like everybody is disturbed and don't know what to
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believe. So we had a lot of people on edge. After that it was like a mass exit.
People with chances or opportunities elsewhere took it. Even our bosses were
saying if you come across something or whatever, take it.
Many continuing employees feel they are now pitted against each other in some macabre
competition to hold onto a job that appears destined to disappear. In the words of an
administrative assistant who was recently laid off:
In the beginning I felt all of us got along. And toward the end I felt like people
were for themselves. It was like they know the company's shutting down and they
looking out for themselves more than anybody.
A lay-out technician described morale in the yard like this:
The people, once they found out we was actually getting laid off, the morale of
the job, it just started going down. People was like, you know, well they gonna do
this so I'm a do this or that. Some people handled it well, some people just didn't.
There is a very general sense among respondents that management is looking for reasons
to fire people and that the recent reduction in force is not a completely fair process. In
the words of one respondent::
The only thing I find that's breaking some of the morale of the company is [the
way] they enforcing some of these safety rules. First, it was the ear plugs have got
to be on at the bottom of the ladder, now they got to be on when they on top of the
ship. And next thing you know the people are getting written up and disciplined
for it. And now we're in shut down mode, everything you get written up for is a
major offense because they looking to get rid of people. I see a lot more write ups
and when you get to a certain amount of write ups, when you get to five write ups,
then you are terminated. I had a lady come to me and tell me they wrote her up for
drinking water at the water fountain. She was working in the hot part of the ship
and she's soaking wet. She came up to get water at the water fountain and they
wrote her up for loafing.
Similarly, an insulator recounted:
There's a lot more stress because people think they're not going to need them anymore.
They're going to take us out for any reason. My boss has even told us he doesn't want to
be the first to go. So that brings pressure to make you work more, faster, and working
harder.
A former rigger expressed this concern:
Time getting so hard these foremen, they will fire people if you have your safety
glass in your hand. If you're wiping your face, they want to fire you. And if you
are even eating a sandwich, they want to fire you. It's really tense. I don't know why
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some of those employees put up with those foremen. Instead of they help the people
do their work, they watch them.
Another interpretation of increased surveillance and discipline after the announced plant closing,
is that management would rather fire an employee than lay them off and have to pay a severance
package. A welder put it this way:
They find any little things to let you go. Like safety or whatever, they nit-pick,
they're doing anything to let you go... I feel instead of them paying you that
(severance) and they can find this or that to fire you, they'd rather go that route
than to pay all those people that amount that's supposed to be waiting for you.
You have to be on your 'ps' and 'qs' all day... They tell you, you check in for six
AM. The clock is over here, your work area is five, six, seven, up to ten minutes
away from the time clock. That mean you have to come early to get to your work
area by six o'clock. And now, as of the last five months, five minutes or less
before six AM and you automatically late. Three tardies in thirty days, that's a
write up... Any little thing they just tightening up these last couple months
whatever to get you out that door rather than paying you that [severance].
As if the stress of impending layoff was not enough, the debilitating atmosphere of working in a
disruptive and uncertain environment can take a serious toll on a person. Depression is
widespread and even suicide is a concern of those who still work at Avondale. One worker
spoke to us about how workers must watch out for each other's mental health:
We had a lot of miserable people in the beginning when they said they were gonna close
and everything. We had to watch some people cause they looked like they would lose it.
Or you know, anybody was too close to the side, looking like they were about to jump,
we're watching them. You know, calling them. Talking, it was scary.
One welder recounts the undeniable sense of dread about the impending plant closing:
If nothing's here, I really don't want to see that chain reaction of things, it's going to be
like a ghost town. That's going to be scary trying to be here. 'Cause after Katrina I
thought that was killer but these people seeing the doors close not cause water got in
there, just no business. I think that will be even harder. A disaster hit the first time. This,
you know, is man-made, (laugh) I would call this a man-made disaster. I don't think they
thinking straight. The full impact (is going to be) on both sides the water. Not just right
here by the shipyard, both sides the water."
As everyone recognizes, those still at work must prepare for life after Avondale.
Life After Avondale
The fears associated with impending jobs loss and widespread demoralization at the yard have
been largely borne out by the experience of already laid-off workers. There have been about one
hundred layoffs a month at Avondale over the past fifteen months so there are plenty of cases
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from which to discover what workers will experience after losing their jobs. There is the
obvious financial hardship, but there is also stress associated with a difficult job search in an
uncertain job market. As a recently laid off administrative assistant makes clear, "we had over
5,000 employees and now they gonna say they down to 2,500. There's not 2,500 jobs on the
West Bank, not anywhere around here."
Manufacturing jobs at Avondale pay good wages based on certified skills learned through
apprenticeship programs and on the job. Most workers do not have college degrees and are
aware that manufacturing jobs are scarce in the New Orleans area. One respondent told us that,
"we at Avondale make more money than a lot of people with degrees." Another worker
acknowledged that, "it's going to be rough. There are no jobs in this area at this time paying
wages we're making now." Financial hardship associated with losing any job is exacerbated by
the soft job market in this deep economic recession. When asked what she will do after
Avondale, one female worker told us:
I was thinking about going back to K-mart which is now Wal-Mart. Any one of those
cause I was supervisor, and see if I could start from the bottom and work my way back
up... I'm saying tomorrow. I don't have anything so, right now till I get something. I'd
have to go back to square one, cause I wouldn't have a choice anyway.
A rigger, who decided to retire rather than accept a pending layoff, reinforced the point
that many Avondale workers look forward to a steep decline in income and job
satisfaction when they end up with menial jobs in the service sector:
I'm concerned about these whites and blacks who have lost them jobs. I saw some
at Wal-Mart, I saw some at Home Depot, I saw a few in Best Buy. Working there,
they got new jobs, yeah. I saw two in Best Buy, I saw three on Home Depot, and I
saw one in Wal-Mart. It's less money, yeah.
A laid-off administrative assistant is in a doubly precarious position because her husband was
recently let go from his truck driving job and a son and daughter-in-law recently moved into their
house and brought along their new baby:
Well I got my severance 18 days after I got let go and that's all gone and we are
struggling. I don't get my unemployment until August (6 weeks from interview) cause
you have to wait 13 weeks, or whatever your years of service is... For now, we can't
enjoy nothing, can't enjoy going anywhere. I mean, my light bill just got paid, I'm
getting ready to go ask for help on this month's light bill, $300, that's going to hit me
hard. My water bill is due the day after he gets paid (from new job), so we should be able
to do that. My house note's three months behind. Citi Mortgage is my house note and I
don't want my house note that far behind so when I get my unemployment I'm gonna pay
them a month and then hopefully next month we'll get back to where we're only a month
behind. They have a program they'll work with you so they haven't been bad but they
harass you a lot. They call you all the time.
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But I know how to, I don't want to say renege on bills but, credit cards. What's more
important; you gotta have food, you gotta have water, but you gotta have lights, you gotta
have phone. Credit card bills are important, they ruin your credit, you gotta be sure you
have little things before you worry about credit cards. I mean, right now, I have no credit
cards. All my credit cards are like past accounts that I still owe. I closed them down cause
I know things are gonna come to an end. So I shut 'em down. But like one I owe sixty
dollars on it. And this month we couldn't pay.
Another worker with twenty years on the job was fired and accused of faking an injury. This
worker was upset that the company would not work with her after 20 years on the job, and feels
that this is the "new" Avondale. The company is fighting her unemployment claim and she "has
applied everywhere" but no one is hiring. She is now willing to settle for half the pay, but still
there is no job. She recently asked her mother and sister to move in with her to help pay the
mortgage so she can keep her house.
A retired rigger echoed these concerns:

