
Carpenters spotlight payroll  
fraud in their industry

Dave Hallis’ kitchen drain needed more 
than a quick fix, and caulking in the dis-
abled Navy veteran’s roll-in shower had 
begun to separate.  

So when Community Action 
Partnership of Ramsey and Washington 
Counties called Hallis in March to see if he 
could use some free plumbing repairs, the 
timing couldn’t have been better.  

Hallis was one of 25 Twin Cities home-
owners who received free service through 

local union plumbers’ annual Water’s Off 
service initiative March 26. 

“I’ve had a couple plumbers come in, 
but it would just continue leaking,” said 
Hallis, who lives in a Maplewood mobile 
home. “Without this help, these repairs 
wouldn’t be getting done because finan-
cially I am strapped. I was worried it would 
create more damage because hardwood 
floors and water don’t mix.” 

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 8)

Labor in the Community

After pandemic hiatus, St. Paul Plumbers  
union brings back Water’s Off service day 

Plumbers Local 34 members Brett Bernhjelm 
and Julia Kunze volunteer during the union’s 
Water’s Off service day. Union Advocate photo
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Do Something!

Stand up for  
frontline worker pay 

Throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic, Minnesotans have 
been working on the front lines 
to keep our state running and 
our families healthy. Essential 
workers have risked the health 
and well-being of themselves 
and their families, while corpo-
rations raked in profits and CEO 
pay skyrocketed. 

The State of Minnesota 
wouldn’t have a $9 billion pro-
jected budget surplus without 
the sacrifices made by essential 
workers. And now, state legis-
lators have a chance to recog-
nize frontline workers with 
checks of up to $1,500.  

That bill has already passed 
the Minnesota House, but it’s 
being held up by Republicans 
who control the Senate.  

On May 5, frontline workers 
will rally at 4 p.m. on the Capitol 
steps, calling on senators to 
respect, protect and pay 
Minnesota’s frontline workers. All 
supporters are invited to join.

www.stpaulunions.org 
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Labor Board 
reports 

‘surge’ in  
petitions for 

union  
elections 

 
Union Advocate staff 

American workers are joining 
together to form unions in 
numbers not seen for a decade, 
prompting the agency that over-
sees most organizing elections to 
issue a public appeal for more 
resources to prevent a backlog of 
cases. 

“While our dedicated board 
agents continue to process peti-
tions and conduct elections, 
investigate and prosecute stat-
utory violations, and obtain 
remedies for victims of unfair 
labor practices, the NLRB needs 
a significant increase of funds to 
fully effectuate the mission of the 
agency,” NLRB General Counsel 
Jennifer Abruzzo said in a press 
release. 

The agency reported a 57% 
increase in the number of peti-
tions filed by workers seeking 
union elections in the first six 
months of the fiscal year, and a 
14% increase in the number of 
unfair labor practice charges.  

The NLRB received 1,174 
petitions for election between 
Oct. 1, 2021, and March 31, up 
from 748 petitions during the 
same period a year earlier.  

The increase in organizing 

By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

The week before Tax Day, 
union carpenters across the 
Midwest called out contractors 
who commit payroll fraud to 
gain an unfair leg up in bidding 
on construction jobs, a practice 
that drains $136 million from 
state coffers each year in 
Minnesota alone, according to 

one recent study. 
In northeast Minneapolis 

April 13, members of the North 
Central States Regional Council 
of Carpenters picketed a res-
idential construction site, tak-
ing aim at Wisconsin-based 
Painting America Inc., a con-
tractor on the project, for 
undermining area wage and 
benefit standards. 

Painting America has faced 
charges from the Minnesota 
Department of Labor Industry 
for illegally misclassifying 

Members of the North Central States Regional Council of Carpenters demonstrate outside a develop-
ment site in northeast Minneapolis.          Union Advocate photo
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Solidarity in Action

Community Voices: Mark Ziegler

Competition is the foundation of our free enterprise system. 
Just as business success requires an ability to compete for cus-
tomers, it also depends on attracting and retaining qualified 
workers. As COVID 19 has disrupted just about every industry 
that relies on in-person or face-to-face work, there have been 
plenty of complaints about “labor shortages.” But not nearly 
enough discussion about what it takes to compete for labor. 

Construction is the fastest growing sector of our state’s econ-
omy. For the past 40 years I have worked in the industry and am 
the former president of Amerect, Inc. We specialize in the erection 
of structural steel and precast concrete for commercial and indus-
trial buildings. It is highly skilled and physically demanding work 
that must be done in person. Our company’s success is largely 
driven by our partnership with union ironworkers, operating engi-
neers and their hiring halls across the state and country.  

And every day, I hear industry peers concerned they won’t 
find workers with the requisite skills for projects. As our industry 
is being tasked with the work of building 21st century commer-
cial facilities and sufficient housing supply, and the critical work 
of modernizing our roads, bridges, schools, utilities and transit 
systems, it’s the kind of claim that gets your attention. Often, I’ll 
ask if they are parties to collective bargaining agreements with 
the trade unions who supply us with the craft workers we use on 
our projects. Very often, the answer is no. 

Yes, union construction workers earn higher wages, and 
most have health and retirement benefits. They also complete 
years of apprenticeship training to learn their craft with the high-
est standards of safety and productivity. This training is funded 
exclusively by union members and signatory contractors 
through hourly contributions to the joint apprenticeship fund. 
These joint apprenticeship programs produce 10 times the 
skilled trade workers in Minnesota as non-union programs, 
despite having nowhere near that level of overall market share. 

In the union construction model, pay rates, working con-
ditions and apprenticeship funding is privately negotiated 
between unions and individual employers or groups of 
employers. In exchange for a per-hour investment in workers – 
whose unions also take on the cost of administering health and 
pension programs – employers receive a steady labor supply. We 
get access to the specific skills and documented certifications we 
need, when we need them, whether it’s heavy equipment oper-
ators, truck drivers, structural and reinforcing ironworkers or 
carpenters. 

The non-union side of the industry operates very differently. 
There’s no comparable financing mechanism for recruiting and 
training apprentices. A recent study revealed that workers earn 

as much as 32% less and are half as likely to have health insur-
ance or retirement benefits. Nearly 13% rely on food stamps – 
effectively a government subsidy of low-wage construction 
employers. Ultimately, lower wages attract workers with lower 
skill levels. And research has shown these factors can contribute 
to lower productivity, more safety problems on the jobsite and 
costly problems with employee turnover and craftsmanship. 
This is a major reason why researchers have concluded there is 
no real difference in cost between projects built by union or non-
union construction workers. 

While it is true that the construction industry needs to recruit 
more workers, it is equally true that skilled craft unions and their 
signatory employers are not struggling nearly as much as our 
non-union peers. We have developed a scalable model that’s 
competitive in the labor market and expanding the diversity of 
our industry. The workers our industry needs are already here, if 
we’re willing to invest in them.  Many are in union halls ready to 
be dispatched to a jobsite. Others are getting ready in appren-
ticeship classes and at trade schools. Still others are in high 
school and eager to learn about the debt-free alternative to col-
lege that a career in the skilled construction trades can deliver. 

We need to do more to tell that story in schools, in the halls 
of government and all points in between. We need to encourage 
more contractors to join collective bargaining agreements, 
because the lower-wage and lower-skill model hasn’t saved cus-
tomers or taxpayers any money, nor has it proven to be an effec-
tive recruitment and retention strategy, especially in today’s risk 
environment. 

The partnership between signatory contractors and building 
trades unions is a win-win-win proposition for our workers, 
communities and the bottom line. Not because we always agree, 
but because we’ve built a best-in-class model to develop and 
compete for the skilled professionals that neither our businesses 
nor our industry can function without. 

– Mark Ziegler is a director of Minnesota’s Construction 
Industry Labor and Employers Council (CILEC). Learn more at 
www.mncilec.org. Ziegler’s commentary was originally published 
by the Minnesota Reformer at minnesotareformer.com. 

If construction firms need workers, they should turn to unions

“Our company’s success is largely driven  
by our partnership with unions and their  

hiring halls across the state and country.” 
– Mark Ziegler, former president of Amerect, Inc.

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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AFSCME Local 34 urges  
donations to Amazon union 

AFSCME Local 34, representing 
Hennepin County social services workers, 
posted this on its Facebook page April 8:  

“Our union approved… to send $1,034 
in support and solidarity with the Amazon 
Labor Union and invite other unions to 
back their efforts in organizing Amazon 
workers as well!” 

