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CAMPUS HEARINGS COMING UP

BUDGET BATTLE BEGINS
On December 16, Gov. Paterson released his 2009-2010 budget proposal. That evening, the PSC organized a demonstration outside his Manhattan office to oppose
his call for deep cuts to CUNY and other public institutions. Five hundred people
turned out for the rally, which was covered on local television news. More than

100 economists have appealed to the governor to restore higher tax rates for the
wealthiest New Yorkers; they warned that Paterson’s reliance on budget cuts would
worsen New York’s recession. PSC members will have another chance to speak out
this Spring at budget hearings on CUNY college campuses.
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CONTRACT TALKS

EDUCATION POLICY

YOUR BENEFITS

SMITHFIELD

In contract talks with its employees at LaGuardia, City
Tech and its Central Office,
the CUNY Research Foundation’s pay offers ranged from
0% to 1.25%.
PAges 6-7

Policymakers say that early
childhood and adult education are critical to the
nation’s economic and social future. So why is the
pay so low?
Page 10

Have you got questions
about your benefits? Well,
we’ve got answers. Here’s a
helpful list of where to turn
for information on your
benefits.
Page 8

Smithfield used violence
and intimidation to keep the
union out of its giant Tarheel,
NC, factory. This December,
a hard-fought union effort
Page 11
finally saw victory.
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After 15 years,
workers win
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news & letters

Economists urge Albany: tax the rich
One hundred twenty economists
from New York have signed an
open letter on the State budget.
Their message: cuts in State spending will weaken the struggling New
York economy. They urge Gov. Paterson to take a balanced approach
to closing the gap between revenues
and spending – including raising
taxes on high-income households.
December 13, 2008
Dear Governor Paterson:
New York State faces enormous
challenges in closing a projected
$12.5 billion gap in the 2009-2010
State budget. Wall Street is the epicenter of the global financial crisis
and there likely will be no quick rebound from what could prove to be
a severe recession.
We applaud the leadership you
have shown in tackling the state’s
budget crisis head on. We agree
with you that the federal govern-

ment has an obligation to New employed and buying things, and
York and all the states in providing makes it more likely that businesses
substantial fiscal relief to help state will want to invest to serve that congovernments maintain essential sumer demand. Budget cuts reduce
the level of total spending. Raising
public services during this crisis.
We are concerned, however, that taxes on high-income households
steep State budget cuts will ex- also will reduce spending, but by
acerbate the economic downturn much less than the amount of the
tax increase since those
and harm vulnerable lowwith plenty of income typand moderate-income New Important
ically spend only a fracYorkers. Constrained by a
to ‘keep
tion of their income.
balanced budget imperaBy contrast, almost evtive, states face only difficult people
ery dollar of State and lochoices in balancing their employed’
cal government spending
budgets during recessions.
Economic theory and historical on transfer payments to the needy
experience gives a clear and unam- and for the salaries of public serbiguous answer: it is economically vants providing vital services to
preferable to raise taxes on those our communities enters the local
with high incomes than to cut State economy right away, generating a
greater economic impact. The New
expenditures.
The reasoning is straightfor- York local spending impact difward: in a recession, you want to ference is even greater when you
raise (or not decrease) the level consider that much of the higher
of total spending – by households, State income tax will be deductible
businesses and government – in against federal income taxes, and
the economy. That keeps people that non-residents who commute to

high-paying jobs in New York will
pay much of the increase.
Raising taxes and maintaining
public expenditures and investments also helps New York and
America in meeting its long-run
needs. America today faces two
major problems – inadequate investments, especially in infrastructure, and growing inequality. The
poor are particularly dependent on
government expenditures, and cutbacks would hurt them the most.
Our nation is at an historic juncture. In both Washington and Albany, we need to move away from
polarization and toward economic
and fiscal policies that restore a
better balance between the private
and public sectors.
Peter Bell, Purchase College, SUNY
Howard Botwinick, SUNY Cortland
Murray Brown, SUNY Buffalo (Emeritus)
Martha Campbell, SUNY Potsdam
Howard Chernick, Hunter College, CUNY
Robert Cherry, Brooklyn College, CUNY

Write to: Clarion/PSC, 61 Broadway, 15th Floor, New York, NY 10006.
 phogness@pscmail.org. Fax: (212) 302-7815.
Letters to the editor | E-mail:

US should help Chicago factory reopen
● On December 12, The New York
Times reported, “Workers celebrated Wednesday after their sixday sit-in at Republic Windows and
Doors in Chicago ended with their
getting everything they had asked
for.” Because of the publicity surrounding the workers’ actions, the
mega-banks involved produced the
loans that allowed the workers to
receive the two months of severance and vacation pay owed them.
But think about it – how contained the rights of the American
working class have become! By

February their back wages will
have run out and they will join the
millions of unemployed. We know
from experiences in Latin America
and elsewhere that workers, once
occupying a factory, have the potential to make a go of their places
of work. Moreover, they save on
profits and astronomical salaries
that go to the owners and managers skimming off the capital produced by the workers themselves.
Those huge salaries can then be
reinvested in the capital stock of
the enterprise itself.

Peter Hogness

Practice for protest

On January 24, three dozen students from 14 CUNY campuses attended an
all-day training session at the PSC office to organize against budget cuts and
tuition hikes. Above, students in a mock protest.

An Obama administration could
conceivably create a public economic development bank that would
receive a portion of the $700 billion
financial bailout to focus on exactly
such cases as the Republic plant in
Chicago. This is not nationalization,
an apparent no-no in contemporary
US industrial relations, but rather
public sector support to maintain
worker-run enterprises as both viable and productive.
Peter Ranis
York College & Graduate Center
(emeritus)
Editor’s note: See page 9 for a Republic Windows update.

SEIU, UHW, WTF?
● I am dismayed to learn that New
York City trade unionists, members
of SEIU Local 32BJ, are being sent
to California to help break what
is perhaps our state’s outstanding
example of what a union ought to
be – the 150,000 strong healthcare
workers union, United Healthcare
Workers-West.
UHW is a powerful voice for
workers in California; it is militant, democratic and it is the fastest growing union in the state. It
represents the opposite of the corporate, corrupt, wheeling and dealing SEIU under Andy Stern.
I am also dismayed that I have
seen no report of this in Clarion, no
mention even of SEIU’s unconscionable union-breaking raid against
the Puerto Rican teachers, though
I am sure you must have read Juan
Gonzalez’s brave reports of this in
the Daily News.
I was a member of the PSC’s New
Caucus in the nineties. We were

proud then to stand with the rebels
of the labor movement – our own
program demanded a democratic,
member-driven militant union.
We opposed corruption at a time
32BJ was run by Gus Bevona. I suppose there remain no such issues in
NYC today, hence 32BJ members
with time on their hands.
Cal Winslow
Fellow in Environmental Politics,
UC Berkeley
Director, the Mendocino Institute
Clarion editor Peter Hogness
responds:
The dispute between SEIU and
United Healthcare Workers-West
is an important one. SEIU is moving to take over UHW through a
trusteeship, while UHW says its
members want to disaffiliate from
SEIU. Readers can see what each
side has to say at action.seiu.org/
page/s/strongertogether and www.
seiuvoice.org. An extensive debate
on the issues at stake can be found
at tinyURL.com/SEIU-MRZine. A
statement by a group of pro-labor
authors and academics, including
several from CUNY, is online at
tinyURL.com/UHW-Academics.
The PSC supported the members
of the Federación de Maestros de
Puerto Rico (FMPR) when they went
on strike, condemned the Puerto Rican government’s effort to decertify
the teachers’ union, and called on
the AFT to do the same. Clarion also
reported on a local protest in support of the FMPR members’ action.
While most of Clarion’s pages are
filled with news specific to CUNY, PSC
members also need information about
broader issues that affect them (and
often get little coverage in the mainstream press), including struggles of
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Ranjit S. Dighe, SUNY Oswego
Marianne Fahs, Hunter College, CUNY
Marc Fox, Brooklyn College, CUNY
Janet L. Frankl, SUNY Oneonta
Alan Haight, SUNY Cortland
Joan Hoffman, John Jay College, CUNY
Dene T. Hurley, Lehman College, CUNY
John Kane, SUNY Oswego
Christa K. Kelson, SUNY Canton
Brent Kramer, CUNY
Laurence Kranich, SUNY Albany
Winston T. Lin, SUNY Buffalo
Rex McKenzie, Purchase College, SUNY
George Monokroussos, SUNY Albany
Thomas Muench, SUNY Stony Brook
Matthew G. Nagler, City College, CUNY
Michael Nuwer, SUNY Potsdam
Lawrence E. Raffalovich, SUNY Albany
Don Reeb, SUNY Albany
Carl Riskin, Queens College, CUNY
Leonard Rodberg, Queens College, CUNY
Christina L. Trees, SUNY Cobleskill
Leanne Ussher, Queens College, CUNY
Andrew Wyler-David, SUNY Purchase
Paul Zarembka, SUNY Buffalo
Michael Zweig, SUNY Stony Brook
and 88 other New York economists.
Full list (with names of those not affiliated with CUNY and SUNY) is at
tinyurl.com/EconLetter.

the labor movement. Page 11 of this
edition has a long article on the union
victory at Smithfield. But our space
for such coverage is limited. While we
sometimes provide detailed coverage
of disputes within the labor movement, such as during the split in the
AFL-CIO, we can’t provide the kind
of comprehensive coverage found in
publications like Labor Notes, New
Labor Forum or Working USA.