I

It's like when they had layoffs, you catch a guy just went and bought a home, a new car
for his wife or something like that, and you lay him off, it's the same thing, except this
isn't a layoff, you're not coming back no more. It's not just getting a job to hold you up
until you can come back to Avondale. In all the city, that's going to be shot. Avondale
homes, all of the subdivisions out there, the majority of them [laid off workers] work
there.
Layoffs upset the routine of a productive daily life based around a good paying job. The bottom
line is that people will do whatever they have to do in these circumstances. One laid off worker
told us that:

I

Now what will be in my plans only time can tell. .. .school... find another job that's all
you can do. I have a trade, so I can go do something. I'm certified in insulation so I can
do what I've been trained to do or I can go get some other kind of training and do
something else. I haven't been out there for twenty years and don't have a piece of paper
to back me up but because I've learned the trade, I have a skill and I can do what I do
anywhere. I'm going find me a job, if I have to leave the state or whatever I have to do to
take care of my kids. I'm going to do what I have to do.
Another laid off worker believes that there is a job out there for him, but that the future is fraught
with uncertainty:
The worst thing that can happen here, I'll work for a contractor, or get a pay cut or a pay
increase. Either way it goes I will have a job because I've been trained. They trained me.
So if work is out here, I just got to get up and go out and get it. I'm good at what I do.
Another issue is the toll taken by the physical demands of a long career working at Avondale. A
female worker believes that her job search is hindered by the toll Avondale has taken on her
body:
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Avondale is hard work and hard on you physically. I've got two bad knees, an ankle
messed up, and my wrist... it just, it just breaks you down. I'm forty-eight, I've been out
there almost eighteen years. I'm a rigger. Ask somebody what a rigger does, a women in
that field, that's rough. That's why if you find another job, you gotta try to get in shape to
get it cause it is rough. Avondale breaks you down.
There are no guarantees that a local job search will produce any kind of job, let alone a job that
requires the skills learned at Avondale and pays comparable wages. Many laid off workers have
already decided to relocate outside the New Orleans area and many more face the prospect that
they may have to leave the area to find work. The situation faced by most Avondale workers
was nicely laid out by a maintenance worker:
For a man who buys a house out here and he's been living here a long time and next
thing you know he's been working out there for 25 years, oh he's gotta go find
something else for work and if he can't find any work in the area, it is slow in this area
right now, he's gonna have to relocate.

Impact of Plant Closing On the Community
When laid off workers leave a metropolitan area to find another job the community loses more
than population and the money they spend in the local economy. The job skills and shipbuilding
experience, the human capital lost, is perhaps more detrimental to the community than the lost
jobs and the economic impact of lost jobs. This is evident in the case of the proposed closing of
Avondale shipyard. If Avondale closes, job skills will be lost that are essential to any potential
revival of commercial shipbuilding in the U.S. Another respondentdeseribes for us the recent
development of a first class apprenticeship training program at Avondale that produces skilled
workers who fill jobs all over the region:
Let me tell you we have one of the best training schools in the South for shipbuilding.
It's a government grant to Delgado College and then Delgado staffs it with people from
the shipyard, the people with the expertise in the shipyard. They have a rigorous training
program that they go through. Like inside machinist, that's a four year course. You got to
know how to program the machines to do what you want it to do. The people who are in
the training program, they are working in the shipyard as an on the job training, as well as
going to school. We got, there's like nine different crafts out there in the training school.
The program got started, I would say, it was 2003... But we closed the training center in
June of this year. Because the shipyard is in closure, OK, we're not accepting more
apprentices. We are losing precious time and people is what we are losing because this
area connot afford to lose the training school with the skills that it produces. Right now if
you go to Bellinger Shipyard, he'll tell you Avondale trains the best people he can hire
and he'll tell you that... As soon as you say you're from Avondale they'll snatch you in a
minute because they know you are good, trained to do the job that they gonna put you in.
So, you're shutting down a whole dimension of business when you shut it down. When
