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Theforeseeable catastrophe: How GKN
Aerospace, Californiaregulatorsand the
Teamsters built the Garden Grove disaster
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The chemical emergency that erupted at GKN Aerospace’s
Garden Grove facility on May 21 was treated by official media
and government spokespeople as a sudden, exceptional
accident. It was not. The catastrophe flowed from nearly two
decades of documented negligence, regulatory contempt,
worker silencing and union complicity.

In 2018, Méelrose Industries PLC, a London-based investment
firm whose philosophy is to “buy, improve, and sdl”
manufacturing assets, seized control of GKN Aerospace
through a hostile takeover. The operative word in the Melrose
model is not “improve.” Following the takeover, Melrose
moved to shrink GKN Aerospace’s global manufacturing
footprint, with plans to reduce its site presence from 51 plants
in 2019 to 33 by 2023, including closures across North America
and Europe. While jobs and capacity were eliminated, Melrose
executives reaped enormous payouts. the company’'s 2024
remuneration report produced a shareholder revolt after long-
term incentive awards worth more than £200 million, including
£45.4 million for current CEO Peter Dilnot.

At Garden Grove, workers received something different:
deferred maintenance, skeletal staffing and a plant slowly
stripped of its operational integrity. Multiple vendors have
confirmed that GKN systematically delayed payments for over
a year, with single vendors carrying outstanding delinquencies
reaching into the mid-six figures.

This was the logic of Melrose's cash-preservation strategy. It
starved preventative maintenance budgets, deferred critical
equipment inspections and left redundant safety systems to
quietly degrade, while Melrose sustained returns to institutional
shareholders including BlackRock and VVanguard.

What makes the May 2026 crisis most damning is that the
regulatory record leaves no serious doubt that the danger was
known in advance.

The documented history of violations begins in 2009, when a
worker in the Grind and Polish Department suffered severe
avulsion injuries to the neurovascular bundles of four fingers
after a B-Grinder arm moved toward his hand and crushed it
between the arm and the collar area, in a case involving
deficient lockout/tagout procedures. It was an early warning of

the pattern that followed: serious hazards documented, citations
issued, fines absorbed and no fundamental change in the
conditions facing workers.

In 2018, the California Department of Industrial Relations
cited GKN for failing to inspect active machinery and for
improperly cooled and covered chemica storage tanks. The
record did identify vulnerabilities in chemical storage and
temperature control, the very conditions at the center of the
emergency that erupted some eight years later, when an
overheated chemica tank at Garden Grove triggered mass
evacuations.

In the same year, Ca/OSHA cited GKN for ten safety
violations involving chemica storage. In 2019, the California
Department of Industrial Relations went to Orange County
Superior Court seeking payment of $2,898 in unpaid civil
pendlties. For a facility that reported £136 million in annual
sales, the sum was less than a rounding error. It was a
declaration that regulatory enforcement posed no credible
threat.

Environmental regulators fared no better. After a November
2020 inspection, the South Coast Air Quality Management
District cited GKN for air-quality violations involving
unpermitted equipment and volatile organic compounds. The
company later agreed to pay more than $900,000 to settle the
violations. Methyl methacrylate, the chemical at the center of
the May 2026 emergency, belongs to the same broad class of
volatile compounds.

In January 2025, just sixteen months before the crisis, GKN
agreed to pay $909,935.95 to settle SCAQMD violations
stemming from a 2020 inspection. The settlement involved
chemicals used beyond permitted limits, emissions exceeding
legal limits, unpermitted egquipment or procedures and failures
to maintain complete records, another warning that the
company’s handling of hazardous materials was already known
to regulators.

Two months later, in March 2025, SCAQMD issued yet
another round of compliance notices for the same categories of
failure. The company had not corrected anything. It had
negotiated its way through one fine cycle in time to begin the
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next.

Former employees have described GKN's management
culture at Garden Grove as one of chronic stress, rapid
turnover, and contempt for institutional knowledge.
Compensation was kept deliberately below market rate for
technical positions. Key safety-critical roles were left vacant or
filled with under-qualified personnel.

