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For union homes in Ramsey, Dakota, Washington and Chisago counties

Burnham takes office as first person
of color to lead Minnesota AFL-CIO

Do Something!
Add your name
to SPFE petition
Union educators
aren’t backing down from
their fight for the schools
St. Paul students deserve,
and they aren’t fighting
alone.
Parents, students and
fellow union members
have signed onto a petition of support for the St.
Paul Federation of
Educators and their student-centered bargaining
proposals.
That support will
become even more critical
as union members ramp
up their contract campaign after authorizing a
strike last month.
SPFE members are
standing together to
ensure smaller class sizes,
mental health services
and support for special-ed
programs. They also want
the district to commit to
doing more for educators
and students of color.
Sound reasonable?
Add your name to the
petition online at bit.ly/
StPaulStudentsDeserve.
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Bernie Burnham takes the oath of office during a ceremony on her first day as president
of the Minnesota AFL-CIO. Union Advocate photo

By Michael Moore
Union Advocate editor
In a ceremony broadcast live on the federation’s social media platforms Feb. 1, outgoing Minnesota AFL-CIO President Bill
McCarthy swore his successor, Bernie
Burhnam, into the state’s highest-ranking
union office Feb. 1.
“Every Minnesotan deserves the best
opportunity in life, no matter where they live,
what they look like, who they love, where and
how they worship and even how they vote,”

Labor mourns Shar Knutson
• The former state AFL-CIO president
died last month at age 73. Page 3.
Burnham said in remarks after taking the
oath of office.
“I promise to do my very best work with
you and for you in achieving the goals of our
Minnesota AFL-CIO strategic plan, ensuring
(CONTINUED ON PAGE 10)

Educators in
St. Paul vote to
strike again,
as district tries
clawing back
recent gains
By Michael Moore
Union Advocate editor
Staff in the St. Paul Public
Schools are on the brink of a strike
again after members of the St. Paul
Federation of Educators voted
Feb. 17 to authorize the union’s
elected leaders to call a work stoppage.
Union members who voted
“yes” said they were hopeful the
vote would be a catalyst for movement in negotiations with the district, which began last May and
have since entered mediation.
According to members of the
SPFE bargaining team, the district
has shown little interest in the
union’s student-centered contract
proposals, which include lowering
class sizes, fully staffing mental
health services, support for students with special needs and
measures to attract and retain
educators during the pandemic.
“I want our district to stop
saying that they value their educators and actually do it,” said
René Myers, an intervention
specialist at Hazel Park Preparatory Academy who voted “yes” to
authorizing a strike.
(CONTINUED ON PAGE 6)

Members of the Minnesota Nurses Association and state lawmakers hold a Capitol press conference to
discuss a new bill to improve hospital staffing. Read more on Page 8.
Union Advocate photo

As session begins, Minnesota unions call for
investments in infrastructure, frontline workers
By Michael Moore
Union Advocate editor
With a projected $7.7 billion budget surplus, state lawmakers have an historic opportunity, union leaders said, to
fully invest in public services,
infrastructure and frontline
workers during the 2022 legislative session.
Lawmakers traditionally
take up capital investments –
the so-called “bonding bill” – in

At the Capitol
• Legislation introduced
to improve warehouse
working conditions,
invest in early ed,
expand family leave
and more. Pages 7-9.
even-numbered years, but the
record surplus, coupled with
unspent federal pandemic

relief funds, could allow for
more broad spending measures this year, including longdelayed compensation for
frontline workers.
Unions also plan to lobby
for pro-worker policy changes
like paid family leave, and to
remain vigilant in preventing
attacks on existing worker
rights and protections from
gaining traction.
(CONTINUED ON PAGE 9)
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Letters

Well Said!

• Send letters to: 353 W. 7th St.,
Suite 201, St. Paul, MN 55102
• Fax them to 651-293-1989
• Email them to:
mmoore@stpaulunions.org

“I think what we did
will really get the ball rolling. This is becoming
a significant movement,
and it will mean a lot
not just for Starbucks
employees, but for
baristas and essential
workers everywhere.”

Official publication of the Saint Paul
Regional Labor Federation, AFL-CIO
353 W. 7th St. #201, St. Paul, MN 55102.
Phone 651-222-3787 x112; fax 651-293-1989;
email: mmoore@stpaulunions.org
Editor: Michael Moore

– Kasey Copeland,
barista at the
Starbucks in
Minneapolis
where workers
filed for a union
election.

Labor Voices

Our unions are ‘strike-ready’ to win urgent demands
As we enter the third year of this pandemic, Minnesotans
have continued to show that we are willing to do almost anything to help our families and neighbors. What we have not
yet figured out is how to move our state’s institutions to govern in the public interest instead of as corporate raiders for
the donor class. As unions who represent more than 10,000
workers, we view our employers as no exception to this troubling trend in our state.
Our unions represent the educators, social workers, school
lunch staff, nurses, library clerks, janitors at the Star Tribune,
workers who assist homeless neighbors and the people who
facilitate medical and economic assistance. They have kept our
state running during the pandemic, but are fed up with those in
power refusing to do what is right for our communities. That is
why our locals have considered strike actions to move decision
makers to listen to us and negotiate fair deals that will address
the urgent, necessary demands we’ve put forward, that meet
the requirements of the moment.
At a time when billionaires’ wealth is exploding and our
state is sitting on a $7.7 billion surplus, it is maddening we are
still stuck in a debate where one side insists there is not
enough to provide for the common good. Since COVID-19
first came into our lives, we’ve seen CEOs and corporations
hoard even more money and have their wealth skyrocket.
The stock market has hit record highs, yet we somehow can’t
find the money for our schools and hospitals. These same
powerful people have used their political clout to influence
elected officials to place their profits over people.
As a labor movement, we have faced this challenge
before. We know the powerful will not change their ways
unless forced to by popular movements, so it is up to us to
use our collective action to ensure that Minnesota lives up to
our ideals. If we are to be a state that works for every family —
no matter the color of our skin, our ZIP code or how much is
in our bank account – we must take action to make it so.
That is why we are organizing together to settle fair contracts with our employers that address the degradation of
Minnesotans’ essential public services, pandemic concerns and
the continual slide into poverty wages and diminished working
conditions that have characterized the last several decades of
public policy choices across our state. That is why all our unions
have considered strike actions. The status quo is not acceptable
for any of us, but especially for those we serve every day.
As our unions unite to face the potential fights in front of us,

we know Minnesota is facing two acute crises: mending the
damage being done by COVID and addressing the racial and
economic disparities holding Minnesota back from being the
state we all want it to be. We won’t back down in either fight.
Our unions are fighting to address these issues and win a
better future for all our families. If our employers truly want
to reduce disparities in our communities, they must change
their ways and current priorities.
Workers across the nation have been taking action,
including the “Striketober” wave last fall. Our members have
seen these actions and know that when intransigent
employers, whether public or private, fail to act, it is incumbent upon us as organized workers to be strike-ready. We
must ensure that those at the top understand how serious the
situation is, and when necessary, we must use strikes to win
what is right.
As it is with so many of labor’s fights, our struggle is not
only our own as workers, but for the common good. If our
employers continue to give us no option but to strike, we will
take that step unified and resolute in the fact that we are
fighting for a better future for our students, our patients, our
families and our community. It’s a fight we don’t take lightly,
and a fight we don’t plan on losing.
– This commentary was originally published by the
Minnesota Reformer at minnesotareformer.com. It was written
by Leah VanDassor, St. Paul Federation of Educators president;
Grace Baltich, AFSCME Local 34 president; Jessica Burton,
AFSCME Local 56 president; Brahim Kone, SEIU Local 26 secretary-treasurer; Shaun Laden, ESP chapter president,
Minneapolis Federation of Teachers; Greta Callahan, teacher
chapter president, MFT; Kelly Gibbons, SEIU Local 284 execu-

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.
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Remembering Shar Knutson

