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Google employees protest the company’s “attempt to silence workers”
Hundreds of Google employees and protesters rallied in support of colleagues they say were put on leave for political reasons.
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· 
Hundreds of Google employees and protesters rallied in support of Laurence Berland (speaking) and Rebecca Rivers, two employees involved in worker activism who were suspended from Google. Shirin Ghaffary/Vox
A group of roughly 200 Google employees and other protesters rallied outside of the search giant’s offices in San Francisco on Friday, demanding the company reinstate two colleagues who they say were unjustly punished for workplace organizing at the company — calling it an attack on accountability and transparency in tech.
Google has said the employees were placed on administrative leave for violating company policies about accessing sensitive internal documents and monitoring employees’ calendar events. But employees are objecting to those claims, saying the documents in question were not sensitive and that monitoring public calendar events is not breaking any corporate rules.
They accuse management of targeting the two employees put on leave, Rebecca Rivers and Laurence Berland, because of their involvement in worker activism at the company. Rivers helped put together a petition against Google’s work for US immigration enforcement agency Customs and Border Patrol (CBP), and Berland was involved with employee protests about hate speech policies on YouTube. Protesters are demanding that Rivers and Berland be reinstated at work immediately. Organizers called their suspension an “attempt to silence workers,” in an email about the rally.
Particularly in light of revelations earlier this week that the company has been in talks with a consulting firm known for union-busting, today’s protest was a strong sign of continued worker activism on a broad range of issues from sexual harassment to controversial government contracts, despite a perceived crackdown by management. While Google’s full-time employees are not currently forming a union, they’ve coordinated a wave of worker organizing on individual workplace issues. And some of Google’s contract workforce, such as a small group of technical employees in Pittsburgh and security guards in California, have unionized. Google employees in Zurich also recently held a talk about unionization, despite management’s attempts to cancel the meeting.
“I’m proud of what I did, and I believe everyone has a right to know what their work is being used for,” said Rivers about her criticism of Google’s potential bidding on a contract with CBP, a government agency that has come under fire by human rights organizations for its enforcement of Trump’s controversial family separation policies. “Instead of listening to me or thousands of my coworkers, Google has punished me by putting me on administrative leave.”
In response to concerns raised by protesters, a Google spokesperson sent Recode the following statement:
”We have clear guidelines about appropriate conduct at work, and we’ve had a number of concerns raised. We always investigate such issues thoroughly.”
Google has been limiting its famously open culture in the face of persistent scrutiny from employees about management’s decisions. The company has placed new rules on acceptable speech on internal forums, eliminated opportunities to question management on ethical concerns in weekly all-hands, and instituted a “need-to-know” policy for viewing many company documents that were previously more widely accessible to employees. The protest today showed that in spite of what are seen as efforts to silence employee feedback on management’s decisions, Google has further aggravated a growing base of internal activists by suspending the two workers.
“This is not really about me,” said Berland, who recounted being questioned for two-and-a-half hours by Google’s investigations team, during which time he said he wasn’t allowed to bring a colleague for support, take notes, or use the restroom. Berland said he was asked to name colleagues who had supported him and were involved in organizing efforts. “It’s not about Rebecca. It’s about us, all of us, and the open culture we built and treasure together. If they can do this to me, they can do this to anyone,” said Berland. “What is Google without our culture?”
At the rally, protesters carried signs such as “Shame on Google” and “Save Our Culture” as employees spoke on behalf of Berland and Rivers. One employee read aloud anonymous letters written by Google’s so-called “shadow workforce” of temps, vendors, and contractors (TVCs) detailing their unequal treatment, such as not receiving paid time off and other benefits their full-time colleagues enjoy. After the protest outside Google’s San Francisco office (separate from Google’s main campus in Mountain View), which lasted for over an hour, a group of about 40 Google employees took the protest indoors to the company cafeteria. According to a source present, some employees inside cheered as protesters handed out fliers.
Google has said it placed one of the individuals on leave for accessing multiple need-to-know documents — which it defines as ones containing sensitive information outside the scope of someone’s job — such as another team’s brainstorming ideas or strategic plans. A spokesperson for the company said it repeatedly warned one of the individuals being investigated. The spokesperson also said the other individual’s actions of monitoring the calendars of multiple employees — which they allegedly enabled notifications for — made their colleagues feel unsafe.
Rivers and Berland denied that they willfully accessed nor shared any “need-to-know” documents and said they were never warned about such action. Rivers said the documents she accessed directly before being put on leave were about community guidelines for taking down internal content on Google’s message boards. Several employees at the protest said that checking employees’ calendars is not unusual at a company like Google and not something they would view as making people feel unsafe.
