
‘NOW IS NOT THE TIME’

In an election certified Jan. 6 by the 
National Labor Relations Board, workers at 
Half Price Books in St. Louis Park won rec-
ognition of their union, joining workers at 
three other Twin Cities locations who voted 
to organize a month earlier. 

United Food and Commercial Workers 
Local 663, which supported the organizing 
drive, said workers in St. Louis Park look 
forward to bargaining a contract with “liv-
able wages, better working conditions and 

a seat at the table.” 
Minneapolis-based Local 663 and 

UFCW Local 1189, based in the east metro 
and Duluth, have partnered on the ground-
breaking union drive at the nationwide 
chain of booksellers. Workers at four of the 
Twin Cities’ six Half Price books locations, 
including Coon Rapids, Roseville and St. 
Paul, have now unionized, the first in the 
country to do so. 

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 9)

Organizing Report

Half Price Books workers ready to bargain  
after victory in St. Louis Park

Workers from the St. Louis Park Half Price 
Books celebrate their successful union elec-
tion.          MN Bookstore Workers United photo
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Do Something!
Attend your  

precinct caucus 
Politicians won’t listen 

to working people unless 
working people show up 
and speak out.  

That’s why local union 
members are encouraged 
to attend their political 
party’s precinct caucuses 
Feb. 1. Caucuses are the 
first step in shaping 
parties’ goals and deter-
mining their endorsed 
candidates for local, state 
and federal offices.  

The 2022 election will 
determine Minnesota’s 
next governor, and all 201 
seats in the Legislature are 
up for election, as are the 
state’s eight U.S. House of 
Representatives seats. 

Participants must be 
eligible to vote Nov. 8, live 
in the precinct and gen-
erally agree with the prin-
ciples of the hosting party. 

Some caucuses may 
be virtual this year. Find 
out where and how your 
political party will hold its 
local caucus at caucus-
finder.sos.state.mn.us.   

www.stpaulunions.org 
Connecting union members in 
Ramsey, Washington, Dakota 

and Chisago counties.

By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

Less than two years after their historic strike 
drew thousands of supporters into the streets, St. 
Paul educators are back at the bargaining table, 
looking to defend and build on gains made in 
their last contract. 

And educators have been back in the streets, 

too, showing unity and support for the student-
centered priorities guiding their union in talks 
with the district. 

“The students should always come first – 
always,” second-grade teacher Ruth Krider said 
before a “walk-in” event at St. Anthony Park 
Elementary in December. 

Educators line the sidewalk outside the St. Paul Public Schools’ district office during a candlelight rally 
highlighting their union’s student-centered contract priorities.      Union Advocate photo

St. Paul educators balk at district’s demand for cuts, concessions

Quick fix  
for staffing 
crisis not 
enough,  
hospital  

nurses warn 
 
By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

One day after Minnesota 
Gov. Tim Walz announced a $40 
million plan to bolster hospital 
staffing with temporary hires, 
long-serving nurses from many 
of the state’s hospitals met with 
state and federal lawmakers to 
make clear that the crisis 
demands more than a quick fix. 

The virtual town hall Jan. 13 
drew over 200 participants, with 
members of the Minnesota 
Nurses Association logging on to 
sound the alarm about danger-
ously low staffing levels in their 
hospitals.  

Many pinned the blame on 
administrators for ignoring signs 
of trouble well before the 
COVID-19 pandemic began. 
“This problem was not created 
overnight,” Allina nurse Vanessa 
Soldo-Jones said. 

Without meaningful action 
to change the way hospital sys-
tems conduct their business in 
Minnesota, nurses warned, staff-
ing shortfalls will only worsen, 
threatening the state’s reputa-
tion for quality patient care. (CONTINUED ON PAGE 7)
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Go Figure

Labor Voices: Bernie Burnham

68% Percent of Americans 
who say they support 

unions, according to a 
2021 Gallup poll

10.3% Union density in the 
U.S. workforce, down 

0.5% from 2020

60 million

$340 million

Number of Americans who would 
join a union if they could,  

according to a 2018 MIT study

Amount employers pay annually to 
“union avoidance” consultants, 

who teach them how to exploit the 
nation’s toothless labor laws

Although I never met the late Senator Paul Wellstone, two 
quotes of his ring true to me in the work I do each day:  

• “We all do better when we all do better.”  
• “If we don’t fight hard enough for the things we stand 

for, at some point we have to recognize that we don’t really 
stand for them.” 

I am Bernie Burnham, new president of the Minnesota 
AFL-CIO. I’ve been thinking about how I came to this point 
in my life. A woman of Filipino and Irish heritage, it seems 
natural to me to be the voice of labor and to stand with work-
ing people in Minnesota. My parents raised my brother and I 
to always help people, especially if they were in need. 

As a young girl, I witnessed, like many of you, the Civil 
Rights Movement on television. I thought, truly, the world is 
better because of the actions of Dr. King, and yet today I 
mourn the atrocities of racial and economic injustices so 
many of our sisters and brothers live with daily. 

Moving through life, it’s been clear my work is to lead and 
make change to improve people’s lives. I started my life’s 
work as a PTA mom. I then became a classroom assistant and 
playground monitor, where I saw children whose lives were 
dependent on their parents doing their best, in spite of 
frequent obstacles they encountered. I saw the unfairness 
and inequities in a system we all trusted.  It was evident we 
had work to do! 

Time went on, and I was encouraged to get my teaching 
certificate by the assistant principal at the school my children 
attended. With support from my family, I went to the 
University of Minnesota to earn my bachelor’s degree in ele-
mentary education. It was a proud day when I crossed the 
stage to begin my career as an educator.  

Starting my first classroom job, I signed up to be a member 
of the Duluth Federation of Teachers, Local #692, immediately. 
I was 40 and clearly had expectations about how things should 
be for our students and colleagues. Asked to be a union stew-
ard, I accepted the responsibility readily. Our school district 
started, in partnership with the DFT, what was to become a 
strong labor-management team. I was fortunate to be a part of 
this and decided I wanted more as a union leader and advo-
cate. I ran for the DFT executive board twice and earned a spot 
the second time around. I became the president of our local in 

2014. Engaging with our community as a voice for educators 
and at the state level with Education Minnesota fed my soul.  

I thrived on the energy my work provided, particularly 
working with the community, with and for our members and 
having conversations about the impact of our voice collectively. 
With our state union, we were able to have an Early Career 
Leadership group, something I knew was vital to our future.  

Our partnership with the Central Labor Body in Duluth 
opened my eyes to another larger piece of the labor move-
ment. We were successful, together, in electing leaders who 
supported labor. We turned a school board over to be pro-
educator and passed a referendum or two.  

The last two years have challenged us all, with COVID and 
racial injustice putting Minnesota in the spotlight. A good 
number of our members have been on the front lines – at first 
appreciated, now fighting for the contracts they deserve. 
Affordable health care, earned safe and sick time, family sus-
taining jobs, and the fight to get the PRO Act passed – these 
are issues worth fighting for. Standing together in solidarity is 
key to our survival! 

I’ve been fortunate to have great support in my life, and I 
am grateful. I look forward to our collective work as a labor 
movement. I am certain, working together, that we can keep 
Minnesota strong, a place where all people – no matter their 
color, who they love or where they live – will thrive. I hope 
you’ll join us. 

– Elected in December, Bernie Burnham will succeed Bill 
McCarthy as president of the Minnesota AFL-CIO on Feb. 1. A 
member of Education Minnesota, Burnham is the first per-
son of color elected to the state’s highest-ranking union 
office. Learn more about the federation at mnaflcio.org.

