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By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

A new statue unveiled in the Capitol Nov. 
21 celebrates the legacy of Nellie Stone 
Johnson, a towering figure in Minnesota’s 
labor, political and civil rights history.  

After a ceremony that included music, a 
video remembrance and speeches from 
the honoree’s colleagues and admirers, 
Gov. Tim Walz and Lt. Gov. Peggy Flanagan 
joined the youngest members of Stone 
Johnson’s family in pulling a drape off her 
statue, installed just north of the rotunda.   

It is the Capitol’s first new statue in six 
decades and the only to honor woman of 
color. Flanagan boasted that Minnesota is 
the first state government in the U.S. to 
authorize the installation of a statue in its 
Capitol honoring a Black woman.  

“Now when our students are visiting 
the Capitol, they are going to see and learn 

about the legacy of Nellie and all she repre-
sents,” Flanagan said. “They are going to 
see themselves reflected in the people’s 
house in a way they haven’t before.”  

Born in Lakeville in 1905, Stone 
Johnson herself accomplished many 
“firsts” during her lifetime, including a suc-
cessful bid for a seat on the Library Board in 
1945 that made her the first Black person 
elected to citywide office in Minneapolis.   

A powerful figure in the Farmer-Labor 
movement, Stone Johnson helped lead its 
eventual merger with the Democratic Party 
in the 1940s. Candidates often sought her 
endorsement, including Hubert 
Humphrey during his mayoral campaigns 
of 1943 and 1945. She served as a member 
of the Democratic National Committee in 
1980, and joined a delegation to Africa with 
Vice President Walter Mondale.    

By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

Members of the Minnesota 
Nurses Association called off a 
planned three-week strike Dec. 6 
after reaching tentative agree-
ments on new contracts covering 
15,000 nurses at seven hospital 
systems in the Twin Cities and 
Duluth areas. 

The proposed three-year 
contracts, if ratified, would raise 
metro nurses’ wages by 18% and, 
according to the union, would 
give nurses “unprecedented” say 
in how staffing levels are set in 
their hospital units. 

Union nurses had vowed to 
strike if hospitals did not agree to 
address chronic understaffing, 
seeking compensation increases 
to keep nurses at the bedside and 

contract language to ensure nurs-
es have a voice in staffing deci-
sions that affect patient care and 
workplace safety. 

They got both, according to 

MNA President Mary Turner, a 
nurse in the North Memorial 
hospital ICU. She called the ten-
tative agreements a “historic win 
for nurses and patients.” 

“For years, hospital executives 
have been pushing nurses out of 
the profession by under-staffing 
our units and undervaluing our 
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Hundreds of nurses marched for fair union contracts in downtown Minneapolis Nov. 2. The action targeted 
several corporate executives who sit on local hospital systems’ boards.                 Union Advocate photo

The Capitol’s first new statue in 60 years is 
displayed in a portico north of the rotunda.





Labor-endorsed candidates won all 
four statewide races on the Nov. 8 ballot, 
and they claimed majorities in both 
chambers of the Minnesota statehouse 
as well, sparking optimism among the 
state’s union leaders as they look ahead 
to the 2023 legislative session. 

Minnesota AFL-CIO President 
Bernie Burnham, who leads the state’s 
largest labor federation, credited union 
volunteers and voters for making the dif-
ference. Volunteers with the Labor 2022 
campaign, she said, “had tens of thou-
sands of conversations with their fellow 
union members at the doors, on the 
phones, at the worksite” in support of 
union-endorsed candidates. 

In the east metro, hundreds of active 
and retired union members volunteered 
on the campaign trail, and Saint Paul 
Regional Labor Federation President 
Kera Peterson said their work helped 
build power at the state level – and 
helped send labor-endorsed Rep. Angie 
Craig, with a lifetime AFL-CIO voting 
record of 100%, back to Congress in the 
tightly contested 2nd District. 

“Union volunteers had one-on-one 
conversations about what was at stake in 
the elections,” Peterson said. “As a 
result, members showed up at the polls.” 

Labor’s impact on the campaign was 
not lost on Gov. Walz.  

In his victory speech on election 
night, the governor hailed Minnesota as 
a “union state,” and he repeated a cam-

paign pledge to defend working people 
against any attempts to change that. 

But the election results, coupled with 
a projected $17.6 billion budget surplus, 

have union members looking for Walz 
and legislative leaders to do more than 
play defense.  
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Lieutenant Gov. Peggy Flanagan addressed a packed crowd of labor and community volunteers who joined a late-night rally at the 
Saint Paul Labor Center hours before polls opened across the state Nov. 8.        Union Advocate photos

Labor 2022

Gov. Tim Walz paused for a photo with local Steelworker Bob Ryan. Walz, who lost his 
voice before the rally, told volunteers, “I need you to be my voice for the next 24 hours 
so I can be your voice for the next four years.”

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 4)
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“Now is the time for our state leaders to make sub-
stantial structural investments in transportation and 
water infrastructure,” said Joel Smith, president of the 
LIUNA Minnesota and North Dakota. “We must fix our 
aging infrastructure, as it is an increasing threat to the 
health and safety of our people and the prosperity of 
our state.” 

Unions also called for investments in education, 
paid family leave and industries that have struggled to 
retain workers during the pandemic, like health care 
and long-term care. 

“The home care field is currently facing huge 
worker shortages because of the low pay and benefits, 
causing Minnesota seniors and people with disabilities 
to not get the care they need,” said Jamie Gulley, pres-
ident of SEIU Healthcare Minnesota and Iowa.  

The union represents over 20,000 home care 
workers in ongoing contract negotiations with the 
state. Workers’ demands include wages above $20 per 
hour, overtime pay and retirement benefits.  

“This surplus gives Gov. Walz and his administration 
the chance to make historic investments that will improve 
the lives of millions of Minnesotans,” Gulley said.  

Other public service unions pledged a similar fight 
for much-needed investments. AFSCME Council 5, 
which represents more than 40,000 municipal, county 
and state employees, will be bold in its lobbying work, 
Executive Director Julie Bleyhl said. She laid out an 
agenda that includes increases to local government aid, 
funding for K-12 and higher education and safe staffing 
in the state’s correctional and residential facilities. 

“Minnesotans made it clear that government has a 
role to play in improving our workplaces and commu-
nities,” Bleyhl said. 

Education Minnesota President Denise Specht, 

meanwhile, called for a “multi-billion-dollar, multi-
year commitment from the state” to school funding. 

“The governor and Legislature have a huge budget 
surplus because at the end of the last session they failed 
to spend billions of dollars on the things that benefit all 
Minnesotans, including public education where 
schools are understaffed and students are struggling,” 
Specht said. “The voters rejected the Republican 
Party’s strategy of obstruction and forced austerity. 
Now it’s time for Gov. Tim Walz and the leadership in 
the House and Senate to spend the state’s resources to 
improve the lives of working Minnesotans.”  

And Kelly Gibbons, president of SEIU Local 284, 
which represents some 10,000 education support 
workers statewide, called on lawmakers to ensure 
investments in education include extending unemploy-
ment insurance benefits to hourly school employees. 

“We lose too many bus drivers, paras and more 
because they can't make ends meet with the current sys-
tem,” Gibbons said. “We also have a chance to deliver 
transformational change by passing the ESP Bill of 
Rights, helping to make sure these essential jobs are 
finally treated with the dignity and respect they deserve.” 

Unions pledged to work in partnership with other 
organizations to advance measures that bring needed 
resources to communities across the state and address 
Minnesota’s stubborn racial and economic disparities. 

“For years, the GOP Senate majority stood in the 
way of paid family and medical leave for every worker, 
investing in job creating infrastructure, fully funding 
our schools, health care and vital public services,” 
Burnham said. “Now, with pro-labor majorities in both 
chambers, Gov. Walz and lawmakers have an opportu-
nity to make Minnesota a place where workers and 
families, no matter where we live or what we look like, 
can prosper for years to come.”

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 3)

Unions call on DFL ‘trifecta’ to invest $16.7 billion surplus
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Twin Cities Uber, Lyft drivers push local lawmakers to regulate their industry
Organizing Report

By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

With a shoestring organizing drive 
that began just four months ago, Twin 
Cities Uber and Lyft drivers are pushing 
elected officials to tighten regulation of 
the app-based companies, and fighting 
for safety, transparency and a collective 
voice in their industry. 

The Minnesota Uber/Lyft Drivers 
Association (MULDA) showed state law-
makers the momentum behind its fled-
gling campaign with a rally at the Capitol 
in October. 

Drivers’ demands include higher pay 
and greater transparency from Uber and 
Lyft about how they calculate fares. The 
companies have slashed rates from 
nearly $2 per mile to around 85 cents 
over the last eight years, while scrapping 
a firm, 20% cap on their commission, 
drivers said. 

Abdi Salah, who drives for both Uber 
and Lyft, said the companies recently 
removed fare breakdowns from drivers’ 
online activity log, leaving them to glean 
information about their cut from con-
versations with passengers. He recalled 
a recent trip from Edina to Minneapolis-
St. Paul International Airport, in which 
he claims he received just $14 out of a 
passenger’s $50 fare. 

“This guy is going on vacation, and 
he’s pissed off,” Salah remembered. 
“He’s angry with me, and I was not late. 
He was mad at me because I was charg-
ing him $50. He said it was ridiculous for 
such a short trip. 

“When I dropped him off, I showed 
him my receipt, and he was shocked. He 
gave me a $5 tip. Had I not engaged with 
him, he was going to give me a low rat-
ing, and I might not have been allowed 
to drive again.” 