The independent Amazon Labor 
Union recently won a union election at an 
Amazon warehouse in New York – the first 
successful organizing drive at a U.S. 
Amazon facility. Until winning a first con-
tract, the Amazon Labor Union is entirely 
dependent on donations, the union’s 
website says. 

Donate online by searching for 
“Amazon Labor Union Solidarity Fund” at 
gofundme.com. 

– Minneapolis Labor Review
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By Steve Share  
Minneapolis Labor Review editor 

Striking members of the Minneapolis 
Federation of Teachers voted to ratify new 
two-year contracts for teachers and for 
Educational Support Professionals, ending 
a 14-day strike that began March 8. 

Under the terms of a negotiated return 
to work agreement, 4,500 teachers and 
ESPs returned to work March 28 for a day 
of prep time before classes resumed for the 
Minneapolis Public Schools’ 28,500 stu-
dents March 29. 

The union reported 76% of teachers 
voted to accept the tentative agreement for 
the teacher contract, and 80% of ESPs 
voted to accept the tentative agreement for 
their contract. 

In a statement announcing the ratifi-
cation votes, MFT said: “These historic 
agreements include significant wage 
increases for ESP and nation-leading pro-
tections for teachers of color, including 
exemptions from the excess and layoff pro-
cess and more. In addition to improving 
our students’ learning conditions by add-
ing more counselors, social workers, nurs-
es, and specialists, this strike also helped 
set the conditions for significant change 
within MPS and how it approaches its 
work.  

“Union leaders recognize that there is 
more work to do, and this is just the begin-
ning of turning around the Minneapolis 
Public Schools and are committed to con-
tinuing this work in the months and years 
to come.” 

“We know we have historic wins,” said 
Greta Callahan, president of the teacher 
chapter, in announcing the tentative 
agreements March 25. “We know we 
would not have been here without doing 
what we had to do.” 

Minneapolis educators went on strike 
for the first time since a 20-day strike in 

1970, walking off the job 19 days after MFT 
announced the results of a four-day strike 
authorization vote, with 97% of teachers 
and 98% of ESPs voting to strike. Voter 
turnout exceeded 90% of members. 

In addition to picketing at school sites 
each day of the strike, MFT members and 
supporters gathered for mass rallies and 
marches over the course of the strike, 
including a March 8 march to school dis-
trict headquarters for a rally there, a March 
9 rally at the State Capitol, a March 10 
march through downtown Minneapolis, 
and a March 18 rally outside the 
Governor’s Residence. 

Midway through the strike, one teacher 
commented, “the camaraderie and energy 
at the rallies has been great… I love our 
young, diverse progressive MFT leaders — 
they’ve inspired us.” 

“Our collective action for the past three 
weeks, and the support of our commu-
nities, have created the first lasting, 
enforceable guarantees about the size of 
classes our students will learn in as well as 
specific contract language around sup-
porting and retaining educators of color,” 
Callahan said. “We have increased our 
mental health support teams. We will 
return to our schools on Monday more 
united with our students, our commu-
nities, and each other.  

“That said, it is unacceptable that our 
district leaders kept students out of school 
for 14 days in order to add some of these 
critical supports for our students.” 

“The collective action of our members 
has shown that strikes work,” said Shaun 
Laden, president of MFT’s ESP chapter, 
announcing the tentative agreement 
March 25. “The district started out saying 
‘no, no, no, we will do business as usual.’” 

“We made significant progress in a lot 
of our “Safe and Stable Schools” prior-
ities,” Laden said. “We’ve proven we’re 

going to be doing things differently.” 
Laden commented after the 

announcement of the vote on the tentative 
agreement: “ESP held the line for 14 days, 
and ESP won significant raises, more 
hours, improvements in benefits, and sen-
iority rights for hundreds of ESP who 
didn’t have them. ESP will have more 
money in their pockets and our students 
will benefit from more stable schools.” 

“One of our 20-plus-year veteran ESP 
told me this was the best contract she 
could remember,” Laden said. “[This] 
agreement will allow some educators to 
quit their second and third jobs, more edu-
cators will be able to afford to stay at 
Minneapolis Public Schools, and most 
importantly our students will have more 
stable schools.” 

The strike drew national news media 
attention and strong support from 
teachers statewide and across the nation. 

State and national union leaders saw 
historic gains in the strike’s outcome. 
Education Minnesota President Denise 
Specht, representing the union of over 
90,000 educators, said the MFT’s new con-
tracts “will be a lighthouse for educators all 
over Minnesota who demand more 
respect, more support for their students, 
and living and competitive wages for every 
educator.” 

Becky Pringle, president of three-mil-
lion-member National Education 
Association, called the MFT strike “an 
example for educators across the country 
of what happens when we use our collec-
tive voice to achieve a better future and 
real, lasting change for our students.” 

“We know coming out of this strike that 
our union is stronger,” Laden said. 

To make up for 15 days of lost class time, 
the school day will be extended by 42 minutes 
each day beginning April 11 and the school 
year will be extended from June 10 to June 24.

Minneapolis educators ratify agreements after 14-day strike

Nominations open  
for Women Building 

Success awards 
After a two-year hiatus due to the pan-

demic, Women Building Success will 
again hold its annual awards ceremony 
June 1. Nominations for the awards, which 
recognize women in the Building Trades, 
will be accepted through May 18. 

Before the ceremony, planned from 5 
to 8 p.m. at Kellerman’s Event Center in 
White Bear Lake, Women Building 
Success will announce finalists for awards 
in three categories: Apprentice of the Year, 
Journeyworker of the Year and Women’s 
Advocate of the Year. 

To request a nomination form, e-mail 
events@womenbuildingsuccess.org. 

 

Union Job and Resource 
Fair planned May 19 

The 2022 Union Job and Resource Fair 
is scheduled from 3 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. May 
19 at International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers Local 110’s union hall, 
located at 1330 Conway St., St. Paul. 

The annual event, organized by the St. 
Paul Labor Studies and Resource Center 
and the East Side Freedom Library, is an 
opportunity for union employers, appren-
ticeship programs and nonprofit agencies 
to meet people interested in learning more 
about the advantages of a union job.  

The event will take place both indoors 
and outdoors, with employers setting up 
booths in the parking lot. Interview space, 
resources from nonprofits and application 
assistance will be available inside the hall. 

In the event of rain, the job fair will be 
postponed to June 3. Monitor the St. Paul 
Regional Labor Federation’s Facebook 
page, facebook.com/SaintPaulRLF, for a 
cancelation notice before 10 a.m. May 19. 

To learn more, contact Erica Dalager 
Reed at 651-222-3787 ext. 120. 

 

You’ve got rights,  
now get to know them 
The University of Minnesota’s Labor 

Education Service is offering a free virtual 
course, “Know Your Rights at Work,” 
scheduled from 9 a.m. to noon May 24. 
Registration is required at tinyurl.com/ 
LES-course. 

The class is designed for all workers, 
union and unrepresented. Instructors will 
cover the basic rights of labor and employ-
ment law, introduce organizations that 
support workers, explore gig workers’ 
rights and consider how to stay safe on the 
job during the pandemic. 

 

Laborers plan career  
fair May 13 

LIUNA Minnesota will host a career 
fair open to the public May 13, from 9 a.m. 
to 1 p.m., at the Laborers Training Center, 
2350 Main St., Lino Lakes. 

The free event will include tours, lunch 
and refreshments. Participants will net-
work with union contractors and access 
information on apprenticeships and other 
training opportunities. 

For more information, visit ltcmn.org 
or call 651-653-6710. 

 

Members of the Minneapolis Federation of Teachers rallied at the Capitol in St. Paul during the first week of their 14-day strike. 
Union Advocate photo



By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

Local prosecutors intend to shine a 
search light on the shadowy corners of the 
economy where wage theft and labor traf-
ficking have found a home, especially the 
non-union construction industry. 

Ramsey County Attorney John Choi 
recently hired a full-time investigator to 
begin delivering wage-theft cases for poten-
tial prosecution under the state’s theft-by-
swindle statute. Choi, who co-chaired a 
Labor Advisory Council with Hennepin 
County Attorney Mike Freeman, said the 
hiring is a step toward moving more wage-
theft cases into the criminal justice system. 