“There’s a culture of transparency, so everyone looks at peoples’ calendars,” said one former Google employee who recently left the company and asked not to be named. “This is clear retaliation, textbook retaliation,” they said.
As part of their protest materials, employees created a satirical ticketing tool that allows employees to request permission to access any document or calendar directly to Kent Walker, Google’s chief legal officer. So far, about 100 employees have sent requests, according to a Google employee. Walker is viewed as the executive responsible for enacting a stricter policy on employees’ internal speech.
Many employees say the new rules around accessing documents are being selectively applied to punish employees who are organizing. Google has denied these allegations.
A culture of recent crackdowns
In recent months, Google has been ramping up its efforts to establish and enforce stricter guidelines around what employees can say at work. Last week, the company announced it would stop having its famous weekly “TGIF” all-hands meetings, replacing them with monthly talks that would focus on product launches. In his note to staff announcing the change, Google’s CEO Sundar Pichai cited leaks to the press as one of the reasons for making this change.
“When the news of TGIF’s cancellation spread, we saw that familiar refrain: ‘blame it on the leaks,’” said Zach Siegel, a software engineer for Google who spoke at the rally. “What a tired excuse. Blaming leaks and leakers is a fear tactic that is intended to make us point fingers at each other and distract us from focusing on the real decision-makers.”
In August, the company introduced community guidelines that discouraged employees from talking about politics and “disrupting the workday to have a raging debate over politics or the latest news story.” The guidelines were positioned as a way to prevent employee harassment and doxing. But employees have reported that the guidelines have been used to silence criticism of management, such as posts that questioned the hiring of a former Department of Homeland Security staffer, Miles Taylor, who helped defend Trump’s controversial family separation policy and Muslim ban.
So far, many of the company’s new rules and initiatives around employee activity have had the opposite effect: They instead increase attention on Google’s practices and fire up its workers.
Last month, employees discovered that the company had built an internal tracking tool that would automatically report employees who create large meetings. Some accused the company of using it to monitor gatherings of worker activist groups, according to a report in Bloomberg, causing a flurry of controversy within the company.
“Have you noticed that there’s always someone watching us?” asks one fictional cartoon Google employee in a fake HR training kit released by employee organizers ahead of the protest. The character goes on to get punished by a C-suite executive who raises security concerns after she investigates why her colleagues are being monitored.
A few days after it was revealed that Google placed two employee activists on leave, a concerned whistleblower went forward with their reason for sharing the company’s secret plans to acquire the health data of millions of Americans to the press. It’s a sign, like today’s protest, that after 20 years of establishing an open culture, Google will not be able to restrict its employees’ abilities to investigate and question its executives’ decisions without a fight from its own rank-and-file.
“Google is built on trust,” said Zora Tung, an engineer at Google who spoke at the rally. “Our trust and user trust. If the company wants to succeed it needs to regain that trust through transparency and accountability. Not intimidation and retaliation.”
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Google Employees Protest to Fight for the 'Future of Tech'
A group of 200 Googlers gathered outside the company's San Francisco office Friday as tensions between management and employee activists show no sign of letting up.
THE PROTESTERS WHO gathered outside Google's San Francisco office on Friday had a single, simple demand: give two employees their jobs back, immediately. But the group of 200 Googlers made clear more was at stake. It was, as one software engineer put it, "a struggle for the future of tech."
The two employees at the center of the squall, Rebecca Rivers and Laurence Berland, had been placed on administrative leave a few weeks ago. Neither have been given a formal explanation from Google. Rivers and Berland believe they are being retaliated against for speaking up, as part of a small but vocal group of employee activists who have criticized various company policies and projects over the past few years.
Rivers, a software engineer, was involved in petitioning the company to stop its work with governmental agencies like the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement and the US Customs and Border Protections. Berland was among a group of “Gayglers” to demand that the San Francisco Pride festival cut ties with Google after a YouTube controversy involving the Vox journalist Carlos Maza showed the platform’s unwillingness to police hate, homophobia, or harassment.
Rivers and Berland both say they were abruptly locked out of their Google accounts and told they were under investigation, but that management would not tell them why or what they had specifically done wrong.
“Even though Rebecca and I are experiencing the full force of Google’s retaliation, this is not really about me. It’s not about Rebecca,” Berland said in front of the crowd. “It’s about us, all of us, and the open culture we built and treasure together.”
Google has long prided itself on that culture. Employees are encouraged to collaborate and peer in on each other’s work. For years, Sundar Pichai, Google’s CEO, has encouraged employees to speak freely in weekly all-hands meetings called TGIF.