‘We don’t trust Uber’ 
Salah and other drivers have con-

cluded that Uber and Lyft are “charging 
anything they need to the customer, and 
the 83 cents per mile minus their (com-
mission), that’s what they give to the 
driver,” he said. 

During an interview earlier this 
month in the organization’s one-room 
office, located on the second floor a 
shopping center in Minneapolis’ Phillips 
neighborhood, MULDA President Eid 
Ali said the ride sharing companies’ 
practices amount to wage theft. 

“We don’t trust Uber or Lyft, and 
there’s good reason why we don’t,” said 
Ali, who helped lead a successful push to 
regulate taxi companies in Minneapolis 

a decade ago. “The public is being 
ripped off, and so are the drivers. Uber 
and Lyft are getting as much money as 
they can from the riders, and in the end 
giving only a little bit to the driver.” 

In meetings with Minneapolis City 
Council members and Mayor Jacob 
Frey, MULDA drivers have pushed for 
an ordinance that would regulate rates, 

as the city does with taxi cabs, and cap 
the percentage that ridesharing apps 
can take out in commission. 

Drivers also have reached out to St. 
Paul Mayor Melvin Carter and, with the 
Capitol rally, have taken their campaign 
statewide. MULDA’s first public event, a 
September meeting at the Embassy 
Suites in Bloomington, drew about 400 
drivers and a handful of elected officials. 

“They were really surprised,” Ali said 
of the legislators in attendance. “They 
were not expecting this type of organiz-
ing effort. Maybe they were underesti-
mating us. Maybe they thought we were 
invisible, but that’s not true.” 

Hoping for a union 
While increasing pay and transpar-

ency are at the top of MULDA’s agenda, 
drivers have also raised concerns about 
safety and job security – issues they hope 
to one day address through collective 
bargaining. 

The U.S. Department of Labor last 
week issued a proposal to bar firms like 
Uber and Lyft from classifying so-called 
“gig-economy workers” as independent 
contractors, which takes companies off 
the hook for benefits like workers com-
pensation – and bars them from bar-
gaining as a union. 

Several drivers who came to 
MULDA’s meeting last month, Ali said, 
claimed to have been injured on the job, 
including a man who said he was shot by 
a passenger, leaving him paralyzed from 
the waist down. 

“No one has bothered, not Uber and 
not Lyft, to help (him) because there’s 
not any protection, not any work com-
pensation to protect those fellow drivers 
because we’re misclassified,” Ali said. 
“Up to today, he’s a piece of garbage in 
their eyes.”

Abdi Salah (L) and Eid Ali are among the leaders of an effort to build power for Twin 
Cities Uber and Lyft drivers.         Union Advocate photo

“We don’t trust Uber or Lyft, 
and there’s a good reason why. 
The public is being ripped off, 

and so are the drivers.”  
– Eid Ali, MULDA president

By Mark Gruenberg 
PAI Union News Service 

The Association of Flight Attendants, 
the Machinists union and the Teamsters 
rolled out a “coordinated campaign” last 
month to back union organizing efforts 
among rank-and-file workers at Delta 
Air Lines.  

The drive is aimed at unionizing 
45,000 workers at Delta, the only one of 
the nation’s four largest airlines that is 
not wall-to-wall union. Delta’s 14,000 
pilots are the company’s only unionized 
group. 

Half of the workers involved in the 
campaign are flight attendants. The 
others are ramp workers and other on-
the-ground service personnel.  

The joint organizing drive will focus 
on Delta’s massive profits, its exorbitant 
executive pay and its ability to shuffle 
workers’ schedules without pushback. 
Delta CEO Ed Bastian’s pay was 26% 
higher last year than that of his col-
leagues, the unions said. 

“Delta workers are ready to secure a 

union and a contract to keep their share 
of the profits they create in the commu-
nities where they live and work,” the 
unions said in a joint statement. 

Delta flight attendants, giving only 
their first names to the Guardian for fear 
of retaliation, added another cause: 
Short-staffing. So many flight attendants 
left the carrier due to the coronavirus 
pandemic that it’s had trouble replacing 
them. 

But the three unions will have their 
hands full.  

Atlanta-based Delta’s management 
is rabidly anti-union and has been so for 
years.  

“Delta is a company that has long 
union-busted, has deep roots in union-
busting, and it is integrated into every-
thing the company does,” AFA-CWA 
President Sara Nelson told The 
Guardian in August.  

“Delta flight attendants are the heart 
of the airline and key to its industry-
leading success. They deserve a union 
contract that leads the industry too,” 

Nelson said in the three unions’ joint 
statement just before Thanksgiving.  

Not only has Delta beaten past indi-
vidual efforts by AFA and the 
Machinists, but the company devoured 
Minnesota-based Northwest Airlines 
in 2010 and successfully de-unionized 
what had been a wall-to-wall union 
carrier.   

Until a month ago, AFA-CWA was 
conducting its own campaign to union-
ize Delta’s 22,000 flight attendants. But 
an AFA notice, posted on the 
Machinists’ web site, explained AFA vol-
untarily withdrew its organizing petition 
filed with the National Mediation Board, 
which runs labor-management relations 
at airlines and railroads. 

The notice said double-checking 
revealed identification problems with so 
many of their signed union election 
authorization cards there was doubt the 
union reached the required absolute 
majority it needed under federal law to 
file. By withdrawing now, the notice 
said, AFA could come back and try again 

within a year.  
“We’re thrilled to support Delta fleet 

service workers organizing with the IAM 
and Delta mechanics organizing with 
the Teamsters,” Nelson said. “Together, 
workers will lock in what they love about 
their work at Delta and gain the respect 
that comes with a union contract.” 

“Delta fleet service workers deliver 
for both customers and the carrier, and 
now the time has come to deliver an 
industry-leading contract for the people 
who truly make Delta a world-class air-
line,” said Richie Johnsen, vice president 
of the Machinists’ Air Transport divi-
sion.   

“Workers make Delta profitable, and 
by organizing wall-to-wall we will 
ensure workers share in the airline’s suc-
cess,” Teamsters President Sean O’Brien 
added. “Delta mechanics will have pow-
erful union representation when they 
join the Teamsters.  

“We will win industry-leading stan-
dards for workers at Delta, and we will 
do it together.” 

Three unions unveil ‘coordinated campaign’ to back Delta workers seeking to unionize 
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By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

Mercy Hospital nurse Venessa 
Soldo-Jones considers it her calling to 
care for people in crisis. It’s a calling 
she carries beyond the emergency 
department’s doors. 

Soldo-Jones, a member of the 
Minnesota Nurses Association, joined a 
delegation of union nurses who trav-
eled to Florida in early October, one 
week after Hurricane Ian made landfall. 
For 15 days, Soldo-Jones and her col-
leagues provided medical assistance to 
residents and displaced people in Port 
Charlotte and Englewood, two Gulf 
Coast communities devastated by the 
historically large Category 4 storm. 

Port Charlotte still had no power or 
water services when nurses arrived. The 
delegation helped staff a clinic, with 
Soldo-Jones and her colleagues going 
door-to-door to let people know that a 
mobile medical unit was available to 
provide health services.  

“People needed electricity to run 
their oxygen or to refrigerate their insu-
lin,” Soldo-Jones remembered. “People 
also just needed to talk. There was a 
need for mental health services.” 

In Englewood, the nurses set up in 
the parking lot of a shelter for displaced 
people. They gave out tetanus and flu 
shots, and helped identify pharmacies 
that were open.  

People’s medical conditions, Soldo-
Jones said, ran the gamut. 

“We saw people who were unable to 
manage chronic illnesses like diabetes 
and hypertension,” she said. “People 
also showed up with Covid-like symp-
toms or respiratory illness due to mold 

in their homes. People needed wound 
care for injuries that they sustained 
either during the storm or afterward.” 

For Soldo-Jones, it was her fifth hur-
ricane-relief delegation. She first volun-
teered in 2005 after Hurricane Rita, and 
has also joined emergency-response 
teams who provided care to asylum-
seekers on the Arizona-Mexico border in 
2019 and to Puerto Ricans impacted by 
earthquakes three years ago. 

Why does she do it? “People need to 
be reminded that they weren’t for-
gotten,” Soldo-Jones said.  

The Hurricane Ian delegation was 
organized by the Registered Nurse 
Response Network (RNRN), in partner-
ship with International Medical Corps. 
RNRN is a disaster-relief project of the 
California Nurses Foundation and 
National Nurses United, the MNA’s 
national union. 

“I’m wildly proud to be a part of all 
of this,” Soldo-Jones said. “I try to bring 
other people into it and talk about it all 
the time so people can get involved in 
one way or another. There are many 
ways people can help out in these situ-
ations, even if you’re not a nurse.” 

Soldo-Jones encouraged people to 
consider donating to disaster-response 
agencies like Team Rubicon and World 
Central Kitchen, which provides meals 
in the wake of natural disasters. Nurses 
interested in serving on a delegation 
can learn more online at www.    
nationalnursesunited.org/rnrn. 

“If we all just pick up a little bit of 
the weight, it’s not so heavy for that one 
community to lift,” Soldo-Jones said. “If 
we all just grab a corner and lift, we’ll all 
get through it.” 

MNA member Soldo-Jones answers the 
call – again – in Hurricane Ian’s wake

Venessa Soldo-Jones, seated, and fellow RN Tammi Bachecki provided care to a 
patient at a makeshift clinic on the Gulf Coast of Florida in early October, just days 
after Hurricane Ian made landfall. submitted photo
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WASHINGTON – Giving in to pres-
sure from Democratic President Joe 
Biden and corporate rail bosses, the 
Senate voted overwhelmingly to impose 
a five-year contract on 115,000 union-
ized freight railroad workers.  