From ‘PTA mom’ to president-elect of the MN AFL-CIO
“I am certain, working 
together, we can keep 
Minnesota strong, a  

place where all people  
will thrive.” 

– Bernie Burnham

Editor’s Note: “Voices” is a forum for opinions from across the labor movement. It appears regularly in The Advocate. We encourage readers to 
 respond to our columnists’ opinions. To write a letter to the editor, see the upper-righthand corner of this page. To inquire about contributing to  

“Voices,” call 651-222-3787, extension 112. This column does not reflect the position of the St. Paul Regional Labor Federation or its assemblies. 



Plumbers Local 34 has a new business manager. 
Dean Gale, a business agent with the St. Paul-based 
union for the previous eight years, replaced Tom 
McCarthy in the position Jan. 1, when McCarthy 
began a five-year term as international representative 
of the United Association. 

Members elected Gale at the union’s December 
meeting, where they also elected Rick Jacobs to succeed 
Gale as business agent. Jacobs, a Local 34 member 
since 1989, has served multiple terms as the 950-
member union’s president and on its executive board. 

McCarthy, who served eight years as Local 34’s 
business manager after a decade as business agent, was 
elected international rep at the union’s national con-

vention last August. He now works 
with UA locals in Minnesota, 
Wisconsin and the Dakotas. 

McCarthy will continue to 
serve as president of the St. Paul 
Building Trades and on the state’s 
Apprenticeship Advisory Board. 

“It’s been great working with 
people in the capacity I’ve been 
in,” he said. “And I look forward 
to continuing to work with everyone in my new role.” 

Gale, a 24-year member of Local 34, is the brother 
of Scott Gale, business manager of the Minneapolis 
plumbers union, UA Local 15.
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By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

Amazon workers last month echoed 
the findings of a new report that paints a 
troubling picture of labor conditions and 
inequities at the retailer’s Minnesota 
warehouses, prompting one state law-
maker to pledge action in the coming 
legislative session. 

In analyzing data from six Amazon 
facilities, researchers from the National 
Employment Law Project found injury 
and turnover rates well above the indus-
try average, disparities between the 
earnings of Black and white workers at 
some warehouses and work arrange-
ments designed to thwart union organ-
izing. 

But Tyler Hamilton, who has worked 
at the MSP1 facility in Shakopee for four 
years, said the data “doesn’t surprise 
those of us who have worked inside 
those warehouses. We see it every day.” 

Hamilton and others active in the 
Awood Center, a worker-led organiza-
tion that focuses on issues affecting 
members of Minnesota’s East African 
communities, held a virtual press con-
ference Monday to share their reactions 
to the report, released Dec. 8. 

Rep. Emma Greenman, a DFLer 
from Minneapolis, pledged to hold hear-
ings on Amazon’s labor practices after 
the Legislature reconvenes in January. 
She said she is authoring legislation to 
ensure warehouse workers are provided 
adequate breaks, safety protections and 
a voice on the job. 

“As Amazon expands here in 
Minnesota, the Legislature needs to take 
a look at the human cost,” Greenman 
said. 

Rate drives injuries 
Workers on the press call targeted 

the bulk of their frustrations at Amazon’s 
“rate” – a benchmark for productivity 
each of them must meet to avoid facing 
discipline. Dad Ali, a four-year Amazon 
veteran, recalled appealing to his man-
agers, as they pushed the rate higher and 
higher, with a traditional Somali saying 
that humans aren’t horses and shouldn’t 
be whipped to move faster. 

“You’re expected to work like a 
machine,” Ali said, speaking through an 
interpreter. 

The driving pace, workers and 
researchers say, is behind Amazon’s 
abysmal safety record in Minnesota, 
where Amazon employees are more 
than twice as likely to be injured as other 
warehouse workers. 

Citing Amazon’s own data, the NELP 
report found 11.1 injuries annually per 
100 full-time-equivalent warehouse 
workers between 2018 and 2020. At non-
Amazon warehouses, that rate was 5.2. 
The Shakopee facility is particularly dan-
gerous, researchers noted, with an injury 
rate in 2020 that was higher than any 
industry in Minnesota. 

Irene Tung, a senior researcher at 
NELP, said most injuries reported in 
Amazon warehouses were severe mus-
cle strains, which can have lifelong 
effects. The injuries are also “completely 
preventable,” Tung said, but that would 
require easing up on work rates and 
allowing time to recover between repet-
itive tasks. 

That’s not the Amazon model. 
“What makes working at Amazon so 

much more dangerous than working at 
other Minnesota jobs is the excessively 
rapid pace of work, enforced through a 
distinctive disciplinary system that 
Amazon has pioneered, which com-
bines intensive electronic monitoring 
with frequent discipline and termina-
tion,” Tung said. 

“When everybody’s paranoid about 
getting written up for not going fast 
enough, injuries happen,” said Emali 
Pettey, who worked for Amazon from 
2020 to 2021. “That’s what happened 
with me.” 

Getting ‘the runaround’ 
Suffering an injury on the Amazon 

warehouse floor, Minnesota workers 
said, is the start of a drawn-out process 
that too often results in greater injury, 
unpaid medical bills or lost wages. 
Speaking through an interpreter, 
Fardowso Yusuf said the process is 
known among Amazon workers like her 
as “the runaround.” 

“When I got injured, I was sent home 
and my injuries were deleted out of the 
system,” Yusuf alleged. “I couldn’t find any 
record, and I didn’t receive any payment.” 

Yusuf and other workers said they 

confronted managers with reports from 
their personal physicians, only to be 
“told they don’t accept that kind of 
report,” Yusuf said. Ali said he asked for 
a reduced workload after his doctor dia-
gnosed him with spinal disc injuries, 
only to be told by a manager “to go back 
to work.” 

“They don’t take it in a serious 
manner,” said Ali, who still feels the 
effects of his injury. “Amazon will give 
you the runaround until you give up, 
until you put your hands up and get no 
results. If you don’t speak [English] that 
makes it even harder for you.” 

Troubling disparities 
Indeed, NELP researchers raised 

questions about Amazon’s dispropor-
tionate employment of Black and East 
African workers in Minnesota. 
Greenman, a member of the House 
committee on labor, said those practices 
should draw greater public scrutiny in 
light of “Minnesota’s shameful racial 
inequities.” 

In Scott County, where Amazon 
accounts for the overwhelming majority 
of warehouse employees, Black ware-
house workers take home 37% less, on 
average, than white warehouse workers. 
Amazon doesn’t make public average 
pay rates by race, but Tung said the data 
suggests Black workers in Scott County 
are being segregated into lower-paying 
jobs. 

What is clear from the report is that 
Amazon is not living up to its promise to 
create high-quality jobs for Minnesotans 
at its warehouses. If Amazon were, Tung 
said, its annual turnover rates – which 
reached 170% at the Shakopee facilities – 
would not be glaringly higher than other 
warehouses, which average 61% per 
year. 

Greenman called the Amazon busi-
ness model “jarring” and said it falls 
short of Minnesota’s standards. 

“It’s a model that uses and discards 
workers at an alarming rate, with little 
regard for their health, their economic 
security, their well-being and the impact 
it has on our local communities,” she 
said.

Report details human cost of Amazon’s business model in Minnesota

Workers protested outside Amazon’s MSP1 warehouse in Shakopee in December 
2018.           file photo

“When everybody’s paranoid about getting written up for not going fast enough, injuries happen. That’s what happened with me.” 
– Emali Pettey, former Shakopee warehouse worker

Plumbers Local 34’s full-time officers are (L to R) Busi-
ness Agent Rick Jacobs, Business Manager Dean Gale 
and Financial Secretary-Treasurer Jeff Huberty.

