VERMONT ASBESTOS GROUP

HEN THE New York-based GAF
Corp. announced last year that it
would shut down its $5 million asbestos
mill near Lowell, a pall of dejection hung
over the Belvidere Mountain vallev like
the clouds of lime-rich dust do in the
summertime when the big diesel ore
trucks roar down the hillside on their run
to the clattering and clanking rock crush-
ing machines below.

Quarry foreman Romeo Myott remem-
bers that the news hit like a sledgeham-
mer blow, or “the kind of feeling you can
only get by having 23 years of work go
down the drain.”

Others among the 280 GAF employees
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Company truck hauls rock from quarry
which will eventually be processed
into asbestos fiber.
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thought in more practical terms of where
thev could find work in a mountainous,
unceveloped region of Northem Ver-
mont where the unempioyment rate al-
ready was over 13 per cent.

But maintenance supervisor John [.
Lupien, a Quebec native and veteran of
other mines that had either been plaved
out or closed because of bankruptcy,
began thinking in another direction en-

*tirelv.

1 felt sorrv for the boyvs and felt some-
thing had to be done.” Lupien recalled.

Fifteen months later, Lupien and the
mine’s other workers, with the support of
Vermont's Agency for Development and
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Community Affairs, raised 52 million and
took control of the plant. making it one of
the larzest emplovee-owned manufactur-
ing companies in the country.

Now the mine is more profitable than
ever before, and the new owners are talk-
ing about 20 vears or more of successful
operations.

What's more, the employees’ man-
agement of the mine has neutralized a
potentially problem-plagued union labor
situation and has cut costs so much that
embarrassed GAF conglomerate officials
reportedlv fired the executive who origi-
nallv recommended the shutdown.

Sever members of the plant's labor
urion wocal, including two ranking union
officers. sit on the board of directors of
mo v company. dalled the Vermont
A:resos Group Inc. Also. the popular
mamierance  supervisor,  Lupien. is
chairman of the firm’s board. and all of
e o niovess — from plant manager to

©orator — are stockholders,

I ihmx wwe have a pretry <table labor
situanion,” said board chairman Lupien,
with some understatement, as he <at in
his tool-cluttered office in the plant'-
truck garage and wiped motor oil from
his hands.
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Since negotiztions for the takeover
began. production in the mine has been
maximum and costs have been declining
so rapidlv that the new management in
its first months of operation barely had to
touch the 5400.000 in working capital it
borrowed with a U.S. Small Business
Administration loan guarantee.

Equipment repair costs, in particular,
have dropped dramatically as the mine
workers began demonstrating a new-
found respect with their own heavy
machinery.

“Theyv realize that we all own this
equipment now. It = amazing how careful
people can be wien thev want to,” said
Lupienn. “We don t have much business
experisnce, bur we Xnow what we're

aoing
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The ~uccess <tom began on Jan 3L
1974, when :n 3 terse announcement
GAF a Tmanat planned to close
the »l> oo spend more than 3
mitle o mees © = Environmental Pro-
tection Agency ann-pollution standards.
‘The plant had oteen -operating for 42
vear<. and GAF had controlled it for the
last seven.

Lupten, who almost immediately
began talking with workers about buying

TN

Mine workers on lunch break. above. talk
business: they're also stockholders. At
right, dynamited rock is loaded mto trick.

the plant, soon found himself cast in an
unfamiliar role.

“Here we had a bunch of men who
have a helluva time dealing with
thousands of dollars, and suddenly we're
talking about millions,” said Lupien, who
conceded he was more comfortable him-
self with arranging three-vear auto loans
than dealing with Wall Street financial in-
stitutions.

With the help of the Vermont De-
velopment Agency., the emplovees group

W first obtained a one-vear extension of the

EPA deadline, to March 15, 1975.

“That was critical. This deal never
would have gotten off the ground with-
out it,” recalled Donald Webster, secre-
tarv of the agency which funded a feasi-
bility: study that eventuaily led to the
state guarantee of the huge VAG lnc
bank loans.

In the midst of the talks with the fed-
eral officials, which Webster recalled
were not going well, the EPA inexplicably
sent state officials a wamning that the na-
tion was running dangerously low on its

supply of long, “hooker”-type asbestos
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fibers, which are essential in the man-
ufacture of chlorine.

The state officials, noting that Vermont
is practicallv the sole producer of such
fibers, threw the warning back at the fed-

! . .
" eral agency. and the emissions deadline
! was extended soon aftenwvard.

i At the same time, Lupien began to
abandon his truck garage duties and was
flving to New York and Boston to talk
with banking executives about a loan.