The House voted to impose the con-
tract too, but its companion measure 
mandating all rail workers receive seven 
paid sick days fell short of the 60 votes 
necessary to clear the Senate. 

Biden, whose administration helped 
mediate the master agreement between 
12 unions and the carriers, sought to 
assure workers that the issue of paid sick 
leave will be considered later, but that 
response left many workers and union 
leaders irate. 

“Rail companies could do the right 
thing today and grant workers paid sick 
leave,” AFL-CIO President Liz Shuler 
said just before the Senate vote Dec. 1. 
“But they've refused, putting profits over 
people. That's how we got here.  

“Calling workers ‘essential’ one 
minute and treating them as dispensa-
ble the next is abhorrent. We join rail 
workers – and all America's workers – in 
the fight to secure paid sick leave, fair 
scheduling and the dignity and respect 
they deserve.” 

Combined, the master rail agree-
ment covers about 115,000 workers. 
Members of eight of the 12 unions 

involved in talks voted to ratify and the 
proposed contract.  

But all 12 unions pledged not to cross 
the picket line of any fellow union 
members who opted to reject the con-
tract and strike. 

SMART-TD, one the three largest 
unions included, saw its members vote 
to reject the agreement in favor of a 
strike. In a statement, the union 
expressed disappointment that law-
makers chose to strip workers of their 
right to strike for the benefits and work-
ing conditions they need. 

“Our members want and need sick 
leave, but even more so, they need relief 
from the damning effects of operational 
changes made by the railroads over the 
last five years,” the union said.  

Biden argued lawmakers had to OK 
the contract to prevent workers from 
going on strike Dec. 9, when a man-
dated “cooling-off period” expired. He 
echoed corporate warnings that much 
of U.S. commerce would halt, and the 
U.S. economy would take a big finan-
cial hit.  

Lack of sick leave was the key, but not 
sole, hang-up that forced the adminis-
tration to intervene in stalled rail talks 
earlier this year and work out the overall 
deal. The railroads adamantly refused to 
negotiate on the issue.  

– PAI Union News Service

Congress backs Biden in vote to impose  
rail agreement without sick leave



By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

Members of the Twin Cities Musicians 
Union warn that the Minnesota Opera’s 
increased use of a newly acquired, smaller 
stage in Minneapolis threatens orchestra 
players’ livelihoods – and the company’s 
reputation for staging high-quality, inter-
nationally acclaimed performances. 

It’s why musicians of the Minnesota 
Opera Orchestra have dug in their heels 
since contract negotiations with man-
agement began over the summer, 
demanding greater job security for 
roughly 50 members of the part-time, 
regional orchestra.  

Without guaranteed work, musicians 
worry that many in their ranks will be 
forced to look for positions in other 
ensembles and that new talent will be 
harder to attract. 

“It’s really important to an orches-
tra’s artistic integrity that we play 
together,” Minnesota Opera cellist 
Rebecca Arons said. “The community 
deserves to know that this asset is not 
being treated with care.” 

Arons and other members of Local 
30-73 of the American Federation of 
Musicians have begun taking that mes-
sage directly to Minnesota’s operagoers, 
passing out flyers before performances 
since the 2022-23 season began in 
October. 

“The people we’ve talked to by and 
large don’t know what’s going on,” said 
principal bassist Mike Smith, who chairs 
the unit’s bargaining committee. 
“Patrons who have been longstanding 
subscribers are surprised because the 
Ordway is such a big part of the opera 
experience.” 

Currently, musicians in the opera’s 
orchestra are paid by the performance 
and according to the terms of a personal 
contract with the company. Different 
opera scores require different ensem-
bles in the orchestra pit, and not every 
orchestra musician works every show. 

But for the last 30 years, a collective 
bargaining agreement between the 
Minnesota Opera and its orchestra 
musicians has outlined how that hiring 
process plays out. Bargaining, according 
to union members, has more often been 
collaborative than contentious. 

“Orchestra members have gone 
through a very rigorous, competitive 
process to get their positions, and 
because of that, as the years have gone 
by since our CBA started 30 years ago, 
the level of playing has steadily reached 
a high level,” Arons said. “We’ve been on 
a steady trajectory artistically.  

“We’re at the point now where we 
are internationally recognized, we have 
commercial recordings and we have 
premiered new works, one of which won 
a Pulitzer recently.” 

But the tone in negotiations changed 
this season, now that fewer orchestra 
members are getting paid.  

That’s because the Minnesota Opera 
moved two of five productions to its 
newly acquired space in Minneapolis’ 
North Loop. Formerly known as the Lab 
Theater, the Luminary Arts Center 
opened to the public in August after ren-

ovations, and its 224-seat theater 
recently staged its first opera perform-
ance, a three-week run of “Rinaldo.” 

The smaller space not only accom-
modates fewer patrons – the Ordway 
Theater seats 1,900 – but fewer orchestra 
musicians as well. Just 19 worked on 
“Rinaldo,” and the company’s staging of 
“The Song Poet” in March will require 
13, according to the union. 

“For over half of our orchestra, 
they’ve lost two productions,” Smith 
said. “That’s over a 40% cut in their pay.” 

Union members want their new con-
tract to include a minimum income for 
the opera orchestra’s “core players,” so 
that instrumentalists who join the com-
pany have some basic guarantees, 
regardless of where opera management 
decides to stage its shows. 

“We didn’t need to ask in previous 
agreements for wording that deter-
mined how many services there would 
be because we knew how many produc-
tions there would be,” Arons said. “But 
in the next five years there are no plans 
to return to five productions at the 
Ordway or to even increase from three. 
This current arrangement has been put 
forward as the plan.” 

Smith and Arons, who have a com-
bined 67 years of experience with the 
company, acknowledge that the pan-
demic hit performing-arts organizations 
hard, although the Minnesota Opera did 
receive a $1.2 million forgivable loan 
through the Paycheck Protection Act 
and $1.1 million in federal grant funds 
for shuttered performance venues. 

But if management expects conces-
sions from orchestra musicians, union 

members say, then musicians deserve to 
see the books for themselves. 

“The pandemic is being used as 
cover in messaging to their donors,” 
Arons said. “But they’re telling us, when 
we request information, that they don’t 
have to tell us because it’s not related.  

“It really feels like we’re not bargain-
ing in good faith because we’re not look-
ing at the same facts.” 

The union and management 
recently agreed to enlist the help of a 
federal mediator. Their first session is 
scheduled for early January.  

Meanwhile, musicians intend to 
continue sounding the alarm about the 
threat to their jobs and their orchestra. 
They ask supporters to contact the 
opera’s president, Ryan Taylor, at 612-
342-9583 or rtaylor@mnopera.org. 

“The community has been extremely 
supportive, both our fans and folks we 
talk to while we’re leafleting,” Arons 
said. “Our community values the arts so 
strongly, it’s part of the identity of this 
community. And when folks find out 
that it may be taken away, they don’t 
take it lightly.” 
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Orchestra musicians take a stand for job security in talks with Minnesota Opera

Musicians of the Minnesota Opera Orchestra placed stands outside the company’s new stage at the Luminary Arts Center in 
Minneapolis’ North Loop neighborhood. Each stand represents a musician left out of the pit – and prevented from earning a pay-
check – for lack of room in the smaller theater. submitted photo

Solidarity alert!  
Union musicians with the MN 

Opera are asking for public 
support in their fight to save 
orchestra jobs. Tell company 
president Ryan Taylor that cuts 
endanger the opera’s quality 
and international reputation: 

• Phone: 612-342-9583 
• Email: rtaylor@mnopera.org
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Workers at Starbucks locations in St. 
Paul and St. Anthony joined hundreds of 
others across the country in striking Nov. 
17 to protest the coffee chain’s slow-
footed approach to negotiating first con-
tracts with newly unionized stores.  

Picket lines went up outside the 
Starbucks at 300 Snelling Ave. S in St. 
Paul at 5:30 a.m., after 14 workers at the 
location voted unanimously to join the 
strike over unfair labor practices. Barista 
Nan Watts said the company’s union 
busting has “stepped up” since workers 
at the store won their union vote in April.  

“We show up to bargain; they walk 
out,” Watts said. “We haven’t seen a lot 
of effort being put into bargaining on the 
ground level, so this is our way of saying, 
nationally, that we do care enough to 
strike for a contract. There are 200 stores 
doing this, and I think we can get that 
number higher every time if we need to.”  

Workers at six Starbucks stores in 
Minnesota have won union elections. St. 
Paul’s store was the first, with stores in 
Minneapolis, St. Anthony, the Mall of 
America, Edina and Roseville following.  

Baristas have said they want to bar-
gain for higher wages, guaranteed hours, 
better vacation and sick leave and 
defined health and safety measures. But 
none of those issues has made it onto 
the table yet in local bargaining, St. Paul 
shift supervisor Graciela Nira said.  

Nira, a member of the union’s national 
bargaining committee, said the company 
finally bargained with a Minnesota union 
Oct. 26, meeting workers from St. Paul.  

But it didn’t last long.  
The company’s representatives, Nira 

said, did not even sit down. Instead, they 
claimed that because workers had 

invited a labor lawyer to join talks 
remotely, the meeting violated a nation-
wide agreement that bargaining would 
take place in person.  