New year brings new leadership at St. Paul plumbers union

Tom McCarthy
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By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

After a push from union members in Minnesota, 
the Communications Workers of America is stepping 
up its campaign to fight back against job cuts and 
union busting at AT&T retail stores nationwide, asking 
supporters to do business with stores that employ CWA 
members. 

AT&T workers were in the streets outside dozens of 
“AT&T authorized retailers” across the country Dec. 11, 
including stores in St. Cloud and Roseville. The actions 
drew attention to the company’s recent move convert 
corporate-owned stores, staffed by CWA members, to 
third-party dealers. 

That’s union-busting, said Kieran Knutson, pres-
ident of CWA Local 7250, which represents AT&T wire-
less sales reps, technicians and call-center employees 
in Minnesota. 

“It’s an attack not just on our union and on the 
working conditions in those stores, but also on the 
communities because there are less union jobs avail-
able,” Knutson said during a protest Saturday outside 
the authorized retailer in Roseville. “We’re not going to 
let them off the hook for that.” 

AT&T has closed or converted more than 650 cor-
porate-owned stores in the last two years, including 12 
of 36 stores in Minnesota. The cuts have come despite 
AT&T’s promise that then-President Trump’s 2017 tax 
cut, which put billions into the company’s coffers, 
would create new jobs. 

Local 7250 authored a resolution, passed by the 
CWA at its international convention in October, calling 
for the day of action against AT&T’s job cuts, held on a 
Saturday during the holiday shopping season. 

The union also has launched a campaign to help 
AT&T customers tell the difference between union and 
non-union stores, which look alike except for a small sign 
on the front indicating which are authorized retailers. 

Union stores in the east metro include Burnsville, 
Maplewood, St. Paul (Highland Park) and Woodbury. 
Find a complete list of union stores nationwide at 

CWA.org/ATTstore. 
Union members and supporters all but shut down 

the AT&T authorized retailer in Roseville for nearly two 
hours, marching outside the storefront with signs and 
distributing fliers in the parking lot. 

The store used to be staffed by union members, 
Knutson said, but recently closed and reopened as an 
authorized retailer owned by Prime Communications. 
That company’s leadership includes several former 
AT&T executives. 

“The sole purpose of Prime Communications is to 
franchise AT&T retail stores, to turn them from union 
into non-union stores,” Knutson said. “It’s not like they 
also franchise Verizon; they are purely a creation for 
union-busting.” 

Union members and supporters demonstrate outside the AT&T authorized retailer in Roseville, where CWA 
members used to work. The demonstration effectively shut down the store on a busy Saturday afternoon. 

Don’t be fooled by AT&T’s authorized retailers,  
Communications Workers warn

Buy Union  
• Support union jobs by shopping at corporate-

owned AT&T stores in the East Metro: 
Burnsville (14270 Buck Hill Rd.), Maplewood 
(3070 White Bear Ave.), St. Paul (2132 Ford 
Pkwy.) and Woodbury (10100 City Walk Dr.) 

• Find a list of union stores nationwide online at 
CWA.org/ATTstore.
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Labor News in Review

By showing up in force outside the Ramsey County 
Courthouse, members of five AFSCME locals per-
suaded county negotiators to put their proposed wage 
freeze on ice. 

In bargaining that began Dec. 29 – one day after the 
workers’ rallied – and stretched into the early-morning 
hours, the local unions reached tentative agreements 
on new contracts with the county that, if ratified, will 
increase wages by 6% over three years, in addition to 
one-time bonuses for staff who worked on the front 
lines of the pandemic. 

“With over 200 members and allies, we showed the 
county employer and the residents of Ramsey the sol-
idarity that we have as workers,” public health nurse 
Douangta Vang-Sitcler said. “This is the largest level of 
local union mobilization we have seen in many years.” 

Vang-Sitcler’s union, American Federation of State, 
County and Municipal Employees Local 8, bargained 
with the county alongside locals 151, 707, 1076 and 
1935. Members were scheduled to finish voting on the 
tentative agreements Jan. 21. 

If ratified, the contracts would expand eligibility for 
paid parental leave and make Juneteenth a holiday, 
among other gains. In addition to the proposed wage 
freeze, the union bargaining team also succeeded in 
beating back steep increases to workers’ medical and 

dental insurance costs. 
But the county didn’t get serious about workers’ 

demands until union members got loud outside the 
courthouse. Ramsey County locals planned the Dec. 28 
rally with support from AFSCME Council 5, and tapped 
into solidarity from across the labor community. 

“Many of our members are Ramsey County residents 
or grew up in this county like I did, so our hearts belong 
to this community, our community,” Vang-Sitcler said. 
“We’re dedicated to serving the residents, especially right 
now with the world events that we are experiencing and 
the impacts of the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic. 

“I hope the county board heard what we had to say 
about who we are and why we are here working for 
them. I hope that made a difference and continues to 
make a difference moving forward.” 

But Vang-Sitcler, who served on the bargaining 
team, said AFSCME members can’t afford to let their 
guard down, even though bargaining may be over. 

“We represent workers from multiple job classes and 
salary ranges across the county, and we recognize that 
today’s inflationary market may impact each family’s 
economics and budgets differently,” she said. 
“Ultimately, our TA was recommended … with the real-
ization we will continue our collective efforts to push 
back on any future harmful proposals.”

Ramsey County AFSCME members hold informational picketing in downtown St. Paul.             Union Advocate photo

After hitting the streets, Ramsey County workers reach TA’s

HENNEPIN LOCALS VOTE TO STRIKE 
Over 3,500 Hennepin County employees could go 

on strike after voting to reject their employer’s last, best 
and final contract offer. Locals 34 and 2822 of the 
American Federation of State, County and Municipal 
Employees filed a formal intent to strike with the state’s 
Bureau of Mediation Services Jan. 19, triggering a 10-
day cooling off period. 

The bargaining units include social workers, nurs-
es, library specialists, financial case aides, dental 
hygienists, records clerks and others from every county 
department. Many of them have been on the front lines 
of the county’s pandemic response, AFSCME Council 5 
Executive Director Julie Bleyhl said.  

“The services provided by these 3,550 workers 
ensure our community members are supported, safe 
and able to thrive,” she added. “We call on Hennepin 
County management to come to the table in good faith 
and reach an agreement that ultimately avoids a strike 
and values the work of our members.” 

Meanwhile, members of five other AFSCME bar-
gaining units at Hennepin County voted to ratify new, 
three-year contracts with the county. The agreements 
provide wage increases, cash bonuses, expanded 
bereavement leave and other gains. 

“As a union, we will always support and carry out 
the will of our members in their next steps with the 
hopes of reaching an agreement,” Bleyhl explained. 

 
OPEIU MEMBERS WIN 5% RAISE 

After reaching a tentative agreement with 
HealthPartners earlier in the month, Office and 
Professional Employees (OPEIU) Local 12 announced 
Dec. 22 that its 1,200 members had ratified the new, 
three-year union contract, which includes a 5% wage 
increase in its first year, retroactive to Dec. 1.  

Wages will increase by 2.5% in the second and third 
years, according to the union. Other highlights include 
increases to lead and float pay. The union’s bargaining 
team held the line on health care costs, with minor 
increases to workers’ share in the final two contract years. 

In a post on social media, Local 12 thanked 
members of SEIU Healthcare Minnesota who work at 
HealthPartners for “laying the groundwork” for 
OPEIU’s contract gains.  

In February 2020, SEIU’s 1,800 members at 
HealthPartners took their contract campaign to the 
brink of a strike in order to preserve their quality, 
affordable health insurance coverage. Local 12 
members had vowed to honor their picket line.  