The most common types of wage theft 
occur when employers misclassify workers 
as independent contractors, fail to pay mini-
mum wage or don’t follow overtime laws. 
The state’s labor and commerce depart-
ments investigate those violations, but the 
investigations often result in civil penalties – 
a warning, a fine or being temporarily 
barred from bidding on public projects. 

“In a way, it can all be just looked at as 
a cost of doing business,” Choi said.  

“Both Mike Freeman and I have this 
really strong belief that some of this con-
duct should be looked at from a criminal 
prosecution perspective,” Choi added. 
“Oftentimes, it’s not until people are sub-
ject to potential jail or prison time – or that 
negative publicity of being prosecuted – 
that you get people’s attention.” 

‘Rampant’ wage theft 
The advisory council led by Choi and 

Freeman pulled together prosecutors, reg-
ulators and labor advocates to work col-
laboratively on best practices for holding 
wage thieves accountable in the criminal 
justice system. 

Earlier this year, the council approved 
a report that found “rampant wage theft” 
in the non-union construction industry in 
Hennepin and Ramsey counties, noting 
that it comes at a significant cost to the 
local community.  

The report estimated that 4,872 con-
struction workers in the two counties are 
victims of payroll fraud, that employers 
steal over $3 million in wages each year 
and that wage theft diverts over $11 million 

from Social Security and Medicare funds. 
For unions and labor advocacy groups 

like CTUL, the report’s findings validated 
the stories they have heard from people 
working in the non-union construction 
industry, where layers of subcontractors 
and labor brokers too often conceal illegal 
dealings. 

“Wage theft cannot be tolerated in an 
industry that is so essential to our city’s infras-
tructure,” CTUL Co-Director Merle Payne 
said. “Not only does wage theft hurt workers 
and their families, it also puts a strain on tax-
payers when developers off-load the cost of 
labor and insurance onto the public.” 

Raising the profile 
The Labor Advisory Council also 

worked to create a “handoff process,” so 
that civil investigators could deliver rel-
evant information to agencies pursuing 
criminal prosecution without hindering 
either process. The council also reached 

out to both county sheriffs to get buy-in 
from law enforcement.  

“We know there’s a lot more we can do in 
the criminal justice system if we get the right 
kind of investigation done,” Freeman said. 

The Hennepin County Attorney’s 
Office demonstrated as much with its 
high-profile prosecution of Ricardo Batres. 
The notorious wage broker pleaded guilty 
in November 2019 to felony charges of 
labor trafficking and insurance fraud, and 
received a nine-month jail sentence. 

But even as they celebrated the Batres 
case, labor advocates warned that his 
crimes were just the tip of the iceberg 
when it comes to wage theft in the Twin 
Cities. Choi said the Batres case was a turn-
ing point in his office’s decision to get 
proactive about criminal prosecution. 

“I just realized, we’re sitting here wait-
ing because we’re usually the recipient of 
cases,” Choi said. “But sometimes to get 

something done, you just have to go and 
do it yourself. So let’s go out and hire 
somebody to be our investigator.” 

Choi’s office gained funding from the 
county board to replace a retiring, part-
time employee who investigated prevail-
ing-wage violations with a new, full-time 
investigator to help deliver cases related to 
prevailing wage and wage theft.  

The new investigator, Jacob Shawback, 
previously worked for the Fair Contracting 
Foundation of Minnesota, which monitors 
labor standards on public construction 
projects across the state. “You’ve got to love 
working on behalf of working people, and 
Jacob has the background of working with 
labor unions around this issue,” Choi said.  

The county attorney said he hopes the 
increased public attention on wage theft as 
a crime will have a deterrent effect and 
raise awareness among other prosecutors 
in the state. Choi compared it to his office’s 
focus on sex trafficking a decade ago, 
which drew nationwide praise. 

“I remember when I first started talking 
about it, people would ask if it’s really hap-
pening here,” Choi said. “A lot of people 
weren’t aware of it. But we gained a greater 
awareness, and that greater awareness 
came, in part, because we started having 
cases.  

“Our labor partners are telling us they 
know for a fact these violations are hap-
pening. It’s not a clerical mistake; people 
are actually stealing. And I think this is one 
of those areas that needs improvement to 
make sure these cases get the attention of 
the justice system.” 

Learn more 
Choi and others involved in the Labor 

Advisory Council’s work will offer a pres-
entation at the May 11 St. Paul Regional 
Labor Federation (RLF) delegate meeting, 
beginning at 6 p.m. 

“Despite the strongest wage theft protec-
tion law in the country, we know workers in 
Minnesota continue to experience wage 
theft,” RLF President Kera Peterson said. 
“I’m glad for the opportunity to serve on the 
Labor Advisory Council, and I’m thankful 
that County Attorney Choi and the Ramsey 
County Attorney’s Office are working to 
enforce our existing wage theft law.”
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By Amie Stager 
www.workdayminnesota.org 

About three months after taking a job 
at Blaze Pizza in Minneapolis in 
September 2020, Sydney Kuran first heard 
a coworker complain about being shorted 
pay.  

“Until then, I had no idea that anything 
was wrong,” the University of Minnesota 
nursing student said. “I expected them to 
pay me a legal wage. I trusted them to do 
that, because why wouldn’t they?” 

Kuran is one of the workers who won 
over $28,000 in a settlement over wage-
theft violations and damages at the Blaze 
Pizza franchise in the Stadium Village 
neighborhood. The workers, along with 
the advocacy group Restaurant 
Opportunities Center Minnesota (ROC-
MN), publicly announced the settlement 
March 29. 

Former Blaze Pizza worker and U of M 

student Aibai Tarrant said it took time for 
workers to learn their rights on the job.  

“I didn’t know the owners were stealing 
my wages,” Tarrant said. “However, there 
was a poster of labor laws in the kitchen 
that I would read occasionally and wonder 
if we were being paid correctly.  

“I brought it up to management a cou-
ple of times, but they were dismissive 
about the issue.” 

Not only were managers dismissive, 
they failed to address any of the issues 
workers brought up, including safety con-
cerns related to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Fed up workers connected with organizers 
from ROC-MN, who helped them file a 
complaint, prompting the Minneapolis 
Department of Civil Rights to open an 
investigation.  

Five months after they filed their com-
plaint, workers were celebrating the settle-
ment. But ROC-MN’s lead organizer, Eli 

Stein, said many workers in low-wage jobs 
can’t afford to wait that long. 

“We fought tooth and nail to raise the 
minimum wage, to guarantee paid sick 
time in this city and create anti-wage theft 
policies, but when you look at the 
resources that the city of Minneapolis and 
the mayor have put toward the enforce-
ment of those policies versus law enforce-
ment in police departments, it’s minus-
cule,” said.  

Wage theft is rampant in the food serv-
ice and restaurant industry, harming mil-
lions of workers each year. The Economic 
Policy Institute found that stolen wages 
can add up to $8 billion annually, and pos-
sibly exceed $15 billion.  

In 2021, former workers with the 
Bartmann Restaurant Group in 
Minneapolis won back $230,000 in stolen 
wages. 

Stein said that any current or former 

Blaze Pizza workers wondering if they may 
be included in the settlement should con-
tact the Minneapolis Department of Civil 
Rights. 

“One of our key goals is to make sure 
workers know their rights,” said Stein of 
ROC-MN. “Budgets are political doc-
uments, and I think one change we can see 
in our city is doubling down and signifi-
cant investments in enforcing the law, not 
on communities of color and poor com-
munities in our city, but business owners 
who are cheating workers out of what they 
deserve.” 

Now that the store is under a new 
owner, workers are reporting better con-
ditions. 

“I wasn’t sure what the outcome would 
be, but it was better than I had imagined,” 
said Tarrant. “I encourage everyone to 
make sure they’re being paid correctly and 
review their rights as workers.” 

Blaze Pizza workers win back stolen wages in $28,000 settlement

Ramsey County Attorney takes aim at ‘rampant’ wage theft

Ramsey County Attorney John Choi’s office recently hired Jacob Shawback (L) to investi-
gate prevailing-wage and wage-theft allegations. Shawback previously worked at the Fair 
Contracting Foundation of Minnesota, which monitors labor standards on publicly funded 
construction projects.  Union Advocate photo





Workers at Rainbow Health have unionized after an 
overwhelming majority of the St. Paul-based nonprofit’s 
60-person staff voted to join SEIU Healthcare Minnesota & 
Iowa last month. 