“When we asked for the written agree-
ment, they said they didn’t have it,” Nira 
said. “As far as I know and Workers United 
(the national union) lawyers know, it does-
n’t exist. But they promptly got up to leave, 
said they were going to caucus and stayed 
in their own room for six hours.”  

Similar scenes played out the follow-
ing day when the bargaining committee 
for workers at the  Minneapolis store 
met with the Starbucks. The company’s 
representatives, as far as workers could 
tell, had more interest in ordering lunch 
than in trading contract proposals.  

Starbucks is required by law to bar-
gain in good faith with its workers’ 
unions, but Watts said she feels like the 
company is “pulling and stretching” the 
definition of “good faith” in talks so far.   

“They’re doing everything they can 
to disrupt our right to bargain,” Watts 
said. “I would say it’s one thing to try to 
convince people not to unionize by pro-
viding them with good benefits, but it’s a 
whole other thing to say you don’t 
deserve the right to bargain.”  

Elsewhere in the country, Starbucks 
has fired union supporters – something 
that so far hasn’t happened in 
Minnesota, organizers say. But workers, 
Watts said, want the company to know 
they aren’t backing down.  

“We’ve been getting a lot of honks from 
vehicles passing by,” she said. “There’s a 
labor movement right now. People want to 
be compensated for the work they do, and 
I think that’s a pretty human experience.”  

– Michael Moore, UA editor

Nan Watts picketed outside the unionized Starbucks at Snelling and St. Clair during a strike 
on “Red Cup Day,” when the company gives away free reusable cups.        Union Advocate photo

Starbucks stalls, St. Paul workers strike
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HEALTH CUTS AT HEALTH PARTNERS? 
Members of the Service Employees (SEIU) who work 

at HealthPartners got a rude welcome from management 
when a new round of contract negotiations opened Dec. 
6. The Bloomington-based insurer and health care pro-
vider demanded steep cuts to workers’ own health care 
coverage. 

For over 1,700 frontline, essential health care workers 
covered by the talks, it was a disappointing – if not sur-
prising – start to bargaining the first contract since the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit. 

“The people in charge don’t always understand the 
heightened daily grind we are facing,” hospice nurse 
Jodie Becker said. “We don’t feel heard when we ask for 
support, and the message often seems to be that we 
aren’t productive enough.” 

Through it all, Becker added, SEIU members “still 
came to work every day with steadfast purpose and open 
hearts for our patients,” and they aren’t going to back 
down from a fight for the respect, protection and pay they 
deserve. 

“I know the power of our union,” Becker said. “It is 
strong ,and our members know their worth. I want us to 
win a contract that improves our work conditions, pay 
and benefits. We need a strong contract that takes care of 
health care workers so we can take care of patients in the 
best possible way.” 

SEIU Healthcare Minnesota and Iowa represents 
nearly all caregivers other than doctors at nearly 30 
HealthPartners clinics across the Twin Cities. Members 
of the bargaining unit include nurses, dental hygienists, 
LPNs, CMAs, midwives, lab technicians, physicians’ 
assistants – over 80 job classifications in total.  

Three years ago in contract negotiations, 
HealthPartners sought huge cuts and cost-shifting to the 
health benefits caregivers have won over the years, 

prompting over 95% of members to vote to authorize a 
one-week strike.  

The union’s bargaining team reached a last-minute 
agreement with management to avoid the strike, after 
management backed off massive healthcare cuts and 
offered raises of 2.5% in each year. 

But HealthPartners negotiators brought many of the 
same proposals that union members refused three years 
ago back into negotiations Dec. 6, signaling workers 
likely will have another fight on their hands. 

“It’s time HealthPartners focuses on us, on the front 
line – not just their bottom line," said Kimberly 
Sandstrom, a medical laboratory technician. 

The contract between HealthPartners and SEIU 
Healthcare Minnesota expires on Jan. 31. 

 
WAGE HIKE AT HALF PRICE BOOKS 

Just in time for the holiday shopping season, union 
members who work at Half Price Books locations in 
Minnesota received hourly wage increases between 
$1.50 and $2, the union announced.  

Workers received the raise as part of a company-wide 
move to increase its starting wage to $15 per hour. It’s the 
second time since a string of successful organizing drives 
across the country, beginning in Minnesota last year, that 
the chain of booksellers has increased wages across the 
board – a fact not lost on union activists. 

“This boost to all our fellow workers is just the most 
recent in a string of wins across the country that clearly 
show the effect that unionization has had on this com-
pany,” Half Price Books Union posted on social media. 
“We’re raising the bar at Half Price Books.  

“Since we unionized, the company has introduced 
new seniority-based layoff and recall procedures, clearer 
COVID policies, more accessible benefits for new employ-
ees, mandatory monthly meetings to address worker con-
cerns, and now TWO starting wage increases.” 

Half Price Books union members, who are members 
of the United Food and Commercial Workers, are still 
bargaining first contracts with the bookseller. Unionized 
Half Price Books outlets locally include the Roseville and 
St. Paul stores, where workers are members of UFCW 
Local 1189. Workers at the St. Louis Park and Coon 
Rapids are members of UFCW Local 663. 

“These are the kinds of wins that are possible when 
we all come together to demand more from this com-
pany,” the union wrote. “If this is what we've already 
achieved, imagine what's in store when even more loca-
tions join us!” 

 
BIG RAISES FOR AFSCME U OF M 

Clerical and technical workers at the University of 
Minnesota, members of Local 3800 of the American 
Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, 
voted in November to approve a new three-year contract 
that, for some workers, will raise pay by over $8,000 per 
year. 

The agreement establishes a $20 minimum wage and 
includes across-the-board wage increases of 3.85% in the 
first year and 4% in each of the following years. The union 
also secured racial equity language in the contract – one 
of its top demands. 

“It’s the best contract in 25 years,” Local 3800 
President Cherrene Horazuk said. 

 
AUGSBURG STAFF WIN CONTRACT 

Members of the Augsburg Staff Union have ratified a 
historic first contract, the union announced Oct. 27. 

 The professional staff at Augsburg University in 
Minneapolis became the first private college staff union 
in Minnesota when they voted in January 2021 to organ-
ize with Local 12 of the Office and Professional 
Employees International Union. But getting to a first con-
tract took 19 months of negotiations. 

Labor News in Review

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 11)



The organizing and contract campaigns included 
rallies, informational picketing and a candle-light vigil at 
the university president’s home.  

“It was a long, grueling process,” said bargaining 
committee member Kate Asfeld, Minneapolis, who has 
worked five years at Augsburg and is assistant director of 
undergraduate admissions.  

“As time went on, it felt like organizing and winning 
our union election was like running a marathon, there 
was a brief pause, and then we had to get back up and run 
another marathon with the contract negotiations,”  

In the end, the hard-won, two-year contract 
addresses all the issues that prompted the initial organiz-
ing effort back in March 2020. The contract will provide a 
2% wage increase and a $400 bonus each year. It estab-
lishes a grievance procedure, provides for parental leave 
and introduces longevity pay. The union also prevailed in 
persuading the university to solicit competitive health 
care bids, leading to a 2.5% decrease in premiums, 
instead of a projected 22% increase. 

“We’ve built a strong foundation with this contract,” 
said Mike Bloomberg, a librarian and 21-year Augsburg 
employee. “We didn’t win everything we wanted, but 
compared to the situation before we unionized this con-
tract is a revolution.” 

– Steve Share, Minneapolis Labor Review editor 
 

Labor News in Review includes reporting from The 
Union Advocate and other labor media outlets. Have a 
news tip? Get in touch by phone at 651-222-3787 ext. 
112, or by email at mmoore@stpaulunions.org.

Steelworkers-backed alliance  
urges shoppers to buy 

American this holiday season 
 
As families around the nation get ready to buy 

holiday presents, the union-backed Alliance for 
American Manufacturing (AAM) is urging gift 
buyers to choose products that are Made in the 
USA this holiday season.  

AAM is a non-partisan, non-profit partnership 
forged to strengthen manufacturing in the U.S., 
and it brings together America's leading man-
ufacturers and the United Steelworkers (USW) 
union. 

To help consumers find the right gifts made at 
home, AAM recently released its annual guide of 
American-made gift ideas. The gift guide high-
lights companies that make products in all 50 
states, the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico. 
The online tool gives shoppers a wide variety of 
gift ideas of products made locally and through-
out the country.  

Visit www.americanmanufacturing.org to find 
the holiday gift guide. 

Three-quarters of American consumers say 
they would prefer to purchase holiday gifts that 
are made in the U.S., but a third say they rarely or 
never see American-made products while shop-
ping, according to a poll released by AAM.
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Augsburg University staff members marched in support 
of their union’s contract campaign last spring.  

photo courtesy Marc Hardaker

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 10)
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LITTLE CANADA – Unions and environmental 
groups hosted a roundtable with several Minnesota 
mayors Oct. 17 to discuss ways they can work together 
to maximize the impact of historic infrastructure and 
clean-energy investments signed into law by President 
Joe Biden. 

Mayors from rural towns, cities and suburbs partici-
pated in the event, co-sponsored in part by District 
Council 82 of the Painters and Allied Trades (IUPAT), 
the League of Minnesota Cities and the BlueGreen 
Alliance, a coalition of labor and environmental groups.  

Before discussing how Minnesota’s state and local 
leaders can work together to harness potential federal 
investments, the mayors joined a tour of IUPAT’s train-
ing center, the Finishing Trades Institute of the Upper 
Midwest. 