you start losing quality people like that, that shuts down your area. At one time, Peters
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Road was a thriving area of business for Harvey Canal and if you lost an Avondale
worker he was working on Peters Road for the oil rigs, guarantee ya'.
The ripple effect of lost human capital is obvious to Avondale workers because they have
already seen friends and co-workers move from Avondale to oil related jobs that disappeared,
which then sent them to nearby shipyards that are no longer hiring. Many among the latest wave
of laid-off workers must either take a lower paying job in or out of their field or just leave town.
The closure of Avondale threatens to be the last gasp for local manufacturing and threatens to
undermine the human capital and skills required for there to be any hope of reviving
manufacturing in the area. It spells the decline of a world class center of metal fabrication when
both the oil patch and shipbuilding industries go into shut down mode.
The loss of manufacturing jobs and out-migration associated with the closing of Avondale
shipyard has obvious negative effects on the local housing market. This is borne out in the
findings of a recent survey of 63 real estate agents about the effects of the plant closing on the
local and regional housing market. Half of the real estate agents surveyed estimate a decline of
more than 10% in New Orleans area property values, and 28% predict a decline in property
values of more than 20% associated with closing Avondale shipyard. Ninety percent of those
surveyed predict a more than 20% decline in housing values in the area immediately surrounding
the plant (Juakail 2011).
Our interviews corroborate the results of the real estate survey. Avondale workers own and rent
homes all over the city but they are especially prominent in subdivisions located near the plant:
All those little subdivisions along the side of the River Road and over there, the majority
of those houses you look over there, Avondale workers bought them houses by them
working there, you know, working there and [workers] pay for them, but they pay for
them with the money they made at Avondale.
One worker we interviewed did his own informal survey of his Avondale subdivision and came
up with this account:
I survey the neighborhood pretty close, and we got like 310 houses empty in the
neighborhood (out of 2500). Not necessarily all from Avondale closing, but I know 54 of
them are from the closing... Well, I just re-financed my house because I wanted to do
something else with the money and I don't think it was such a wise move right now.
What the realtor survey tells us now is that many homeowners in subdivisions around Avondale
are "upside down" on their mortgages, they owe more to the bank than the house is worth. It can
be expected that many more West Bank and New Orleans area homeowners will find themselves
in a similar situation as the effects of the Avondale closing ripple through the regional housing
market.
Layoffs, out-migration, and depressed housing values also spell doom for many local businesses
that serve the Avondale community. The process is described in some detail by an Avondale
worker:
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Let me give you what I see right now. All your big department stores that have
chains throughout the United States they going up in their prices because the little
mom and pop stores on the West Bank are closing. We ask everybody at
Avondale.. .to go ahead and cater to these mom and pop stores because they are
the ones that's backing us within the business community. So far the people of
Avondale have.. .helped.. .keep the mom and pop stores open because we know
that's the backbone. You know these stores here, just in the last three months,
they've adjusted their prices three times, yeah . You go buy a pound of coffee
that was normally $4.49, its $7.99 or almost $8 a pound now. So the community
is starting to feel this here. And you've got the gas prices going up and
fluctuating, and that's another thing. The people that are getting laid off, the
money they got from their severance package is not gonna hold them forever.
On the one hand, most Avondale employees are realistic. They are planning for a future
without the shipyard, an uncertain future that - at the very least — does not look
particularly promising in the short term with respect to job opportunities, housing,
community health, and economic prosperity for themselves, the communities around the
shipyard, and the Greater New Orleans area. On the other hand, workers recognize that
Avondale is not yet closed, and they are fighting to not only keep world-class
shipbuilding in the region but to retain the kinds of jobs that make healthy families,
communities, and economies possible. And, as every worker points out, the size of
Avondale's footprint makes this an issue and struggle that touches everyone in the New
Orleans region.
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Table 1: New Orleans Area Employment Indicators, 1976-2000 *
SIC Division