 
FIRST CONTRACT AT MINNPOST 

Workers at MinnPost ratified their first union contract 
Dec. 14. It established new minimum salaries that gave 
most workers substantial pay increases effective Jan. 1. 
For those who didn’t see their minimum salary increase, 
the contract provided a pay raise of $2,100. 

MinnPost staffers formed a union last year with the 
Minnesota Newspaper and Communications Guild, 
TNG-CWA Local 37002. 

“We are immensely proud that after voting unani-
mously to form a union and having our union voluntarily 
recognized by management over the summer, we have 
reached an agreement on a contract,” MinnPost reporter 
Greta Kaul said in a report on the Guild’s website. “This 
contract is a step towards a stronger MinnPost, with rais-
es for every union employee, more paid time off and 
more comprehensive parental leave. It also means 
MinnPost employees will have more insight into deci-
sions by the board and by management.” 

In addition to salary increases, the new contract 
expands paid leave for new parents, establishes griev-
ance and corrective-discipline procedures and offers 
flexibility for employees choosing between remote and 

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 7)
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St. Paul educators demand investments 
in student services, not cutbacks 

That means keeping class sizes 
small, staffing mental health teams at 
every school, hiring and retaining more 
bilingual educators and educators of 
color, and providing more support and 
resources to special education teachers. 

The St. Paul Federation of Educators 
calls it building the “schools St. Paul stu-
dents deserve,” and educators have 
fought hard in recent rounds of bargain-
ing to write benchmarks for student 
services into their contracts. An agree-
ment to expand students’ access to men-
tal-health supports was key to settling 
the strike in March 2020. 

But union members say the district 
set out this school year to take back 
many of those gains, including limits on 
class sizes and the hard-fought language 
around mental health. One proposal to 
eliminate a guarantee that students have 
access to recess has sparked a new rally 
cry at rallies: “What do we want? Recess! 
When do we want it? Now!” 

“Now is not the time for cutbacks,” 
SPFE President Leah VanDassor said at a 
rally outside district headquarters before a 
Jan. 18 school board meeting. “It’s time to 
invest in our students and schools.” 

The district also has proposed remov-
ing building-assigned substitutes and cer-
tain extracurricular stipends from the 
SPFE contract. 

The demands for concessions come 
despite the district receiving over $200 
million in American Rescue Plan funds. 
Krider called that kind of posturing “dis-
heartening” to see, particularly during a 
school year that many educators have 
described as their most difficult.  

In St. Paul, looming school closures 
and consolidations, rolled out as part of 
the “Envision SPPS” plan, have com-
pounded the stress of a contentious round 
of negotiations. And while several other 
districts in the metro moved program-
ming online during January’s omicron 
surge, administrators in St. Paul were slow 
to adjust, pinning blame publicly on SPFE 
for refusing to sign off on a plan the union 
had no part in crafting. 

“It feels like things are coming at us 
from all sides,” Krider said. “With negotia-
tions on top of all that, it would be nice to 
feel like we could be trusted by the district, 
but staff are not being listened to. 

“We feel like we’re moving backwards, 
almost. We fought hard, we had some 
gains, and now we’re feeling like we have 
to redo the whole thing.” 

But SPFE members aren’t shying away 

from another fight with the district. In 
December a delegation of educators pre-
sented Superintendent Joe Gothard with a 
petition signed by 75% of members sup-
porting the union’s contract proposals.  

At the rally in January, Parkway Middle 
School teacher Jeff Garcia drew cheers 
when he compared administrators’ hard-
line approach in contract negotiations to “a 
corporate-raider type of attitude.” 

Shantella Barnes, an education assis-
tant at Journeys Secondary School, called 
on the district to make a serious offer that 
rewards and retains frontline staff for their 
service during the pandemic. 

“WalMart’s starting pay right now is 
$18 an hour, and we’re stuck as EA’s start-
ing at $14.59,” Barnes said. “Does that 
sound like we’re being treated fairly?”

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Shantella Barnes, an education assis-
tant, speaks during the Jan. 18 rally.

Educators line the sidewalk at St. Anthony Park Elementary during one of several 
walk-in events across the district in December.    Union Advocate photos

 
AFSCME LOCALS AT U SETTLE 

Four AFSCME locals representing workers at 
University of Minnesota campuses across the state set-
tled their contracts last month, making progress, union 
leaders said, on members’ key issues: wages, remote 
work, social and racial justice, and recognition for 
essential workers. 

“We are proud to say that by sticking together and 
being organized, we made gains on each of these four 
priorities,” members of the negotiations team said. 

The one-year contracts raise wages by 1.5% across the 
board, retroactive to June 21, 2021, with a $500 bonus for 
health care workers on the front lines of the pandemic. 
The U agreed to make Juneteenth an official university 
holiday in 2022 and grant workers two additional per-
sonal days to use before the new contract expires. 

Workers won the right to appeal decisions about 
remote work, as well as new committees to address 
racial inequities in hiring, rights for transgender and 
non-conforming workers and workplace bullying. 

Union negotiators said they opted for a one-year 
contract to get union members the raises and pan-
demic pay they deserve, but will be ready to continue 
their fight when bargaining resumes later this year. 

“This contract is a start,” they said. “However, our 
work is not done. This contract does not represent the 
full scope of what our workers deserve, and the wage 
increase in particular fails to recognize rising inflation 
and the reality of being overworked and undervalued.” 

AFSCME members held informational picketing at the University of Minnesota’s Boynton Health Services in October 
to highlight their fight for bonus pay for workers exposed to greater risks during the pandemic. Contracts ratified last 
month will provide $500 in bouses to health care workers in the locals.                         Union Advocate photo

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 6)

Get involved!  
Negotiators for the St. Paul Public 

Schools have proposed several 
takebacks in contract talks with 
SPFE, like eliminating class-size 
caps and student mental 
health support teams. Union 
educators are asking supporters 
to tell the district now is NOT the 
time for cutbacks. Here’s how: 

• Sign the petition at 
bit.ly/StPaulStudentsDeserve 

• Email Superintendant Joe 
Gothard at joe.gothard@spps.org 

• Email the school board at 
sb.members@spps.org
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“We are tired of delivering substan-
dard care and putting patients at 
increased risk due to lean staffing,” 
United Hospital nurse Ali Marcanti said. 
“Hospital administration has been cut-
ting back on staffing year after year, with 
staffing grid changes that take very little 
patient acuity into account.” 

Marcanti, Soldo-Jones and other 
union members offered a series of dire 
reports from the front lines of a pan-
demic that has strained Minnesota’s 
health care system. They described 
treating patients in hallways, leaving 
patients’ hygiene needs unmet and 
being tasked with transporting bodies to 
trailers serving as makeshift morgues. 

“There is very often a list in the dou-
ble digits of patients who are waiting for 
a bed to open up,” Abbott Northwestern 
intensive care nurse Kelly Anaas said. 
“But we don’t have enough nurses to 
staff all the ICU beds.” 

Sue Schroeder, a mental health 
nurse who works with adolescents at 
Abbott Northwestern, said violent inci-
dents in her unit have increased since 
administrators altered staffing mini-
mums for nurses and support staff last 
spring.  

Nine of her colleagues, Schroeder 
said, have sustained injuries severe 
enough to require extended medical 
leave, but administrators have given no 
indication that they intend to reverse 
course on staffing levels. “This is uncon-
scionable,” she said. 

Nurses described a snowball effect to 
the staffing crisis; the worse it gets, the 
more likely others are to leave the pro-
fession. Doreen McIntyre, a nurse at 
Children’s in Minneapolis, said she 
doesn’t blame colleagues who, after a 
wage cut, furloughs and two rounds of 
layoffs, decided to walk.  