The new union includes workers who provide HIV 
education and outreach, housing-access support, case 
management, behavioral-health services, benefits coun-
seling and other support to clients, advancing Rainbow 
Health’s goal of ending HIV in Minnesota. 

The National Labor Relations Board counted votes in 
the mail-in election March 30, and 95% of workers who 
cast ballots voted in favor of the union. 

Like other nonprofit workers who have driven an 
uptick in union organizing in that sector over the last three 
years, Rainbow Health workers said they want their 
employer to be more transparent when it comes to deci-
sions that affect their jobs. 

“Most of our demands don’t have to do with our wages, 
but transparency overall,” said Tommy Lavelle, a commu-
nity health advocate at Rainbow Health since May 2021. 
“There needs to be some kind of accountability, some kind 
of responsibility taken for how people have been treated.” 

Zoe Geisen, a benefits counselor, said one of workers’ 
top demands is for at least two staff members to serve as 
liaisons to Rainbow Health’s board of directors. 

“We have not always been included in or had timely 
information about important decisions that affect our pro-
grams,” said Geisen, in her fourth year with the organiza-
tion. “By having our staff represented on the board of 
directors, we can more effectively advocate for our pro-
grams and clients.” 

Other priorities workers hope to bring into contract 
negotiations include greater safety and stability for both 
staff and clients, and safeguards ensuring equity and 
respect. Nikki LeClaire, a medical case manager, said the 
union’s goals “are grounded in our dedication and respon-

sibility to our clients and the communities we serve.” 
The COVID-19 pandemic has created new challenges 

for frontline staff at the AIDS service organization, at a time 
when HIV cases are on the rise in Minnesota, according to 
the state Department of Health. 

But Rainbow Health management has made it “more dif-
ficult for us to do the work,” said Naomi Kyndberg, a care 
linkage specialist with 6 years of experience in the organiza-
tion. She cited recent decisions that, she believes, “harm our 
communities, especially our BIPOC communities.” 

“I am fighting for our union so our leaders that work with 
the communities that we serve have a say in the work that we 
do,” Kyndberg said. “I am fighting for our union so that we can 
heal the harm caused to us and to our communities through 
the decisions our CEO and board members have made.” 

Racial equity was a key driver of the organizing effort, 
Lavelle agreed. “It’s been a really hard time for people of 
color at Rainbow Health, and we’re trying to turn that 
around,” he said. “It goes back to transparency. When we 
started talking about what we were getting paid, that was 
healing for people, and that’s a big part of why we formed 
this union – to get transparency for our programs, our 
funding, our own wages.” 

After early discussions about forming a union last year, 
Rainbow Health workers moved to speed up the process, 
fearing retaliation from CEO Jeremy Hanson Willis, Lavelle 
said. In February, after gathering signed union cards from 
a majority of staff members, workers delivered a letter to 
Willis and the board of directors asking for voluntary rec-
ognition of their union. After their request was denied, 
workers petitioned the NLRB for a union election. 

Lavelle said the board would be better served if frontline 
staff could participate in the process of hiring senior managers. 

“Rainbow Health has a history of having short-term CEOs 
that are not good, so we’re trying to figure out how we can get 
power over that process and stop the cycle of what’s been 
going on,” Lavelle said. “There’s an HIV outbreak in 
Minneapolis and Duluth right now. There’s real work to do. 
We don’t have time to be messing around.” 
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activity has played out in Minnesota among workers at 
Starbucks locations, Half Price Books stores and over a 
dozen nonprofit organizations. And over 500 frontline 
health care workers have voted to unionize in NLRB 
elections since Labor Day 2021, according to SEIU 
Healthcare Minnesota and Iowa. 

“Right now, there is a surge in labor activity nation-
wide, with workers organizing and filing petitions for 
more union elections than they have in the last 10 years,” 
Abruzzo said. “This has caused a significant increase in 
the NLRB’s caseload, and the agency urgently needs 
more staff and resources to effectively comply with our 
congressional mandate.”  

NLRB field offices investigate each petition for elec-
tion. If it’s found to be valid, the office then conducts an 
election to allow employees to decide whether they wish 
to be represented by a union. 

But the increase in petitions comes during a period of 
critical funding and staffing shortages for the agency. 
Despite rising costs, the NLRB has received the same 
congressional appropriation of $274.2 million for nine 
consecutive years. Agency staffing levels have dropped 
39% since 2002, and field staffing has shrunk by 50%. 

President Biden’s proposed 2023 budget seeks a 16% 
increase in NLRB funding. Abruzzo’s release said that 
appropriation “will help start modernizing the agency’s 
technology infrastructure, but will not fully address staff-
ing needs.” 

Peace Coffee workers want 
in on coffee-union trend 

 
Local Starbucks baris-

tas aren’t the only coffee 
workers with a union brew-
ing. Workers at Peace 
Coffee, a Minneapolis-
based company that roasts 
fair trade and organic 
beans, announced last 
month that they are form-
ing a union, too. 

After management 
denied a request for volun-
tary recognition of their union, a majority of Peace Coffee’s 
30 workers signed and submitted cards to the National 
Labor Relations Board April 13, seeking representation by 
Local 663 of the United Food and Commercial Workers. 
The move triggers a union election. 

The bargaining unit would include workers in receiv-
ing, roasting, production, shipping and marketing, who 
said they hope to bargain for higher wages, better working 
conditions and a collective voice at work to be able to turn 
those ideas into reality. 

“We are unionizing to create an equitable pay structure 
to allow everyone to make livable wages,” said Josh 
Dietsche, a distribution specialist. 

“Peace Coffee does amazing things for the community,” 
said Jade Hampton, a production roaster. “It’s time for us as 
employees to be treated with the same care and respect.”  

Starbucks drive continues 
Meanwhile, the number of Twin Cities Starbucks loca-

tions where workers have filed for union elections has 
increased to five, with the first election results expected 
April 27. 

Baristas at the Starbucks off Snelling and St. Clair ave-
nues in St. Paul were the first to vote. They announced their 
union drive the same day as workers at the Starbucks at 
4712 Cedar Ave. in Minneapolis, whose votes will be 
counted May 2. 

Since the initial announcement, Starbucks baristas in 
St. Anthony, at the Mall of America and at 54th and 
Lyndale in Minneapolis have also filed for NLRB elections, 
joining workers at over 200 Starbucks locations nationwide 
in seeking a voice at work. 

Starbucks baristas are unionizing with Workers United, 
an affiliate of the Service Employees International Union.

Labor Board requests more funding  
to handle ‘surge’ of union petitions

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Staff at St. Paul AIDS service organization vote ‘union yes’
Organizing Report

Rainbow Health workers (L to R) Andrea Hampel, Mikhail Koha 
Dei-Anang, Arabella Childers, Zoe Geisen and Aamina 
Mohamed, await results of the vote tally in their union election.  

submitted photo



By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

After learning its booksellers were forming a union, 
management at Half Price Books in St. Louis Park called 
Lindsey Dorsey and her co-workers into a meeting, hoping 
to snuff out the organizing drive. 

“When you’re scheduled to do it, you do it,” Dorsey 
said. “But it was really clear why they were there and what 
they were doing and what they were talking about.” 

Such mandatory meetings – known by union organiz-
ers as “captive audience meetings” – could soon become a 
violation of federal labor law, after the National Labor 
Relations Board’s general counsel announced last month 
that she will ask board members to overturn a longstand-
ing precedent allowing the practice. 

Jennifer Abruzzo, appointed general counsel by 
President Joe Biden last summer, said employees organiz-
ing a union on the job have a right to listen to – or refrain 
from listening to – employer speech concerning their rights 
to act collectively to improve their workplace. And it falls 
on the NLRB to protect that right. 

For over 70 years the NLRB has allowed employers to 
use captive audience meetings to stifle organizing drives 
and take disciplinary action against any employee who 
refuses to attend. Abruzzo said that’s inconsistent with the 
National Labor Relations Act, which the board is charged 
with upholding.  

“This license to coerce is an anomaly in labor law, 
inconsistent with the Act’s protection of employees’ free 
choice,” Abruzzo wrote. “It is based on a fundamental mis-
understanding of employers’ speech rights.  