District Council 82’s director of government affairs, 
Tony McGarvey, highlighted how the union’s registered 
apprenticeship program – like others sponsored by 
building trades unions – equips workers with the skills 
they need for jobs rebuilding and modernizing infras-
tructure and improving the energy efficiency of homes 
and businesses. 

The Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), which Biden 
signed into law Aug. 16, authorizes nearly $400 billion in 
spending aimed at lowering the nation’s carbon emis-
sions by 2030. It came on the heels of a $1.2 trillion 
bipartisan infrastructure bill passed a year earlier, with 
investments in transportation, broadband networks, 
water systems and more. 

Both measures are subject to prevailing wage 
requirements, meaning they are likely to create a wind-
fall of employment opportunities for union trades-
people in the coming years. 

“The demand for new people in our industry is at an 
all-time high,” McGarvey told mayors during the tour. 
He urged mayors to help spread word in their commu-
nities about construction apprenticeships, which com-
bine hands-on training with paid employment on the 
jobsite. 

“A lot of people who take this tour come away asking 
whether what we do here is some kept secret, but it’s 
not,” McGarvey added. “There are great learning 
opportunities here, which lead to great careers.” 

Edina Mayor Jim Hovland said those around the 
table had a “great conversation” about what the IRA and 
the infrastructure bill could mean for workers, local 
communities and the environment. 

“There are simple – but important – things we can all 
do to make sure this funding flows smoothly, that proj-
ects get done quickly and that taxpayer money is used 
the right way – all while creating good jobs and dramat-
ically reducing our climate emissions,” Hovland added. 

 Learn more about career opportunities available 
through Building Trades union apprenticeships at  
mntrades.org/apprenticeship. 

At IUPAT training center, mayors and stakeholders look to leverage influx of federal funds

Tony McGarvey leads mayors from across Minnesota on a tour of the Finishing Trades Institute, IUPAT District 
Council 82’s apprenticeship training center in Little Canada.            Union Advocate photos

Federal investments flowing 
into Minnesota 

Minnesota is projected to receive roughly $6 
billion through the bipartisan infrastructure bill, 
and it’s already starting to trickle into the state: 

• Airports across the state are receiving funds, 
including $21.3 million to replace five passenger 
boarding bridges and relocate one passenger 
boarding bridge. This project will modify walk-
ways, ramps, and slopes to better utilize space 
and meet ADA requirements. The new boarding 
bridges will also be more energy efficient. 

• A round of transportation and transit funding 
announced in August will bring about $100 million 
into the state, including $15 million in improvements 
for motorists, bicyclists, pedestrians, area businesses 
near the Station 73 Park and Ride in Plymouth. 

• In Austin, $25 million will be used to recon-
struct eight bridges, including five overhead 
bridges, two mainline bridges and one pedestrian 
bridge. Funds will also be used to repair two 
mainline bridges along Interstate 90.

Brian Hagberg, a training coordinator at the Finishing 
Trades Institute, demonstrates how IUPAT apprentices 
learn to install “smart glass,” which can change its tint to 
block or allow in solar rays, depending on cooling or heat-
ing needs. Demand for the technology is expected to 
increase thanks to the Inflation Reduction Act, which 
includes a 30% tax credit for builders who incorporate 
smart glass. 

We would like to
wish everyone a
Happy Holidays

and a prosperous
New Year

Saint Paul Building & Construction Trades Council
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Over a year after winning their union 
election, workers at the Minnesota 
Historical Society (MNHS) are ramping 
up pressure on their employer to settle a 
contract that meets their demands for 
livable wages, job security, and safety 
and respect at work. 

The newly organized members of 
AFSCME Council 5 have been in bar-
gaining with MNHS since June, crafting 
an agreement that will cover the non-
profit’s “wall-to-wall” workforce of 
between 250 and 300 people located 
across the state, including archivists, 
tour guides, maintenance workers, 
administrative staff and more. 

That leaves a lot of ground to cover in 
a first contract, and the two sides have 
been meeting weekly. But members of 
the union’s negotiations team say pro-
gress has slowed since they reached the 
economic phase of talks. 

“We handed management our full 
proposal back in June at our first session, 
so they’ve had our economic package for 
months,” said exhibits researcher Ami 
Naff, a member of the union’s negotia-
tions committee. “We only recently 
received management’s counter propos-
al, and they’ve offered us pretty much the 
bare minimum. It’s pretty disappointing.” 

Naff said the employer’s proposals 
are not competitive across many MNHS 
workers’ areas of expertise and fail to 
account for rising costs. Some MNHS 
union members, she said, struggle with 
food and housing insecurity, and staff 
turnover has increased, threatening the 

mission of the organization. 
“People are staying in this work 

because we know how important it is and 
because we’re so dedicated to making his-
tory accessible,” she said. “Our employer 
seems to think that’s something that can 
be taken for granted, which is really sad 
because we have lost a lot of people in the 
last few months. Losing that depth of 
experience really weakens the experience 
that our visitors have and that our public 
will have in the future.” 

Union members also want paid 
parental leave, scheduling guarantees 
for part-time and seasonal workers and 
wage rates that recognize workers’ serv-
ice to the organization. 

To show their boss they are serious 
about standing together for the wages 
and benefits they deserve, union 
members plan to rally with labor and 
community supporters Saturday, Dec. 
17, at the Minnesota History Center in 
St. Paul, beginning at noon – barring a 
last-minute agreement, of course. 

“If management comes back with 
good proposals and we have a strong 
contract in place, we could totally be 
celebrating that day instead of rallying,” 
Naff said. “If that doesn’t happen, we’ll 
be putting urgency behind why we need 
a fair contract. 

“We’re fighting for good lives for all 
our colleagues, and as for management, 
we’re having to push them a lot harder 
than we thought would be needed. It’s 
pretty reasonable stuff.” 

– Michael Moore, UA editor

AFSCME members plan Dec. 17 rally  
at Minnesota History Center 

Labor Events

Building Trades Credit Union to cut the  
ribbon on Shoreview branch Dec. 28

Building Trades Credit Union will be 
open for business at its-newly rebuilt 
branch office in Shoreview, Wednesday, 
Dec. 28, with a ribbon-cutting and flag-
raising planned at 8:30 a.m. 

The  new facility at 3353 Rice St. 
replaces BTCU’s previous branch office 
at the site, which was torn down. 

During construction, BTCU’s branch 
office serving the area has been operat-
ing from a temporary location a short 
distance away at 2688 Rice St. in Little 
Canada. The last day for business at the 
Little Canada location will be Dec. 27. 

With Donlar Construction of 
Stillwater serving as the general contrac-
tor, the new facility has been 100% 
union-built, reported Rick Odenthal, 
BTCU president and CEO. 

Not only that, but the design of the 
3,100 square-foot, $2 million project aims 
to showcase the skills of local union craft-
workers. With a polished concrete floor, 
exposed brickwork behind the teller line 
and exposed iron and duct work, “we 
tried to do as much as we could expose so 
people can see it,” Odenthal said. 

“I couldn’t have asked for better 

craftsmanship,” Odenthal emphasized. 
“There’s so much pride in it… I couldn’t 
have asked for anything better.” 

Plans call for the new facility to 
include a display of antique tools, 
donated by local building trades unions. 
In addition, walls in the soaring clearstory 
of the lobby will include two-foot-square 
renditions of local building trades unions’ 
logos. The exterior of the building features 
exposed brickwork and steel, lots of glass, 
and multiple roof levels. 

Inside, “we didn’t gain a lot of square 
footage, but the square footage we have 
now is really an efficient use of space,” 
Odenthal said. “It’s designed to serve the 
members. That’s what we wanted.” 

At some point after the opening of the 
new facility, Odenthal said, BTCU will 
plan an after-hours open house there for 
the workers who helped build it.  

“We want to make sure [everyone] 
who worked there can bring their signif-
icant others, have some treats, thank 
everybody the right way. Truly every-
body on that jobsite was a craftsman. It 
just shows,” Odenthal said. 

– Steve Share, Labor Review editor
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The East Side Freedom Library invites the middle 
and high school students in your families to benefit 
from our rich resources and our experienced mentors.  

National History Day is a great program in which 
students are challenged to develop a project as an 
illustration of a theme. Students, individually or in 
small teams, might take months developing their 
approach, conducting research and shaping their 
presentation. They take ownership of presenting their 
project – on a storyboard, in a paper, in a perform-
ance, in a video or via an interactive website. They not 
only present historical materials, but they must also 
make an argument about how their topic affected 
individuals, communities, nations or the world, 
changing the course of human society.   

History Day students not only learn new things 
about history and learn the value of historical think-
ing, but they also develop their social skills and self-
confidence. 

The 2023 theme asks young people to think about 
how engagement with frontiers – in space, among 
people and in the emergence of new ideas – has 
shaped our history, in the U.S. and around the world.   

This is a great theme within which they might 
explore labor activism, racial justice, women’s rights, 
the impact of GLBTQ+ movements, environmental 
activism and more. A frontier may be geographical – 
an area thought to be on the edge of a settlement – or 
a border between countries or peoples. Ideas can also 
be presented as frontiers.   

Students might explore the work of individuals or 
organizations who have thought of new ways of 
organizing human life politically, economically, reli-
giously or socially, and assess the impact of these new 
ideas. Frontiers are crossed by those who challenge 

conventional thinking. Students may find inspiration 
in the stories of those who have challenged traditional 
boundaries of race, class and gender.  

Here’s one great example. In 1920, economist 
Carter L. Goodrich published “The Frontier of 
Control: A Study of British Workshop Politics.” At the 
heart of this book was his argument that every work-
place has an invisible line dividing where manage-
ment’s authority ends and workers’ authority begins.   