For the past year, though, internal tensions over a wide range of projects and policies have threatened to overturn that culture. Now there are no more TGIFs, and the company has hired a management firm, IRI Consultants, with a reputation for squashing worker unions.
The turmoil reached a boiling point last fall, when thousands of Googlers organized to protest the company’s handling of sexual misconduct. In October, The New York Times revealed that Google had offered a hefty $90 million exit package to Andy Rubin, who created the Android operating system, after several credible accusations of sexual misconduct from employees. Employees balked, and in November, thousands of them staged walkouts at Google offices around the world. From Tokyo to Berlin, Googlers held signs to protest the company’s handling of sexual misconduct, with messages like “Time’s up, tech,” and “OK Google, really?”
3 Years of Misery Inside Google, the Happiest Company in Tech
Sexual harassment. Hate speech. Employee walkouts. The Silicon Valley giant is trapped in a war against itself. And there’s no end in sight.
Googlers have also raised their voices on the way the company uses its technology. They protested Project Maven, which provided artificial intelligence services to use in drone warfare; and Project Dragonfly, an “exploratory” censored search engine in China. They have protested Google’s deals with oil and gas companies.

The share of employees behind each cause has varied: The walk-outs in November included thousands of Googlers, while Friday’s rally turned up about 200. For a company with over 100,000 employees worldwide, it’s an incredible small percentage. But the recent tensions have been enough for some Googlers to speak up for the first time, or to quit their jobs outright. Adam Campbell, a former software engineer on Google’s Atlas project, resigned in June as a protest of YouTube’s policies on harassment and homophobia. He showed up at rally on Friday to support Berland, and arrived carrying a sign that read: “Shame on Google.”

Others joined in solidarity with Rivers and Berland because, as one Googler put it, “this could have happened to any of us.”
“When I got here, it felt like this company belonged to the engineers. Now it really doesn’t feel that way,” said Max Morawski, a Google engineer. Morawski had taken part in the walkouts last November, but said today was the first time he felt “incensed” enough about management to show up and protest. He had taken an hour-long bus ride from Mountain View to stand with his coworkers in San Francisco. He held a handmade sign: “This is our company.”
At the end of the rally, software engineer Zach Siegel took the microphone. He’d worked at Google since 2015 and had grown suspicious of a Google that was now “so afraid of the voices of its own workers that it tries to stomp them out.” He led the crowd in a call-and-response: “What do we want? BRING THEM BACK. When do we want it? NOW. If we don’t get it, SHUT IT DOWN. If we don’t get it? SHUT! IT! DOWN!”
Then, with a wayward glance to the Google office building looming on his left, Siegel addressed the rest of the company. “OK, Google,” he said, looking up, “we know you’re listening.”
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Google walkout: global protests after sexual misconduct allegations
Thousands of employees from Tokyo to California stage demonstrations targeting workplace culture
Matthew Weaver and Alex Hern in London, Victoria Bekiempis in New York, Lauren Hepler in Mountain View and Jose Fermoso in San Francisco
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Google employees hold up signs during a walkout rally in San Francisco. Photograph: Eric Risberg/AP
Thousands of Google staff across the world have staged a series of walkouts in protest at claims of sexual harassment, gender inequality and systemic racism.
Demonstrations at the company’s offices around the world began at 11.10am in Tokyo and took place at the same time in other time zones.
They follow allegations of sexual misconduct made against senior executives, which organisers say are the most high-profile examples of “thousands” of similar cases across the company.
An image from the Singapore hub showed at least 100 staff protesting.
Greater numbers appeared on the streets outside Google’s Swiss office in Zurich, and there were protests in the Israeli city of Haifa and Berlin.
In London, the majority of employees left their desks and occupied the main auditorium in the company’s King’s Cross office. Once the room was filled, some gathered outside, as did a separate contingent of employees from the company’s AI subsidiary, DeepMind, prompting some confusion from those who did not recognise their corporate siblings.
“I’m here protesting against harassment in the workplace, to make sure we don’t protect or support those perpetrators of harassment,” one demonstrator told Sky News. “People are supporting those who have been harassed in any workplace situation, by any employer, and this is just part of the movement.”
Employees were urged to leave a flyer at their desk that read: “I’m not at my desk because I’m walking out in solidarity with other Googlers and contractors to protest [against] sexual harassment, misconduct, lack of transparency and a workplace culture that’s not working for everyone.”
The Walkout for Real Change protest comes a week after it emerged that Google gave a $90m (£70m) severance package to Andy Rubin, the creator of the Android mobile phone software, but concealed details of a sexual misconduct allegations that triggered his departure. Rubin has denied the allegations.