“We hit the bnck wall many, manv
times. They didn’t evactly laugh at us,
but their answers were, in effect, a laugh
at what we were trving to do,”” Lupien re-
called. Eventuallv, a consortium of seven
Boston and Vermont banks agreed to
loan the purchase price and the deal
headed toward a closing.

“Going to the banks and asking for
millions of dollars was a new experience.
1 learned something about the way the
bigshots operate,” Lupien said.

He also learned a few things about set-
ting up a corporation, issuing stock, es-
tablishing a corporate hierarchy and writ-
ing a prospectus.

Two thousand shares of stock totaling
$100,000 were sold to emplovees and
their families, and a 13-member board of
directors was named, inciuding seven
hourly wage earners, seven salaried em-
plovees and one outside businessman.

The directors include a steam shovel
operator, a mechanic, a yard man, a
warehouseman, two ore testers and a
shift mechanic. The salaried emplovees
on the board include the general man-
ager, a purchasing agent, the mill super-
intendent, the quarry foreman, a
development engineer and Lupien.

After screening a half-dozen appli-
cants, Lupien hired as his general man-
ager a Vermont accountant and bus-

inessman, Gerald Hammang, who subse- .

quently became the firm’s president.

The 280 shareholders are evenly dis-
tributed among the labor force, with most
employees owning from six to ten $50
certificates and none owning much more
than 100. “’It onlv took two weeks to sell
the stock, which is pretty good when yvou
consider that money doesn’t grow on
trees around here,” Lupien said.

Early in the negotiating stages, Lupien
said, it was decided to organize the com-
pany in the traditional corporate struc-
ture rather than try to establish a coopera-
tive management.

“We dedded you can’t have all the
stockholders making the day-to-day de-
cisions. Somebody has to be boss, and
that's okay, as long as we know who
owns the company,” he said.

The makeup of the company, Lupien

acknowliedged, has created some corpo-
rate anomalies. In theorv. Lupien. as
board chairman, could fre president
Hammang, and Hammars ould fre
maintenance superizor Lupien,

“We don’t worrh abous fhoze things
much There’s no o .
stav close to the me- om he &0 Land
Lupten, whoonlv e
the administrative om

Hammang, too -

Lupien “the man . ~o realln - -zipons
ble for the mine snll operatinz
Dunng a recer: wvisir o VA Inc

board chairman Lurien was szen over-

hauling a truck transmussion. instailing
some high-voltage power lines i~ the
maintenance garage and climbing
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V.A.G. o<cers include John Lupien,
Chairmar: of the Board (upper right),
Lar=, 3o of the Boand of Directors
m o shovel orerazor Henry
Murmit Soard member Ed Domina

Cotererand awarry foreman
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its survival as an emplovee-owned enter-
prise.

“Thev really want to keep us in busi-
ness. Thev're paving their bills faster
than thev normally would.” said Lupien,
adding that one big corporate customer
deposited 3100.000 in a bank and told
VAG Inc. to draw from the account as it
shipped asbestos. Oddlv. GAF Corp. has
become one of the major customers of the
company it sold out to the emplovees it
had planned to lav off.

VAG Inc.. according to companv
officials, has established a good relation-
ship with the environmentalists, and is in
the process of installing S1 million worth
of filtering and vacuuming equipment to
meet federal standards.

“In 42 vears, this plant has had 1,800
employees, but we've had only 17 work-
ers come down with lung disease. We
care about our people and want to make

it safe here, but we also know that the
atmosphere in Vermont makes it safer
for this kind of operation than other
places in the world,” Lupien said.

Despite projections by GAF that the
mine could be evhausted of top quality
asbestos In 2 few vears, recent tests con-
ducted Dy the net owners ~we 31 to prom-
ise a longer lite tor VAG fnc Two oper
pit ore bodies assure that operations can
continue for 12 vears. Lupien said, and
recent core samples have ~hown that un-
derground verns are good ror another tern
vears after that. ‘

Commenting on the company’s rela-
tions with the union, the Yrited Cement.
Lime and Gypsum Workérs, . Lupien
thinks the worker-stockholders-may de-
cide to drop out of the intemnational and
form a local employees association.

“'They’ is ‘we’ now. These guvs
bought a $5 million mine for $100,000,

deal going. Thev'll know how mudh hev
10 pav when the [inmal
comes ur " Lupien said,
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happen in New York, because peinie zre
too indifferent to each other. You have =0
live in this kind of job and care ior ezcn
other’s well being to know what I'm talk-
ing about,” Myott said. wr