Goodrich argued that these “frontiers of control” 
moved from the day shift to the night shift, from days 
with higher absenteeism (e.g., Mondays and Fridays) 
to fully staffed days. They moved in response to tech-
nological change and innovation, and, above all, in 
response to workers’ organization, in the workplace 
itself and, especially, in unions.  

Today’s young scholars might use the “frontier of 
control” as a framework within which they can 
explore the impacts of computers and robots, the 
strengths or weaknesses of unions, even such contem-

porary concerns as “the great resignation” or 
“Striketober.” The concept is just one great door-
opener into the dynamics of the world of labor. 
National History Day is a wonderful opportunity to 
introduce students to the rich world of labor history.   

The East Side Freedom Library has rich resources 
available to students for their research projects. Our 
collections include labor newspapers from the 1930s, 
documentary videos, recordings of labor songsters, 
photographs of labor-themed visual art, union but-
tons and posters, and more.  

Perhaps even more importantly, students will also 
find experienced mentors eager to help them shape their 
project. Our team of mentors include retired public-
school teachers, college professors and college students. 
For eight years now, we have worked with students in the 
Twin Cities, some of whom have won recognition in local, 
statewide and even national competition. 

Our mentoring team is on hand, now, every 
Saturday morning from 10 a.m. to noon. We ask that 
students make an appointment by emailing 
info@eastsidefreedomlibrary.org, that upon their arri-
val they show proof of vaccination or a negative test 
within the previous 2 days, that they wear a mask and 
that they observe safety precautions while here.  

After their initial mentoring consultation, students 
will be welcome to come at other times to use our 
resources, and our mentors will be available for one-
on-one conversations, in person or remotely.    

If you or your students would like to speak with us, 
call us at 651-207-4926. We look forward to working 
with them! 

– Peter Rachleff is co-executive director emeritus 
at the East Side Freedom Library, an independent, 
nonprofit organization located at 1105 Greenbrier St.

East Side Freedom Library is a resource for students’ National History Day projects
Labor Voices: Peter Rachleff

Students and mentors worked on History Day proj-
ects at the ESFL last year.        submitted photo

Working with historians Tom 
O’Connell and Anna Kuharjec, filmmaker 
Randy Croce spent seven years working 
part-time to produce “The Farmer-Labor 
Movement: A Minnesota Story,” a doc-
umentary film that debuted with a screen-
ing at the East Side Freedom Library in St. 
Paul last month. 

The film makes a point to connect the 
issues faced by farmers and workers who 
came together in the Farmer-Labor 
movement in the 1920s and 1930s with 
the issues of today.  

“We hope it provides a spark for dis-
cussions, especially to provide parallels 
for what’s going on today with income 

inequality and polarization,” said Croce, 
who retired in 2018 after 28 years working 
with the U of M’s Labor Education Service. 
“It provides insights in the way people at 
that time addressed those challenges.” 

Minnesota’s Farmer-Labor Party was 
among the most successful progressive 
third-party movements in U.S. history, 
electing hundreds of candidates to local, 
state and national office before merging 
with the Democratic Party in 1944 to 
create the DFL.  

For Croce, O’Connell and Kuharjec, 
making the film involved historical 
research, identifying photos and film clips 
and getting permission to use them. They 

filmed interviews and developed a script 
for professional actors who give voice to 
print interviews conducted with long-
dead Farmer-Labor activists.  

Relatives of Farmer-Labor activists 
provided family photos and shared family 
stories. The back issues of state’s three 
labor newspapers – the Minneapolis 
Labor Review, Union Advocate and 
Duluth Labor World – also shed light on 
the history of the Farmer-Labor cause. 

The film uses animation to tell part of 
the story. “We consciously used animation 
because a lot of those personal stories were 
never recorded,” Croce explained. “By 
using animation, we’re giving you the 

essence of 
what hap-
pened, but 
we’re not pre-
tending that is 
precisely what 
happened.” 

Initially, the film 
ran three hours. Cutting it 
down to 56 minutes, for broadcast on pub-
lic TV, forced hard decisions.  

“Eventually, I’m thinking of doing a 
director’s cut,” Croce said. 

The film is available for streaming 
online at youtu.be/9Nibei9ZCHM. 

– Steve Share, Labor Review editor

Filmmaker Croce hopes new Farmer-Labor documentary sparks discussion
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Capitol’s first new statue in six decades honors labor, civil rights icon Nellie Stone Johnson

But before becoming a political 
leader, Stone Johnson was a union 
organizer, as Workday Minnesota 
remembered in an obituary published 
after her death in April 2002: 

“In the 1930s, while working as an 
elevator operator at the Minneapolis 
Athletic Club, her wages were cut from 
$15.00 to $12.50 per week. She respond-
ed by secretly organizing the workers 
into a union. Later she was elected the 
first woman vice president of the 
Minneapolis Hotel and Restaurant 
Workers Union.”  

Stone Johnson was the first woman 
vice-president of the Minnesota 
Culinary Council, and she pushed a 
national contract negotiations commit-
tee to address issues like pay equity.  

At the same time, Stone Johnson was 
active in the movement for civil rights 
and racial equality. She helped lead a 
fundraising drive, organized by the Civil 
Rights Congress, to help Black voters in 
Texas pay poll taxes, which would other-
wise have prevented them from voting. 
Stone Johnson remained active in the 
NAACP throughout her adult life.  

Many speakers at the ceremony 
recalled Stone Johnson’s passionate 
support for education as a gateway to 
good-paying jobs. She served on both 
the Minnesota State University Board 
and the Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities Board of Trustees, and sev-
eral current Minnesota State adminis-
trators were on hand for the unveiling.  

So, too, were past recipients of a 
scholarship bearing Stone Johnson’s 
name, awarded each year since 1989 to 
racial minority union members and 
their families attending a Minnesota 
State institution.   

“She had a sense of humanness that 
could only come out of where she came 
from,” said Dr. Tamrat Tademe, a pro-
fessor at St. Cloud  State University who 
worked with Stone Johnson and serves 
on the scholarship board. “And with 
Nellie there was always a call to do 
better.   

“I hope we all listen to Nellie’s call. I 
hope we don’t shelve her statue and 
leave it there. We have to listen to her 
call to do better in this state.”  

Minnesota unions and their 
members played a critical role in cre-
ating a space to honor Stone Johnson at 

the Capitol, from lobbying in support of 
authorizing the statue to donating funds 
toward its completion.   

“Thank God for the unions,” said 
former state Rep. Joe Mullery, who 
authored the 2014 bill. “They under-
stood how important it is for working 
people and students to come to the 
Capitol and be inspired by seeing some-
one like them.”  

The first students to get a look at the 
new statue, appropriately, were part of a 
delegation from the Minneapolis ele-
mentary bearing Stone Johnson’s name.   

Thinking of the countless others 
soon to follow, Flanagan closed her 
remarks with a note of gratitude: “Thank 
you for this opportunity for every little 
girl to know that she has a place and 
space in this building in whatever role 
she chooses.”  

Learn more about Nellie Stone 
Johnson, her legacy and the scholarship 
bearing her name at nelliestone.org. 

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Family of Nellie Stone Johnson, who died in 2002, got the first glimpse of a new statue honoring her legacy.      Union Advocate photo

Minnesota AFL-CIO President Bernie Burnham recognized the donors whose contrib-
utions made the statue possible. Unions were the leading source of funds.

Registration is open for the 2023 
AFL-CIO Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Civil and Human Rights Conference, 
scheduled Jan. 13-16 in Washington, 
D.C. The conference’s theme this year 
is “Claiming Our Power, Protecting Our 
Democracy.”  

Organizers said conference-goers 
would build on recent victories and 
strategize about the continued fight for 
economic and racial justice with – and 

also within – the labor movement. 
“Our democracy is in a state of 

emergency,” the AFL-CIO’s website 
reads. “Across the country, extremist 
politicians, far-right judges and corrupt 
corporate interests have aligned to take 
away the rights of workers. They are 
moving to strip us of our fundamental 
freedoms including the freedom to vote 
and to collectively bargain for a voice 
on the job.   

“The labor movement has always 
been a force for progress and we will 
continue that legacy by standing in our 
power and fighting back against these 
attacks. We will step into the year with 
purpose and make it clear that working 
people will determine the direction of 
this country.  Together, we will build an 
economy and a society that works for 
everyone and ensures that all workers, 
no matter who they are, can live a life of 

dignity and respect.” 
The conference will include timely 

discussion, led by experts, about issues 
facing the labor movement, with the goal 
of determining how union activists can 
address those challenges. Attendees will 
share best practices and be equipped 
with the “cutting-edge tools and knowl-
edge they need to affect change.” 

Learn more about the conference 
and register at themlkconference.org.  

Theme of AFL-CIO’s 2023 MLK Conference: ‘Claiming Our Power, Protecting Our Democracy’
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nurses,” Turner said. “This tentative 
agreement will help to keep nurses at the 
bedside, where we will keep fighting to 
oppose the corporate health care pol-
icies which threaten our hospital sys-
tems and the care our patients deserve.”  

A profession in crisis  
MNA members held firm to their 

patient-centered demands through bar-
gaining that dragged on for nine 
months. They stood together after their 
previous contracts expired over the 
summer and through a three-day strike 
in September, the largest private-sector 
nurses strike in U.S. history. 