“Every day I work, nurses are making 
plans for the future, and the future does 
not sometimes include being a nurse 
anymore,” she said. “I also have had 
many days where I have weighed my 
options also.” 

Burnout, Marcanti added, doesn’t 
begin to describe how nurses are feeling. 

“Every day we go home after a full, 8- 
to 16-hour shift of providing substan-
dard care, it takes a little piece of us,” 
Marcanti said. “Every day we walk out 
that door knowing we could have done 
so much more for you if we were adequ-
ately staffed.” 

In addition to their exhaustion and 
frustration, hospital nurses on the call 

expressed a shared perception that admin-
istrators have been alarmingly out of touch 
with what’s happening in their units. And 
it’s not for nurses’ lack of speaking up. 

Nurses at Children’s Hospital, 
McIntire said, filed over 3,000 reports of 
unsafe staffing in 2021. Abbott 
Northwestern nurse Adiam Midekssa 
said she was sent home from her shift 
and disciplined for refusing to take more 
patients than she felt she could safely 
manage. 

“I requested that the assignment be 
modified so I could provide safe patient 
care, but I was denied that and sent 
home,” Midekssa said. “Our goal is to 
keep our patients and ourselves safe, 
and I feel like things need to change so 
we can do that.” 

The town hall meeting came a day 
after Gov. Tim Walz announced the state 
would spend $40 million in federal relief 
funds to reinforce staffing – primarily 
among nurses – in Minnesota hospitals. 
The funding will stretch across 60-day 
period. 

The move was accompanied by calls 
from some lawmakers to allow nurses 
with licenses from other states to prac-
tice in Minnesota – a move union nurses 
warned would undermine the high 
quality of care Minnesotans expect. 

“There is no surplus of nurses in 
other states,” MNA President Mary 
Turner, an ICU nurse at North 
Memorial, said. “We are training more 
than enough nursing students to meet 
the need here in Minnesota, but CEO’s 

have made our hospitals into places that 
push our nurses away from the bedside 
to serve the bottom line.” 

Instead of lowering standards, union 
members said, hospitals and lawmakers 
should be doing more to retain registered 
nurses and bring those who have left the 
profession back into the fold. Equitable 
compensation, more training opportuni-
ties and greater flexibility, nurses said, 
should be part of the solution. 

“What I’d like to see from the hospi-
tal administrators is a little more recog-
nition of our humanity and our limits,” 
Anaas said. “The stresses that every sin-
gle person … is living through as a result 
of this pandemic are happening to nurs-
es too – and then we go to work.” 

The solution must also include tak-
ing nurses’ concerns about safe staffing 
and quality care to heart, said Sen. Erin 
Murphy, herself a registered nurse. 
Lawmakers and hospital administrators 
too often have tuned out those concerns, 
despite work stoppages, lobbying cam-
paigns and thousands of reports doc-
umenting unsafe staffing, Murphy said. 

“For more than a decade you have 
been telling us that staffing is inadequate 
in the hospitals in Minnesota,” the St. 
Paul DFLer said. “You have brought to 
bear countless, thousands of unsafe 
staffing forms. You have come and testi-
fied. You have asked for relief. Part of the 
reason we are experiencing what we are 
experiencing now is because the hospi-
tals were never prepared for this level of 
crisis.” 

Hospital nurses describe crushing effect of staffing shortfalls, call for action
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Sprinkler Fitters’ holiday tradition helps restock food shelves

In a normal year, Sprinkler Fitters Local 417’s holiday gathering would bring together 
members and their families for food, fellowship and family fun at the union’s Shoreview 
hall. The pandemic forced organizers to scale back the festivities, but Local 417 carried 
on its tradition of collecting donated nonperishable items for local food shelves Dec. 11. 
And with no children to entertain, Santa was free to pitch in, too.       Union Advocate photos

Union volunteers will teach kids 
that fishing isn’t just a summer sport 
March 5 during Take Kids Ice Fishing 
Day, planned from 10 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. 
at Flickabirds Resort in Rush City. 

The event is free and open to all, 
thanks to support from the Union 
Sportsmen’s Alliance and Elevator 
Constructors Local 9.  

Organizers will provide bait and 
drill fishing holes in advance. A hot 
dog lunch will be served. 

All youth participants must be 
chaparoned at the event by an adult. 
Registration is required by Feb. 25 at 
icefishingmn.eventbrite.com. The 
first 100 registered participants will 
receive a fishing rod and reel to keep.

 Elevator Constructors plan free kids fishing event

Fish were biting at the Union Sportsmen’s 2020 ice fishing event.          file photo

“Every day we go home after a 
full shift of providing  

substandard care, it takes a  
little piece of us. We walk out 
that door knowing we could 

have done so much more if we 
were adequately staffed.” 

– Ali Marcanti, United Hospital RN
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Each Half Price Books shop employs 
about 15 workers who are eligible to join 
the union. 

Kristin Tamayo, a bookseller at the 
St. Louis Park store, said it’s exciting to 
be part of a “movement happening right 
now with booksellers and other 
members of the working class across the 
country.” 

“We’re happy we organized a union 
so we can have protection of our jobs, 
benefits and equal treatment for all in 
our workplace,” Tamayo added. “Now 
we will have a voice at work and a seat at 
the table when it comes to making deci-
sions that directly affect us and our well-
being.” 

Union members at the four stores 
will seek to bargain their first contracts 
jointly with Half Price Books. Talks are 
likely to begin this winter. 

Those negotiations, like the organiz-
ing work that preceded them, will be led 
by Half Price Books workers themselves, 

Local 1189 representative Claire Van 
den Berghe said. 

“From the start this has been a 
worker-led campaign where the workers 
call the shots,” she said. “They run their 
own social media, they make their own 
decisions, and we intend for bargaining 
to go the same way. It’s their voice at the 
table.” 

The union drive has energized Half 
Price Books workers like Hanna 
Anderson, who works at the St. Paul 
store. She said she expects the momen-
tum will carry over into contract talks 
with the company. 

“We’re excited to unionize because 
we’ve been working so hard throughout 
the pandemic and faced huge chal-
lenges – like low staffing levels, on-the-
spot training, overwhelming workloads 
– all while risking COVID exposure every 
day we go into work. 

“Through it all, we’ve stuck together. 
We all want to continue working at HPB, 
and it’s exactly because we enjoy work-

ing here that we want to unionize and 
make it a place that we can sustainably 
stay employed long term.” 

Supporters can follow Half Price 

Books workers’ contract campaign on 
social media. Their Twitter feed is 
@HPBUnionMN, and they are at face-
book.com/MNBookstoreWorkersUnited. 

Workers at four of six Half Price Books stores in Minnesota now unionized with UFCW
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Dive deeper into  
bookstore organizing 
Half Price Books workers in 

Minnesota aren’t the only bookstore 
employees forming unions. Stores in 
New York, Washington, D.C., and 
elsewhere have seen successful 
organizing drives, too. 

What’s behind the wave of book-
store activism? The East Side 
Freedom Library will convene an 
online discussion with workers and 
organizers across the country Jan. 30 
to answer that question and others, 
including what workers in other 
industries can learn from book-
sellers’ experiences. 

The 1 p.m. event will be held on 
Zoom in partnership with the two 
unions that supported Half Price 
Workers’ campaign, United Food 
and Commercial Workers locals 1189 
and 663. Find the registration link at 
eastsidefreedomlibrary.org. 