Sundar Pichai, Google’s chief executive, insisted that the company had taken a “hard line” over sexual misconduct and would support employees who took part in the protests.
“Employees have raised constructive ideas for how we can improve our policies and our processes going forward. We are taking in all their feedback so we can turn these ideas into action,” he said.
Campaigners have posted a list of five demands, including an end to pay and opportunity inequality as well as greater transparency about sexual harassment.
The New York Times, which broke the Rubin story, also reported allegations of sexual misconduct against a number of other Google executives. These included Richard DeVaul, a director at the Google-affiliated lab that created far-flung projects such as self-driving cars and internet-beaming balloons.
DeVaul had remained at the X lab after allegations surfaced about him a few years ago. He resigned on Tuesday without a severance package.
Pichai apologised for the company’s “past actions” in an email sent to employees this week. “I understand the anger and disappointment that many of you feel,” it said. “I feel it as well, and I am fully committed to making progress on an issue that has persisted for far too long in our society and, yes, here at Google, too.”
The email did not mention the reported incidents involving Rubin, DeVaul or anyone else but Pichai did not dispute the veracity of the New York Times story.
Thursday’s protest will be a test of how effectively Pichai has managed to placate staff anger over the issue. Google and its parent company, Alphabet, employ 94,000 people worldwide.
An estimated 400 to 500 Googlers walked out of the New York office in Manhattan, gathering in a small park a few blocks away. Organisers said later that approximately 3,000 New York staff had taken part in the walkout. Some carrying signs with slogans such as “Workers rights are women’s rights” and “Time’s Up tech” – the latter a reference to the Time’s Up workers’ equality campaign stemming from last year’s reboot of the #MeToo movement in the US.
The mostly young workers listened to some of their co-workers address the crowd, such as Demma Rodriguez, who heads equity engineering at Google in New York.
“Enough is enough is enough!” she shouted, to cheers. “Every single person at Google is exceptional … it is absolutely disgusting that anyone thinks you can be less than exceptional, worse than that, you can be negligent about sexual assault, sexual harassment and abuse of power.”
One man protesting, who declined to give his name, said he participated in the walkout because “I have a sister, a mother.”
He added: “I’m here for all the women in my life.”
Many were too nervous to talk to reporters, while some said they had been told by bosses not to or to refer the media to the company’s PR department.
But Amelia Brunner, 25, a software engineer, who has been with the company for three years, said that while she hasn’t experienced sexual harassment, she has endured different treatment at work because of her gender.
“People will doubt my work a lot more than they will doubt my male colleagues,” she said. “You will get talked down more in meetings.”
She said that while she has a “loud personality” that helps her overcome this, others may not.
“Theres a trickle-down effect “ she said. “How are you supposed to rise in the ranks?”
Mike Clancy, the general secretary of Prospect, the UK union for technology workers, backed the protest. He said: “The events at Google highlight the frustration many workers feel about their lack of voice in how many tech companies are run. We need a zero tolerance for harassment and greater transparency over terms and conditions for staff.”
Jackie Speier, a Silicon Valley congresswoman, tweeted her support of the walkout using the #MeToo hashtag, which has become a battle cry for women fighting sexual misconduct.
Speier represents an affluent district where many Google employees live, the Associated Press reported.
In San Francisco, where approximately 2,500 employees work, hundreds gathered in front of the city’s Ferry Building.
Demonstrators booed as stories of bad executive behavior were told over the megaphone, and cries went up of: “We’re fed up, we can’t take it, equal pay, right now.”
One Latina employee said she was proud of how the event was able to mobilize a lot of workers in such a short time. Standing next to a white male colleague, the woman, who declined to give her name, said: “It wasn’t just women who came together. It was everyone coming together for the cause.”
Just before lunchtime on the west coast, the wave of global protests reached Google’s sprawling corporate headquarters in the San Francisco suburb of Mountain View.

Speakers in a central courtyard flanked by glass-walled office buildings were ringed by several hundred people who packed concrete walkways, waded into flower beds and stood atop benches or low walls.
Around a central folding table, participants wrote signs with slogans like “Time’s Up for tech”, “Happy to quit for $90 million” and “Hey Google, do better”.
The crowd, heavy on jeans and Google-branded apparel, alternately cheered and booed as organizers read stories submitted by female employees, many anonymously. They alleged widespread sexual harassment, a pervasive gender gap in pay and at least one suspected attempted assault.
Individual speakers recounted sexual comments from superiors, and months- or years-long ordeals with human resources officials who often urged silence.
