What was the deal with GM and Flint, Michigan?

The movie focuses on the negative social and economic effects on the Flint community and Moore's unsuccessful attempt to speak w/ Roger about the (at the time) 30,000 lost jobs in the Flint area.
The following is from www.michaelmoore.com
ROGER AND ME is a feature-length documentary film chronicling the efforts of the world's largest corporation, General Motors, as it turns its hometown of Flint, Michigan, into a ghost town. In his quest to discover why GM would want to do such a thing, filmmaker Michael Moore, a Flint native, attempts to meet the chairman, Roger Smith, and invite him out for a few beers up in Flint to "talk things over". In between his efforts to see Smith, Moore, the son of a Flint autoworker, takes us on a bizarre journey through Flint accompanied along the way by Ronald Reagan, Miss America, Pat Boone, Bob "Newlywed Game" Eubanks, and TV evangelist Robert Schuller--all of whom show up to save Flint from destruction.

But, like a modern-day version of the "Grapes of Wrath," the situation seems hopeless--and the scenes from Flint are startling:

--20,000 people standing in line at one location to collect federal surplus cheese and butter;

--Large sections of the city filled with abandoned homes and boarded up stores, looking more like a war zone than an American town;

--28,000 people who have lost their homes and their life savings and have packed up and headed south in search of work;

--The social cost of 25% unemployment: record rates of suicide, spousal abuse, alcoholism, and, surpassing Miami and Detroit as the city with the highest rate of violent crime.

These are a few of the results of General Motors laying off 40,000 people in Flint in the past nine years. It is expected that GM will eliminate another 10,000 Flint jobs in the next few years. 50% of Flint's GM workforce will have been abolished by 1989, an event of unprecedented proportion in American history.
Yet, since 1983, car sales have steadily risen and GM has posted record profits of nearly $19 billion. So why lay off all of these people? Moore points out that he and his friends were raised on the American Dream which promised that if you worked hard and the company prospered, you would too. Now, it seems, GM has changed the rules: you work hard, the company prospers--and you lose your job.

The film shows that GM has used these profits not to create jobs, but to buy data processing companies (EDS) and weapons manufacturers (Hughes Aircraft), automate their current assembly lines, and build new plants in Mexico and Asia. In addition, GM has bought a controlling interest in Isuzu, entered into a joint operating agreement with Toyota, and has become the second largest mortgage holder in the United States. Flint, Michigan, it seems, is no longer part of the GM plan.

In the midst of this rapidly crumbling city, the town leaders have gone a little crazy. They quickly devise a series of desperate schemes that seem more like a Marx Brothers movie than serious urban planning:

--The mayor of Flint pays TV evangelist Robert Schuller $30,000 to come to Flint and hold a giant revival meeting, complete with live television coverage, to "heal" the city of its unemployment plague.


--The city, along with the Flint-based Mott Foundation, spends $100 million to build an amusement park tribute "to the glory and wonderment of the automobile" called "Auto World"--the world's largest indoor theme park. Over one million tourists a year are expected to visit Flint and AutoWorld. Few tourists show up and Auto World closes in six months.

--The city of Flint spends $13 million in tax funds to build a luxury Hyatt Regency hotel in downtown Flint, expecting to draw major conventions to the city. The place goes bankrupt in the first five years.

--The Flint Chamber of Commerce, spurred on by a survey that shows that 45% of Flint's residents say they would move out of Flint immediately if they could, installs a number of large billboards around the city to "help improve the citizens' self concept" (the signs read: "Tough Times Don't Last--Tough People Do!" "Flint--It Means So Much To Be Here" and "Visit Flint--And Leave the Real World Behind!").

--The city health department holds a press conference and announces that the rat population in Flint has surpassed the human census. The department blames it on the fact that the city can only afford to pick up the garbage twice a month and offers a bounty for every dead rat brought in by a city resident.

--A group of laid-off auto workers show up at the GM annual board of directors meeting with a Brinks truck and demand that GM return the millions of dollars in tax breaks it has received for promising to create new jobs.