On April 12, 2022, an accounting worker submitted a review
describing GKN as “the worst company to work for,” stating
that “the only thing you get out of this company is stress to the
point you want to run out and never come back.”

More critically, former plant employees have publicly stated
that site management was repeatedly warned about degraded
cooling coils and compromised primary tank valves. According
to multiple worker disclosures on social media, local executive
management refused to alocate the capital needed to take the
tanks offline and carry out repairs because, in the words of one
account, “they didn’t want to pay to fix the issue.” On May 21,
emergency intervention was obstructed by the very valve
failures workers say had been anticipated and ignored.

Teamsters Local 952 represents production, maintenance and
quality control workers at Garden Grove under a collective
bargaining agreement covering September 2021 through
September 2025. Under that agreement, the union had
ingtitutional standing to raise grievances, demand action over
unsafe conditions and mobilize workers around documented
hazards. It did not do so.

The absence of adequate backup cooling, the single-point-of-
failure valve system and the run-to-failure condition of the
monomer tanks were not conditions the union bureaucracy
fought against and failed to overcome. They were conditions it
allowed to persist. In successive contract cycles, the leadership
of Teamsters Local 952 chose institutional stability and “labor
peace’” over a direct confrontation with management over
workers safety. Rank-and-file complaints about neglected
machinery were ignored or contained, and no strike, work
stoppage or organized campaign was mounted to force the
immediate rectification of known hazards.

The clearest measure of this appears in the NLRB record. On
April 10, 2024, Teamsters Local 952 filed an unfair labor
practice charge against GKN Aerospace at Garden Grove,
alleging refusal to bargain or bad-faith bargaining. Exactly one
month later, the NLRB General Counsel approved the union’s
withdrawal request. The public docket gives no explanation.
Whatever leverage the charge might have provided was
abandoned before it could produce a public complaint, hearing
or remedy.

Thisisthe union functioning as a co-manager of exploitation,
providing the labor peace that alowed Melrose to treat
maintenance deferrals as rational business strategy. Teamsters
President Sean O’'Brien’s statement this week captured the
result precisely: “We are continuing to pray for a safe
resolution and a return to normalcy for the community.” No

condemnation of the safety record. No accounting for the
grievances his apparatus suppressed. Just a prayer that things
return to the “normal” that produced the disaster.

The Teamsters apparatus was not standing outside this
process. It was part of the mechanism through which dangerous
conditions were normalized and opposition from the rank and
file contained.

The role of the Teamsters apparatus does not stand apart from
the role of the state regulators. Together, they formed the
framework within which GKN was able to continue operating
despite years of documented hazards:. regulators issued citations
and settlements, while the union apparatus kept workers tied to
a contract regime that did not halt production or force the
immediate correction of unsafe conditions.

Cdlifornia’s Division of Occupational Safety and Health
operates with a 32 percent staff vacancy rate, conducts some
inspections by letter rather than site visit, and routinely reduces
corporate fines following employer appeds, al under
continuous Democratic Party governance in Sacramento.

SCAQMD issued major settlements against GKN, only to
see the company face further compliance notices. The fines
were calibrated to be absorbed. The enforcement timelines
stretched out long after the danger had aready been identified.
No agency, union official or Democratic politician acted to shut
down unsafe operations and place the facility under the control
of workers with direct knowledge of the hazards.

The working class immigrant and refugee families of Garden
Grove, including Vietnamese and Latino households in
communities already designated by CalEnviroScreen as highly
burdened, did not simply stumble into the blast radius of
corporate negligence. They were placed there by a social order
in which the lives of workers and nearby residents are
subordinated to production schedules, shareholder payouts and
the preservation of labor peace.

The May 21 emergency was the product of decisions made
over years. by corporate executives who deferred repairs,
regulators who issued fines that could be absorbed and a union
apparatus that suppressed any independent mobilization of
workers over safety. The answer is not appeals to the same
institutions that allowed these conditions to develop. Workers
at GKN and throughout the aerospace and chemical industries
must form rank-and-file committees, independent of the union
bureaucracy and both capitalist parties, to take control over
safety, halt dangerous operations and organize production
according to human need, not private profit.
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