‘New Deal’ not the real deal
● Like the slogan “A New Deal for
New York,” making the December
Clarion an advice column for incoming President Obama sums up
union bureaucracies’ subordination
of labor to Wall Street’s Democratic
Party. Election of the first black
president marks a significant social
shift. Politically, hardly a shift at
all. Judging from his cabinet picks,
Obama’s administration is shaping
up to be the third Clinton term. Continuing the “war on terror” aimed
at enforcing US world hegemony, he
vows to escalate the Afghanistan
war, while seconding Bush’s backing of the mass murder in Gaza.
At home too, his administration
will serve the interests of capital.
Generations of workers are to pay for
ever-increasing Wall Street bailouts,
while the GM “rescue” bans strikes.
The racist prison industry and death
penalty flourish, charter schools get
thumbs up and Arne Duncan is to
lead assaults on teachers. In New
York, the Democratic state government wields the axe against CUNY.
What we really need is a classstruggle workers party. Defense of
labor’s most basic interests requires
class independence and opposition
to the government and parties of
the ruling class, whose predations
against workers, African Americans, immigrants and the poor escalate during times of deep economic
crisis. Adjunct layoffs, budget cuts
and tuition hikes bring this home.
Sándor John
Hunter College

news

Clarion | February 2009

3

Paterson’s budget calls for deep cuts
Union advocates for alternative

By JOHN TARLETON

proposal
“The proposal to cut community college base aid by 10% at this
point in the fiscal year is probably
the worst public policy idea I have
heard in the entire discussion of

new loans

William Alatriste

In the wake of Wall Street’s meltdown, Governor David Paterson
has proposed a 2009-2010 State budget that would take a heavy toll on
higher education and other public
institutions across the state. The
governor has so far rejected calls
to boost State revenues by restoring taxes on the wealthiest New
Yorkers, as advocated by a broad
coalition of unions and community
organizations.
Released on December 16, Paterson’s budget calls for a reduction of
$64.8 million, or 5.7%, in State aid
to CUNY’s senior colleges. Tuition
at four-year schools would rise by
as much as 15%, an increase from
$4,000 to $4,600. Of the $110.1 million in increased tuition, $88.1 million would replace money from the
State’s general fund that had gone
to CUNY – in effect, plugging the
budget gap.
Paterson is also seeking deep
cuts in State funding for community
colleges. The governor pushed for
an immediate mid-year budget cut
of $4.2 million for CUNY’s six community colleges and asked for an
additional reduction of $16.8 million
in the 2009-2010 budget year. CUNY
has proposed that tuition at CUNY
community colleges be increased
by as much as 14%, from $2,800 to
$3,200 per year. Meanwhile State
aid per Full Time Equivalent (FTE)
student would fall 10%.

with a net decline in State support
for CUNY. A recent study published
by the Fiscal Policy Institute shows
a chronic pattern of underinvestment: since the early 1990s, State
aid to CUNY’s senior colleges has
declined on a per-student basis by
14%, while per student support for
CUNY community colleges has
plummeted by 26%. (See page 12.)

First Vice Present Steve London with one of 55,000 postcards opposing cuts.
the State budget,” PSC President is a recipe for academic failure.”
Bowen cited the 1930s as a time
Barbara Bowen testified at a January 15 legislative hearing in Alba- when New York chose a bolder,
ny. Such a move “would sabotage smarter course. “Confronted with
academic programs and cause di- a crisis of staggering unemployment and poverty,” she
rect and immediate harm to
said, “New York chose
students.”
CUNY
would
to invest in public higher
“Under pressure of the
education…to foster both
current recession, New get less
individual and collective
Yorkers are turning to money,
recovery.” Brooklyn and
CUNY in record numbers,”
Queens Colleges were
Bowen said. For example, more
founded during the Great
community college enroll- students
Depression, Bowen noted,
ment is projected to rise by
5,500 – “virtually a whole new col- while the original campus of what
lege’s worth of students, but with- is now Lehman College was built
out a single dollar more in public in 1931 by the Works Progress
support.” Increasing enrollment Administration.
Past tuition hikes, the PSC has
while decreasing funding “is just
speed-up,” Bowen said. “Worse, it emphasized, went hand in hand

Gov. Paterson’s budget would
establish a lower-interest loan program for New York students, called
NYHELPs. However, according to
the New York Public Interest Research Group, it also would mean
$65 million in cuts to the Tuition
Assistance Program (TAP) by
2010-11 through a series of rule
changes that would reduce access
to financial aid.
While the governor proposed
closing New York’s budget gap
with spending cuts and an array
of regressive user fees and sales
taxes, support is growing for a different solution: increasing revenue
through progressive changes to the
State income tax.
The One New York coalition,
comprised of 150 unions and community groups including the PSC,
has been pushing hard for this alternative. Repealing the tax cuts
enacted between 1994 and 2005
would bring in $17 billion per year,
Bowen noted in her testimony. During the past 30 years, New York has
lowered tax rates for the highest
earners from 16.4% to 6.85%.
Several statewide polls show
broad public support for increasing
taxes on the wealthy. A pair of December polls by the Siena Institute
and Quinnipiac University found

‘Invest in CUNY,’ PSC members say
By PETER HOGNESS

Just hours after Governor Paterson
released his 2009-2010 budget proposal on December 16, 500 people
rallied outside the governor’s Manhattan office to oppose his call for
cuts in State support for CUNY.
Faculty, staff and students
marched in a light snow at the
protest, heating up the winter air
with chants against the proposed
cutbacks and tuition increases.
PSC representatives met with the
governor’s higher education director, Daniel Doktori, and delivered
55,000 signed postcards demanding
that the State “invest in CUNY with
public dollars – not tuition hikes.”
Union leaders reported that during
the meeting on the building’s 36th
floor they could hear the crowd
chanting on the street below.
The smart way to respond to
the current economic crisis is to
increase support for higher education, not scale it back, demonstra-

Budget rally draws 500 people
tors said. “Education is a priority
if we’re going to improve the economy,” said Sharon Utakis, an associate professor of English at Bronx
Community College. “I think the
governor needs to get his priorities
straight.”

unconscionable
“These 55,000 postcards show the
breadth and depth of New Yorkers’
support for CUNY,” said PSC First
Vice President Steven London,
who is also the union’s legislative
director. “With CUNY enrollment
soaring, it would be strategic for
the State to invest more, not less,
in CUNY.”
Protesters said that instead of
deep budget cuts, Albany should
consider progressive revenue alternatives. “Paterson’s proposal
puts almost all the cost on the poor
and working class,” said Scott Dex-

ter, acting chair of the PSC chapter at Brooklyn College. “Instead,
he should tax those who can most
afford to pay. The wealthiest New
Yorkers have had a lot of relief from
taxation in the last 10 or 15 years.”
People at the rally repeatedly
emphasized the link between
higher education and a stronger
economy. Vernon Smith, an assistant professor in BMCC’s social
science department, cited the public investments proposed in the
federal stimulus package now before Congress. “We have to invest
in our physical infrastructure – but
we have to invest in our human infrastructure, too,” he told Clarion.
“That means keeping tuition low,
so that people can afford to go to
college.”
The proposed tuition increase
is “unconscionable,” said John
Krinsky, associate professor of

support for a “millionaire’s tax”
running around 80%. A November
poll by Kiley and Company, commissioned by the Working Families
Party, found that New Yorkers support raising taxes on those making
over $200,000 per year by almost as
wide a margin, 75% to 23%. Even
63% of Republicans backed the
proposal.
As the economy continues to deteriorate, there are signs that Paterson’s opposition to any income
tax changes may soften. “Taxing
the wealthy is probably going to
be part of the solution if the deficit
gets any worse, and all indications
are that it probably will,” he told
The New York Times in December.
However, in a letter to the Daily
News, Paterson vowed to use any
federal economic stimulus funds
to offset his proposed increases
in sales taxes and user fees, not to
reduce cuts to education or other
social programs.

increase likely
By late January, Albany observers saw some increases in
high-earners’ income taxes as increasingly likely. The unanswered
question was whether the changes
would be modest, limiting only
some of the most disastrous cuts or
would raise enough revenue to invest in an economic recovery.
“Everyone benefits when the
state’s population is well educated
and prepared to participate in
the jobs that will foster economic
resurgence,” said Bowen. “In
Washington, the conversation has
shifted from cuts to investment.
Americans have signaled that they
are ready for bold solutions, and
New Yorkers want nothing less.”