“I believe that the NLRB case precedent, which has tol-
erated such meetings, is at odds with fundamental labor-
law principles, our statutory language and our congres-
sional mandate. Because of this, I plan to urge the board to 
reconsider such precedent and find mandatory meetings 
of this sort unlawful.” 

That’s good news for working people looking to gain a 
say over their wages, benefits and working conditions, 
union organizers said.  

“Ending captive audience meetings puts decisions 
about organizing back in workers’ hands,” Minnesota AFL-
CIO Organizing and Growth Director Todd Dahlstrom 
said. “Working people need the freedom to decide whether 
to join together in union without a boss putting their finger 
on the scale with threats or misinformation.” 

Captive audience meetings are a mainstay of the anti-
union playbook, utilized by human resources departments 
and the high-priced, union-busting consultants they call 
on to squelch organizing drives. In a 2009 study, the 
Economic Policy Institute found that 89% of employers 
held captive audience meetings in advance of union elec-
tions between 1999 and 2003. 

In Abruzzo’s opinion, those meetings should have 
been voluntary and, moving forward, employers should be 
held responsible for making it clear that attendance is 
optional. “Such an approach will appropriately protect 
employers’ free-speech rights to express views, arguments, 

or opinions concerning the employees’ exercise of their 
protected labor rights without unduly infringing on the 
rights of employees to refrain, or not, from listening to such 
expressions,” her statement said. 

“This is a big step in returning power back to working 
people,” Dahlstrom said. 

Whether workers at the Half Price Books in St. Louis 
Park could have opted out of their meeting with manage-
ment without facing discipline is unclear. No one thought 
to ask, Dorsey said. 

Either way, the move backfired, as workers later voted 
nearly unanimously to form a union with Local 663 of the 

United Food and Commercial Workers. Several workers, 
Dorsey said, signed union cards shortly after the meeting 
with management. 

“We knew when they were being misleading because 
we had been communicating with workers at other stores,” 
Dorsey said. “So when we were talking about our staffing 
issues and we were told that it’s our store’s problem and no 
other store has that problem, we knew it was a lie.  

“That’s the best defense against anything, just commu-
nicating and knowing the truth.” 

HPB unions in St. Louis Park and three other metro stores 
are currently bargaining first contracts with the bookseller. 
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Stamp Out Hunger  
with a donation this year 

The nation’s largest one-day food drive, sponsored 
annually by the National Association of Letter Carriers, will 
be a virtual fundraising event this year because of staffing 
shortages, Stamp Out Hunger organizers announced last 
month. Letter carriers encouraged supporters to join the 
“donor drive” with a gift to Second Harvest Heartland via 
the union’s website, nalc.org. The NALC has pledged to 
match all donations made through its site. 

Typically, letter carriers collect donations along their 
routes on the Saturday of Stamp Out Hunger, and volun-
teers help fill semi-trucks bound for Second Harvest 
warehouses. But the nonprofit does not have adequate 
staffing locally to accommodate the one-time surge in 
donations this year, according to organizers. 

May 14 is Stamp Out Hunger day, but donations can 
be made on the NALC website in advance. Click on the 
tab for “Community Service” to access the donation link.

NLRB general counsel will ask board to deem captive audience meetings illegal



8 • THE UNION ADVOCATE • MAY 2022

Plumbers Local 34, Brett Bernhjelm and 
Julia Kunze. They replaced the leaking 
pipes beneath Hallis’ kitchen sink, 
recaulked his shower and did a walk-
through inspection of the rest of his 
home’s plumbing. 

“It’s a good thing it’s getting fixed 
today,” said Bernhjelm, a 19-year 
member of Local 34. “The band-aids that 
had been put on were not going to work.” 

Since Water’s Off started in 1991, 
union plumbers have donated more than 
13,000 hours of skilled labor, at a value of 
over $2 million.!Their contractors, 
members of the Minnesota Mechanical 
Contractors Association and the Metro 
Plumbing Heating and Cooling 
Contractors, pick up the cost of parts and 
other supplies. 

“Giving back to our communities is 
one of our core union principles, so once 
we identified the problem, we knew we 
needed to help,” said David Ybarra, pres-
ident of the Minnesota Pipe Trades 
Association. 

“By providing free plumbing repairs 
and inspections, this program not only 
saves these homeowners money, it lifts a 
weight off their shoulders and brings the 

community together,” said Marcia 
Paulson of Community Action 
Partnership. 

For Kunze, a third-year apprentice, it 
was her first time volunteering with 
Water’s Off, which had been canceled in 
each of the previous two years because of 
the pandemic. She said it won’t be her 
last. 

“I just like to give back to the commu-
nity,!especially for a veteran who has 
fought for our country,” Kunze said. “It’s 
an amazing honor.” 

Bernhjelm is a veteran too, having 
served six years in the Minnesota National 
Guard. He and Hallis shared a laugh 
when Hallis successfully guessed which 
branch of the military Bernhjelm had 
served.  

“I got the feeling you were an Army 
man,” Hallis said. 

Those are the connections, for 
Bernhjelm, that make volunteering with 
Water’s Off worthwhile. 

“Other people don’t have the training 
to fix things that we, as union plumbers, 
can easily fix,” Bernhjelm said. “And it’s 
great to run into people like David. He 
served us, and it’s an honor to be able to 
serve him.”

Brett Bernhjelm and Julia Kunze pause for a photo with Dave Hallis, a disabled Navy vet-
eran whose Maplewood home needed plumbing repairs. Bernhjelm is a military veteran, 
too, having served six years in the Minnesota National Guard.                  Union Advocate photo

Plumbers’ service program provides free 
repairs to low-income homeowners

St. Paul taps into American Rescue Plan 
to launch lead-pipe replacement effort

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Union tradespeople will soon begin 
removing and replacing thousands of lead 
pipes across St. Paul, after Mayor Melvin 
Carter announced the city had secured 
$14.5 million in federal funds to improve 
public access to safe, reliable drinking 
water. 

“This investment is a major step toward 
cleaner water, more jobs and peace of mind 
for our families,” Carter said. 

The mayor made the announcement 
March 28 in a virtual event with federal 
and local lawmakers, who touted the 
investment as a major step toward their 
goal of replacing all lead pipes in the city’s 
water system and in private homes.  

Those efforts have been ongoing for 25 
years, but officials project the cost to 
replace all remaining lead pipes in the 
public right of way is $82 million. Add on 
the estimated 26,600 private homes in the 
Saint Paul Regional Water Services 
(SPRWS) system that have lead pipes, and 
the estimated replacement cost grows to 
$223 million.  

City Council Member Chris Tolbert 
said the city will be aggressive in pursuing 
funds to complete that work over the next 
decade. 

“The EPA, CDC and WHO all agree that 
there is no known safe level of lead in chil-
dren,” Tolbert said. “I am thrilled to see the 
City of St. Paul and SPRWS launch an initia-
tive that will not only remove the lead pipes 
from St. Paul in the next 10 years, but also 
create barrier free jobs and a career path-
way program for people in St. Paul.”  

Local union leaders also praised the 
announcement. Dean Gale, business man-
ager of St. Paul Plumbers Local 34, called it a 
win for workers and for public health. 

“I am proud to see St. Paul utilizing 
resources for the important work of replac-
ing the aging lead pipes serving our 
homes,” Gale said. “It’s an important step 
toward protecting our communities’ health 
and securing good jobs for our area.” 

“On behalf of LIUNA Laborers’ Local 
563, I applaud Mayor Carter and the St. 
Paul City Council on this major invest-

ment to replace thousands of lead pipes 
across the city,” Local 563 Business 
Manager Joe Fowler said. “This invest-
ment will improve the health and safety of 
our community, while creating family-sus-
taining union jobs for our members.” 

The $14.5 million going into St. Paul’s 
lead pipes will come out of the $1.9 trillion 
American Rescue Plan Act, signed into law 
in March 2021.  

President Joe Biden has set a goal of 
replacing all the nation’s lead-service lines 
over the next decade. The Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act, passed last 
November, will deliver $43 million to 
Minnesota for lead-pipe replacement over 
the next five years – funds local officials 
hope to tap into. 

“All Minnesotans deserve to turn on 
the faucet and know that they have clean, 
safe drinking water,” Sen. Tina Smith said. 
“Thanks to these transformational pieces 
of legislation, we’re on our way to elimi-
nating a potential hazard for families.”  