1976

Mining

17,900

Construction

34,000

31,500

Manufacturing

63,000

Trans, Comm, Utilities

47,900

Trade

1980

1985

1990

1995

17,700

13,800 13,000

43,900

25,300

27,500 33,700

66,600

50,600

49,000

47,400 47,500

58,500

48,500

46,700

42,300 40,700

22,80< 23,400

2000

119,500 134,200 142,800 136,300 148,300 158,200

Finance, Ins, Real Estate 27,300

31,100

33,600

32,200

30,200 31,300

Services

94,800 117,100 135,200 154,500 186,600 203,800

Government

74,100

89,000

94,900

94,500 103,600 106,600

Total Non-Ag Employm 478,500 563,200 560,500 556,200 599,700 634,800

• The Standard Industrial Classification System (SIC) uses 4-digit
classification codes for employment in 11 divisions. SIC system was phased
out after 1997 and was finally replaced in January 2003 by the North
American Industry Classification System (NAICS).
• Source: Maruggi 1997; Speyrer 2002.
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TABLE 2: NEW ORLEANS AREA EMPLOYMENT INDICATORS, 2002-10 *
NAICS Category

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

Resources and Mining

9,100

8,600

8,400

8,600

7,900

Construction

30,900

30,400

31,400 32,900

29,900

Manufacturing

42,800

38,700

35,00

33,600

Transpo. Equipment

(11,200)

(11,400)

(11,900) (10,600) (9,200)

Wholesale Trade

26,900

26,200

23,000

23,900 22,200

Retail Trade

68,200

68,300

56,700

59,800 58,400

Transpo, W-house, Util. 29,300

28,300

24,200

24,500 23,700

Information

9,300

10,500

6,700

7,200

Financial Activities

35,800

34,200

26,400

26,600 24,800

Prof. + Business Service 71,100

73,200

65,600

67,900 65,400

Education Service

21,600

12,600

15,700 18,200

Health Care + Social Asst. 60,300

61,700

42,800

50,300 54,500

Leisure and Hospitality 79,600

84,300

60,200

68,500 69,200

Other Service

23,600

22,600

15,800

19,800 19,800

Government

105,500

104,800

72,000

78,100 83,000

Total Non-Farm

616,700

613,400

480,800 519,000

24,300

36,600

6,200

519,600

• The North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) replaced the SIC
system in January 2003.
• Sources: Speyrer 2004; 2006; 2010.
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