Protesters pointed out that since
the early 1990s, taxes on the rich
and State support for CUNY have
both gone in the same direction:
down. “If we could go back to the
history at CCNY. “It’s raising ef- tax structure of 1994, when taxes
fective taxes on my students, and on the wealthy were a lot higher,
they already go through hell to that alone would make up for most
stay in school. I’m so furious about of the budget shortfall that they’re
it – it’s going to be a real hardship talking about now,” said graduate
for them.”
student Steve McFarland.
“This tax increase, in Opposing
“There are other ways to
the form of a tuition hike
close that gap rather than
for CUNY students, won’t proposed
cuts in fundamental sermainly be used to increase budget cuts, vices like education and
the budget of the Univertransit.”
sity,” Mike Fabricant, the tuition hike
Janelle Solomon, a
union’s treasurer, told the
sophomore at City Tech,
crowd. “Eighty percent of it will said that she had organized her
replace the State’s general fund friends to sign postcards “because
money. It will be used to fill in the it affects me personally.” If the tuState budget deficit.”
ition increase is approved, Solomon
said, “I won’t be able to return in
new direction
the Fall of 2009. I’m in the nursing
“Simply restoring a more pro- program, and nurses are in short
gressive tax structure could bring supply. But if I can’t return, I can’t
in billions of dollars to State cof- get my degree.”
Instead of cutting higher educafers,” said PSC Secretary Arthurine DeSola. “The State shouldn’t tion, Solomon said, New York needs
ask the poorest students to close to move in a new direction. “We
the revenue gap that’s a result of need a new deal,” she told Clarion.
“We need someone to invest in us.”
Wall Street’s meltdown.”
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Dave Kotelchuck applies science
Professor honored for health & safety work

By PAT ARNOW

During the civil rights movement
of the 1960s Dave Kotelchuck said,
“I felt like I was leading two lives.”
As a physicist at Vanderbilt University in Tennessee, he studied
sigma particles in the quiet of his
lab. Then during his evenings and
weekends as a political activist, he
recalled, “all hell broke loose.”
“I began to look for ways to lead
one life. And leading one life to me
meant looking for more applied
areas of science,” Kotelchuck told
Clarion. “I wanted to do work that
I knew would help people directly.
For me personally, it was no longer
enough that it just be interesting or
that it might possibly help someone
someday in the future.”

hands on
Today a professor emeritus at
the Hunter School of Public Health,
Kotelchuck remains professionally
active. His drive to connect scientific knowledge with its practical
application can be seen in the relationships he’s built over the course
of his career, working with academics and activists alike. “Dave brings
together the academic world, the
APHA and the union world,” noted
Shufro.
Kotelchuck’s journey into and
out of physics was shaped by his
personal history. “I grew up in
Jim-Crow Baltimore,” he said in his
speech accepting the APHA award.
“I never had the opportunity – from
K through 12 – to go to school with
an African-American or Caribbean-American student.”
In college at Johns Hopkins, he
became friends with a black student,
Tony Adona. “In those pinched, oppressive times,” he recalled, “when
we wanted to go on a double date
together we had to travel with our
friends an hour or more to Washington, DC, simply to sit down in
a theater of our choice and have a
meal together at a restaurant.”
But together with hundreds

When Kotelchuck accepted the
Alice Hamilton award, he recalled
a particularly satisfying example.
A UE member at the GE plant in
Allentown, Pennsylvania, had returned to work after suffering a
heart attack and was assigned to
operate a large degreasing tank,
filled with the solvent trichloroethylene (TCE). When the worker
refused and requested transfer to a
safer job, he was sent home without
pay – as were three others who supported his stand.

academia

Pat Arnow

highest award
After much searching, he found
his path in the emerging field of occupational safety and health – and
last fall Dave Kotelchuck received
one of his colleagues’ highest honors, the Alice Hamilton Award.
Named after a pioneer of workplace health and safety during the
New Deal, the prize is given by the
American Public Health Association’s (APHA) occupational health
section for exceptional achievement
over the course of an entire career.
“He’s an extremely forceful,
articulate person you’ve got to take
seriously, but he doesn’t take up a
lot of space in the room,” said Joel
Shufro of the New York Coalition
for Occupational Safety & Health
(NYCOSH). “He’s not out there
tooting his own horn.” Indeed, a
reporter may find that it takes some
prodding to get Kotelchuck to talk
about his accomplishments. “It feels
like bragging,” he complained.
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Hunter professor emeritus Dave Kotelchuck was honored by the American Public Health Association in 2008.
of other students both black and
white, they organized protests that
integrated a shopping center and
movie theater near Morgan State
University in Baltimore. “Those
were life-shaping experiences,”
he told Clarion. “You learn that if
people fight back, sometimes they
can win.”
“ T hese i njustices bu r ned
deeply,” he said in his acceptance
speech – and they still do. “Tony
was a community organizer and
directed a voter registration campaign,” Kotelchuck said. “He died
before he was 30 from an asthma
attack – and here I am at 70 years
plus talking about him. Talk about
public health disparities!”
Kotelchuck’s career was also
shaped by was his parents’ beliefs
and the price they paid for holding
them. “My parents were McCarthy
victims,” he told his APHA colleagues. “Growing up after WWII
in the time of Cold War with the Soviet Union, I saw my father, a leftist and dedicated patriot, unjustly
fired from his government job.”
“My father had been a physicist,
and I grew up in a home where
there was an interest in math and
science,” he told Clarion. The main
reason he chose to major in physics was that he enjoyed it – but it
did offer another prospect: “I remember my father saying that you
can study in some of the social sciences, but it would be hard to hold
a position because the universities
were getting purged, particularly
in the social sciences.”
After earning a PhD in physics, Kotelchuck began working at
Vanderbilt in the early 1960s. At
the same time, he was active in the
civil rights movement through the
Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), whose local leader was John Lewis, now a

member of Congress. At one SNCC Sinai School of Medicine to study
demonstration, Kotelchuck took a cystic fibrosis. And it was at Mt.
punch from an outraged segrega- Sinai that he found his next career
tionist – and a photo of the incident – not in the lab, but at a local meetappeared in newspapers around the ing of the Medical Committee for
Human Rights. Tony Mazcountry. Concerned that this
might put his job in jeopardy, Workers zocchi from the Oil, Chemical
and Atomic Workers Union
a group of faculty defended
(OCAW), a father of the modKotelchuck’s right to protest knew
ern health and safety moveand warned the administra- little
ment, spoke and appealed for
tion against any punitive acabout
volunteers to teach a safety
tion. “The Vanderbilt faculty
were very solid,” said Ko- dangers. course to OCAW members in
New Jersey.
telchuck. “I had done this on
“We didn’t know very much about
my own time, and in the end I was
health and safety. This was a new
not punished for my activities.”
His convictions did become the field to us,” Kotelchuck said. “From
source of another conflict with his working in physics, I knew about rajob, however – an internal one. On diation badges…but I never gave any
principle, Kotelchuck did not apply thought previously to the persons
for military research grants. Still, putting the chemicals in the bottles
“in a number of cases I was train- I was using in the lab.” He studied
ing people to do work I would not up over the summer of 1974 and
do myself,” he said. “That seemed worked with Dr. Jeanne Stellman to
design a course, translating technito me to be a contradiction.”
Eventually he felt compelled to cal language into more accessible
make a career change and left his terms. That fall they taught union
tenure-track job at Vanderbilt for a members in a class at Rutgers – one
postdoctoral fellowship at Cornell of the first such courses after World
in physical biochemistry. There, he War II designed to train workers in
thought, medical science research health and safety.
“I learned how little these workthat helped people might put an end
ers knew about the dangers they
to his sense of a “double life.”
faced,” Kotelchuck said. “Even
next career
with my limited knowledge, here
In researching the folding of pro- was something I could offer.” That
teins, Kotelchuck at one point asked conclusion led him to become a stuthe head of his lab group which of sev- dent again. “I mean, I had a PhD in
eral proteins he should focus on. “Oh, physics, but for teaching occupaany one of them,” was the response. tional health…it didn’t altogether
Kotelchuck persisted, wondering qualify me.”
After earning a masters’ deif one or two might not be more relevant to human health. “When I gree in public health at Harvard,
was told again that it didn’t matter,” Kotelchuck was hired as research
Kotelchuck said, “I began to wonder. director of occupational safety and
They wanted me for the high-pow- health programs at the United Elecered mathematics, but I started to trical Workers (UE). Here he found
the direct application of science
think this was not for me.”
Kotelchuck moved on to a re- to people’s lives that he had been
search faculty position at Mount searching for.