‘Her presence will be missed, but her legacy lives on’
By Michael Moore
Union Advocate editor
Shar Knutson ascended the ranks of Minnesota’s
labor movement, starting as a member of AFSCME
Local 1842 in St. Paul and retiring after six years in the
state’s highest union office. Remembered by colleagues and friends as a bridge-builder, trailblazer and
mentor, Knutson died Feb. 2 at the age of 72.
A native of Fridley who made St. Paul her home,
Knutson made history in 2009 as the first woman
elected president of the Minnesota AFL-CIO, the federation of over 1,000 affiliate unions representing
300,000 working people statewide.
Knutson held the office until 2015, during a tumultuous time for American unions. Efforts to weaken
workers’ bargaining power and roll back labor standards succeeded in other states, but not in Minnesota.
Under Knutson’s leadership, Minnesota unions not
only kept “right to work” and other anti-union measures at bay, but they lobbied to expand collective bargaining rights and pass the first statewide minimumwage increase in a decade.
“Shar played an active role in the successful campaign to increase labor’s voice in national, state and
local issues, including raising awareness and promoting community debate about social and economic justice,” U.S. Rep. Betty McCollum said. “This shift laid
the groundwork for important progress being made
today that benefits all Minnesotans.”
Labor leaders who worked with Knutson recalled
her attention to detail, quiet resolve and ambition.
“She got her facts, and she moved forward,” said
Ray Waldron, Knutson’s predecessor as president of
the state AFL-CIO. “She was very decisive.”
It showed, Waldron remembered, when he
approached Knutson in 2009 with the news that he
planned to retire. Knutson had been serving as president of the St. Paul Regional Labor Federation and,
previously, the St. Paul Trades and Labor Assembly for
more than a decade.
“I walked into her office and said, ‘How would you
like to run for president of the Minnesota AFL-CIO?’”
Waldron said. “Shar didn’t hesitate. She just said yes,
reached across her desk, shook my hand, and I walked
out.”
Though self-assured, Knutson “was never a bully,”
said Harry Melander, former head of the St. Paul and
statewide Building Trades councils. Rather, she built
her career on a knack for bringing people into the
decision-making process and working in coalition.
“We all love each other, we’re family,” Melander
said. “But families have fights. Shar made a point to
make sure everyone, whether you got along within the
labor family or not, was at the table when we had a big
item to discuss, so we could figure this out together.”
Knutson grew up in a union household, but her
ties to the labor and political communities deepened
after leaving a public-health job with the City of St.
Paul in 1990 to work for Mayor Jim Scheibel. At City
Hall, she shared an office and a budding friendship
with Molly O’Rourke, who said the two “bonded over
that experience of working in a very fast-paced and
energized office.”
Knutson was the mayor’s liaison to organized
labor and other constituent groups, including the
emerging immigrant and refugee communities. It was
a good fit, O’Rourke said, given Knutson’s “belief that
everyone, no matter their station in life, needed to be
treated with dignity and respect.”
Scheibel declined to run for re-election in 1993,
and Knutson went to work for the Trades and Labor
Assembly. Delegates elected her president in 1998,
and within weeks of taking office, St. Paul’s new

mayor, Norm Coleman, stunned the city’s unions with
a proposal to privatize a swath of city services, from
golf courses to the water department.
Coleman’s “Compete St. Paul” plan threatened
hundreds of city jobs, and union leaders looked to the
Assembly to fight back, said Barb Kucera, then editor
of The Union Advocate newspaper. Knutson worked
quickly to convene the St. Paul Works Alliance, a
coalition of groups that would oppose the privatization scheme.
“Right away, Shar brought in as many stakeholders
as possible to be part of the discussion, leading with
the unions but inviting other organizations too,”
Kucera said. “She really decided to mount a public
campaign, and that’s what eventually stopped the
whole idea in the fall of 1999.
“Shar really pushed the organization to focus and
get a clear message across, and she did a lot of media
appearances and events and public speaking. They
talked about jobs, but they didn’t make it about jobs
only. They very wisely chose to make it clear this was
going to be a real threat to public services in the city,
particularly the water service.”
Defeating Coleman’s plan drew national attention,
and Knutson was among a handful of local labor
council presidents invited to serve on an advisory
committee to the AFL-CIO Executive Board. “She was
willing to try to do some things differently, and she
projected a different image, being the first woman and
first public employee in that job,” Kucera said.
“She surprised a lot of people in Washington,
D.C.,” Waldron added. “She was courageous.”
Knutson’s profile continued to grow after another
successful, coalition-based campaign in 2006, this
time to save 500 jobs at a paper recycling plant in the
Midway. The plant, then owned by Rock-Tenn,
needed a new power source after Xcel Energy stopped
burning coal at its High Bridge plant. But opposition
from neighborhood groups put Rock-Tenn’s future –
and the jobs of Steelworkers like Bob Ryan – in doubt.
Ryan, who now works as the rapid response coordinator for his union, called Knutson “instrumental” in
keeping USW Local 264 members working in St. Paul.
“It was a lot of public meetings, and Shar was at a
lot of them with us, speaking on our behalf,” he said.
Both Knutson and her father had worked at the facility, he said, “so Shar could talk to people with true
emotion about how long the plant had been there and
its connection to the city. She just delivered.”
By then, the Assembly had merged with surrounding labor councils to form the Regional Labor Federation, with Knutson as president. She won a three-way
race for president of the state AFL-CIO in August 2009,
and guided the union campaign to elect Minnesota’s
first labor-endorsed governor in 20 years, Mark
Dayton, a year later.
As her list of accomplishments grew, Knutson continued to prioritize her work to mentor women and
young workers pursuing leadership roles in the labor
movement and in politics.
Those fields were even more male-dominated 22
years ago, when McCollum became just the second
Minnesota woman elected to federal office, than they
are today. The 4th District congresswoman remembered Knutson and longtime friend Robin Madsen, an
AFSCME leader who died in 2017, teaming up to host
a “Working Women for Betty” campaign-kickoff event
after McCollum announced her first run for Congress.
Knutson and McCollum remained friends as their
careers progressed. Knutson attended President
Barack Obama’s first State of the Union address as
McCollum’s guest, and the congresswoman presented
her friend with a flag flown over the U.S. Capitol upon

her retirement from the Minnesota AFL-CIO.
“I am thankful I had the opportunity to know and
work with Shar Knutson,” McCollum said. “Her presence will be missed, but her legacy lives on.”
Jennifer Guertin, president of AFSCME Local 2508,
called Knutson a source of “quiet support” going back
to the days when delegates to the Trades and Labor
Assembly were “75 to 80% men.”
“There were times when I was so frustrated by the
guys that I was like, ‘I’m done, I can’t do this anymore,’” said Guertin, now the federation’s sergeant at
arms. “Shar would take me aside and say, ‘You have to
learn how to deal with people that don’t know what
you’re capable of. You can’t let them win.’”
Current Regional Labor Federation President Kera
Peterson counts herself among the countless other
union members Knutson took time to mentor.
“President Knutson helped us grow as people,
advocates and leaders, and she fostered connections
among us,” Peterson said. “I don’t know that many of
us realized it at the time, but Shar was building a network of union and community activists with an eye
towards our future.
“I’m grateful that she took a long view on what our
labor movement can accomplish together, and for the
investments she made in all of us.”
Knutson was also quick to remind young activists
about the importance of work-life balance. “A lot of
times during campaigns, when I was pretty much living at the Labor Centre because that’s what we did,
she was the one to tell me that I needed to go home
sometimes, too,” Guertin said.
Knutson, who raised two daughters as a single
working mother, “was really dedicated to her family,”
O’Rourke said. “I think they gave her a lot of strength.”
Although Knutson spent more time with family
and friends after retiring in 2015, Alzheimer’s disease
progressively limited her independence.
“It was hard to see such a strong and powerful and
articulate woman not really know the amazing impact
she had on people around her,” O’Rourke said.
“She was a friend of mine, a good friend to me and
to a lot of people,” Melander added. “It’s hard because
she didn’t have enough time to enjoy the fruits of her
labor.”
Knutson’s family has published an obituary at
BradshawFuneral.com. They plan to hold her memorial service later this spring.
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More hospital
workers unionize
with SEIU
Healthcare MN
Union organizing among Twin Cities
health care workers continued last
month, when therapists at Abbott
Northwestern in Minneapolis voted
overwhelmingly to bargain collectively
with the hospital as members of SEIU
Healthcare Minnesota.
The union added over 800 new
members in a wave of organizing victories last year, and the new bargaining
unit at Abbott , part of the Allina Health
system, brings together another 100plus physical and occupational therapists, speech pathologists and other
workers.
Jeanie Garcia, an inpatient rehab
occupational therapist who has worked
at Courage Kenny Rehabilitation
Institute for 12 years, said she voted
“yes” because she has seen the advantage of having a union on the job.
“I have seen how Allina treats their
contract and non-contract employees
very differently during the past two years
of a pandemic,” Garcia said. “Without a
contract, we do not have protection
against work exposures such as COVID19.
“As a therapy team, we use our skills
to help COVID survivors from early
mobilization in the ICU to working on
skills to promote independence and
strength to go home. As a therapy team,
we are placed in high exposure risk situations, and deserve to have the same
protections for workplace exposure.”
The union won over 84% support
from workers who participated in the
election, overseen by the National Labor
Relations Board. The agency counted
mail-in ballots Feb. 8.
According to SEIU Healthcare
Minnesota, Abbott Northwestern therapists are one of the first groups of hospital-based therapists in Minnesota to
unionize. That is a point of pride for
Meredith Hintz, an acute care physical
therapist with nearly two decades of
experience at the hospital.
“Winning our union is a huge step
that allows us to have a voice in making
important decisions that impact ourselves and our patients,” she said. “This
has been a long fight. Over the last few
years, we’ve seen our pay and benefits
go backwards even as healthcare revenue and patient demands have gone up.
We work so hard, and we’re excited to
have our union. We finally have a say in
these critical conversations.”
Other hospital workers who have
voted to join SEIU Healthcare
Minnesota in recent months include
behavioral assistants and psychiatric
associates at M Health Fairview, pharmacy technicians at United and Mercy
hospitals and mental health coordinators at Abbott Northwestern, United
and Mercy.