“I strongly support St. Paul’s launch of 
the lead pipe replacement program to 
ensure safe drinking water for children, fam-
ilies, and seniors across the city,” added U.S. 
Rep. Betty McCollum, whose 4th District 
includes St. Paul. “This is a program that will 
protect public health and create jobs, which 
is a terrific use of the federal funds 
Democrats in Congress delivered with the 
American Rescue Plan.”  

“I am proud to see St. Paul  
utilizing resources for the  

important work of replacing  
the aging lead pipes serving  
our homes. It’s an important 
step toward protecting our  
communities’ health and  

securing good jobs for our area.” 
– Dean Gale  

Plumbers Local 34 business manager
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AUGSBURG UNION DEMANDS ACTION 
Over a year since they organized a union with Office 

and Professional Employees (OPEIU) Local 12, staff 
members at Augsburg University in Minneapolis are 
ramping up their campaign for a first contract that 
addresses the issues behind their push for a voice on the 
job. 

Augsburg workers, faculty and students invited sup-
porters to a rally and march around campus April 23, look-
ing to put public pressure on the university to settle a fair 
contract with the Augsburg Staff Union. 

Bargaining began in March 2021, and union members 
said Augsburg administrators have yet to meet workers’ 
demands for livable wages and lower health care costs. 
The result, Local 12 member Katie Lane said, is continued 
turnover among the school’s staff, with some open posi-
tions remaining unfilled for months. 

Lane, a member of the union’s Contract Action Team 
and an assistant director of the university’s CLASS Office, 
said the employee-turnover rate in her unit has been 
about 30% in each of the last two years. 

“Many staff can no longer afford to stay at Augsburg 
because of the unaffordable health care and low wages,” 
Lane said. “Our students are the ones impacted the most, 
as staff in critical areas like Multicultural Life, Academic 
Advising and Residence Life leave for better opportuni-
ties.” 

Health insurance benefits, in particular, are better at 
other institutions, Augsburg staff members say. They con-
ducted an analysis of benefits at 14 comparable colleges 
and universities within the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of America and the Minnesota Private College Council, 
and found Augsburg’s family health care compensation 
ranked last in affordability. 

In bargaining, union members have proposed 
Augsburg cover 75% to 90% of health care premiums, 
depending on the plan, and raise its wage floor to $48,000. 
Administrators, they say, have refused to budge from pro-
posed wage increases below 2%, with no changes to the 

existing health care benefits. 
“The staff feel that this is inadequate to address the 

vast inequities caused by low wages and high healthcare 
costs,” OPEIU Local 12 said in a statement. “The university 
president, Paul C. Pribbenow, makes over $300,000 
annually. The average salary in the bargaining unit is 
$51,615.” 

 
HEALTH CARE UNIONS MERGE 

SEIU Healthcare Minnesota has merged with Iowa 
SEIU Local 199, creating a new, cross-state union of over 
50,000 workers in the health care industry. Leaders and 
members announced the formation of SEIU Healthcare 
MN & IA at a press conference March 23. 

The Iowa and Minnesota locals’ executive boards and 
members voted late last year to begin the process of merg-
ing, a move supported by the international union. At a vir-
tual convention in mid-March, the newly merged locals 
held a convention to adopt bylaws and vote on a new name. 

Jamie Gulley, executive director of SEIU Healthcare 
MN & IA, said union members in the two states have sup-
ported each other’s campaigns in recent years. And as 
health care systems expand, he noted, workers in both 
states increasingly sit across the table from many of the 
same employers, “who use their size to squeeze worker pay 
and benefits.”  

“We know health care workers in Minnesota and Iowa 
face many of the same battles,” Gulley said. “Our members 
have worked through two years of a global pandemic. We 
are facing fatigue, grief and burnout as we face an historic 
shortage of workers in our industry.” 

The merger covers over 5,000 SEIU members in Iowa, 
including Dawn Shannahan, an educator at the University 
of Iowa Hospitals and Clinics. She said she supported the 
merger because it will be good for members in both states. 

“We’re going to be able to combine our resources, 
which … means we can collaborate even more, and that 
means we’re going to have even more power,” Shannahan 
said. “And more power is going to allow us to fight and win 

– not only for our members here at the hospital but for 
workers across the state of Iowa.” 
EAST METRO TEACHERS RECOGNIZED 

Educators from the South Washington County and 
White Bear Lake school districts are among 11 finalists for 
the 2022 Minnesota Teacher of the Year award, organized 
and underwritten by the statewide educators union, 
Education Minnesota. 

The winner, selected by an independent panel of 22 
school, business, government and nonprofit leaders, will 
be announced May 1 at a banquet in St. Paul, after final 
interviews April 30. 

Finalists include two teachers from the South 
Washington County district: Younna Eiden-Giel, a social 
studies teacher at Park High School, and Andrea 
Welvaert,!an ASD/SPED teacher at Cottage Grove Middle 
School.  

Kendall Gonzalez, a kindergarten teacher at Matoska 
International School, is a finalist from the White Bear Lake 
Area Schools. 

 
LOCAL UNION LEADERSHIP CHANGES  

In recent elections, Office and Professional Employees 
International Union Local 12 elected three new officers: 
Kelsie Anderson as president, Devin Hogan as vice pres-
ident and Stefanie Olsen as secretary-treasurer. 

Anderson, who previously served as Local 12’s vice 
president, has worked at Health Partners since 2018. She 
replaced Terrie Barres in the position. Hogan and Olsen 
previously served on the union’s board. 

Meanwhile, Laborers Local 363’s executive board 
appointed Corey Webster to serve as interim business 
manager, following the resignation of Tony Kelly, who had 
held the position since winning election in June 2019. 
Kelly’s last day at Local 363 was Feb. 18.  

Webster is a 22-year member of Local 363 and has 
worked for the City of Minneapolis Solid Waste and 
Recycling Department. For the past nearly three years he 
has served the union as field representative, and pre-

Labor News in Review

WITH PICKETING, ATU MEMBERS KEEP HEAT ON METRO TRANSIT 

Voicing a broad range of concerns about job safety, understaffing, outsourcing and more, about 50 members of 
Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1005 turned out March 29 for an informational picket at Metro Transit’s Blue Line 
Operations & Maintenance Facility in Minneapolis. “We have to fight for our jobs. We have to fight for our safety. We 
have to keep pushing back,” said Miriam Wynn (pictured above), a bus operator, 8-year ATU member and the union’s 
recording secretary. “The union is you all,” ATU president Ryan Timlin told the group, encouraging everyone to keep 
coming to planned Metro Transit actions. “In negotiations, every time they folded, it was when people showed up.” 

Minneapolis Labor Review photo
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employees as independent contractors, 
and union representative Woodrow Piner 
said former employees have reached out 
to the Carpenters for help recovering lost 
wages. 

“At some point workers get frustrated 
by how they’re being treated and look for a 
change, and they find their way to our 
office,” said Piner, the NCSRCC’s director 
for central and southern Minnesota. 

“A number of workers from Painting 
America Inc. have reported being paid off 
the books, not having withholdings or 
taxes held off their checks, and not being 
paid overtime after 40 hours,” Piner said. 
“And these were workers directly under 
the supervision of Painting America.” 

Contractors who follow the law and 
pay workers fairly struggle to compete on 
cost with unscrupulous bidders, driving 
down standards in the industry. Piner said 

the practice is most prevalent on multi-
family, wood-frame construction sites. 

But construction workers aren’t the 
only ones hurt by employee misclassifica-
tion and other forms of payroll fraud. It 
costs taxpayers, too. 

In a study issued in January 2021, 
researchers from the Midwest Economic 
Policy Institute found Minnesota loses 
$136 million in state revenues annually to 
construction payroll fraud, including $65 
million in lost income-tax revenue. 
Nationally, tax fraud in the construction 
industry costs the public $8.4 billion per 
year, according to the Carpenters union. 

“That means hardworking taxpayers 
are picking up the slack,” Piner said. 

Construction payroll fraud also drains 
$13 million from the state’s unemploy-
ment insurance fund and $58 million from 
the workers’ compensation pool, accord-
ing to the report. Adding insult to injury, 

workers misclassified as independent con-
tractors or paid off the books are not eligi-
ble to access those funds if they are laid off 
or injured on the job. 