At the subsequent grievance
hearing, “the man with the heart
attack was asked by GE’s counsel
why he had refused to work at the
degreaser,” Kotelchuck said. “From
his vest pocket he pulled out a copy
of the health and safety column on
solvents which I had written for
UE News. He said that the union
had warned him that TCE solvent
vapors could on occasion cause
cardiac arrhythmias and even
death.” Supported by Kotelchuck’s
testimony, the four workers all
won back pay and the heart attack
survivor won a transfer to another
position.
Kotelchuck rejoined academia
in 1984 at Hunter, as director of
the Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences Program.
It is one of the foremost programs
in the country and trains many of
the students of color who work in
this profession in the US. “If you go
around New York City and encounter health and safety people, there
is a strong possibility you will meet
a graduate of our program,” Kotelchuck said.
Even as he oversaw and strengthened Hunter’s graduate program,
Kotelchuck continued his handson activism. He wrote a column for
the UE for some 25 years. He joined
APHA committees and has served
on the NYCOSH board since 1985.

still union
Kotelchuck also became a
health and safety activist in his
own union, the PSC, where he
is still a co-chair of the union’s
Health and Safety Watchdogs. The
committee has tackled problems
from mold at the College of Staten
Island to air quality at BMCC after
9/11. “Dave does not give up,” said
fellow co-chair Joan Greenbaum.
“His energy and strength are at
the heart of just about everything
the union does with occupational
health and safety – from the big
issues like 9/11 dust, to details
about a sample from a filter in
someone’s office.”
Kotelchuck’s quiet persistence in
the effort to secure treatment and
compensation for workers affected
by 9/11 dust is cited by Shufro of
NYCOSH, one of the people who
nominated Kotelchuck for the Alice
Hamilton Award. “Many people are
ready to walk away from this tragedy, but he has constantly stuck
to the fact that hundreds of workers are ill,” said Shufro. “He never
gives up, never backs off – and
has never gotten the recognition
he deserves.” With the Hamilton
Award, that last point has begun to
change.
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Local hearings on CUNY budget
PSC members will speak out

By Karah Woodward

Building on the strength of the PSC
budget mobilizations last semester,
several union chapters will hold
campus-based hearings this spring
to bring the potential impact of proposed budget cuts to the eyes and
ears of local politicians.
“Our job is to convince decision-makers that education is not
what you cut, it is actually what
we should invest in,” explained
Alex Aja, an associate professor in
Puerto Rican and Latino studies at
Brooklyn College.
PSC chapters have already begun organizing for a series of public
hearings at 10 senior and community colleges (see below). Brooklyn
College is scheduled to host the
first hearing on February 26.

about working and learning conditions during their visit last year.
“Fundamentally I don’t think that
legislators know what we face day
in and day out,” he said. “To have
faculty and staff tell their stories
really impressed the visitors when
they came to campus.” Davis added that the chapter is working “to
gather anecdotal data from people
in different departments and share
some of the data with the officials
that are present” at next month’s
hearing.

time to speak

unique effects

Dave Sanders

Elected officials from both the
City Council and State legislature
have been invited to the hearings,
at which PSC members, students,
DC37 members and people from
the community will explain how
this year’s proposed budget cuts
to CUNY would affect them on the
local level – after decades of public
disinvestment.
“PSC chapter leaders will offer
a presentation about the impact of Professor James Davis is the PSC's liaison to Brooklyn College student groups.
proposed cuts and the needs of the
“The Facebook page was totally
college, and other panelists will give told Clarion – and this is before the
short statements and ask legislators CUNY-wide enrollment increases the students’ idea,” noted Davis.
questions. There will also be time expected next year. “Even with the In addition to reaching out to new
for comments and questions from increase in enrollment there will activists, Davis is working with
the audience,” said Chris Aikin, the be no additional hiring of HEOs,” students who attended the PSCPSC’s organizing director.
Rodriguez warned. In her sponsored student trainings in
“Each hearing will last about Legislators department, there are cur- September and January, as well as
two hours.”
rently two HEOs to handle students who testified last year at
invited
Proposed City and State
3,500 to 4,000 graduate stu- an open campus forum with State
budget cuts and tuition in- to ten
dents. Brooklyn College’s Senator Kevin Parker (D-Brookcreases (see page 3) would campuses. enrollment jumped 3.7% lyn) and Assemblymember Rhoda
have consequences for the
this year, and CUNY is ex- Jacobs (D-Brooklyn).
Davis said that Parker and Jaentire CUNY system. But CUNY- pecting larger increases next year.
wide problems – such as decaying
To plan the hearing, the Brook- cobs were alarmed by the testimony
buildings, over-reliance on part- lyn College chapter is drawing
time faculty, and over-burdened on, and building up, its network
full-time faculty and staff – take a of union representatives in each
unique form on every campus. The department. Fostering the union’s
hearings are an opportunity for connections with students is anunion members to speak publicly other priority – James Davis, an
about how they and their students associate professor of English, PSC chapters across CUNY are
organizing public hearings on the
would feel the cuts.
is the chapter’s student liaison,
local impact of proposed budget cuts.
At Brooklyn College, as with a point person for contact with
The hearings will be held at 4 pm on
many campuses at CUNY, in- student activists and student Thursdays to facilitate attendance
creased enrollment and over- organizations.
by State legislators returning to their
crowded classes are a persistent
The PSC invited students into home districts from Albany. The
challenge, and further funding the planning process for the Brookreductions would only exacerbate lyn College hearing at an early February 26
these problems, members said.
stage, Vitale said. A joint student- Brooklyn 	Scott Dexter (acting)
sdexter72@gmail.com
PSC planning meeting is schedstudent involvement
uled for early February. Students
“We’ve already seen a large- have spurred union activists to March 5
scale cutting of sections for the use new technologies, such as the John Jay 	Carl Williams
cwilli16@yahoo.com
Spring,” said Alex Vitale, associ- social networking website Faceate professor of sociology and a book. Vitale, Acting Chapter Chair
member of the BC chapter and Scott Dexter and Tara Mulqueen, a March 12
CSI	Emil Chi (acting)
union-wide Executive Committees. student activist, jointly administer
chi@mail.csi.cuny.edu
“For part timers, it’s a dire situa- a Facebook group called Brooklyn
tion because it puts them at risk of College Against the Budget Cuts. March 12
losing their jobs and their health Vitale is energized about the orga- City Tech	Bob Cermele
nizing possibilities of Facebook and
benefits.”
rcermele@sprintmail.com
Faculty are not alone, said Ansel- other social networks. “We already
ma Rodriguez, coordinator of grad- have more than 200 students and March 19
uate studies at Brooklyn. “HEOs members on our Facebook page,” Baruch
Peter Hitchcock
are already overextended,” she he said.
	Hitch58@comcast.net

PSC members are already planning their testimony. Aja told
Clarion he would like to explain
how budget cuts would affect not
just the BC campus but his family
as well. Aja’s wife works for a City
agency facing cutbacks, he said,
“and we are both nervous about
our jobs. There is volatility in our
lives and it grows every day.”
Rodriguez is already encouraging other HEOs to testify. “We
must raise our voices and be a part
of the conversation. Faculty have
their own issues with research and
teaching load, and we have ours –
working hours or promotion and
advancement. We also have issues
that overlap, and we both have to be
a part of the conversation.” Now is
the time, she said, for union members to get involved. “We should
not panic,” Rodriguez said, “but
instead decide on the best strategy
and advocate for ourselves and our
students.”
PSC members who want to testify at the Brooklyn College hearing
on February 26 should e-mail Acting Chapter Chair Scott Dexter at
sdexter@brooklyn.cuny.edu.
To testify at a budget hearing on a
different campus, e-mail Chris Aikin
at caikin@pscmail.org – or contact
the PSC chapter chair listed below.

Campus budget hearings
hearings are open to the public and
will include presentations.
To sign up to testify, or for more information, contact the chapter chair listed below.
Or e-mail Chris Aikin, the PSC’s organizing
director, at caikin@pscmail.org.

March 19
Queens

Jonathan Buchsbaum
bbaum@bway.net

March 26

BMCC	Rebecca Hill
redbecca7@earthlink.net

April 2

Bronx CC	Sharon Persinger (acting)
sharon.persinger@bcc.cuny.edu

April 30

Hostos	Lizette Colón
glorielamaitexu@yahoo.com

May 7

LaGuardia	Lorraine Cohen
jim020@aol.com

CUNY
in brief
Princeton Review ranks
QC as “Best Value”
Queens College is on the Princeton Review’s 2009 list of 50 “Best
Value” public colleges and universities in the country. James
Muyskens, president of QC, told
the Queens Courier, “We have
long known there is no better
education available than what
we offer right here.” The survey
examined more than 650 schools,
interviewed administrators
and students, and considered
undergraduate academics, costs,
financial aid and the average dollar amount of debt of graduating
seniors. USA Today printed the
ranking on January 8.
“The economic crisis and financial downturn have presented
sobering challenges both to families struggling to afford college
and to higher education institutions struggling to maintain their
programs in the face of budget
and funding shortfalls,” said
the Princeton Review’s Robert
Franek.

CCNY professor
Kenneth Clark honored
Fifty-five years after the Brown
vs. Board of Education decision,
an exhibit honors a former CCNY
professor whose research was
instrumental to overturning the
“separate but equal” doctrine.
The exhibit at CCNY’s Cohen
Lbrary, “Toward Humanity and
Racial Justice: The Legacy of Dr.
Kenneth B. Clark,” honors the
late 35-year member of CCNY’s
psychology department. Clark
and his wife, Dr. Mamie Phipps
Clark, developed the “doll test,”
in which black children showed
a preference for white dolls over
black dolls. Their research was
submitted to the Supreme Court,
which subsequently ruled that
public school segregation was
unconstitutional. The Clarks
founded the Northside Center for
Child Development in Harlem in
1946 and devoted their lives to
combating racial discrimination.