After voting in November to strike for 
a second time, nurses said the stakes 
were too high to settle for anything less 
than contracts that address the crisis of 
care in their facilities, citing unsustain-
able conditions that risk becoming the 
“new normal” for staff, patients and 
communities. 

“Time is up,” Abbott Northwestern 
nurse Angela Becchetti said. “You need 
to put staffing on the table. You need to 
protect your nurses. Ultimately, we’re 
here to protect our patients.” 

A three-week strike over the holidays 
would have forced hospitals, already 
reliant on highly-compensated “travel-
ing” nurses to cover staffing shortfalls, to 
hire even more as scabs.  

“They are paying those nurses an 
obscene amount of money when all we 
want is staffing,” Becchetti said. “Put that 
money that you are paying nurses to work 
during a strike into staffing, and you won’t 
be having a strike. If you fix staffing, you 
will help retain your nurses.” 

Unlike the wage increases, which the 
union hailed as its largest in two dec-
ades, staffing gains made by nurses in 
bargaining vary by tentative agreement, 
according to MNA.  

The union said language in some 
proposed contracts would prevent man-
agement from reducing staff levels with-
out reaching a “consensus” with nurses 
on the decision. Other language would 
protect nurses from discipline if they 
raise concerns about unsafe assign-
ments, or identify specific outcomes that 
would trigger labor-management staff-

ing reviews. 
Nurses also won increases in pay for 

preceptors, who help train new nurses, 
and for charge nurses. Several tentative 
agreements also included new work-
place safety protections. 

Since negotiations with the hospitals 
began last spring, Minnesota nurses 
have framed their contract campaign as 
a fight to save the profession. 

Hospitals across the U.S. are strug-
gling to attract and retain bedside nurses 
– a trend local nurses say began before 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Hospital 
executives looking to pad their bottom 
lines brushed aside nurses’ documented 
reports of unsafe staffing levels, which 
soared by 300% between 2014 and 2021. 

Nurses say short-staffed hospital 
units are more susceptible to adverse 
events that put their patients  – and their 
nusing licenses – at risk. A report issued 
by the Minnesota Department of Health 
in August backed up those claims, show-
ing a 33% increase in adverse events in 
Minnesota hospitals from 2020 to 2021. 

Trischa Ochsner, a nurse at 
Minneapolis Children’s Hospital, said 
an autumn surge in pediatric respiratory 
illnesses, coupled with her hospital’s 
“dire” staffing situation, has created a 
crisis of care with “no end in sight.” 
Some families, she said, are forced to 
wait hours for bed space to open. 

“While our leadership gets to remain 
nameless in an office or working from 
home or on a golf course, we keep com-
ing back day after day to the same horri-
fic staffing,” Ochsner said. “And at the 
negotiation table their answers remain 
unchanged. They do not want nurses 
involved in the decision-making pro-
cess, yet their decisions are leading to 
the decline and failure of a system.” 

Frustration with hospital CEO’s – 
and the executives who populate their 
nonprofit boards – boiled over in 
November, when hundreds of MNA 
members marched through downtown 
Minneapolis, calling out board 
members and their employers for driv-
ing a corporate approach to health care. 

The labor community stood shoulder 
to shoulder with nurses throughout their 
contract campaign, St. Paul Regional Labor 

Federation President Kera Peterson said. 
“Our federation and our affiliate 

unions were fully prepared to be on the 
picket line with nurses who stuck together 
for the contract they deserve – and their 
patients deserve,” Peterson said. 

Staffing campaign heads to Capitol 
Although they avoided a strike, nurs-

es insisted their fight to put patients over 
profits was not over. They pledged to be 
at the Capitol this winter to lobby in sup-

port of legislation that would require 
Minnesota hospitals to set limits on the 
number of patients a nurse in each of its 
units can care for, set by staffing com-
mittees with equal participation from 
management and caregivers. 

“With new staffing language and fair 
wage increases, nurses are empowered 
to continue the fight to protect care in 
our communities,” MNA Vice President 
Chris Rubesch said. 

After union nurses threaten three-week strike, hospitals relent on staffing, wages
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Nurses took the lobby of the U.S. Bank corporate offices, calling out the company’s 
vice chair of consumer and business banking, Tim Welsh, vice chair of the Allina 
Health Board of Directors.          Union Advocate photo
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Minutes of the Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation
OCTOBER 12, 2022 

The Saint Paul Regional Labor 
Federation met in regular session 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, 
Edwards, Engeldorf, Gale, Guertin, 
Hill, Hoerth, Luneburg, Madden, 
Markham-Kocurek, McNamara, 
Michelson, Peterson, Ryan, Sansom, 
Schmidt, Terry, Vanderport, and Wynn. 
Excused were Beissel, Gibbons, 
Hoppe, Seath, Slattery, Tastad-Damer, 
VanDassor, and Varco. 

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 environ-
ment free from discrimination and 
harassment. We ask all meeting par-
ticipants to embrace our values of 
equity and equality and conduct them-
selves in this meeting consistent 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 discrim-
inatory, 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. 

 
GUESTS 

Attorney General Keith Ellison and 
State Auditor Julie Blaha spoke to the 
delegation. 

 
CREDENTIALS 

Credentials were received from 
Carpenters Local 322 and Heat and 
Frost Insulators Local 34. President 
Peterson administered the Oath of 
Obligation to those new delegates and 
alternates in attendance. 

 
MINUTES 

M/S/C TO APPROVE MINUTES 
OF AUGUST 10, 2022, AS PUB-
LISHED IN THE UNION ADVOCATE 
NEWSPAPER AFTER THE SECRE-
TARY-TREASURER NOTES THERE 
ARE NO ADDITIONS OR CHANGES 
CALLED FOR. 

 
COMMITTEE ON POLITICAL  
EDUCATION (COPE) MINUTES 
OCTOBER 12, 2022 

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

Items to come before this board 
included: 

• The Chisago County Labor 
Assembly requests recommendation 
to grant labor endorsement to: 

–Sarah Aadland, Jackie Harris-

Rude, and Jennifer Penzenstadler, 
Chisago Lakes School Board 

– Claire Luger, Wyoming City 
Council 

 
• The Washington County Labor 

Assembly requests recommendation 
to grant labor endorsement to: 

– Ben Jarman, Dan Peltzman and 
Michelle Yener, North St. Paul/ 
Maplewood/Oakdale School Board 

– James Lipps, North St. 
Paul/Maplewood/Oakdale School 
Board Special Election 

– Andrea Date, Washington 
County Commissioner, District 5 

• M/S/C TO RECOMMEND TO 
THE DELEGATE BODY TO SUPPORT 
THE COPE COMMITTEE’S RECOM-
MENDATION TO GRANT LABOR 
ENDORSEMENT TO: SARAH AAD-
LAND, JACKIE HARRIS-RUDE AND 
JENNIFER PENZENSTADLER, CHIS-
AGO LAKES SCHOOL BOARD; 
CLAIRE LUGER, WYOMING CITY 
COUNCIL; BEN JARMAN, DAN 
PELTZMAN AND MICHELLE YENER, 
NORTH ST. 
PAUL/MAPLEWOOD/OAKDALE 
SCHOOL BOARD; JAMES LIPPS, 
NORTH ST. PAUL/MAPLEWOOD/ 
OAKDALE SCHOOL BOARD SPECIAL 
ELECTION; AND ANDREA DATE, 
WASHINGTON COUNTY COMMIS-
SIONER, DISTRICT 5. 

• President Peterson reported on 
the ongoing phone banks/door 
knocks, the start of the DFL Party 
work and requesting more volunteers 
now and in the future. 

• M/S/C TO MAKE A $5,000 
CONTRIBUTION TO THE HOUSE 
DFL-CAUCUS. 

• M/S/C TO MAKE A $5,000 
CONTRIBUTION TO SENATE DFL-
CAUCUS. 

• M/S/C TO MAKE A $5,000 
CONTRIBUTION TO GOVERNOR TIM 
WALZ CAMPAIGN. 

• M/S/C TO MAKE A $5,000 
CONTRIBUTION TO MINNESOTA 
DFL. 

• M/S/C TO MAKE A $1,000 
CONTRIBUTION TO SECRETARY OF 
STATE STEVE SIMON’S CAMPAIGN. 

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

 
EXECUTIVE BOARD MINUTES 
OCTOBER 12, 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: 

– Renewal of CD at the St. Paul 
Federal Credit Union. 

– Labor of Love – Sponsor a 
Family.  Community groups to now 
include Neighbors Inc., increasing Cub 
Food gift card amounts that are pur-
chased for the St. Paul Labor Studies 
and Resource Center’s (LSRC) 
Emergency Fund clients. 

– 2022 Holiday Party. 
– 2023 Winter Carnival King 

Boreas Grande Day Parade and warm 
up party. 

– Welcome to Art Hill to the Saint 
Paul Regional Labor Federation 
Executive Board and as the Saint Paul 
RLF’s geographical representative to 
the Minnesota AFL-CIO. 

• M/S/C TO INCREASE CUB 
FOOD GIFT CARD AMOUNTS FOR 
LSRC’S EMERGENCY FUND 
CLIENTS TO $50 PER ADULT AND 
$30 PER CHILD. 

• M/S/C FOR THE SAINT PAUL 
RLF TO HOLD IT’S ANNUAL HOLI-
DAY PARTY AND TO PROVIDE 
FOOD. 

• M/S/C TO PARTICIPATE IN 
THE 2023 WINTER CARNIVAL 
PARADE AND HOST AN WARMUP 
PARTY. 

• M/S/C TO GRANT STRIKE 
SANCTIONS TO AFSCME LOCAL 
844. 