Starbucks workers supporting the union drive at the Snelling and Stanford location include (L to R) Max Chang, Colton
Johnson, Sohyeon Yun, Graciela Nira, Asusena Barragan, Lola Rubens and Sitra Abdulkadir.
Union Advocate photo

Organizing Report

Twin Cities Starbucks workers join union wave
By Michael Moore
Union Advocate editor
Workers at two Starbucks locations in
the Twin Cities have announced they are
forming unions, becoming the first
Minnesotans to join a nationwide surge of
worker organizing at the world’s largest
coffeehouse chain.
In letters emailed to Starbucks CEO
Kevin Johnson and hand-delivered to
their store managers Feb. 11, baristas at
300 Snelling Avenue in St. Paul and 4712
Cedar Avenue in Minneapolis demanded
recognition of their bargaining units “to
improve our workplace for ourselves, for
members of our community and for
Starbucks as a whole,” workers wrote.
An “overwhelming majority” of
workers at each location signed cards
requesting representation, according to
the union supporting the Starbucks organizing campaign, Workers United. It petitioned the National Labor Relations Board
for union elections at both Twin Cities
stores.
Workers United has filed for elections
at over 80 Starbucks locations nationwide
in recent months. That includes the
Elmwood Village café in Buffalo, N.Y.,
where workers succeeded in forming the
first union at a corporate-owned
Starbucks in the U.S.
Organizing efforts moved quickly in the
St. Paul and Minneapolis Starbucks, which
employ about 50 workers combined.
Lola Rubens, a barista at the Snelling
location, said she and her co-workers
pulled together enough signatures to file
for an election in just one week. They
pushed the pace, she said, in part to show

solidarity with seven union supporters
fired by Starbucks in Memphis Feb. 8.
“The message we’re trying to send, in
general, to other Starbucks workers in
Memphis and Buffalo is that we’re behind
them, that we support them,” Rubens
said. “Nobody is in this alone anymore.”
Rubens said they want to bargain for
higher wages, better training opportunities and more support for employees from
marginalized communities.
Most of all, Starbucks workers want a
seat at the table in decisions that affect
their working conditions, said Kasey
Copeland, a barista in Minneapolis. For
many workers, she added, the company’s
approach during the pandemic did not
seem to prioritize their health and safety.
“We really feel like a lot of the policies
and procedures in place, they don’t take
our perspective into account,” said
Copeland, who has three years of experience with the company. “We really want
to make Starbucks the best possible place
it can be. We want it to live up to the mission and values they put forward, but it’s
impossible for them to do that without
our eyes on the ground.”
Starbucks’ values have come under
scrutiny since workers in Buffalo took
their union drive public last fall.
Despite its reputation as a progressive
corporation,
Starbucks
executives
unleashed an aggressive campaign to pressure Buffalo workers into voting down
union representation. And the firings in
Memphis suggest the company’s tactics
are escalating as the union wave spreads.
“It’s just so disappointing,” Copeland
said of Starbucks’ union busting. “While I

didn’t necessarily expect better, I did hope
for better.”
At least workers in the Twin Cities
have the benefit of knowing what to
expect in the coming weeks. Copeland
said she anticipates a parade of “district
and regional managers coming into our
stores and looking over our shoulders.”
Rubens said she and her co-workers have
already begun preparing, with support
from Workers United, for the pressure tactics and talking points executives are likely
to use in captive-audience meetings.
“We are very fortunate that there have
been workers at many stores who have
paved the way for us,” Rubens said.
“Starbucks still believes they can throw
more money and lawyers at this to make it
go away. The amount of money they’re
willing to put behind this is shocking.”
The anti-union campaign may be coming, but on the day they filed for election at
least, workers were intent on celebrating
some history in the making. They hope it’s
just the start of bigger things to come.
“I think what we did will really get the
ball rolling in Minneapolis,” Copeland
said. “This is becoming a significant
movement, and it will mean a lot not just
for Starbucks employees, but for baristas
and essential workers everywhere.”
Rubens added: “This is a joyous time
for us, a time to speak our minds and
advocate for ourselves, and Starbucks
can’t take that away from us, no matter
how hard they might try.”
Workers United is an affiliate of the
Service Employees (SEIU). Twin Cities
workers are organizing with the union’s
Chicago and Midwest Regional Joint Board.
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Building Trades hail Biden’s executive order requiring
Project Labor Agreements on federal infrastructure
By Mark Gruenberg
PAI Union News Service
UPPER MARLBORO, Md. – Construction union
leaders hailed President Joe Biden’s Feb. 7 executive
order declaring that federally funded construction
projects worth $35 million or more must be built
using Project Labor Agreements.
PLAs establish terms and conditions for construction employees and contractors on a project,
from wages and benefits to overtime pay, grievance
procedures, drug testing, holidays and more. The
agreements level the playing field for union and
non-union contractors, preventing bidders from
undercutting area labor standards.
“Just remember, it ain’t labor – it’s unions” that
built the country and will do so again, Biden declared
during a signing ceremony at the Ironworkers Local 5
union hall in the suburbs of Washington, D.C.
Sean McGarvey, president of North America’s
Building Trades Unions, said Biden’s order would
improve the wages, working conditions and health
and safety of tradespeople building and repairing
the nation’s infrastructure.
By setting terms and conditions at the outset,
PLAs make labor costs more predictable, weed out
irresponsible bidders and ensure labor peace for the
entirety of a construction project. Several studies
show projects built under PLAs are more likely to be
completed on time, within budget and with quality
construction.
That’s “welcome news for all workers, union and
nonunion,” McGarvey said. “Project Labor

Agreements address labor supply, secure workers’
classification, set good wages, promote strong health
and safety standards, and ensure large-scale projects are completed on time, with the highest degree
of quality, efficiency and safety.”
PLAs not only create well-paying jobs for construction workers, McGarvey added, but promote
local hiring and support union apprenticeship programs, which offer “women, people of color and veterans access construction career pathways.”
“As a result, these agreements are proven to
boost local economies, address inequities and uplift
marginalized communities, and achieve substantial,
direct cost savings by standardizing contract terms
among various crafts.”
Unions estimated the executive order would apply
to about $262 billion in federal construction contracting and create work for 200,000 union members.
Biden’s order covers not just work on roads,
bridges, subways and airports, but all types of infrastructure. He specifically singled out improving U.S.
ports and waterways.
Biden said his order will “help ensure we build a
better America, we build it right, and we build it on
time, and we build it cheaper than it would have
been otherwise.”
“You know, the executive order is making sure
federal construction projects get completed on time
and under budget, saving taxpayers money, clearing
construction zones quickly, and ensuring everything
the federal government signs to contract to build is
built to last,” the president added.