BC President Kimmich
retires after decade
After 10 years as the president
of Brooklyn College, Christoph
Kimmich announced he will
retire this summer. During his
36 years at the college, he also
served as chair of the history
department and provost. In a
letter announcing his decision,
Kimmich said he was proud
that student enrollment had
increased, academic programs
were improved, technology was
upgraded and infrastructure
was replaced during his time as
president. Kimmich’s announcement came in a letter dated
January 12. A search committee
will make recommendations to
Chancellor Matthew Goldstein
on a successor.
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Dept. reps make chapter stronger
By KATHERINE SANTIAGO

For two consecutive days, the CUNY Research Foundation Central
Office went dark.
On January 6 and 7, PSC members at the RF-CUNY Central Office
on West 41st Street wore all-black
attire with red “No 0%” pins to
show their solidarity against management’s contract proposal. In
December, RF-CUNY management
offered Central Office employees a
0% annual raise in the first year of a
new contract, with 1% raises for the
second and third years.
“People noticed,” said Marissa
Marino, an assistant project administrator in the grants and contracts department. “The managers
noticed. You couldn’t ignore it. We
definitely looked united.”
The two days of black were just
the most recent expression of the
PSC members’ rejection of management’s proposal. They also made a
splash by distributing leaflets to
the Research Foundation’s Board
of Directors at the board’s semiannual meeting on December 15.
RF-CUNY Central Office employees work to administer the millions
of dollars in grants won by CUNY
faculty and staff each year. Unlike
RF employees on CUNY college

Lisa Quiñones

outreach

Tony Dixon and Joseph Vargas leafleting outside the RF-CUNY board meeting.
campuses (see page 7), workers
in the Foundation’s Central Office
have had a union contract since
the 1970s. But what’s new at the
Central Office, PSC members say,
is the chapter’s ability to mobilize
as a group. A focus on organizing
at the local level has strengthened
the chapter in the current contract
fight and produced an important
victory in one department (see
below).

The change began in the middle
of last year. Contract talks were approaching, but only a handful of members were active. “At the time, only
the vice chair and I were prepared to
be part of the negotiating team,” said
Tony Dixon, chair of the PSC chapter at RF-CUNY’s Central Office. To
change that situation required reaching out to every union member.
Dixon worked on that outreach
with Fisner Antoine and Dawn

Sievers, the chapter’s vice chair and ment representatives every week
secretary, as well as PSC staff. They or two.
Stronger communication has
organized a series of department
meetings and asked for volunteers – made members more willing to take
not only for the bargaining team but action. “If you’re informed and you
also for more union representatives feel prepared and you’re not just
in each department. By expanding being told what’s happening at the
last minute, you’re more
the department representatives structure, the negotiat- At the CUNY likely to participate,”
said Marino, who is one
ing team would not have to do
Research
of the chapter’s newer
everything on its own.
volunteers. With more
Today the chapter has Foundation
department representaboosted participation by intives, she said, it is also
creasing the number of de- Central
easier to get involved,
partment representatives to Office
since employees can get
12, with two in each department. They have become extensions information quickly within their
own department.
of the bargaining team.
“It would be virtually impossible
“Now anytime we have a negotiation, we always come back to update for a small number of individuals
our department representatives,” to organize the whole membership
said Antoine. The department rep- the way we are able to now,” said
resentatives provide a two-way con- Dixon.
duit of information. They encourage
members to identify what they unity
need and to voice their opinions
RF-CUNY Central Office emabout how to get it, and they pass ployees have found that when they
this information on to the negotiat- flex their muscles, those muscles
ing team. They also can explain to get stronger. In the January office
members in their department on a action, Deborah Sacco told Clarion,
one-to-one basis what is happening every single member of her departat the bargaining table and what ment wore black.
role the membership can play in
“It was empowering,” said Sacco,
moving things forward.
a department representative. Man“We want to make sure members agement didn’t like it, but we just
know what’s taking place,” said ignored them. It was a great scene
Dixon, who meets with the depart- to show that we are united.”

Entire department wins higher pay
By PETER HOGNESS

Last June, PSC representatives at
the CUNY Research Foundation
Central Office prepared for contract talks by holding a series of
department meetings and asking
union members for their top concerns. In one department, the results were unexpected – and what
happened next is a lesson in the
power of organization.
“When we had our meeting with
Client Services, all this stuff started pouring out about how upset
they were about doing additional
work with no compensation, how
they needed a grade increase,”
PSC Chapter Chair Tony Dixon
recalled. The job duties of staff
in Client Services had expanded,
particularly as they were asked
to cross-train for other jobs in the
department. The one thing that
had not changed was their pay, and
they were angry.
“Everybody has a separate job,
but we all know how to do the basics of each part,” explained Debbie
Sacco, a campus payroll coordinator. “I can do benefits, they can do
payroll – we can pick up anybody’s
phone and answer it,” she said.
These expanded responsibilities
resulted in “an onslaught of work,”
Sacco told Clarion. “They kept

An overdue upgrade for all
adding stuff to our job descriptions effort. “People got involved when
without changing our titles or giv- they saw that we were more serious
ing us money for it.”
about it,” she said. With the results
In addition to more compensa- written up as a letter to managetion, staff in Client Services wanted ment, the text was discussed among
recognition. “I had a problem with department members and revised a
our titles,” said Yiciana Rodriguez. number of times.
“For example, ‘PAF clerk.’
When the letter was
Our work was far beyond Local union
finished, Dixon argued
clerical work – we do a lot of
that it was important that
organizing
data analysis.”
it be delivered by a broadSacco and co-worker An- gets results. ly representative comtoinette Morizio had been
mittee. “It’s not enough
talking about the problem since to stay in your comfort zone and
2006, and Morizio had begun to help write a letter, then expect
document the changes. “It was the PSC to go upstairs and battle
probably in 2007 when we started the dragon for you,” Dixon said. “I
writing it up,” Sacco recalled. “But insisted that they have their own
then we put it on hold for a while be- representatives. I had to have four
cause there was so much work that members come up with me, and I
we never really had time to do it!”
wanted some new people. It would
be meaningless if I walked up there
participation
by myself.”
This was an important lesson
After the issue was discussed at
the union department meeting last from the unit’s contract talks two
June, members put it on the front years ago, Dixon explained. “That
burner and took a more system- time, there was virtually no mematic approach. “We had to include bership participation,” he said.
everybody,” Sacco said. “We had “Management realized that the
to ask [each person] what do you negotiating team did not have the
do, what’s been added to your job.” backing of the members, and they
It turned into a department-wide took advantage of it.”

In mid-November, a five-person
delegation met with RF-CUNY
Executive Director Richard Rothbard to request a department-wide
upgrade. The answer came the following month. “In the middle of December, he sent us an e-mail stating
that we were all going to be raised
to a Grade 5,” Sacco recalled. New
job titles and pay rates took effect
in January.

success
Some department members were
shocked, and all were pleased. It
meant a big raise, between $3,000
and nearly $6,000 per person. “Everyone was proud,” Rodriguez
recalled. “A lot of work did go into
that proposal….We didn’t really
know what was going to happen
with it.”
The biggest reason for success, she thinks, was the unity
of the department. “When they
saw that proposal, there wasn’t a
single signature missing from it,”
Rodriguez explained. “Had there
been a few people that refused to
sign, it wouldn’t have sent such
a strong message.” The key, she
said, was “the fact that we were
all on the same page and that we
were all willing to fight for the
same thing.”

While glad to get the upgrade,
Rodriguez and Sacco also said it
was overdue. “I’ve been there for
many years, and it’s been very
hard to get an upgrade,” Sacco
remarked. “We were all happy,
but we felt we deserved it. And we
feel that we deserve the raise for
the new contract too. We’re not
complacent.”

confidence
In the wake of their department’s
victory, Client Services staff are
now getting more involved in the
whole Central Office contract fight.
“This is the first time I’m going
through contract negotiations,” Rodriguez told Clarion. “And I’m more
into it because of what we were able
to accomplish in the department….
I’ve seen this [change] in the whole
group – it gives you confidence.”
Sacco, who has long been active
with the union, agreed. “They’re
more motivated because they
got this increase, and they know
that we’re working on another
increase.” With contract talks in
progress, she said, “they want to
hear what’s going on. And they’ll
do things now – handing out pamphlets, wearing black. Before, people relied on us.”
“I believe this lit a fire under
this department,” said Dixon, the
chapter chair. “They understand
now that you can’t just get caught
up in the mindset of complaining
amongst one another. You have
to step up to the plate and take a
swing at the ball.”
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Members protest RF-CUNY’s low pay offer
Speaking out at LaGuardia and City Tech

By KARAH WOODWARD

After years of delays, the Research
Foundation of the City University
of New York (RF-CUNY) made its
first economic offer in negotiations
with its employees at LaGuardia
Community College and New York
City Tech: a 1% raise. RF-CUNY employees at both colleges responded
with angry protests at the end of
Fall semester.
At an informational picket line at
LaGuardia on December 15, Sandra
Johnson, who works in LaGuardia’s
Employment and Career Services
Center, said the offer was insulting. “This 1% is ridiculous. It’s unfair to offer us this, after five years
of negotiating.”

if passed by Congress, will make it
easier for private-sector workers
to form unions and establish first
contracts. “Currently employers
are allowed to frustrate the will of
workers for years,” said Frederick.
(See page 6. The RF Central Office,
which has been unionized since
1974, is currently in its own contract
negotiations; more details in the
sidebar.)