• ORGANIZING: UPDATES/CAM-
PAIGNS: AFSCME Local 844, APWU, 
Letter Carriers, Minnesota Nurses 
Association, UNITE HERE, and USW 
gave updates on their organizing 
activities. 

• THANK YOU NOTES: Received 
from Home for Our Troops for the 
RLF’s $500 contribution; IUPAT PATCH 
for the RLF’s $500 contribution to 
their Golf Fundraiser; LIUNA 
Minnesota and North Dakota for the 
RLF’s $500 contribution to their 
Family Fun-Raiser; Saint Paul Title 1 
Project Reach for the school supplies 
donations; and the St. Paul Labor 
Studies and Resource Center for the 
RLF’s $500 contribution to their 
Eleventh Annual Labor Bowl. 

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

 
REPORT OF THE TREASURER 

Secretary-Treasurer Engeldorf 
reported on the financial status of the 
Federation as of September 2022.  
The report was accepted as read. 

 
REPORTS OF  
STANDING COMMITTEES 

• Michael Madden reported on 
behalf of the Chisago County Labor 
Assembly. We are working to elect 
labor endorsed candidates. Our next 
meeting will be the fourth Tuesday of 
the month at 6:00 p.m. 

• Connie Beissel reported on 
behalf of the Dakota County Labor 
Assembly. We phone banked during 
our last meeting. Our next meeting will 
be the second Thursday of the month 
at 7:00 p.m. in person. 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 have been phone 
banking and door knocking.  Our next 
meeting will be the fourth Wednesday 
of the month at 6:00 p.m. where we 
will be phone banking at the Saint 
Paul RLF. Please join us for a door 
knock for Josiah Hill on Saturday, 
October 29. 

• Martin Hoerth reported on 
behalf of the Ramsey County Labor 
Assembly. Our next meeting will be 
the fourth Tuesday of the month at 
6:00 p.m. in person where we will be 
phone banking and candidate 
screening. 

 
PRESIDENT’S REPORT 

President Peterson discussed the 
importance of the upcoming election 
and the next 26 days to get labor-
endorsed candidates elected. We 
need volunteers for phone banks and 
door knocks to support our fellow 

union members who are running. She 
also thanked those members who 
have been volunteering and Colleen 
Nocerini, Political Organizer, who is 
keeping our political program moving 
forward.   

 
STAFF/LABOR LIAISON REPORTS 

• Colleen Nocerini, Political 
Organizer gave an update on upcom-
ing door knock being held on 
Saturday, Oct. 29. If you would like to 
sign up to volunteer call Colleen at 
651-222-3787 ext. 115. 

• Erica Dalager Reed, AFL-CIO 
Community Services Liaison, St. Paul 
Labor Studies and Resource Center, 
announced that we will be hosting a 
blood drive on Tuesday, Nov. 29, from 
noon to 6:00 p.m. here at the Labor 
Center. To schedule an appointment 
please call Erica at 651-222-3787 ext. 
120 or email at edalager@stpaulun-
ions.org. 

 
NEW BUSINESS 

• President Peterson called for a 
floor vote on the COPE Committee rec-
ommendations to grant Labor 
endorsements to: Sarah Aadland, 
Jackie Harris-Rude and Jennifer 
Penzenstadler, Chisago Lakes School 

Board; Claire Luger, Wyoming City 
Council; Ben Jarman, Dan Peltzman, 
Michelle Yener, North St. 
Paul/Maplewood/Oakdale School 
Board; James Lipps, North St. 
Paul/Maplewood/Oakdale School 
Board Special Election; and Andrea 
Date, Washington County 
Commissioner, District. 5. 

• MSC TO GRANT LABOR 
ENDORSEMENT TO: SARAH AAD-
LAND, JACKIE HARRIS-RUDE AND 
JENNIFER PENZENSTADLER, CHIS-
AGO LAKES SCHOOL BOARD; 
CLAIRE LUGER, WYOMING CITY 
COUNCIL; BEN JARMAN, DAN 
PELTZMAN AND MICHELLE YENER, 
NORTH ST. PAUL/MAPLEWOOD/ 
OAKDALE SCHOOL BOARD; JAMES 
LIPPS, NORTH ST. PAUL/MAPLE-
WOOD/ OAKDALE SCHOOL BOARD 
SPECIAL ELECTION; AND ANDREA 
DATE, WASHINGTON COUNTY COM-
MISSIONER, DISTRICT 5. 

 
There being no further business 

to come before this delegation, the 
meeting adjourned. 

 
Submitted by, 

BERNADINE ENGELDORF 
Secretary-Treasurer

March with your union family in  
Winter Carnival’s Grande Day Parade! 

Union members are invited to march together in the King 
Boreas Grande Day Parade, scheduled Jan. 28 in downtown 
St. Paul.  

The labor marching unit is co-sponsored annually by the 
Saint Paul Labor Studies and Resource Center’s AFL-CIO 
Community Services program and Greater Twin Cities 
United Way to raise awareness of the partnership between 
unions and United Way in service to our community. 

Marchers will gather at the Saint Paul Labor Center, 
located at 353 West 7th St., at 1 p.m. and line up together in 
advance of the 2 p.m. parade. Organizers encourage union 
members to bring their families and wear their union colors. 
Union banners are also welcome. 

The Labor Center will host a warm-up party after the 
parade, with food sponsored by Blue Cross and Blue Shield of 
Minnesota. 

To participate, call Erica Dalager Reed, AFL-CIO 
Community Services liaison, at 651-222-3787 ext. 120, or 
email edalager@stpaulunions.org. 

The Labor Studies and Resource Center is the nonprofit 
arm of the Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation. 

Saint Paul Regional Labor Federation President Kera Peterson 
and Vice President Perry Schmidt led labor’s Winter Carnival 
marching unit in January 2020.  file photo
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By Michael Moore 
Union Advocate editor 

The St. Paul plumbers union has a 
pair of heroes in its apprenticeship 
pipeline. 

Twice in 2022, apprentices with 
Plumbers Local 34 have been named 
Tradeswomen Heroes by North 
America’s Building Trades Unions 
(NABTU). Each month the awards pro-
gram recognizes four union trades-
women, selected from across the coun-
try, for their work on and off the jobsite. 

Local 34 third-year apprentice Julia 
Kunze received the award in August. 
Stephanie Mullin, also a third-year 
apprentice, was honored in November. 

NABTU President Sean McGarvey 
has said award winners “are exemplary 
building trades’ members” who have 
made their local unions proud. “They 
are role models and trailblazers, and 
reflect what we love and honor about 
our workforce,” he added. 

For both Kunze and Mullin, receiv-
ing the honor was a surprise – albeit a 
more public surprise for Kunze, who 
didn’t even know she had been nomi-
nated until Business Manager Dean 
Gale made an announcement during a 
local union meeting that she’d won. 

“I had no clue,” Kunze said. “I was 
very surprised, very honored, and it was 
just amazing to even be nominated and 

be thought of. Thankfully, I didn’t have 
to give a speech.” 

Mullin, meanwhile, got the news in 
a phone call before Local 34’s 
December union meeting. 

“I’ve never really gotten an award 
like this before, even with other high 
school or college classes I took,” Mullin 
said. “I’m honored to have been nomi-
nated, and I’m honored to have won. 
It’s good to be recognized for having a 
good work ethic.” 

Mullin has stuck with plumbing as a 
career, she said, because she likes 
learning by doing and working with her 
hands. She also likes the earn-as-you-
learn model that Building Trades 
apprenticeships offer. 

“I’ve held different jobs but never 
really was able to settle on something I 
wanted to do for the rest of my life until 
now,” she said. “I tried to go back to 
school to become a nurse and found it 
was very difficult to do that full time and 
earn a living.” 

Family members urged her to con-
sider an apprenticeship in the construc-
tion trades, and she landed on plumbing. 

“I was working as a nursing assistant 
for three and a half years,” she remem-
bered. “I worked my last shift on a 
Sunday – I worked a double – and that 
Monday morning I was showing up to 
my first job as a helper in 2019.” 

Kunze’s route to an apprenticeship 
with the plumbers was more direct. Her 
father, Troy Kunze, is a journey-level 
member of Local 34. 

“I love working with my hands and 
actually building things and seeing the 
beginning and end of the process and 
being like, ‘I did that, and it will be there 
for many years to come,’” Kunze said. “I 
can show my kid the things I’ve helped 
build.” 

The Tradeswomen Heroes awards 
program is part of NABTU’s intentional 
efforts in recent years to do more to 
recruit women workers into the union-
ized construction trades – and give 
them every opportunity to thrive once 
they begin work. Unions have invested 
in mentorship programs, outreach ini-
tiatives and campaigns like the awards 
program that celebrate the unique 
accomplishments of women who are 
thriving in a male-dominated field. 

Mullin and Kunze said their experi-
ences in the industry so far have been 
positive. 

“Obviously, you do meet some 
people who are a little grumpy about 
life in general, who may not always be 
the most pleasant to work with,” Mullin 
laughed. “But I have not really run into 
any outright sexist things.  

“Most of the journeymen I’ve 
worked with have been more than 
accommodating in answering the ques-
tions I’ve asked or even helping with 
things I just haven’t learned to do yet. 
I’m really grateful for that.” 

“It can be kind of a shock, but it’s a 
great career,” Kunze said. “You don’t 
have to be super strong or super book 
smart. It’s something that’s more skill 
based.  

“You learn something new every 
day. That’s the one thing I love about it 
– you’re always learning new things.”
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