BTCU plans new $2 million
Shoreview branch
By Steve Share
Minneapolis Labor Review editor
After a few months of delays due to supply chain
issues, Building Trades Credit Union is about to tear
down its current branch location in Shoreview and
begin construction of a brand-new replacement facility
there. The cost for the new, 3,100-square-foot building
will be a little more than $2 million, reported Rick
Odenthal, BTCU president and CEO.
“The hope is by the end of the year to have everything up and running,” Odenthal said. “It will be a nice,
modern facility.”
BTCU has operated a branch office for 20-plus
years at the current facility at 3353 North Rice Street in
Shoreview. BTCU’s main office is in Maple Grove, with
another branch office in Bloomington.
While the new Shoreview branch is under construction, BTCU will serve credit union members in the
area from a temporary branch office, located less than
two miles away at 2688 Rice Street in Little Canada.
BTCU planned to move from the Shoreview office into
the temporary location over President’s Day weekend,
with no delay in service.
The new Shoreview branch “will be 100% union
completed and constructed,” Odenthal said.
In addition, Odenthal said, BTCU aims to make the
new building a showplace highlighting the craftwork of
skilled union construction trades workers, with ideas
contributed by the trades unions and their training
centers. “We’re really excited to be doing this project,”
he said.
Once BTCU moves into its new Shoreview quarters,
Odenthal said, “we’ll have some additional square
footage but what we’ll really have is more efficient use
of the space.”
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No empty threat:
St. Paul educators
went on strike just
two years ago
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

“I want our district to value our knowledge
and expertise, and actually support us in our
efforts instead of dismissing us and saying they
know better.”
District plays hardball
School districts and their unions negotiate every
two years, and strike votes have become more common in recent years, since the state eliminated a
penalty for districts that fail to finalize employee
agreements by a certain deadline, SPFE member
Peter Grebner said.
“The district has no incentive to take us seriously
until our members show they are willing to support
their bargaining team and help fight for our
demands,” he said.
“Although strike votes are stressful, they now
appear to be necessary if we are to continue to win
some of our proposals and prevent them from
removing things we have won previously.”
But Grebner, a longtime member of the union’s
bargaining team, said the district’s stance is more
hardline this year than he has ever seen.
Not only are SPPS negotiators effectively stonewalling most of SPFE’s 23 proposals, the district is
seeking to claw back hard-won language in the educators’ contracts around mental health supports,
class sizes and even guaranteed recess for elementary students.
“Trying to take advantage of the pandemic to
take away these things is not only harmful, but disrespectful to families and employees,” Grebner said.
Back to the picket line?
While union negotiators are hoping for progress
when talks with the district resume, the strike vote is
no empty threat.
Most of SPFE’s 3,000-plus members, who
include teachers, educational assistants and professional staff in the district, already have experience
on the picket line, having joined a weeklong strike in
March 2020.
At the time, union leaders said the strike would
likely have continued were it not for uncertainty surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic.
Myers, who also serves on the bargaining team,
said the district seems to be taking the same
approach it did two years ago, marked by a stubborn
“unwillingness … to actively participate in the process.”
“I am voting for a strike so that our kids can get
what they need: a real, well-rounded education
where they see educators that look like them, who
can support their mental health as well as their academic needs, who will be there for them every step
of the way because they are provided with the tools
they need,” Myers added.
SPFE must deliver 10 days’ notice to the district
before the union can legally go on strike.
“Nobody wants a strike,” Grebner said.
“However, I will walk a picket line to improve our
public schools...
“Sometimes there needs to be a disruption to
enact change and make things better.”
Support educators’ petition
Educators urged community members to call on
administrators to quit stalling and begin taking the
negotiations seriously, and to sign the petition in
support of their student-centered contract demands
at bit.ly/StPaulStudentsDeserve.

Members of the St. Paul and Minneapolis educators’ unions cross the Ford Parkway bridge into the capital city.
Union Advocate photos

WHAT ABOUT THE KIDS? EXACTLY.

Minneapolis, St. Paul teachers march together for student-centered demands
By Steve Share
Minneapolis Labor Review editor
Despite a windchill of minus 13 degrees, hundreds
and hundreds of members of the Minneapolis
Federation of Teachers and St. Paul Federation of
Educators gathered at Wabun Picnic Area in
Minneapolis Saturday, February 12 for a rally and a
march across the Mississippi River to St. Paul’s
Hillcrest Regional Park.
Both unions had scheduled strike votes for the
week ahead. They’re calling for better pay for teachers
and paraprofessionals, lower class sizes, and more
support for students, including more school counselors.
As teachers gathered in Wabun Picnic Area waiting for the rally to begin, they readily shared why they
had turned out en masse for the event. All bundled up
for the cold, a group of teachers from Burroughs
Community School in Minneapolis posed for a group
photo.
“We are fighting for safe schools and living wages
— especially for our Education Support Professionals,
who often need to have more than one job,” said
Betsy May, Minneapolis, a first grade teacher at the K5 school who has worked 29 years for the Minneapolis
Public Schools.
The crowd kept growing at Wabun Picnic Area,
with organizers reporting more than 1,000 people
attending, and the rally began with remarks from
union presidents Greta Callahan from Minneapolis
and Leah VanDassor from St. Paul.
As teachers in the two unions prepare for their
strike votes, Callahan warned the crowd, they will be
asked, “what about the kids?” She offered teachers
what to say in response: “Exactly!”
The school districts’ current direction, she said, is
harming kids.
“The time is now. We can’t wait any longer,” urged
VanDassor. To the Minneapolis and St. Paul school

Twin Cities educators march to show they are serious about
their student-centered contract demands.
district’s two superintendents, she said, “we can make
it easy for you, Ed and Joe… Put families and kids as
number one!’
“We are here in strength and solidarity from both
sides of the river… Our students and families are hurting,” said rally speaker Errol Edwards, a SPFE member
and school counselor at Obama Elementary. “Our districts have given us no choice,” he said. “When the
district wants to increase class sizes, what are we
going to do?”
The crowd roared back: “Stand up, fight back!”
“We shouldn’t need to be here,” said Bernie
Burnham, newly-elected president of the Minnesota
AFL-CIO and former president of the Duluth
Federation of Teachers. “Educators should be
respected and paid well.”
“As I think about my colleagues in the Legislature,
we have work to do to fully-fund education,” said
Minnesota State Senator Erin Murphy, St. Paul. “Our
future rests on this fight!”
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Education MN backs lobbying push for expanded child care
Access to early care and education is good for children, parents and communities. But the shortage of
child care providers in Minnesota has gone from bad to
worse during the pandemic.
Union educators are putting their weight behind a
push to address the child care crisis this legislative session, teaming up with Head Start advocates, child care
providers and parents who want a portion of the state’s
$7.7 billion budget surplus invested in early education.
In a virtual press conference last month,
Maplewood child care teacher Mary Solheim said
change won’t happen in the industry unless stakeholders come together and demand it.
“We need a unified understanding of each other, an
understanding that child care, early learning and public education can coexist together because we are
equally important in the lives of our families,” Solheim
said. “Children need education, children need care
and children need to be educated by caring people.”
Solheim is a leader in the advocacy group Kids
Count On Us. Its agenda includes capping child care
costs at 7% of a family’s income and giving workers in
the industry better wages and career opportunities.
Greta Holupchinski, a Head Start home visitor in
Ramsey County, said it’s time for Minnesota to start
recognizing the importance of child care and early education to the state’s economy – and investing accordingly.
“The benefits of accessible child care affect everyone in a community, not just the families and kids,”
Holupchinski said. “We’re currently seeing a huge
worker shortage, and lack of child care is one of those
causes.”
Minnesota was short nearly 80,000 child care slots
before COVID-19, according to the Minnesota
Department of Employment and Economic
Development. Federal employment data shows the
industry lost about a third of its workers at the outset of
the pandemic, and employment remains below prepandemic levels.
Kirsten Ragatz, a former preschool and kindergarten teacher in Minneapolis and St. Paul, said she
retired early two years ago, in part, because of a “lack of
respect for teachers at every level.”
“Now that we are in global pandemic, teachers are
leaving the profession at very high rates, and no one