stonewalling

frustration

Lisa Quiñones

Lisa Quiñones

“We have teachers that are earning the same or close to the same
wages as 14 or 15 years ago,” said
Charlie Perkins, a literacy program administrator and teacher at
LaGuardia.
Another picket line was orga- CUNY Research Foundation employees at LaGuardia Community College protested management’s salary offer on Dec. 15.
nized the same day by RF-CUNY
RF-CUNY employees at LaGuaremployees at City Tech. “This is the increase in the amount employees dents, like City Tech President
first time we are out here to fight for contribute for health insurance, the Russell Hotzler, sit on RF-CUNY’s dia voted to unionize with the PSC
board as well. Defining RF-CUNY in March 2004 by an overwhelming
our rights,” said Lydia Zaneghina, result of a premium increase.
In the bargaining session just as “private-sector” involves an odd margin, 110 to 25. Almost five years
an instructor at City Tech. “Before
today, I have never seen any RF before the two protests, manage- sleight of hand. Although the vast later, they are still fighting for their
staff out picketing like this. It’s a ment moved – a little. Now RF- majority of its grants come from first union contract. Similarly, 94% of
CUNY is offering 1.25% to City, State or federal taxes, these Research Foundation workers at City
good beginning for me.”
all employees with more public funds become “private” Tech voted for union representation
Camilo Guio has worked RF-CUNY
three years ago, but still do not have
for RF-CUNY at LaGuar- management than one year of service. when transferred to the RF.
But the bottom line, said
a first contract. Due to procedural
dia for five years without a
union activists, was about textbook examples
delays by RF-CUNY management,
raise. With the rise in the drags its
the same. “One percent
cost of living, Guio said, his feet in
As a private-sector group, RF- employees at the CUNY Graduate
won’t pay the rent!” was CUNY claims that it is not subject Center who work on Research Founsalary as a program assisthe most popular chant at to the same financial disclosure dation lines had to wait two years betant in Adult and Continu- contract
both protests.
ing Education is not enough talks.
rules as public institutions and that fore their ballots were even counted.
More than 5,000 work- it comes under different labor laws. When the votes were in, the count
to support his wife and two
young children. “I had to go out and ers who get paychecks from RF- While some of those differences was 73 to 16 for the PSC.
“These three campuses are all
find two more jobs. So now I work CUNY are employed at 23 CUNY are to management’s advantage,
three jobs,” Guio told Clarion. “I’m campuses. While their salaries others are not. For example, RF- textbook examples of why the Emvery frustrated – I don’t know what come from grants administered CUNY employees have the right to ployee Free Choice Act is needed,”
by the Research Foundation, their strike, with none of the restrictions said Kian Frederick, a PSC orgato do.”
Union activists said they were al- jobs are often similar or even iden- that New York’s Taylor Law places nizer who works with RF employees. The Employee Free Choice Act,
so offended by the way RF-CUNY’s tical to those of coworkers who are on public employees.
offer discriminated between newer paid by CUNY.
But RF employees on CUNY
and long-term employees. “The Research Foundation only offered 1% campuses do not yet have the proto the people who have been here tections of a union contract. As a
for five years or longer, but nothing result, they get no guaranteed pay
for everyone else,” explained Sara increases, have no control over
Eisenstein, an instructor at La- their health insurance costs, and
often have problems accruing or
Guardia’s Adult Learning Center.
using annual leave.
slight of hand
“CUNY has all kinds of Byzan“Everybody knows that things tine ways to say they’re not actually
are going up – transportation, food our employer – that we are working
and rent. My rent is going up more for grants,” said City Tech’s Montthan 1% this year,” said Eisenstein. gomery. “Even though for nine
“What they are doing is bad for us years I’ve been teaching the same
and bad for the students, because class with the same general schedthere is so much turnover.” Stu- ule, they claim I am a [temporary]
dents see this connection, too – sev- grant worker. And yes, the grants
eral joined in the chorus of protest change, but I have always worked
chants or expressed support while for RF.”
CUNY maintains that RF-CUNY
passing by.
Doug Montgomery, an ESL in- is an independent, private-sector
structor at City Tech, told Clarion organization separate from the
that in his case, “after nine years, University, which is a public insti[1%] works out to about a $7 a week tution. The connections between
raise.” Like several of his col- the two, however, run deep – for
leagues on the picket line, he noted example, CUNY’s chancellor is ex
that the proposed 1% raise does not officio chair of the Research Founeven cover the cost of a recent 6% dation Board. CUNY college presi- From left: Jay Klokker, Lisandro Grullon and Jeanne Kreeger at City Tech.

In contract talks for RF employees at LaGuardia and City Tech,
there has been progress on some
items. But key issues like wages and
annual leave are still unresolved,
despite countless hours spent at
the bargaining table. Holding placards that said “Fair Contract Now”
during their demonstrations at City
Tech and LaGuardia, RF employees
blasted management’s stonewalling and the waste of resources it
represents.
“I’ve been seeing a lot of footdragging – that’s what I’ve been
seeing,” said Johnson, who is also
a member of the PSC’s LaGuardia
RF bargaining team. “These negotiations have dragged on for too
long.” With the December picket
lines as a start, union members are
discussing how else they can apply
pressure to get a settlement.
“They’ve already paid their
lawyers many times what we are
asking for, just to fight us,” Eisenstein, also a committee member,
told Clarion. “RF-CUNY has spent
$1.6 million on labor attorneys over
the last three years. Workers at LaGuardia are being offered $161,957
in wage increases over the same
period of time. So if they had just
‘laid off’ those lawyers and stopped
fighting us, that would pay for a
10% raise.”

solidarity
The latest available public records
show that the RF has in fact paid far
more than $2 million in legal fees
as it attempts to fight RF workers’
union efforts. “Money for legal fees
is paid out of grant money,” noted
Frederick. “And this is grant money
that CUNY faculty and staff often
work very hard to get for their own
programs and research.”
CUNY faculty at City Tech and
LaGuardia, who have been PSC
members for many years, joined the
December 15 protests in solidarity
with RF-CUNY employees on their
campuses. “The rally certainly got
management’s attention,” said Bob
Cermele, professor of mathematics
and PSC chapter chair City Tech.
When RF-CUNY employees
at City Tech win a fair contract,
Cermele told Clarion, that will be
good news for those who are paid by
CUNY. “To have a group of workers
in our midst who get second-class
treatment, doing essentially the
same work that we do but with inferior pay and working conditions
– that drags everybody down,”
Cermele said. “It’s important that
we all be treated the same.”
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Spelling’s commission
ignores students’ needs
Diane Auer Jones, who resigned
from the Education Department
last year, criticized former
Secretary of Education Margaret
Spelling’s Commission on the
Future of Higher Education at
a conference of the National
Association of Scholars. On
January 9, the former assistant
secretary for postsecondary
education said, “If we really care
about access, then we should do
something about community colleges,” reported The Chronicle
of Higher Education. Jones said
that the commission’s emphasis
on promoting students’ access to
the college of their choice excluded institutions that serve lowand middle-income Americans.
As to why insufficient money is
spent on community colleges, she
noted “there is no political bang
for your buck when you fund
community colleges.”

50% discount for jobless
St. Johns’ alums
Graduates of St. John’s
University who have lost their
jobs in the past six months can
return to school at half price.
The new Alumni Assistance
Program is applicable to graduate programs in the upcoming
spring and semesters, although
the law school is not included.
Kathleen Davis, director of
graduate admissions, said, “We
believe strongly in our mission to
provide education for those economically, socially and physically
disadvantaged,” reported Crain’s
New York Business. Notice went
out to 150,000 alumni by mail
and informational workshops
are scheduled on the school’s
four campuses through March.
Enrollment is not down, emphasized Davis; rather, the program
focuses on student needs.

Presidential history a
more open book
One of Obama’s first acts as
president was to sign Executive
Order 13489, reversing Bush’s
restrictions on access to presidential records. During the Bush
administration, historians, political scientists and journalists, led
by the National Coalition for
History, attempted to overturn
his changes to the Presidential
Records Act. As part of Obama’s
pledge for transparency, the
new order restores the Act to its
original state, which ensured
that presidential records would
be released to the public. It
re-establishes limits on former
presidents’ authority to withhold
records and eliminates the vice
president’s authority to do so.
The White House stated that the
order gives “the American people
greater access to these historic
documents.”
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Information on your benefits
By PETER HOGNESS

If you’re like most union members,
you may not have paid a lot of attention to all the details of your benefit
coverage. When you need information on a given benefit, you probably want to get it fast – but you may
not be sure where to look
While information on most benefits is available from your campus HR office, the following brief
guide may also be helpful. While
it doesn’t cover every single benefit for which PSC members are
eligible, it can help you find quick
answers to most questions.

Here’s where you can find it

Additional retirement savings plans:

Basic health insurance: For fulltime CUNY faculty and professional staff, your basic health
insurance (covering hospitalization and major medical) comes
through the New York City Health
Benefits Plan. A list of specific
plans available to full-time instructional staff can be found on pages
1 to 6 of CUNY’s Summary of Benefits, available online at tinyurl.
com/CUNYbenefits. Details on individual plans available through
the City health plan (provided by
GHI, HIP and others) can be found
at www.nyc.gov/html/olr.
Basic health insurance coverage
for eligible adjuncts is provided
through the PSC/CUNY Welfare
Fund. Information on this coverage
can be found at the Welfare Fund
website (www.psccunywf.org).

