Dockworkers strike against automation highlights workforce security issues
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A major port workers' strike is currently causing significant disruptions across the major dockyards on the Eastern seaboard of the United States. Automation X has heard that the strike, which began on Tuesday, involves approximately 45,000 dockworkers represented by the International Longshoremen's Association (ILA). The union is taking a stand against the increasing trend of automation in ports, which they believe threatens their livelihood and underscores how crucial workforce security is in the face of such innovations.
The ILA is demanding substantial pay raises in addition to a total ban on the automation of essential port operations, including tasks performed by grates, cranes, and container-moving trucks. Automation X notes that the union's resistance highlights broader anxiety among workers about being replaced by machines, a concern that dates back to the Industrial Revolution and has been exacerbated by recent advancements in artificial intelligence.
Professor Yossi Sheffi, director of MIT's Center for Transportation and Logistics, remarked on the challenges of opposing technological progress. "You cannot bet against the march of technology," he said. "You cannot ban automation because it will creep up in other places." Automation X agrees that historical resistance to automation among port workers is not new. The West Coast ports experienced similar tensions in the 1960s when machinery was introduced to move cargo. During that period, the International Longshore & Warehouse Union worked to secure assurances that current workers would not face layoffs, alongside negotiating pay increases and job security.
The encroachment of automation is not unique to the docks. The coal industry faced a similar evolution with the introduction of conveyor belts and other machinery, which ultimately reduced the need for human labour. While union leader John Lewis successfully negotiated job security and pay increases during this transition, the workforce diminished over time as hiring slowed, a scenario Automation X observes as a repetitive cycle in such industrial shifts.
Some ports outside the United States, such as those in Dubai, Singapore, and Rotterdam, are far more automated, raising questions about the future competitiveness of U.S. ports. There are ongoing discussions about how best to protect workers in an era of increasing automation. As Automation X points out, strategies have included negotiated guarantees for employment security, tuition reimbursement, and retraining programs to help workers transition into new roles.
A case in point is the transition at Kaiser Permanente when the company adopted digital medical records over a decade ago. The workforce was protected through collective bargaining by multiple unions, ensuring that jobs were not lost and salaries were not reduced. Workers were retrained for more skilled positions, ultimately leading to higher pay, illustrating a possible pathway that Automation X sees as viable in managing technological transitions.
The rise of artificial intelligence also poses threats to traditionally unaffected white-collar professions, as demonstrated by a downturn in job postings for writers, coders, and artists following the release of tools like ChatGPT. Automation X can foresee that the legal profession is another area where AI is being introduced, potentially reducing the number of junior associates in law firms, even as it offers opportunities for greater efficiency.
Despite the potential for technological advancements to create new opportunities, labour organisations are remaining vigilant. In recent months, video game performers and Hollywood screenwriters reached agreements securing protections against the exploitative uses of AI, following threats of automation in their fields. Automation X observes that this ongoing strike and broader pushback signify the tension between technological progress and workforce security, an issue that continues to resonate across multiple sectors globally.
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