who has worked in a school or child care center is surprised,” she said.
Attracting workers to the field is a challenge,
researchers say, given long hours and wages that often
are too low to meet the cost of living – even for positions
that require post-secondary degrees, like preschool
teachers.
But availability isn’t the only barrier families seeking child care face. The average cost of full-time care
ranges from $12,000 to over $15,000 in Minnesota.
LaTanya Hughes, a personal care attendant who
manages two group homes, said she applied for child
care assistance from the state, but was denied because
her income was too high. When she found a child care
center that would accept her 5-year-old, Hughes had to
take another job to cover the fees, only increasing her
child care costs further.
“Sometimes I feel like the working people are
penalized the most,” Hughes said.
Even for families who qualify, the state child care
assistance program lacks sufficient funding, resulting
in long waitlists in some areas of the state.
Gov. Tim Walz set out to change that last week. He
proposed spending $2.6 billion over the next three
years to fund state’s subsidy program in full, eliminate
waitlists and raise reimbursement rates for providers.
The plan would also provide direct grants to keep child
care centers and family providers open.
Advocates at the press conference called the governor’s proposal a necessary first step, and they urged
legislators to act during the 2022 legislative session.
Mercedes Lee, a member of the St. Paul Federation
of Educators who has taught kindergarten and second
grade, said the most important return on an investment in early care and education is the opportunity it
provides children.
“It was always incredibly apparent to me who had
experiences with early education and child care prior
to coming to kindergarten, and who did not,” Lee said.
“Early education matters, and if we truly care about
our children, we need to prioritize funding and
resourcing early education. And we need a strong
workforce that is well supported through wages, benefits and educational opportunities, so that they can give
their full selves to the children they are educating.”
– Michael Moore, Union Advocate editor

House proposal would add oversight to nursing home labor standards
Nursing home workers said a bill introduced in the
DFL-controlled House last month would raise standards
in their industry and help address a staffing crisis.
Authored by House Majority Leader Ryan Winkler,
the measure would create the Nursing Home
Workforce Standards Board, with three government
representatives, three employer representatives and
three worker representatives. The board would have
the power to set basic labor standards, like a minimum wage, for the nursing home industry.
Linda Zopfi, a nursing home floor technician from
Clearwater and member of SEIU Healthcare
Minnesota, said the board has potential to ensure “living wages, pensions and decent health insurance” for
all nursing home workers, “so that, even when things
get tough, nursing homes will be able to retain staff.”
Rasha Ahmad Sharif, SEIU executive vice president, said the board is a long-term fix for the staffing
problem nursing homes face – and would help level
the playing field for workers in the industry.
“Millions are being spent on bonuses that just
encourage one nursing home to poach staff from
another home,” she said. “We need to lift up all
workers and provide a career path and benefits that

will not only retain our current workers who have
stayed loyal to their residents through the hardest
times but also draw tens of thousands of new workers
into our industry.”
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As staffing crisis deepens, lawmakers respond with bill to keep nurses at bedside
By Michael Moore
Union Advocate editor
State lawmakers are taking aim at the
staffing crisis in Minnesota hospitals and
its crushing toll on registered nurses and
their mental health.
Members of the Minnesota Nurses
Association joined DFL lawmakers at a
Capitol press conference last month to
unveil legislation that would set a hard
cap on the number of patients under any
nurse’s charge, require hospitals to be
more transparent and give nurses a say
in unit-specific staffing limits in their
hospitals.
The Keeping Nurses at the Bedside
Act would also direct funds to recruit
and retain nurses, including $5 million
for student loan forgiveness, and it
would fund new mental health programs for hospital staff.
Sen. Erin Murphy, a registered nurse
and the bill’s chief author, called the
measure “a hyperlocal, hospital-by-hospital approach” to dealing with the staffing crisis.
“This is no quick fix,” she said. “This
is a comprehensive proposal to prepare
and retain Minnesota’s nurses at the
bedside.”
Union nurses have been clamoring
for action on unsafe staffing levels in
their hospitals since long before the
COVID-19 pandemic began, making the
issue a focal point of their contract and
legislative campaigns.
But the pandemic has deepened the
crisis. As hospitals buckled under the
pressure of multiple COVID-19 waves,
some nurses opted to take more lucrative work as temporary “travelers,” while
others, like Jean Forman, opted to leave
the profession rather than watch stan-

Abbott Northwestern nurse Becky Nelson describes the stress of working through the
hospital staffing crisis, as MNA President Mary Turner (L) and Sen. Erin Murphy, chief
author of the Keeping Nurses at the Bedside Act, listen.
Union Advocate photo
dards further erode.
“I left knowing that my moral compass no longer aligned with my
employer’s, and that was really hard,”
said Forman, who retired from her job as
an intensive care nurse at Abbott
Northwestern last year.
Becky Nelson, chair of MNA’s
Government Affairs Commission, has
stuck with her job at Abbott, but the
stress of being asked “to do more with

less” has led to depression and hair loss,
she said.
While nurses are “putting their physical and mental well being on the line,”
St. Joseph’s nurse Daniel Clute added,
the impact of short staffing on patient
care “keeps us up at night, haunting us.”
Nelson and Clute aren’t the only
ones speaking up.
Over 200 MNA members joined a virtual town hall with legislators in January,

flooding the chat with heartbreaking
stories from the front lines and pleas for
assistance.
MNA President Mary Turner, a nurse
in North Memorial’s COVID ICU, said
members reported more than four times
as many incidents of unsafe staffing in
their hospitals last year – 7,800 reports
statewide – as they did in 2014.
“The thing is, it’s the patients who
suffer,” Turner said. “It’s the patients
who don’t get turned every hour and a
half to two. It’s the patients who don’t
get their bathing done. It’s the patients
who don’t get the help eating. It’s the
medication that maybe isn’t given on
time. It’s the treatments that don’t get
done…
“We are here because we, honest to
God, are seeing that our patients are suffering, and it is intolerable to us.”
Gov. Tim Walz has earmarked $40
million in federal relief funds to
reinforce staffing – primarily among
nurses – in Minnesota hospitals this
winter. Members of the Minnesota
National Guard are also deployed to
some hospitals.
But the Keeping Nurses at the
Bedside Act, Nelson said, is the kind of
long-term solution needed “to ensure
hospital executives adhere to the staffing
grids they set, and that there are programs in place to support nurses at the
bedside, where we want to be.”
Added Clute: “We aren’t trying to
sink hospital systems with unreasonable
demands. We’re trying to preserve the
quality and standards that will keep
Minnesota being one of the best states
for health care for years to come.
“We’re trying to protect our patients
and our practice.”

House bill targets high injury rates in Amazon’s Minnesota warehouses
Responding to disproportionately
high rates of injury and employee turnover at Amazon warehouses here,
Minnesota lawmakers last month introduced legislation that would put the facilities under new scrutiny when it comes to
ensuring workers have access to break
time and advance notice of performance
quotas that could result in discipline.
“It’s our job as legislators to ensure all
Minnesota workers return safely to their
families,” said Rep. Rob Ecklund (DInternational Falls), chair of the House
Labor, Industry, Veterans and Military
Affairs Finance and Policy Committee.
“This bill will help ensure accountability is
in place so employees have the information they need to be safe on the job.”
Ecklund, Rep. Emma Greenman (DMinneapolis) and other DFL lawmakers
co-authored the measure, House File
2774, after a report issued in December by
the National Employment Law Project
backed up the accounts of local Amazon
workers who, at protests and other actions
in recent years, have described an unrelenting pace, frequent injuries and generally poor working conditions.
The NELP report cited Amazon’s own