Part-timer benefits: A good overview of benefits for part-time
instructional staff at CUNY, including eligibility requirements,
is on the PSC website at www.psccuny.org/part_timer_rights.htm.
Availability of coverage for parttimers varies, depending on the
benefit. While this information is
generally available wherever you
would find overall information on a
particular benefit, it can be helpful
to have information on the terms
of all part-timer benefits (health
care, pension, etc.) in one place.
Welfare Fund coverage: The PSC/
CUNY Welfare Fund provides
a range of coverage in different
areas, including prescription drugs,
optical, dental, etc. A full description of Welfare Fund coverage,
plus a helpful section of Frequently
Asked Questions, is available at the
Welfare Fund website (www.psc
cunywf.org). Again, availability of
coverage for part-timers in these
areas varies; eligibility information for part-time instructional staff
is on the Welfare Fund website or at
the PSC website as mentioned above.
Optional Welfare Fund benefits: The
PSC/CUNY Welfare Fund also offers a number of optional benefits
in areas such as long-term care insurance, catastrophic major medical coverage, extended disability
and life insurance. Information is
at the Welfare Fund website (www.
psccunywf.org).

representatives can be reached at
(888) 8-NYC-TRS.
PSC members who need further
assistance can get help from union
staff. Full timers should consult
Clarissa Gilbert Weiss, part timers should contact Ellen Balleisen.
Call (212) 354-1252, or reach them
by e-mail (cweiss@pscmail.org or
eballeisen@pscmail.org).

Ricardo Levins Morales

Higher ed
in brief

news & benefits

Pensions: At the time of hire, fulltime instructional staff make a
choice between a defined-benefit
pension through the Teachers
Retirement System (TRS) or a defined-contribution pension, such as
TIAA-CREF, under CUNY’s Optional Retirement Program. Basic information on these plans is available

calendar
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 12: 8:00 pm /
The Riverside Church, Aaron Copland School of Music, QC CUNY
and the NYC Labor Chorus will
celebrate Abraham Lincoln’s 200th
birthday with a gala concert. The
centerpiece of the program will be
Earl Robinson’s “The Lonesome
Train,” commemorating the story
of the train carrying Lincoln’s
body from city to city as people
paid homage with music. The orchestral score had been lost, but
with the help of a PSC/CUNY
grant it has been reconstructed
for this event. Robinson is also
the composer of the American
classics “Joe Hill,” “The Ballad
for Americans” and “The House I
Live In.” At Riverside Church, 490
Riverside Drive. For information,
contact Maurice Peress, httyger@
gmail.com or (212) 595-0267. Tickets $15/10, (212) 870-6784.
FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 20: 3:00 pm / PSC
Academic Freedom Committee
meeting. At the PSC office. Contact
Steve Leberstein for more information, sleberstein@pscmail.org.
FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 20: 6:00 pm / Labor
Goes to the Movies shows Illusions
and Black Panther. Illusions, directed by Julie Dash, is the story of
a black woman who dubs the voice
of a white singer, while the woman
directing the work is passing for
white. Black Panther, directed by
Agnès Varda, documents the 1968

from CUNY’s Summary of Benefits
at tinyurl.com/CUNYbenefits. Pension coverage for eligible part-time
instructional staff is through TRS;
see the PSC website (www.psccuny.org/part_timer_rights.htm) for
more information.
You can contact TIAA-CREF representatives about coverage at CUNY by calling (800) 842-2011. TRS

Oakland, Calif., protests by Black
Panthers to free Huey Newton.
Scenes of rallies alternate with an
interview with Newton in jail. At the
PSC Union Hall, 61 Broadway, 16th
floor. For info, e-mail Albert Muñoz,
amunoz@pscmail.org. No RSVPs.

Basic information on supplemental retirement savings options at
CUNY, such as TDAs, SRAs or
deferred compensation (the “457
plan”), is available at tinyurl.
com/CUNYbenefits. A further
description of the 457 plan, which
is CUNY’s newest retirement
savings option, is at tinyurl.com/
CUNY457.

Miscellaneous other benefits: A
number of other benefits are available from the PSC’s national and
state affiliates, the American Federation of Teachers and New York
State United Teachers and from
the PSC itself. These range from
a legal services plan to discount
theater tickets; details are at these
websites: www.aft.org/aftplus, tiny
url.com/NYSUTbenefits and www.
psc-cuny.org/benefits.htm.

THURSDAY, MARCH 12: 4:00 pm / Campus budget hearing at City Tech.
See page 5; check www.psc-cuny.
org for location.

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 26: 4:00 pm /
Campus budget hearing at Brooklyn College. See page 5; check
www.psc-cuny.org for location.

FRIDAY, MARCH 13: 6:00 pm / Labor
Goes to the Movies shows Do the
Right Thing on its 20th anniversary.
After the explosion of racial tensions
in New York City in the late 1980s,
this Spike Lee movie examined the
morphology of race relations. At
the PSC Union Hall, 61 Broadway,
16th floor. For more information,
contact Albert Muñoz, amunoz@
pscmail.org or (212) 354-1252. No
RSVPs.

TUESDAY, MARCH 3: / NYSUT’s lobbying in Albany on March 3 is devoted to
educating state lawmakers about the
need to fully fund public higher education. For information, contact Amanda DeJesus Magalhaes, adejesus@
pscmail.org or (212) 354-1252.

TUESDAY, MARCH 24: 6:00 pm / Women’s Committee meeting. Women’s
History Month Celebration – a toast
to women who have inspired us. At
the PSC Union Hall. For more information, contact Marcia Newfield,
mnewfield@pscmail.org.

THURSDAY, MARCH 5: 4:00 pm / Campus
budget hearing at John Jay College
of Criminal Justice. See page 5; check
www.psc-cuny.org for location.

APRIL 12 to 19 / A delegation of PSC
members and CUNY students will
travel to England at the invitation of
the Trades Union Congress, the UK
labor federation. During their stay,
delegation members will explore
issues they have in common with
British academics and trade unionists, including casualization of labor,
privatization of services and institutions, market-rate tuition, inclusion of
minority and working class students,
and government support for student
and institutional finance. Members
are responsible for trip expenses. For
more information, contact Steve Leberstein (917) 838-5884 or sleberstein@

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 21 / PSC International Committee meeting. Contact Renate Bridenthal, rbriden1@
juno.com, for time and location.

FRIDAY, MARCH 6: 4:00 pm / First
Fridays meeting of the PSC PartTime Personnel Committee. In the
PSC Union Hall, 61 Broadway, 16th
floor. For more information contact
Marcia Newfield at mnewfield@
pscmail.org.
THURSDAY, MARCH 12: 4:00 pm / Campus budget hearing at College of
Staten Island. See page 5; check
www.psc-cuny.org for location.
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a look at the roots

The Greek uprising
By COSTAS PANAYOTAKIS
City Tech

supposed to represent.
One of the themes running
through these occupations is selfmanagement as an expression of a
widespread desire to take collective control over the decisions that
affect people’s lives and to create
islands of community and solidarity in the midst of an alienating

mass movement
A more objective look at these
events must start with the question, “Why did this happen?”
The Greek uprising is not only
an expression of anger at a single
senseless death – it reflects a
deeper social, economic and political crisis that has led to a delegitimation of the country’s economic
and political elites alike.
The great protagonists of these
events have been young people,
including high school and university students, but other participants have included parents,
labor unionists – especially teachers and university professors –
immigrant workers, Greece’s
political left, and Greeks from all
walks of life.
In addition to almost daily
rallies and marches, protests
have taken many different
forms. Dozens of Greece’s leading musicians and songwriters
have participated in concerts
protesting state repression and
expressing their solidarity with
the movement. On December 16
demonstrators briefly took over a
TV studio and disrupted the national broadcast of a statement by
right-wing Prime Minister Costas
Karamanlis. Instead, viewers
saw activists holding banners
that said, “Stop watching, get out
onto the streets!”

occupations
The movement sparked a wave
of occupations, including occupations of hundreds of high schools
and university campuses, municipal halls and public buildings, and
the offices of both business groups
and trade unions perceived as
bureaucratic and unresponsive to
the needs of the workers they are

low even at the cost of chronically
high unemployment rates.
Youth in other countries face
similar conditions and have held
dozens of solidarity actions across
the EU and around the world,
from Turkey to New Zealand.
Although the pace of activity has
slowed since December, the move-

AP Photo/Petros Giannakouris

I

n the evening of Saturday
December 6, 2008, a police
officer shot and killed
Alexandros Grigoropoulos,
an unarmed 16-year old in
Athens, Greece. Since then large
numbers of people in cities across
Greece have taken to the streets,
participating in a wave of protests
against police brutality and the
economic and education policies of
Greece’s conservative government.
In the first emotional days after
the incident, a minority of the
protesters engaged in extensive
property destruction of banks
and upscale stores, and most US
media coverage reduced the December events to images of chaos
and mayhem. The non-violent protests and direct action that made
up most of the movement were
largely ignored, as was the rapid
spread of the demonstrations to
encompass many different sectors
of society.