Over 200 Allina Health lab workers in 
Minneapolis voted overwhelmingly to 
form a union in December. They are part 
of a wave of Twin Cities health care 
workers who have joined together to 
ensure their voice is heard as the industry 
confronts the pandemic, a staffing crisis 
and other uncertainties. 

“I voted yes because we deserve to 
have a say in decisions that affect us, and 
we deserve better,” said Mallory Boeyink, 
a medical laboratory scientist with eight 
years of experience at Allina’s Central Lab. 

Over 80% of workers at the Central 
Lab, located near Abbott Northwestern 
Hospital, voted to join SEIU Healthcare 
Minnesota in a mail-in election conduct-
ed by the National Labor Relations 
Board. Ballots were tallied Dec. 22, with 
90% of eligible workers casting votes. 

The group brings together cytotech-
nologists, histotechnicians, laboratory 
assistants, medical laboratory scientists 
and medical laboratory technicians.  

SEIU Healthcare Minnesota repre-
sents nearly 50,000 workers in hospitals, 
clinics, nursing homes and home care 
throughout the state. The union has seen 
a flurry of organizing activity since Labor 

Day, with over 800 new members win-
ning representation at eight health care 
facilities since Labor Day. 

A spike in COVID-19 cases has 
strained the health care system and 
exposed longstanding issues, said 
Michael Barsness, who has worked as a 
scientist at the Central Lab for 13 years.  

“Even before COVID we have been 
struggling with not enough staffing and 
resources,” he said. “Having to do so 
much with less always makes me worried 
about what it will mean for our patients.  

“I voted yes because I work with good 
people and we do important work, and I 
want our voices to be heard and our work 
to be respected. I’m hoping with this vote 
we can work with leadership to help 
make sure things are working as well so 
we can provide the best care possible for 
our patients.” 

But lab workers said their efforts to 
organizing a union did not come without 
pushback from Allina management.   

“It was disappointing that we had to 
face an anti-union lawyer brought in by 
Allina, but I’m glad our group stuck 
together through the negative and mis-
leading messaging they sent us to vote so 

strongly to form our union,” Boeyink 
said. “We’re looking forward to sitting 
down with management soon and bar-
gaining a strong first contract that 
respects the work we do every day to help 
our patients.  

“I also hope others who want to 
improve their workplace see our win and 
understand that they can and should join 
us in forming their own union.” 

Lab workers said they hope to bargain 
for better patient care, safer working con-
ditions and more respect from their 
employers. They plan to propose higher 
wages and policy changes to address the 
understaffing, heavy workload and PTO 
cuts that are causing workers to leave the 
industry.  

“Right now the staffing levels are too 
low,” said Lan Tran, a scientist with 22 
years of experience at the lab. “During 
COVID they cut back on staff, and now as 
things pick back up we still are having to 
work with less.  

“There have been issues in the past, 
but right now it is important we come 
together and make things better. I look 
forward to continuing the good work that 
has been done in this Lab for so long.” 

Allina lab workers are eighth Minnesota-based  
health care unit to join SEIU since Labor Day

Unions saw growth 
in MN last year, 
BLS survey finds 
Minnesota bucked the national 

trend of declining union membership 
last year, as the state’s union rolls grew 
by 18,000 workers. 

“Working people across Minnesota 
stood up in 2021 and demanded a voice 
on the job, better pay and benefits, and 
safer workplaces,” Minnesota AFL-CIO 
President Bill McCarthy said in response 
to the annual U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics report on union membership, 
released Jan. 20.  

“Through a combination of workers 
organizing unions at their workplace and 
others flocking to union jobs, it’s clear that 
more Minnesotans understand that by 
speaking up together, they can truly earn 
a fair return on their work.” 

Union members made up 16% of 
Minnesota’s workforce in 2021, up from 
15.8% in 2020. It was the second consec-
utive year in which Minnesota’s union 
density rose. 

Nationally, union membership 
declined by 241,000 last year, to a total of 
about 14 million workers. Union density 
fell to 10.3% of the workforce. 

The decline came despite a wave of 
collective action among workers, both 
union and non-union, for better wages 
and working conditions in 2021. Union 
leaders called that more proof the 
nation’s labor laws, written nearly a cen-
tury ago, unfairly favor management. 

“As we work to rebuild economy and 
seek justice for working people, the 
Biden administration and Congress 
must institute policies – such as the PRO 
Act, the Public Service Freedom to 
Negotiate Act and other legislation to 
expand Americans’ freedom to join 
together in unions,” said McCarthy, the 
state’s highest-ranking union officer. 

Frattalone’s workers in Circle Pines voting in union election this month
Workers at Frattallone’s Hardware in 

Circle Pines filed for a union election last 
month, citing uncertainty around new 
corporate ownership and wages that 
have failed to keep up with inflation. 

After an overwhelming majority of 
hourly employees at the hardware store 
signed onto the union effort, workers 
petitioned the store’s head of operations, 
Mike Frattallone, for voluntary recog-
nition of their bargaining unit in an email 
sent Dec. 29. 

“For many of us, Frattallone’s 

Hardware is home, and our co-workers 
are a second family,” the workers wrote. 
“We love the community we serve, and 
we enjoy coming into work each day… 
Unfortunately, we feel that our loyalty 
and commitment to the company isn’t 
always reciprocated.” 

Most workers at the  store earn less 
than $13 per hour, including some with 
years of seniority. Frattallone’s chain of 
hardware stores was recently acquired by 
CNRG, whose parent company, Orgill, 
reported over $3 billion in revenue in 2020. 

After their request for voluntary rec-
ognition was denied, workers filed for an 
election with the National Labor 
Relations Board, scheduled to begin this 
month by mail. Votes will be counted 
Feb. 24, with 15 workers eligible to par-
ticipate, according to the NLRB filing. 

Workers are organizing with Workers 
United, an SEIU affiliate with over 14,000 
members in the Midwest. The union made 
news in recent months after supporting the 
first successful union drive at a corporate-
owned Starbucks, in Buffalo, NY.



It’s said that many hands make light work. But to 
make the lights work at a new fourplex under con-
struction in Northfield, Habitat for Humanity tapped 
the expertise of local union electricians. 

About 40 members of St. Paul-based International 
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers Local 110 joined a 
volunteer project at the fourplex Jan. 15, installing 
light fixtures, hooking up electrical receptacles and 
switches, and turning on power.   

It’s the latest example of a partnership between 
Local 110’s Faribault chapter and Rice County Habitat 
for Humanity that has spanned more than 20 years. 
The union also has supported Habitat builds in 
Cannon Falls and the Cambridge area. 

Union members at People’s Electric began volun-
teering with Rice County Habitat in 1999, according to 
retired member Steven White. The union later took 
over the initiative “wholeheartedly,” White said, and 
currently partners with contractor Muska Electric to 
pull permits necessary for the electrical work. 

White and Bob Delesha, chair of the Faribault 
chapter, estimated the union has volunteered on 40 
Habitat projects. Local 110 donates the wire, panels, 
outlets, switches and other materials installed in each 
home. 

“I’ve been fortunate to come back to finish some of 
the work, and I’ve gotten to meet some of the home-
owners,” White said. “They are beyond thrilled. This is 
a meaningful way to give back to the community.” 

Delesha said his wife used to joke that he spends 
more time volunteering in other people’s homes than 
his own. “But it’s a skilled trade we were fortunate to 
learn, and we are fortunate to be able to give back,” 
Delesha said.  

Another benefit of the Habitat partnership, he 
added, is that it gives Electrical Workers experience 
with residential work. It also gives apprentices, jour-
ney-level workers and retirees an opportunity to learn 
from each other.  