All the while, the filmmaker, Michael Moore, has been trying to see Roger Smith. He arrives at GM world headquarters in Detroit and is immediately escorted out of the building. He then shows up at the GM board meeting and is removed from the audience's podium. He attempts to track down Roger's estate in Bloomfield Hills, but to no avail. From the Yacht Club to the Golf Club to the Hunt Club, Moore takes us on a tour of the havens of the rich and powerful in his seemingly futile, but finally successful, attempt to talk to Roger Smith.

ROGER AND ME is both a dark comedy and a compelling indictment of an American Dream gone awry.
Re: What was the deal with GM and Flint, Michigan? 

Its very unfortunate about what’s happening / happened in flint, but people have to realize that, THAT is the cost of doing business in the most open economy in the world and having different rules for different country's to play by. When you can outsource jobs for pennies on the dollar to do a job that cost upwards of 30$/hr +healthcare/pension benefits, your company either goes bankrupt or you lose your job. 
Hopefully since the democrats took back the house/senate (Don't start a political discussion guys!) maybe Dingell and Stabenow can put forth US Auto industry priorities of fair trade rules/laws, enforcement of them, and "fixing" healthcare making sure everyone gets covered, everyone pays for healthcare, and overhead costs...medically, are lowered for GM/Ford.

Re: What was the deal with GM and Flint, Michigan? 

Realistically though, the movie is more of a satire than a fact. 

The city spends 13 million for a hotel and 100 million for a theme park, but it cant pick up garbage every other day? How exactly was that GM's fault?

And of course Michael Moore shows up at The General Motors Building looking like a mildly deranged homeless person and expects to go straight up to the 14th floor to meet with the CEO, yeah right. 

And "Moore’s friends", like the crazy guy that was playing basketball at the mental health center? 

Recognize him?, he was the same guy that wrote "Rivethead", which is a book about tales from the assembly plant, poor guy, such a loyal worker, all he would do is show up late and drunk or high every day of the week, and when the supervisors stopped them bringing in beer, they would hide the beer in hollowed out table and suck it out of a hole, yeah! 

They would also throw bottle caps down in the deep pockets of cars body work to make them rattle, thanks guys! 

What took place in Flint was a visually example of the downfall of the social corporate welfare system, combined with some slick editing and bad politics, he maybe GM should not have closed some the plants, they still have plants in Flint Mi today, ok so the can take some of the blame, but what about the city and the people, it was not GM that smashed every window in downtown Flint, it was not GM that took the crime rate through the roof, Flint could have done something better than the millions and millions that they through away on crap like the hotel and Auto world. The fact of the matter is than like many towns in the US, the crime rate began to explode in the 70's and everything went downhill from there. Hey I live in Miami, and there are parts of Miami that make some of those scenes that I have been told were actually nice places through the early 70's, but after that, forget it, now they make some of those scenes from Flint look like Disneyland 

Re: What was the deal with GM and Flint, Michigan? 

I don't want to place all the blame on the union attitude in this town (I've lived in the Flint area for over 20 years), but that's certainly played a part. You can imagine that the home of the sit-down strike of '37 takes it's unions pretty seriously, but that also means huge helpings of the union entitlement sentiment to a great, high-paying job no matter how little actual work is being done. I saw this first hand in the 80's when I worked in a plant briefly trying to supervise hourly workers. 

Half of the guys were fine, and wanted to work with you to get the job done but if they did they would be harassed by the other half of them who felt they were entitled to a couple of hours overtime to do 15 minutes work beyond their production quota. A production quota, I might add, that was often completed in 5 hours instead of 8.

In Lansing, they've gotten two new assembly plants since 2000, and a lot of the reason is that the union locals there are much more reasonable and have been open to creating a more efficient and flexible workforce. Flint locals stuck with the same adversarial attitude, expecting not to have to give anything up as times change. Instead, they've lost a lot.