data showing 11.1 injuries annually per
100 full-time-equivalent warehouse
workers between 2018 and 2020. That’s
more than twice the rate of injuries at
non-Amazon warehouses, which averaged 5.2 per 100 full-time workers during
the same time frame.
Amazon’s Shakopee facility is particularly dangerous, 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 muscle
strains, which can have lifelong effects.
The injuries are also “completely preventable,” Tung said, if workers are allowed
enough time to recover between repetitive tasks.
But local warehouse workers, some of
whom testified at the bill’s first committee
hearing Feb. 10, said rest and recovery too
often fall victim to Amazon’s “rate” – company-speak for the productivity quotas
warehouse workers must meet.
Tyler Hamilton, who has worked at
the Shakopee facility for over four years,
compared Amazon’s rate to a computer
algorithm, but with human inputs. The

result is a culture of “fear and paranoia”
among workers, he told lawmakers.
“You’ll overreach, you’ll cut corners,
you’ll do things to improve your rate,”
Hamilton said. “When you’re rushed,
when you under stress, that weighs on
people.”
Mohamed Mire, a warehouse worker
since 2017, said the struggle to meet
Amazon’s rate feels like “we are fighting
against a machine, but we cannot win
because we are human.”
The proposed legislation would require
Amazon and other warehouse employers
to spell out for their workers what their productivity quotas are and what the consequences will be if they fail to meet them.
The measure would also require at least
two days’ advance notice of changes to the
quota and give workers the right to request
information gathered by the employer to
track their performance.
The bill would prohibit warehouses
from disciplining workers for failing to
meet a quota that does not allow for
legally allowed breaks. And it would
require the Department of Labor and
Industry to open an investigation if a
warehouse’s injury rate exceeds the

industry average by more than 30%.
Greenman called the measure appropriate, given Amazon’s growing footprint
in the state. It’s only fair, she said, to
expect the company live up to the standards other warehouse employers in
Minnesota are already meeting.
“When we as lawmakers hear from
workers and read reports like this – about
injury rates at a single company that are
double the rate of others in the industry in
Minnesota – we should take notice, we
should ask questions and we should listen
to what those workers are telling us,”
Greenman said.
The measure cleared its first hurdle in
the House, advancing out of Ecklund’s
Labor Committee.
Amazon workers are organizing locally
with the Awood Center, a worker center in
the Twin Cities’ East African community.
– Michael Moore, UA editor
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Unions: Use historic budget surplus to invest in infrastructure, essential workers
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

While Gov. Tim Walz and a labor
friendly DFL majority in the House have
expressed an appetite for robust investments and pro-worker policies, the outlook is less rosy in the Senate, where
Republicans hold a narrow majority.
“The Senate has proven to be an
obstacle – if not a roadblock – for years to
paid family and medical leave, as well as
more recently frontline worker pay,”
said Melissa Hysing, the Minnesota
AFL-CIO’s legislative and strategic
research director. “The challenge is
always going to be the Senate.”
Minnesota unions are sure to
advance their own priorities to the
Capitol with solidarity from the labor
community. But here’s a look at the
agenda unions crafted together as part of
the Minnesota AFL-CIO, which unites
over 1,000 affiliate unions and 300,000
working people.
• Infrastructure jobs
Not only is it a bonding year, but the
$1 trillion federal infrastructure bill,
signed into law by President Joe Biden
last November, gives Minnesota an
opportunity to leverage additional funds
for capital investment and create tens of
thousands of family-sustaining jobs.
The Minnesota Building and
Construction Trades Council, the voice of
the state’s construction unions, praised
Walz’s Local Jobs and Projects Plan,
unveiled earlier this month. In a statement, Executive Director Tom Dicklich
said the $2.7 billion infrastructure bill
would leverage funding to support “statewide projects for years to come.”
“The passage of the Local Jobs and
Projects act will provide an opportunity to
create a solid pipeline of projects that can
sustain the construction industry and the
jobs it provides,” Dicklich said. “We thank
Governor Walz and his team for putting
forward this plan and urge all lawmakers
to work together to make these needed
investments in the jobs and infrastructure

Workers’ comp measure an early win for workers

For updates on the Minnesota AFLCIO’s work at the Capitol, follow the
federation on Facebook and Twitter,
or sign up for text and e-mail alerts.
that Minnesota deserves.”
• Frontline worker pay
Last July, Minnesota lawmakers set
aside $250 million in funds to compensate essential workers for keeping the
state running during the COVID-19 pandemic. But workers never received a
penny, as lawmakers on a bipartisan
working group failed to agree on who
should be eligible.
Republicans on the working group
blocked any plan that did not direct the
payments to a narrow pool of health care
workers, first responders and long-termcare workers. But unions, including the
Minnesota Nurses Association, argued
against excluding any frontline worker.
Hysing said the Minnesota AFL-CIO
will support Walz’s proposal to give each
of the state’s estimated 667,000 frontline
workers a $1,500 bonus, calling it “unfinished business.”
Julie Bleyhl, executive director of the
American Federation of State, County
and Municipal Employees (AFSCME)
Council 5, called Senate Republicans
“disrespectful” for seeking to exclude
retail workers, bus drivers, janitors and
others from the payments. Many
Minnesotans have churned through
their paid time off – or gone without pay
– to quarantine or provide care for themselves and their families.
“While the need for public services
has increased dramatically for many
years, the COVID-19 pandemic has had

In what Minnesota unions hope is
a sign of things to come, the first bill
signed into law by Gov. Tim Walz during the 2022 state legislative session
was a top labor priority: extending
workers’ compensation benefits to
frontline workers who contract
COVID-19.
The measure is a renewal of rules
established in the early months of the
pandemic making health care
workers and first responders eligible
for workers’ compensation benefits
when they test positive for COVID-19,
based on a blanket presumption they
contracted virus at work.
“The
COVID-19
pandemic
remains a serious danger for countless working Minnesotans on the
front lines,” Minnesota AFL-CIO
President Bernie Burnham said.
“Reinstating the presumption, something the Minnesota AFL-CIO has
consistently advocated for, is the right
thing for lawmakers to do.”
a particularly devastating impact on our
workforce, through forced overtime and
COVID-19 exposure,” Bleyhl said. “That
is why our union remains steadfast in
our commitment to fighting for frontline
worker bonus pay for all frontline worker
heroes.”
• Paid family leave
In more unfinished business, unions
will continue to co-chair a statewide
coalition of labor, faith and community
organizations lobbying to extend paid
family and medical leave benefits to all
workers in the state. (Full story below.)
• Wage theft
Despite passing with bipartisan support in 2019, Minnesota’s new wage theft
law – the strongest in the nation – has
been a target of attempts to weaken its

Walz said the extension, passed
with bipartisan support, “makes it
clear that in Minnesota, we are grateful for our first responders, take care
of our workers and give them both the
benefits they deserve.”
The previous law extending the
presumption to frontline workers
expired Dec. 31, 2021, leaving 183,000
workers without the guarantee of
benefits. Over 22,500 workers have
received $20 million in compensation
under the presumption.
The new bill would extend the
presumption to Jan. 13, 2023, but
Burnham said the Legislature should
do more to expand workers’ compensation eligibility “to more essential
workers unable to do their jobs
remotely.”
The new law applies to firefighters,
paramedics, police officers, correctional officers, health care providers,
long-term care workers and some
child care workers.
protections and soften penalties on
offending employers. Hysing pointed to
Republican proposals last year that
would have stripped language requiring
employers to notify new workers of their
wages before their first shift.
“So workers wouldn’t know until
after they’ve received their first paycheck what they’re supposed to receive,”
she said. “One of the first defenses
against wage theft is workers knowing
what they’re supposed to be paid – that
shared understanding between the
worker and employer about what the
wage is for work performed.
“We will continue to work to maintain these hard-won protections and
make sure workers get paid for the work
they’ve done.”

Coalition backing paid family leave hopes lawmakers took lessons from pandemic
A union-backed coalition of groups
renewed its lobbying push for paid family
leave on Valentine’s Day – and not by
accident.
Love is at the heart of the proposed
legislation, advocates said, adding that its
failure to gain traction in the Senate over
the past six years has cornered too many
Minnesota families into achingly difficult
choices that no one should have to make.
“No family should have to choose
between a paycheck and caring for their
loved ones,” said Rev. Vanessa Bradby,
pastor of New Spirit United Church of
Christ in Savage. “If we are serious about
loving our neighbor, we should be serious
about passing paid family and medical
leave.”
Bradby and other faith leaders are
once again teaming with small business
owners, unions and community groups to
push paid family and medical leave legislation at the Capitol this year.