Although payroll fraud persists in 
Minnesota, the state’s new wage theft law – 
touted by supporters as the strongest in the 
nation when it passed in May 2019 – gives 
state regulators new tools and more 
resources to crack down on the practice. 
County attorneys in the metro are increas-
ing their attention on wage theft, too. 

That’s good reason, for carpenters on 
the picket line in northeast Minneapolis, to 
keep shining a spotlight on the multi-
family, wood-frame construction industry. 

“We’re looking for elected officials, 
developers and contractors to pay more 
attention, to be accountable for what is 
happening on these projects,” Piner said. 
“Not only does it hurt the taxpayer, it’s 
about the dignity of workers.”

Carpenters union calls out construction payroll fraud:  
‘Hardworking taxpayers are picking up the slack’

Members of the Carpenters union picket a multifamily residential development in northeast Minneapolis, alleging that one of the con-
tractors on the site, Painting America Inc., is driving down area wage and benefit standards.     Union Advocate photo

Raines retires as  
North Central States 
Regional Council of 

Carpenters’ top officer,  
citing health 

John Raines has announced his retire-
ment as executive secretary-treasurer of 
the North Central States Regional Council 
of Carpenters, effective May 1. 

“Unfortunately, 
my medical con-
ditions, including 
long COVID, have 
placed me in the diffi-
cult position of 
announcing my 
retirement earlier 
than anticipated,” 
Raines announced to 
members March 21. 

Raines first won 
election as the 
Council’s executive 
secretary-treasurer in 2011, defeating 
incumbent James Moore. Under his lead-
ership, the North Central States Regional 
Council of Carpenters expanded to 
include eight locals from eastern Iowa and 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin and ten industrial 
locals in Iowa, Minnesota and Wisconsin. 

“I am proud of the lucrative settle-
ments that have been achieved in collec-
tive bargaining and the expansion of 
member voices on our bargaining teams,” 
Raines said. 

The Council currently represents 
27,000 union members from 39 locals in 
Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, North 
Dakota, South Dakota and Wisconsin. 

Raines has been an active member of 
the Carpenters union for nearly 34 years, 
previously serving as a business represen-
tative and president of Millwrights Local 
548 and as a welding instructor at the L.J. 
Shosten Training Center. 

Raines also serves on the Minnesota 
State Building and Construction Trades 
Council Executive Board. 

The NCSRCC executive board has 
appointed Pat Nilsen to replace Raines as 
executive secretary-treasurer. Currently 
the Council’s executive director, Nilsen 
has been a Carpenters union member 
since 1994.  

– Minneapolis Labor Review

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

John Raines

Retiree sees value in  
sharing ‘good thoughts’ 

In the movie “Bohemian Rhapsody,” 
Freddie Mercury’s father tells the Queen 
singer, when leaving the house he grew up 
in, “Good thoughts, good words, good 
deeds.” I think of those words often. It is a 
way to live one’s life, or so I thought. I think 
my problem is I don’t share my good 
thoughts with those who might disagree. 

My good thoughts are progressive in 
nature. I have had only relationships with 
people who think like I do. I used to avoid 
the others. “Avoid” is a kind word. I attend 
a variety of meetings that focus on benefit-
ting seniors and their families. Everybody 
attending thinks like I do. If I bring some-

one to the meeting with me, they think like 
I do. I support candidates who think like I 
do. The progressive movement today 
spends a lot of time organizing like fol-
lowers instead of trying to understand why 
others don’t think like we do. 

We tend to criticize those who disagree 
with us – and rightfully so. When we talk of 
empowerment, the other side thinks of 
riots and strikes. I am old enough to 
remember when the right believed heavy 
metal music was promoting the devil. 
Gender identity is still and issue with con-
servatives. Voting is for those who think 
they are right and not for those who are the 
left. How do we bring these people along? 

I have a couple of “friends” who lean 
conservative. Both vote straight Republican. 
One believes Minnesota shouldn’t tax Social 
Security and those who didn’t pay into 
Social Security shouldn’t receive the benefit. 

I sent him some verified information that 
most Minnesotans don’t pay a tax on Social 
Security; mostly those of means do. I also 
told him what conditions must be met to 
collect benefits if you haven’t paid into it. He 
called me up and said he now looks at the 
issue differently. 

My other friend pays plenty for medi-
cine and was complaining about the high 
price of gasoline. I sent him information on 
how his congressman voted against pre-
scription drug improvements. Additionally, 
I sent him another view on why gasoline 
prices are so high. He called me and 
thanked me for the information. 

Years ago, when I was involved in 
union organizing, we would say “one at a 
time.” It is one at a time. But to change the 
view of one can change the view of many. 
We have the proven facts on our side. 

Bruce Yernberg, Red Wing

Letter to the Editor Save the date for  
Labor Bowl fundraiser  

The St. Paul Regional Labor 
Federation (RLF) has scheduled its 
Eleventh Annual Labor Bowl fund-
raiser Monday, Aug. 15, at Sun Ray 
Lanes. 

Proceeds from the team bowling 
event support the work of the RLF’s 
nonprofit organization, the St. Paul 
Labor Studies and Resource Center. 
The LSRC provides emergency sup-
port to union families facing eco-
nomic hardships. 

Bowling teams can register for a 
shift at 2 p.m., 4 p.m. or 6 p.m. Look 
for registration information at stpaul-
unions.org.
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Minutes of the Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation
MARCH 9, 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, 
Markham-Kocurek, McNamara, Michelson, 
Peterson, Renne, Ryan, Sansom, Schmidt, 
Seath, Slattery, Tastad-Damer, Terry, 
Vandassor, and Varco. Excused were 
Vanderport. Absent were Hoppe, and Wynn. 

 
CODE OF CONDUCT 

President Peterson read the Code of 
Conduct. She will go over the Code of 
Conduct at the beginning of each meeting. 
The Code states:  

“The AFL-CIO is committed to providing 
an environment free from discrimination and 
harassment. We ask all meeting participants 
to embrace our values of equity and equality 
and conduct themselves in this meeting con-
sistent with those values.  

“The RLF meetings that are held the 
second Wednesday of the month will have a 
designee as the first point of contact for 
anyone who thinks they have experienced 
discriminatory, harassing or otherwise unac-
ceptable behavior. President Peterson has 
assigned two designees as points of contact 
that will be announced at the start of each 
meeting.  

“We urge you to contact him/her if you 
have any concerns. The designees are Bunny 
Engeldorf, Secretary-Treasurer and Perry 
Schmidt, Vice President.” 

 
GUEST SPEAKER 

Bernie Burnham, President, Minnesota 
AFL-CIO, introduced herself to the delegation 
and reported that the Strategic Plan has 
been passed by the AFL-CIO. She is currently 
meeting with many union affiliates, listening 
to their suggestions and ideas on growing the 
labor movement in Minnesota. 

 
CREDENTIALS 

Credentials were received from IBEW 
Local 23, LIUNA Local 363 and the Saint 
Paul Building and Construction Trades 
Council. President Peterson administered the 
Oath of Obligation to those new delegates 
and alternates present on-line. 

 
MINUTES 

M/S/C TO APPROVE MINUTES OF 
JANUARY 12, 2022, AS PUBLISHED IN 
THE UNION ADVOCATE NEWSPAPER 
AFTER THE ACTING SECRETARY-TREAS-
URER NOTES THERE ARE NO ADDITIONS 
OR CHANGES CALLED FOR. 
COMMITTEE ON POLITICAL  
EDUCATION (COPE) MINUTES 
MARCH 9, 2022 

President Peterson cancelled the COPE 
meeting for this month. 

EXECUTIVE BOARD MINUTES 
MARCH 9, 2022 

The Executive Board met 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 

Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation 2022 
Operating Budget, Strategic Planning survey 
and Affiliations. 

• ORGANIZING UPDATES/CAMPAIGNS 
St. Paul Federation of Educators Local 

28, SEIU Local 284, SEIU Healthcare 
Minnesota and Twin Cities Postal Data 
Center Local 7019 gave an update on their 
organizing activities. 

• THANK YOU NOTES 
Thank you notes received from St. Paul 

Federation of Educators Local 28 for our help 
during their strike vote and Saint Paul Public 
Schools Title 1 Project Reach for the 2021 
Jean Jones Coat initiative donations. 

There being no further business to 
come before this board, the meeting 
adjourned. 