GM made Flint the city that it was (I'm sure it was the biggest "GM town" ever to exist), and the city did little to try to diversify when it had a chance. They let all their eggs ride in GM's basket, and now they are paying for it.

I hate for people to think of Moore as something of a journalist. Journalists are supposed to report the truth and be impartial, and Moore's never presented any side but his own in his life. I saw him standing on the street corner of Saginaw and Hemphill, at a time when they were gutting the old Fisher Body assembly plant. I guess he was trying to attract attention to the apparent destruction. Of course at the other end of the complex, the gutted plant had been turned into a modern engineering office complex (just as the end he was at would eventually be turned into), but you wouldn't find him there, not when it doesn't support his gloom and doom story. 

Re: What was the deal with GM and Flint, Michigan? 

I lived in Fenton Michigan in the early 80's which is a small community 16 miles south of Flint. I was in high school at the time and can tell you that downtown Flint was a hellhole at that time, even when GM was there.

There is more than enough blame to go around for downfall of Flint and its GM plants. GM had the "if we build it they will buy it" attitude in the 70's and 80's, the unions not willing to work at fixing problems just wanting more for less, and then the workers who put the vehicles together with as little care as possible (a result of not having to worry about being fired for bad job performance). I heard at one point that 8 out of 10 Trucks coming off the line in the Flint plant would not run without skilled tradesmen working (i.e. repairing) on them, I also know one guy (a neighbor) who caught many people drunk on the job (AC Delco plant) and they could not be fired cause the union protected them. 
Now ask yourself GM wanted the on the job drunks gone but the union protected them, if they had a limb chopped off due to their drunkenness, who would they have sued .......HMMMMMM GM that’s who, I have no love for the UAW, unions were great in the original idea but now are only there to protect themselves not the workers anymore.

Re: What was the deal with GM and Flint, Michigan? 

Roger & Me is, as someone pointed out, more satirical than anything else. While I like the movie, and Michael Moore, there's really no impartiality. If you take the movie for what it is (satire), and not a serious documentary then its fine - its what can be called a docudrama.

The movie is a powerful commentary on the effect of unemployment, etc, but the argument that it seems to make is that Roger Smith was just closing these plants to close them. It doesn't look at WHY GM was closing them (cars not selling due to poor quality, Japanese competition, etc). A true documentary would have looked at all the angles. Moore also seems to argue that GM owes workers cradle to grave security, which in the 1950s may have been realistic to expect, but not in the 80s, 90s, and today.

Of course Roger Smith is the perfect villain - arrogant, no media savvy (magnifies the arrogance), giving himself a nice pension raise while giving factory workers pink slips, etc.

Re: What was the deal with GM and Flint, Michigan? 


BTW, GM is investing a lot into one of the Flint factories, I think where 3.6Ls are made. The 3800 is slated to be retired, so this may be the next thing for them to build.

The Atlas engine plant was built in Flint around 2000, and of course, the 3.6L HFV6 plant just opened. I'm not sure if these two plants put together will equal the peak employment at Factory 36, which makes the 3800, and will be shut down in the relatively near future. But it's great that Flint got the new engine plants.

GM also seems very committed to Flint Truck Assembly, which produces Silverado HDs, and the adjoining metal fab center. Of course, Flint (well, Grand Blanc) is also the world headquarters of Service Parts Operations.

One of the biggest hits Flint has taken in the past 15 years are all the Delphi component plants. These were huge operations and are all but gone now. Plant 2 made a million spark plugs a day less than 10 years ago, but you can't make a commodity like spark plugs and oil filters paying GM labor rates, and we know how most UAW members feel about taking pay and benefit cuts.

Like others have said, there's plenty of blame to go around, but as many places (like steel towns) have found out, it's a very bad thing to let your city become massively dependent on one company or industry. When things are booming, everybody's happy and nobody does anything to change. When things start to go sour, it's already too late. 

http://www.gminsidenews.com/forums/f19/what-deal-gm-flint-michigan-40370/