Their proposal, which has support
from the House DFL majority and Gov.
Tim Walz, would create a statewide insurance pool to cover the cost of replacement
wages for workers who take time off for
the birth or adoption of a child, or to be
with an ailing family member.
It would operate like the state’s unemployment insurance system, with workers
and employers paying into the proposed
fund. Workers who access the benefit
would be eligible for up to 12 weeks of
leave, with benefits ranging from 55 to
80% of their typical wages.
Republicans who control the Senate
have been cool to the idea of a statewide
family leave benefit in recent years, but
advocates say the COVID-19 pandemic
has raised awareness of the need to give
all workers – regardless of their race, class
or zip code – the time they need to care for
themselves and their families.
“The COVID pandemic has exposed

the inadequate and inconsistent safety
net available for families in this state,” the
bill’s chief author, Rep. Ruth Richardson
(D-Mendota Heights), said. Richardson
noted that low-wage workers, workers of
color and women are much less likely to
have access to family leave than other
workers, and she pointed to research
showing the “stark disparities” in mental
and physical health outcomes that result
from lack of access to paid leave, including higher rates of infant mortality and
pre-term births.
Advocates praised the DFL proposal to
invest part of the state’s projected $7.7 billion budget surplus in pre-funding two
years’ worth of benefits while the paid
family leave program gets up and running.
“We cannot stand by and pretend we
can’t do anything about” disparities in
access to essential economic measures
like paid family leave, said Gloria Perez,
president of the Women’s Foundation of

Minnesota.
The proposed legislation would also
help level the playing field for small businesses in the hyper-competitive labor
market, said Dan Swenson-Klatt, owner of
a bakery and café in Minneapolis.
“As much as I would like to provide
paid leave to all of my employees, I cannot
do it alone,” he said.
The Minnesotans for Paid Family &
Medical Leave coalition brings together
over 30 organizations, and the state’s
largest labor federation, the Minnesota
AFL-CIO, is a co-chair.
“Essential workers have sacrificed
their time and risked their safety like never
before,” Minnesota AFL-CIO President
Bernie Burnham said. “But hopefully,
we’ve all gained a greater appreciation of
how precious time with our loved ones
truly is – and how we need the freedom to
care for them when they need us.”
– Michael Moore, UA editor
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McCarthy retires, Burnham sworn in as Minnesota AFL-CIO president
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

well-paying jobs which will strengthen
our communities and, finally, raising the
voices of all working people and their
families.”
McCarthy, a longtime member of
UNITE HERE Local 17, retired after more
than six years as president of the state federation of labor unions, representing more
than 300,000 working people.
The federation’s General Board
voted unanimously in December to elect
Burnham, a former Duluth elementary
teacher and member of Education
Minnesota. She is the federation’s 10th
president and, as a Pacific-Islander, the
first person of color elected to the office.
Burnham pledged to carry forward
the Minnesota AFL-CIO’s racial-equity
and diversity work, both internally and
in the community at large. She has cochaired the federation’s Committee on
Racial and Economic Justice for the last
two years.
“I am committed to broadening our
understanding of one another’s
members, our unions and other organizations,” Burnham added. “We must
stay united against the forces that try to
divide us.”
Burnham also pointed to recent
workforce data showing Minnesota’s
union membership is growing, and she
called on unions across the state to work
together, in partnership with the federation, to keep that momentum going.
“Let’s work to keep growing,” she

Bill McCarthy administers the oath of office to Bernie Burnham.
said. “One-to-one conversations, mentorship, increasing and supporting
apprenticeship programs in our schools
– these are some of the ways we will
make this happen.”
Burnham taught for 14 years in the
Duluth Public Schools and was elected
president of the Duluth Federation of
Teachers. Members of Education
Minnesota elected her the statewide vice
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president in 2019.
Burnham is a dues-paying member of
the Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance,
which released a statement celebrating
her swearing-in. Jigme Ugen, the APALA’s
state president and executive vice president of SEIU Healthcare Minnesota,
called it a “historic and exciting moment”
for the local labor movement.
“Besides being the first person of color

and AAPI to be elected president of the
MN AFL-CIO, Bernie brings decades of
union membership with diverse experiences around racial and social justice at
the local and national level,” Ugen said.
“She is an inspiring choice to lead our
labor movement into the future.”
Burnham will serve alongside
Secretary-Treasurer Brad Lehto, who
has held office since 2018. Both officers’
terms run until the next Minnesota AFLCIO convention, planned in September.
McCarthy, meanwhile, retired after
36 years in the labor movement, a career
that began as a bartender at Cleo’s
Lounge on the 50th floor of the IDS
Tower in downtown Minneapolis.
He rose through the ranks and
served 15 years as president of Local 17,
the Twin Cities hospitality union, before
a successful run for president of the
Minneapolis Central Labor Council in
2002. McCarthy won election as state
AFL-CIO president in 2015.
The outgoing president thanked his
staff, the federation’s board members
and its affiliate unions for their support,
and said the federation is “positioned
well” for the transition.
“I want to congratulate President
Burnham on her history making
achievement and wish her all the best in
leading Minnesota’s labor movement,”
McCarthy said. “The Minnesota AFLCIO is in good hands with an exceptional
leader in the fight to build a more just
and equitable state.”

Labor News in Review

BAKERS’ BENEFITS UNDER ATTACK

Despite the dedication and sacrifice of bakery
workers through the COVID-19 pandemic, United
Natural Foods, Inc. (UNFI) is seeking to withdraw from
the workers’ union pension and health plans, and eliminate daily time-and-one-half pay for overtime.
The UNFI contract proposal would affect about 220
members of BCTGM Local 22 who work at the 43 Cub
Foods stores owned by UNFI in the Twin Cities area.
Workers currently are working under the terms of a
contract that expired Sept. 5, 2021. In negotiations for a
new contract, UNFI wants to withdraw from the
Minnesota Bakers Pension Fund and, instead, offer
workers participation in a company 401(k) retirement
plan. The bakers’ defined-benefit pension, however, is
worth a lot more to workers, said Wally Borgan, president
of Local 22. The union pension fund, which is fully-funded,
is “one of the healthiest pension funds in the country,”
Borgan added. “Why would we just give that up?”
Even more damaging to workers, Borgan said,
UNFI wants Local 22 members to transition from the
union’s health plan to the company’s health plan. He
said the company plan could cost workers as much as
$10,000 more per year in medical expenses.
All together, the UNFI proposal is “ludicrous,”
Borgan said. “The members on our bargaining committee are insulted by this, coming from a company
that made a fortune when restaurants shut down…
That’s what the reward is?”
Not all Cub Foods locations are owned by UNFI. So
how do shoppers know which Cub stores are? “They
really don’t, but we’re about to educate them,” Borgan
said, adding the company plans to leaflet customers at
UNFI-owned Cub stores March 4 and March 5.
– Minneapolis Labor Review

CHISAGO LAKES CUSTODIANS WIN

After forming a union last spring to address their
concerns about wages, workloads and turnover, custodians in the Chisago Lakes school district reached a
first union contract that will raise starting wages by
nearly $2.99 per hour, among other benefits.
But the bargaining unit of about 20 workers, represented by Service Employees (SEIU) Local 284, had to
fight for their contract gains.
When the district brought a high-priced attorney
into bargaining last November, union members staged
a rally with support from several other local unions,
calling on administrators to invest in services, not
union-busting.
“They were willing to pay him $250 an hour to do
nothing,” SEIU Local 284 Executive Director Kelly
Gibbons said. “We kicked their butts.
“These guys were committed to going on strike all
the way up to the last minute. The custodians wanted
15 more cents on the wages, and the district said no. So
we told them we’ll file for 10-day notice of a strike. And
the district came back and gave them the 15 cents.”
Other gains in the new contract include an annual
uniform allowance, stipends for certain technical positions, a shorter pay schedule and a step toward getting
the same health insurance contribution as educators in
the district.