“For most locals out of major cities, a lot of people 
don’t get much experience with residential wiring 
anymore,” Delesha said. “We update our education, 
but it isn’t the same as putting in time on a job. And 
the younger people get an opportunity to work with 
some of the gray-hairs, too.”  

– Michael Moore, Union Advocate editor

With nearly $3,700 in dona-
tions, 2021 was the Jean Jones Coats 
Initiative’s most successful year in 
recent memory. Contributions 
from local unions and members 
were used to purchase winter cloth-
ing – coats, hats, scarves, mittens 
and snow pants – for distribution by 
the St. Paul Public Schools’ Title I 
Project Reach program, which pro-
vides support to families experienc-
ing homelessness. 

The coat drive’s impact 
stretched even further, thanks to 
Steamfitters Pipefitters Local 455. 
The St. Paul-based union set up a 

collection site at its training center 
and meeting hall, where members 
could donate new and slightly used 
coats to the Jean Jones Initiative. 

Named after a former St. Paul 
teacher and union leader, the Jean 
Jones Initiative is a biannual fund-
raising drive led by the St. Paul 
Labor Studies and Resource 
Center, the nonprofit arm of the St. 
Paul Regional Labor Federation. A 
summer collection raises funds for 
school supplies. 

The 2021 winter fundraising 
drive drew over $1,000 more in con-
tributions than the 2020 drive. 
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Warm response for labor coat drive

Delivering winter clothes (L to R) 
are St. Paul RLF President Kera 
Peterson, Local 455 Secretary-
Treasurer Scott Seath and Busi-
ness Manager Tony Poole. 

With Northfield fourplex, 
Electrical Workers Local 110, 

Rice County Habitat enter  
third decade of partnership

IBEW Local 110 volunteers pause for a photo at the Northfield fourplex.      photo courtesy Logan Beere

Labor in the Community

IBEW Local 110 retirees Bob Delesha (L) and Steven 
White are mainstays of the union’s Habitat volunteer 
projects in Rice County.     Union Advocate photo

IBEW Local 110 apprentice Helen Spindler and Local 
110 President Doug Suchanek work together to install 
a light fixture.         Union Advocate photo

With single-digit temperatures, Local 110 journeyman 
Dave Slattery (front) and apprentice Jeremy Dohrmann 
install wiring outside the fourplex.       Union Advocate photo

East Side Freedom Library  
seeks executive director 

The East Side Freedom Library will hire a full-time 
executive director this spring. The nonprofit organization 
will accept applications for the new job through March 1. 

The ESFL opened its doors in 2014 with a mission 
to “inspire solidarity, advocate for justice and work 
toward equity for all,” and the library has become a 
hub of labor and community activism since then. 

Co-Directors Peter Rachleff and Beth Cleary 
announced plans to hand over day-to-day operations to 
an executive director in a letter to supporters, saying they 
are preparing “for the next stage in the library’s journey.”  

“We have been honored to establish the ESFL in our 
neighborhood, St. Paul’s East Side,” they said. “The people 
here share an inspiring vision of community and world 
where love and solidarity are at the center of everyday life.” 

Learn more about the position at eastsidefreedom-
library.org/executive-director-job-announcement.



DECEMBER 8, 2021 
The Saint Paul Regional Labor 

Federation met in regular session 
remotely due to COVID 19 on the above 
date and was called to order with the 
Pledge of Allegiance by President 
Peterson at 6 p.m.  Board members in 
attendance were Beedle, Beissel, 
Engeldorf, Gibbons, Guertin, Madden, 
Markham-Kocurek, McNamara, 
Michelson, Peterson, Slattery, Tastad-
Damer, Terry, Vandassor, Vanderport 
and Varco. Excused were Hoppe, Ryan, 
Sansom and Schmidt. Absent were 
Edwards, Luneburg and Renne. 

 
CREDENTIALS 

Credentials were received from ATU 
Local 1005 and Roofers Local 96. 
President Peterson administered the 
Oath of Obligation to those new del-
egates and alternates present on-line. 

 
COMMITTEE ON POLITICAL  
EDUCATION (COPE) MINUTES 
DECEMBER 8, 2021 

COPE met in regular session 
remotely on the above date and was 
called to order by President Peterson at 
5 p.m. Board members in attendance 
were Beedle, Beissel, Engeldorf, 
Gibbons, Guertin, Hoerth, Madden, 
Markham-Kocurek, Mayer, McNamara, 
Michelson, Peterson, Slattery, Tastad-
Damer, Terry, Vandassor, Vanderport 
and Varco. Excused were Hoppe, Ryan, 
Sansom and Schmidt. Absent were 
DeRoy, Edwards, Krey, Lohmann, 
Luneburg, Naseth, Renne and Varco. 

Items to come before this board 
included: 

• President Peterson reported on 
the following: 

– Bi-partisan infrastructure bill 
– Meeting briefly with President Joe 

Biden and his commitment to partner-
ship with Labor 

– Build Back Better Act 
– Screening and endorsement pro-

cess discussion and evaluation at the 
State Federation level 

There being no further business to 
come before this committee the meet-
ing adjourned. 

 
EXECUTIVE BOARD MINUTES 
DECEMBER 8, 2021 

The Executive Board met upon con-
clusion of COPE with those same 
members present who are duly elected 
to this board. 

Items to come before this board 
included: 

• PRESIDENT’S REPORT. President 
Peterson reported on the following: 

– Appointment of Miriam Wynn, 
ATU Local 1005, replacing Doni Jones. 

– Resignation of Theresa St. Aoro. 
– The Saint Paul RLF has been 

approved to receive a National AFL-CIO 
Solidarity Grant. 

– Labor of Love – Sponsor A 
Family, Labor Red Cross Blood Drive 
and Jean Jones Coats Initiative. 

M/S/C TO APPOINT MIRIAM 
WYNN, ATU LOCAL 1005, TO THE 
SAINT PAUL RLF EXECUTIVE BOARD. 

M/S/C TO APPROVE SOLIDAR-
ITY GRANT FROM THE NATIONAL 
AFL-CIO. 

• ORGANIZING UPDATES/CAM-
PAIGNS: AFSCME Council 5, AFSCME 
Local 2508, ATU Local 1005, St. Paul 
Federation of Educators Local 28, SEIU 
Health Care Minnesota and UFCW Local 
1189 gave an update on their organiz-
ing activities. 

• THANK YOU NOTE received from 
East Side Freedom Library for the RLF’s 

$3,000 contribution. 
There being no further business to 

come before this board, the meeting 
adjourned. 

 
REPORT OF THE TREASURER 

Secretary-Treasurer Engledorf 
reported on the financial status of the 
Federation as of November 2021. The 
report was accepted as read. 

 
PRESIDENTS REPORT 

President Peterson reported on the 
following: 

• Greetings and thanks from 
elected officials on the Federal, State 
and Local levels. Holiday greetings 
including wishes for a Happy and 
Healthy New Year. 

• Visit with President Joe Biden 
thanking him for the infrastructure bill 
that will bring money and work for 
Labor. President Biden extended his 
thanks for the work of labor to assist in 
passage of the infrastructure bill and 
the work we will do on the Building 
Back Better Act, Pro Act and to maintain 
and expand voting rights. 

• President Peterson thanked 
everyone for sharing their time and 
energy this past year. 

 
STAFF/LABOR LIAISON REPORTS 

• Erica Dalager Reed, AFL-CIO 
Community Services Liaison, reported 
that the St. Paul Labor Studies and 
Resource Center’s Annual Labor-Red 
Cross Blood Drive collected 20 units of 
blood. She also reported on the wrap-
ping up of the Labor of Love – Sponsor 
A Family program and Prepare and 
Prosper tax filing assistance program 
that is offering free state and federal 
tax filing with on-line software that is 
available to anyone wanting to use it. 
Online webinars and phone assistance 
are being testing out in the labor com-
munity at no cost and no income qual-
ification. We have also received an ask 
from the National AFL-CIO to coordinate 
work regarding the Martin Luther King, 
Jr. Celebration. 