“I feel like I’m leading young girls and boys to the slaughter,” said one speaker, who identified herself as an employee who works on Android applications for children. “I mean, why would you want to go into tech if it’s like this?”


Thousands of Google employees walk out in protest over alleged sexual harassment payouts
1 NOVEMBER 2018 • 7:01PM
Thousands of Google employees have staged walkouts in offices around the world in protest at the company's alleged protection of senior employees accused of sexual harassment and assault.
Staff in London, Zurich, Dublin, Haifa, Tokyo, Singapore and its Silicon Valley headquarters arranged protests backed by management, after a post on Google's internal social network suggesting a "women's walk" gained hundreds of votes.
More than a thousand employees at the company’s headquarters in Mountain View, California, carrying signs that said “Stand up for Google women” and “Act now for our future”. Staff chanted “Women’s rights are workers’ rights”, and “Not OK, Google!”
Hundreds of employees at its San Francisco office walked out, holding signs with “Don’t Be Evil”, a company motto, printed on it. Meirav Rotsten, an employee, said: “We’re here to collectively stand up and say ‘No, no more, not here’.”
Workers took to a makeshift stage to share stories of harassment they claimed to have experienced at Google. One app developer said that she would never encourage children to think about a job in technology, likening it to “sending lambs to the slaughter”.
Cathay Bi, one of the march’s organisers, said: “I experienced sexual harassment at Google [and] I did not feel safe talking about it. That feeling of not being safe is why we are here today."
A Google employee who helped organise the event said: “Boy did I underestimate how big this was going to be.”
The protests were sparked by reports last week that a senior executive, Andy Rubin, received a $90 million (£70 million) pay-off when he left Google in 2014 following a sexual harassment claim. Mr Rubin has called the reports “false allegations”.
Sundar Pichai, Google’s chief executive, revealed last week that 48 employees had been fired for sexual harassment in the last two years. This week he sent an email to all employees apologising for the company's actions, promising to take a "much harder line" in future and giving the protest his blessing.
Outside Google's London headquarters, only around two dozen employees came outside, saying protest organisers had told them to hold their walkout in a conference room inside due to the "inclement weather".

In London: Google UK employees were among those staging a walkout today as part of a global protest over sexual harassment payouts CREDIT:  AFP
Sam Dutton, a developer, said: "There is a big crowd inside. People are talking internally about the issues. We are supporting anyone anywhere that has been harassed in the workplace. There is a feeling everywhere that any kind of harassment in the workplace is completely unacceptable.
"Things have changed a lot. I've been working for 40 years in offices in the past, and I know that a lot of things were swept under the carpet," Mr Dutton said.  "There is a change in mood which is a good thing. I think bosses are listening. How we make changes that have a real effect is more complex, it's a longer project."

Google staff march down the Embarcadero in San Francisco CREDIT: AP PHOTO/ERIC RISBERG
The group of workers who organised the walkout, called Google Walkout For Real Change, said they had five demands for the company.
They are demanding that Google end pay inequality and come clean about the number of harassment claims at the company. They said they wanted Google to end a policy of forced arbitration, which prohibits staff from suing in harassment cases, and to appoint an employee representative to its board.
In an announcement titled “Time’s Up at Google”, they said: “While Google has championed the language of diversity and inclusion, substantive actions to address systemic racism, increase equity, and stop sexual harassment have been few and far between."
Richard DeVaul, a director at Google's sister company X, resigned on Tuesday. DeVaul had been accused of multiple incidents of harassment, including improper conduct with a job applicant. He apologised for an “error in judgement”.
Mr Pichai said: “Employees have raised constructive ideas for how we can improve our policies and our processes going forward. We are taking in all their feedback so we can turn these ideas into action.”
The New York Times reported last week that Google had allowed senior executives who were subject to "credible" allegations to leave quietly with massive severance payouts and agreements not to work for Google's competitors.
It said Rubin, the inventor of Android, had conducted an affair with a fellow employee who then accused her of coercing her into sex in a hotel room.
Divorce papers filed by Mr Rubin’s ex-wife Rie Rubin, whom he met at Google, reveal that the 55-year-old's net worth has increased to about $350m since leaving Google. Ms Rubin claimed Mr Rubin had multiple "ownership relationships" with other women while they were married, and paid them hundreds of thousands of dollars.
The storm over sexual harassment follows a string of internal disputes at Google. In April, more than 3,000 Google employees signed a petition against the company's involvement with a US Department of Defence AI project that studies imagery that could be used for better targeting of air strikes. 
Then, in September, Google confirmed that it was working on a search engine for use in China, which leaked documents had suggested would allow government censorship and tracking of citizens.