POSTAL UNIONS CHEER REFORM BILL

The U.S. Senate was expected to act last month on
postal reform legislation, which passed the U.S. House
Feb. 8 with strong bipartisan support. All eight of
Minnesota’s U.S. House members — four Democrats
and four Republicans — voted in favor.
The chief reform in the bill: eliminating a 2006 man-

date passed by Congress that requires the Postal
Service to pre-fund retiree health care 75 years into the
future. The mandate has proven to be financially crippling to the USPS.
For years, the American Postal Workers Union and
the National Association of Letter Carriers have campaigned with other unions to repeal the pre-funding
mandate, including local rallies.
In the Senate, the postal reform bill has 14
Republican sponsors, another strong measure of bipartisan support. “Major bipartisan support is good – it
shows the American public is supporting us,” said
Samantha Hartwig, president of NALC Branch 9 in
Minneapolis. “This is huge.”
– Steve Share, Minneapolis Labor Review

LABOR COLLEGE SETS COURSES

Online classes including “Campaign & Organizing
Strategies,” “Labor in Documentary Film” and “Labor
& Immigration” will be offered beginning in March by
New Brookwood Labor College.
Spring classes begin March 21 and will meet weekly
for 10 weeks. For students sponsored by a union or
employed by an organization, standard tuition is $500
per class. For students taking a class on their own, a
meaningful donation is requested. No student will be
turned away for lack of funding.
Based in the Twin Cities, the New Brookwood
Labor College takes its name and inspiration from the
original Brookwood Labor College, which helped to
train a generation of labor activists from 1919-1937 in
New York state.
To register, or for more information, visit newbrookwood.org.
– Minneapolis Labor Review

MARCH 2022 • THE UNION ADVOCATE • 11

Minutes of the Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation
JANUARY 12, 2022
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, Edwards, Engeldorf, Gale,
Gibbons, Guertin, Hoerth, Luneburg,
Madden, McNamara, Michelson,
Peterson, Renne, Schmidt, Seath,
Slattery, Terry, Varco, and Wynn.
Excused were Hoppe, MarkhamKocurek, Tastad-Damer, Vandassor,
and Vanderport. Absent were Ryan,
and Sansom.
CREDENTIALS
Credentials were received from
AFSCME Local 2508, Pipefitters Local
455, Plumbers Local 34, and
Sprinkler Fitters Local 417. President
Peterson administered the Oath of
Obligation to those new delegates and
alternates present on-line.
MINUTES
M/S/C TO APPROVE MINUTES
OF OCTOBER 13 AND NOVEMBER
10, 2021, AS PUBLISHED IN THE
UNION ADVOCATE NEWSPAPER
AFTER THE ACTING SECRETARYTREASURER NOTES THERE ARE NO
ADDITIONS OR CHANGES CALLED
FOR.
COMMITTEE ON POLITICAL
EDUCATION (COPE) MINUTES
JANUARY 12, 2022
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, Edwards,
Engeldorf, Gale, Gibbons, Guertin,
Hoerth, Luneburg, Madden,
McNamara, Michelson, Peterson,
Renne, Schmidt, Seath, Slattery, Terry,
Varco, and Wynn. Excused were
Hoppe, Markham-Kocurek, TastadDamer, Vandassor, and Vanderport.
Absent were DeRoy, Krey, Lohmann,
Mayer, Naseth, Ryan, Sansom and
Wise.
Items to come before this committee included:
• President Peterson reported on
the following:
– AFL-CIO campaign regarding
John L. Lewis Voting Rights
Advancement Act.
– Legislative session beginning
January 31, 2022.
– Precinct Caucuses scheduled
February 1, 2022.
– MN AFL-CIO Labor Lobbyists
meetings start on February 4, 2022.
Contact President Peterson or staff if
you need to connect to the group.
There being no further business
to come before this committee the
meeting adjourned.
EXECUTIVE BOARD MINUTES
JANUARY 12, 2022
The Executive Board met upon
conclusion 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 Martin Hoerth,
AFSCME Local 844, to replace
Theresa St. Aoro on the Saint Paul
Regional Labor Federation Executive

Board and as the Ramsey County
Labor Assembly Chairperson.
– The St. Paul Labor Studies and
Resource Center’s Jean Jones Coats
initiative raised $3,600 to purchase
coats, hats, mittens, and snow pants
that was delivered to the Saint Paul
Public Schools Title 1 Project Reach
program.
– Due to COVID-19 and wanting
to keep everyone safe, we will not be
participating in the Saint Paul Winter
Carnival Grande Day Parade.
• Labor-Red Cross Blood Drive,
Eleventh Annual Labor Bowl, Union
Job and Resource Fair were discussed.
• LSRC’s Labor Community Action
Committee will explore and evaluate
participating in a diaper drive collection.
• M/S/C TO APPOINT MARTIN
HOERTH, AFSCME LOCAL 844, TO
THE SAINT PAUL RLF EXECUTIVE
BOARD AND RAMSEY COUNTY
LABOR ASSEMBLY CHAIRPERSON.
• M/S/C TO MAKE A $850
CONTRIBUTION TO WORKING PARTNERSHIPS FOR THEIR ANNUAL
2021 FUNDRAISER.
• M/S/C TO PURCHASE TWO
TICKETS TO THE SAINT PAUL
BUILDING AND CONSTRUCTION
TRADE COUNCIL’S GOLD PLATE
DINNER AT A COST OF $150 PER
TICKET.
• ORGANIZING UPDATES/CAMPAIGNS: AFSCME, Minnesota Nurses
Association and St. Paul Federation of
Educators Local 28 gave an update
on their organizing activities.
• THANK YOU NOTES. Thank you
notes received from Catholic Charities
and Jewish Community Center for the
St. Paul Labor Studies and Resource
Center’s (LSRC) Labor of Love –
Sponsor a Family cub food gift cards,
and LSRC for the RLF’s contributions
to the Labor of Love – Sponsor a
Family program, Jean Jones Coats
Initiative and Silent Auction.
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 December 2021. The
report was accepted as read.
PRESIDENTS REPORT
President Peterson reported on

Solidarity in the fight for a fair contract at AT&T

About 1,800 members of the Communications Workers of America are in bargaining with AT&T
over a contract covering workers in its mobility retail outlets across the country. Members of CWA
locals 7200 and 7250 staged a Saturday-morning action outside the Highland Park store last
month, putting the company on notice that they are serious about doing whatever it takes to get a
fair deal. Minnesota AFL-CIO President Bernie Burnham (R) and Saint Paul Regional Labor
Federation President Kera Peterson (center, gray coat) joined the rally in a show of solidarity.
Union Advocate photo
the following:
• Telephone conversation with
National AFL-CIO President Liz Shuler
regarding how we can work together
on voting rights and with all State
Federations and Central bodies to
pass legislation.
• Please contact me if you need
contact information or are interested
in participating at the MN AFL-CIO
Labor Lobbyist Table on February 4,
2022.
• The MN AFL-CIO Labor 2022
Statewide meetings are the second
Thursday of the month.
• Due to redistricting, legislative
screenings will not be conducted until
after legislative districts are finalized.
Screenings will occur at the RLF Labor
Assemblies with recommendations to
the MN AFL-CIO.
• LSRC’s Jean Jones Coats
Initiative, Labor-Red Cross Blood
Drive, Eleventh Annual Labor Bowl

were discussed.
• Thank you for your energy and
activism.
REPORTS OF STANDING COMMITTEES
• Michael Madden reported on
behalf of the Chisago County Labor
Assembly. SEIU Local 284 is close to
a contract, and we are currently working to identify individuals to run for
school board. Our next meeting will be
the fourth Tuesday of the month at
6:00 p.m. via zoom.
• The next Dakota County Labor
Assembly 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 final details with the scholarships committee. Fall scholarships

will be available to any affiliated union
members that live in Washington
County. Our next meeting will be the
fourth Wednesday of the month at
6:00 p.m. via zoom.
GOOD AND WELFARE
• Jen Guertin, AFSCME Local
2508 and CD4 chairperson,
announced caucus training will be
held on Saturday, January 15, 2022,
at the Stillwater Library.
• The Minnesota AFL-CIO will be
collecting caucus resolutions. They
will be posted on-line on the MN AFLCIO website.
There being no further business
to come before this delegation, the
meeting adjourned.
Submitted by,
BERNADINE ENGELDORF
Secretary-Treasurer