 
REPORTS OF STANDING COMMITTEES 

• Michael Madden reported on 
behalf of the Chisago County Labor 
Assembly. SEIU Local 284 are in nego-
tiations, and we had a large number of 
members present. Our next meeting will 
be the fourth Tuesday of the month at 
6:00 p.m. via zoom. 

• Connie Beissel reported on 
behalf of the Dakota County Labor 
Assembly. We are in the 2022 Planning 
Process and are looking at purchasing 
books for the library and working on the 
Worker’s Memorial Event. Our next 
meeting will be the second Thursday of 
the month at 7:00 p.m. via zoom. 
Contact Colleen Nocerini or Kera 
Peterson if you would like to be 
included. 

• Brian Beedle reported on behalf 
of the Washington County Labor 
Assembly. We are currently working on 
finalization of scholarships available to 
Washington County union members 
and the Holiday Hope program. Our 
next meeting will be the fourth 
Wednesday of the month at 6:00 p.m. 
via zoom. 

 
There begin no further business to 

come before this delegation, the meet-
ing adjourned. 

 
Submitted by,  

BERNADINE ENGELDORF 
Acting Secretary-Treasurer 
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The Washington County Labor 
Assembly helped make spirits 
bright for nearly 2,400 people 
who received assistance via 
the Holiday Hope program, an 
initiative of Community Thread 
in Stillwater. Community 
Thread staff said the holiday 
program increased outreach 
by 14% in 2021, with labor 
volunteers helping organize 
toys, winter clothing and other 
gifts for distribution. Pictured 
(L to R) are Joel Raddatz, Ken 
Peters, Jerry Serfling, 
Community Thread’s Leanna 
Miller, Brian Beedle, and 
Kathy Peters.     submitted photos 

A helping hand with the holiday rush

If you get The Saint Paul Union Advocate in 
the mail, odds are good that you’re a member of 
a union that is affiliated with the Saint Paul 
Regional Labor Federation, AFL-CIO. 

The Saint Paul RLF unites over 100 local 
unions. Together, they represent nearly 50,000 
people who live or work in the federation’s four-
county jurisdiction (Chisago, Dakota, Ramsey 
and Washington). 

Affiliate unions elect delegates who meet 
monthly to discuss labor issues, offer support for 
community campaigns and endorse political can-
didates. Meetings take place at 6 p.m. the second 
Wednesday of each month, currently via Zoom.  

Interested in becoming a delegate? Contact your 

local union for details on the credentialing process. 
All members in good standing of affiliate 

unions are welcome to join meetings of the Saint 
Paul RLF’s labor assemblies in each of the four 
east-metro counties. For meeting times, log on to 
stpaulunions.org. 

Union Advocate newspaper 
Affiliate union members also receive sub-

scriptions to The Union Advocate. The best way 
to change your mailing address or decline your 
subscription to the newspaper is by contacting 
your local union. You can also email changes to 
mmoore@stpaulunions.org. 

More information about the RLF is available at 
stpaulunions.org and facebook.com/SaintPaulRLF.

Learn more about the Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation
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Tom Erickson won’t be sworn in as Teamsters 
Central Region vice president until March 22, but the 
principal officer of Minnesota-based Local 120 intends 
to hit the ground running. He and other local activists 
were up well before dawn on Martin Luther King Jr. 
Day, supporting a nationwide campaign to push some 
of the union’s large, nationwide employers – like UPS, 
Sysco and U.S. Foods – to recognize the holiday. 

“When you believe in something, it’s easy to get 
out of bed at 1 a.m.” said Erickson, Local 120’s pres-
ident since 2014. “I’m a lucky person in that I get to 
wake up every single day and represent the best 
workers on the planet.” 

That fighting spirit and grassroots energy, accord-
ing to Erickson, is what separated his slate of candi-
dates, led by President-elect Sean O’Brien and 
Secretary-Treasurer-elect Fred Zuckerman, from its 
rivals. Their victory will give the union of 1.4 million 
workers new leadership for the first time in 23 years, 
with Erickson becoming the first Minnesota Teamster 
to take international office in over a decade. 

He looked back on the campaign and ahead to the 
challenges that await in this interview, edited for length.  

UA: What drew you to the O’Brien slate? 
TE: There were three different slates, and I can hon-

estly say for the first time as a Teamster that all three 
candidates were viable, good candidates and on the 
right side of fighting for workers. But talking through it 
with my team at Local 120, we came to the conclusion 
Sean O’Brien and the team he was assembling was the 
future, and we were one of the early ones to jump on.  

Sean and Fred built this thing from the members up, 
instead of saying here’s the guy and forcing it down to 
the members. All of our team, every one of us on the 

slate, worked in the craft. That was important to me. 
UA: What was the campaign like? 
TE: It was a (expletive) ton of work. We outworked 

the other teams, hands down. Sean just won’t accept 
anything less than working your ass off. I was lucky to 
have my wife there by my side, telling me to get going, 
and guys from Local 120 like Bill Wedebrand, Grant 
Bendix, Paul Slattery, Ladell Roberts and Karlan Bean 
showing up at 2 or 3 a.m., sacrificing their own per-
sonal time to go campaign. 

But if I could describe it in one word, it was a blast. 
I got to meet so many great members who asked great 
questions, and our whole campaign was to stay posi-
tive and put the Teamsters back on the map.  

UA: You first joined the Teamsters in 1983. Where 
did this journey start? 

TE: I graduated from high school on a Friday night 
and started on the night shift at SuperValu that Sunday. I 
started out on the warehouse floor as an order selector 
and then a forklift operator and truck loader. When I 
started out, Tom Keegel was my principal officer at Local 
544. (Local 544 merged into Local 120 in 1998.) Now, I’ll 
be a part of the General Executive Board, where Local 120 
has not had a voice since the late, great Tom Keegel left. 

UA: O’Brien-Zuckerman has been described as the 
“reform-minded slate.” What does that mean to you?  

TE: It’s about the members first, having rank and 
file members participate in national negotiations like 
UPS. That’s a new idea. It’s about changing the union 
and uniting it, not fighting about it. It’s about member 
engagement like I’ve never seen before in my life. 

UA: What does the margin of victory – the largest 
in your union’s history – say about the opportunities 
and expectations ahead? 

TE: People are ready for a fighter, and Sean’s a 
fighter. He’s a south Boston guy who’s tough, but lev-
elheaded and keeps his cool. The companies that are 
bullies out there, they need to know that if they go to 
war with the Teamsters, they better buckle up. 

It’s also about growing the labor movement and being 
there for each other. At Local 120, we show up where we 
can – for the Laborers, the Operating Engineers, SEIU, 
AFSCME, the Nurses. Sean believes that, too. It doesn’t 
mean we’re not going to debate from time to time, but 
our focus is on making things better for working people. 

UA: What will your new role be? 
TE: Uniting this union again is going to be Sean’s 

task and my task and everyone else that’s part of this 
movement, right down to the member that just signed 
his card to become a Teamster. There’s going to be a 
learning curve, but at the end of the day I get to do 
what I love. And that’s represent good people. I’m 
fired up. I can’t wait. 

Q&A: Tom Erickson

‘If they go to war with the Teamsters, they better buckle up’

Teamsters Local 120 President Tom Erickson led a rally 
outside Finish Line Express in 2018.       file photo