 
REPORT OF THE TREASURER 

Acting Secretary-Treasurer Sansom 
reported on the financial status of the 
Federation as of February 2022. The report 
was accepted as read. 

 
PRESIDENTS REPORT 

President Peterson reported on the 
Strategic Surveys that have been sent out 
(please fill out and return), the 2022 Saint 
Paul Regional Labor Federation Operating 
Budget and affiliations. 

 
• M/S/C TO APPROVE THE 2022 

SAINT PAUL REGIONAL LABOR FEDER-
ATION OPERATING BUDGET. 

 
REPORTS OF STAFF/ 
LABOR LIAISON REPORTS 

• Erica Dalager Reed, AFL-CIO 
Community Services Liaison for the St. Paul 
Labor Studies and Resource Center (LSRC), 
discussed Union Job and Resource Fair, and 
the Labor-Red Cross Blood Drive scheduled 
for May 9 at the St. Paul Labor Center. 

• Colleen Nocerini, Political Organizer, 
reported on preliminary work related to legis-
lative candidate screenings. 

 
REPORTS OF STANDING  
COMMITTEES 

• Michael Madden reported on behalf 
of the Chisago County Labor Assembly. Their 
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. Their 
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. 
Their next meeting will be the fourth 
Wednesday of the month at 6:00 p.m. via 
zoom. 

• Marty Hoerth reported on behalf of 
the Ramsey County Labor Assembly. Their 
next meeting will be the fourth Tuesday of 
the month at 6:00 p.m. via zoom.  

 
NEW BUSINESS 

Jordan Fry, IUPAT DIstrict Council 82, 
provided an update on the White Bear Lake 
Schools North Campus construction project.  

There being no further business to 
come before the delegation, the meeting 
adjourned.  

Submitted by,  
MARY SANSOM 

Acting Secretary-Treasurer 

Representatives of the Dakota County Labor Assembly recently donated $500 to Beyond the Yellow 
Ribbon during a meeting at the American Legion in Apple Valley. Pictured (L to R) are Torrey Gray, Don 
Slaten and Colleen Nocerini proudly presenting a check to be used to help veterans in need. The dona-
tion will help provide resources to military veterans in the community and their families. The Yellow 
Ribbon program provides emergency assistance to veterans, including housing, gift cards for food or 
gas, and help with yard work, shoveling snow and mowing lawns. Beyond the Yellow Ribbon builds part-
nerships with and offers opportunities for those who want to assist veterans and their families. The 
Dakota County Labor Assembly is part of the Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation. Its meetings, held 
the second Thursday of each month at 7 p.m. via Zoom, are open to all members of unions affiliated 
with the Regional Labor Federation. Learn more at stpaulunions.org.

Dakota County assembly donates to Yellow Ribbon

Special Labor Center 
blood drive May 9

Responding to an urgent 
need for blood, local unions 
have scheduled a special Red 
Cross blood drive at the Saint 
Paul Labor Center, from noon to 
6 p.m. May 9.  

The Regional Labor Federa-
tion’s nonprofit, the St. Paul 
Labor Studies and Resource 
Center (LSRC), typically holds its 
annual labor blood drive in 
November, but stepped up to 
hold a second drive to help meet 
community needs. 

The Labor Center, located at 
353 W. 7th St., offers free off-
street parking. American Red 
Cross COVID-19 protocols will 
be in place. 

Schedule an appointment to 
donate at www.redcrossblood.org 
using sponsor code SPRLF, or 
call 651-222-3787 ext. 120.

Endorsement 
notice 

 
The Saint Paul Regional 

Labor Federation may con-
sider recommendations for 
labor endorsement in con-
gressional, state legislative 
and county races at its May 
11 delegate meeting. 

For more information 
about the process, call 651-
222-3787.



12 • THE UNION ADVOCATE • MAY 2022

By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

After accepting a post in United 
Hospital’s COVID intensive care unit in 
March 2020, Amanda V. Peterson began 
writing as a form of what she calls “paper 
therapy.” Two years later, Peterson is a 
published author, and her memoir, 
“Everybody Just Breathe,” sold out its first 
press run in just three weeks. 

The book, published by Beaver’s Pond 
Press in St. Paul, is a candid, emotionally 
charged reflection on Peterson’s experi-
ence as a nurse and mother during the 
global pandemic. Its subtitle is something 
of a warning: “A COVID Nurse Memoir of 
Stamina and Swear Words.” 

“ICU nursing kind of brings swear 
words to begin with, but I counted it up 
and my COVID-to-Jesus-to-F-bomb ratio 
was pretty solid,” Peterson laughed. 

“It’s a year in the life of me trying to sur-
vive, of everyone trying to survive,” she 
added. “All day long I was telling my 
patients, ‘Just breathe, that’s your one job,’ 
because no one could. Then it became my 
own mantra, my own way to escape.” 

Peterson, a member of the Minnesota 
Nurses Association, lives in Hudson, Wis., 
with her husband and two children. She 
has worked as a registered nurse since 
2006, and in the ICU at St. Paul’s United 
Hospital for the last 14 years.  

When United created a stand-alone 
COVID ICU in the spring of 2020, Peterson 
was among those who volunteered to work 
inside. For a full year, she saw only COVID-

19 patients, and after a 
brief respite in 2021, 
Peterson was back in 
the COVID ICU when 
it reopened to handle 
the Delta wave last 
fall. 

For Peterson “it 
wasn’t even a ques-
tion” as to whether 
she would volunteer 
to work in the COVID 
ward.  

“This was everything we had trained 
for,” she said. “You knew this was going to 
be a pivotal moment in everyone’s career, 
and I couldn’t sit that out. I wanted to be 
able to tell my kids that their mom 
stepped up.” 

Peterson did not initially intend to 
write a book about her experiences – she 
calls herself an author “by accident” – but 
began typing her thoughts into a Word 
document and, sometimes, posting on 
social media after the pandemic began. 

“I wrote a lot on social media about 
trying to educate the public, urging every-
body to bond together and explaining 
what we were going through in the hospi-
tal,” Peterson said. “And I also wrote at 
home to kind of document what I was 
going through, almost trying to get it out 
of me so I could absorb more.” 

Every January, Peterson makes a 
bound photo album for her family of 
highlights from the previous year, and last 
year she decided to do the same with her 

writing, collecting it in a 75-page file. 
Peterson sent the file to two local pub-
lishers and asked if they could bind it 
together as a keepsake.  

“Within two weeks both had written 
back and said they wanted the rest of this 
story,” Peterson said. “I picked the one that 
was going to let me keep my swear words.” 

The book was scheduled to print last 
fall, but when the Delta wave hit, Peterson 
decided to keep writing. It finally pub-
lished March 28, and a second press run 
is already in the works.  

Reader reaction, she said, has been 
overwhelmingly positive, with nurses 
across the country reaching out with their 
responses to the book. For Peterson, it’s 
been a form of validation. 

“It’s been like, ‘This is how I felt, but 
does anyone else feel this way?’” Peterson 
said. “And the response has been, ‘Hell 
yes, we felt that way!’” 

Just as the writing process was thera-
peutic for her, Peterson hopes the book 
can be therapeutic for readers as well. She 
worked with a mental health professional 
to compile a list of discussion prompts, 
included at the end of “Everybody Just 
Breathe.”  

“We as nurses had to just ‘do’ for so 
long that you couldn’t emotionally pass 
through it because you had to keep 
going,” Peterson said. “Normally, ICU 
nurses are adept at having a crappy shift, 
going home and letting it go. We compart-
mentalize for a living.  

“But the problem with COVID was 

that it was everywhere. Everybody else is 
living it too. It’s all over the news. There’s 
a fear factor. We don’t know what we’re 
dealing with. So people don’t want to hear 
about your bad day because they’re cop-
ing like you’re trying to cope. You couldn’t 
vent it out. You couldn’t let it go.” 

Peterson continues writing online at 
thisnursemom.com, where you can also 
buy a copy of “Everybody Just Breathe.” 

MNA member’s memoir reflects on experiences  
as ICU nurse – and mom – during pandemic

The cover photo for Amanda V. Peterson’s 
memoir was taken by Dr. Avi Nahum, who 
treated COVID patients at Regions Hospital. 
Buy the book online via Peterson’s website: 
thisnursemom.com.

Amanda Peterson