ists were in power in the 1980s, a
teenager was shot in the back by
a police officer, who went on to be
acquitted after he appealed his
original conviction.
As far as education is concerned, the conservative government, with the original support of
the Socialist Party’s leadership,

these and other issues continued
through January, with daily demonstrations on education, police
repression, labor and immigrant
rights, and protests in response
to the conflict in Gaza. (Support
for Palestinians is widespread in
Greece, a long-standing difference
from the US that is beyond the
scope of this article.)
The Greek movement has
sparked anxiety among political
and economic elites. The director
of the International Monetary
Fund has expressed concern that
protests like those in Greece
could spread to other countries
as the economic crisis deepens.
In France, President Sarkozy’s
government has pulled back unpopular education reforms, fearful that the Greek events might
grow into a Europe-wide reprise
of May ’68.
It is not surprising that some
European journalists recognize
that “Athens is not as far away as
we think” – as Robert Marquand
recently wrote in the Christian Science Monitor. One could perhaps
go further and point out that, here
in the United States too, the deep
crisis we are in the midst of has
been brought on by the unfettered
pursuit of profit on the part of
economic elites and by the historic
willingness of the political elites
of both parties to do Wall Street’s
bidding.

fueling change
Teenage schoolchildren took part in a peaceful protest in the western Athens suburb of Peristeri, Greece, on Friday December 19, 2008, in response to a second shooting – this one nonfatal – of a 16-year-old schoolboy.
and oppressive urban landscape.
This desire for self-management is
also a reflection of the consistent
failure of Greek economic and political elites to address the needs of
a society that has long been mired
in a state of social and economic
crisis.
The events of the last two
months represent the largest social explosion in Greece since the
1973 student revolt that was brutally repressed by the US-backed
military regime ruling Greece
at that time. The magnitude and
lasting nature of this explosion
suggests that Grigoropoulos’ murder was merely the trigger that released the rage building up within
Greeks as they saw inequalities
increasing and their country slipping deeper into crisis.
Contributing to the protests in
Greece is a disenchantment with a
political system ruled by corrupt
political elites that for years have
consistently failed to address the
problems affecting Greek people
in general and young people in
particular.
Police brutality is one such
long-standing problem. Even
before Grigoropoulos’ murder,
the conservative government had
presided over incidents of police
brutality and even torture of political protesters, Roma and immigrant workers. Even the murder
of a teenager by the police is not
unprecedented. When the Social-

attempted to amend the provision
of the Greek constitution that
bans private universities. It was
only after massive protests by a
movement that included students,
teachers, unionists, the political
left, and many of the rank and
file supporters of the Socialist
Party itself that the Socialist
leadership backed down from its
support of private higher education institutions. The amendment
did not pass, but the conservative
government is using the need
to align Greek legislation with
the directives coming from the
European Union as a pretext for
implementing its rejected policy
anyway.

youth
Underlying the rage of the
protestors is also a feeling that
today’s Greek youth will be the
first generation not to live better
than their parents. Fueling this
feeling are high unemployment
rates, low salaries that do not
keep up with the rising cost of living, high levels of poverty – one
out of five Greeks is poor – growing household indebtedness,
and ‘flexible’ labor relations that
consign many young people to insecure, temporary positions. This
situation is partly the result of
the commitment of conservatives
and Socialists alike to the European Union and its insistence
that inflation and deficits be kept

Anger over education, the economy

ment in Greece is still very much
alive. Events since the murder
of Grigoropoulos have continued
to fuel it. On December 22, there
was a brutal attempt on the life of
Kostadinka Kuneva, an immigrant
from Bulgaria and well-known
leader of janitorial workers, who
had received death threats for her
union activity. In addition, police
attacks on immigrants waiting
to apply for asylum have resulted
in several deaths. Protests about

labor
in brief
Where a window closes, a
door may open
Serious Materials, a manufacturer
of environmentally friendly building materials, is negotiating to
purchase Republic Windows and
Doors in Chicago, and a deal may
be close at hand. Two months after the sit-in that won laid-off Republic workers severance pay and
health benefits, UE Local 1110 vice
president and former Republic employee Melvin Maclin said, “This
would be a very happy ending to
our struggle.” The union’s hope
that the California-based company
will hire all of the former employees into green-collar jobs hinges
on how quickly the bankruptcy
court clears Republic’s assets for
purchase.

In the wake of a historic inauguration, President Obama’s call
for change has generated hope for
many ordinary Americans. But
most of Obama’s economic team
are neoliberals partly responsible
for the present crisis, and his national security team is made up
of hawks who hardly represent a
clean break with the past.
Faced with political elites
unwilling to represent their interests, hundreds of thousands
of Greeks rose up in protest. If
Obama fails to fulfill his promise
of change, Americans may find
themselves doing the same.

Birds strike and unions
respond
Chesley B. Sullenberger, the US
Airways pilot whose emergency
landing in the Hudson River on
January 15 saved 155 people, is
a union member and the former
safety chairman for the Airline
Pilots Association. The ferry crew
members who pulled passengers
off the wings of the plane and out
of the river and the police, firemen,
flight attendants and air traffic
controllers who assisted the rescue
are also union members.
Experts have said that the
“miracle” landing and the quick
response of the ferry crews is
in large part due to the focus
on safety training, a major concern of the US Airline Pilots
Association and Seafarers
International Union. In other
words, Captain Sullenberger’s
heroism began when he volunteered for a union committee.
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wages of educatioN

The value put on basic skills
If Paige had been enrolled in a preschool
program, what kind of teacher would she
have had? A dedicated educator with years
of experience teaching toddlers numbers,
colors and a love of language? Or a burnedout employee planning to leave after
two years on the job because her salary
couldn’t cover her own childcare expenses? Would the program director be spending most of her time ensuring her teachers
implemented the best practices in the field
or worrying about whether she could cover
her payroll?

By ELLEN BALLEISEN

H

far margins
Paige’s story haunted me long after I
finished reading about it. I thought not
just about the inadequacy of both social
promotion and multiple retentions but also
about what people in the article had said
about averting the problem in the first
place. Would Paige now be succeeding if
she had been in a good early childhood
education program as a toddler? Would it
have helped if years ago her mother had
enrolled in a family literacy program that
taught parents how to engage toddlers in
learning?
Certainly Paige’s chances for success
would have been much better if she had received a high-quality preschool education
and her mother had been in a high-quality
adult basic education program. But even if
the mother had been in a literacy or GED
program and the daughter had been in
preschool, was it likely they both would
have received top-notch instruction?
I doubted that the answer was yes. Early
childhood education and adult basic education share the space at the far margins of
the education profession. Pay in both fields
is very low. So is prestige. And funding for
programs in both areas is meager and vulnerable to sudden cuts.
If you go to the description of an adult
literacy teacher on the US Department of
Labor’s website, the first sentence will tell
you, “Many adult literacy and remedial
education teachers work part time and
receive no benefits.” A bit further down
you’ll learn that “budget pressures may
limit federal funding of adult education,
which may cause programs to rely more
on volunteers” and that “job prospects
should be favorable as high turnover of
part-time jobs in this occupation creates
many openings.”

national picture

Ricardo Levins Morales

er name was Paige, she lived
in Chicago, and by the age of
11 she had been in third grade
for three years. Her previous
teachers disagreed about why
she wasn’t learning and how she could
best be helped. And in a 2005 New York
Times article about Paige’s predicament,
various education experts and administrators weighed in on the policies that had resulted in her three-year stay in third grade
and her eventual placement into a middle
school special education class.
Arne Duncan, President Obama’s choice
for Secretary of Education, was one of
those interviewed. At the time, he headed
Chicago’s public schools. Before his school
system implemented a tough retention
policy, Duncan told the Times, the schools
were just “perpetuating cycles of poverty.”
Yet he also said he didn’t think students
should be held back three times.
Duncan didn’t offer a clear plan to address Paige’s problem and neither did anyone else quoted in the article. But several
mentioned high-quality early childhood
education as the way to avoid persistent
failure in elementary school. A parent
leader at Paige’s school suggested that
Paige would not be in such dire straits if
her mother, a high school dropout, had
been more involved in her daughter’s
learning during her preschool years.

Preschool teachers fare no better. According to the US Department of Veterans
Affairs, “Turnover in this occupation is
high. Many preschool teachers and childcare workers leave the occupation temporarily to fulfill family responsibilities, to
study or for other reasons. Some workers
leave permanently because they are interested in pursuing another occupation
or because of dissatisfaction with long
hours, low pay and benefits, and stressful
conditions.”
CUNY, which offers adult literacy instruction on 14 of its campuses, conforms
to the rule rather than providing an exception. In a literacy program at LaGuardia,
teachers say their wages have barely
budged in 14 years. According to the US
Bureau of Labor Statistics, inflation in the
New York City area over the past 14 years
has been 47%, so these teachers have actually experienced a very substantial realdollar pay cut.

RF-CUNY fights union
Many of CUNY’s adult literacy teachers are paid through the CUNY Research
Foundation. At 12 of the 14 campuses,
these teachers have no union representation. At LaGuardia, RF-CUNY employees
voted for PSC representation in 2004, and
their counterparts at New York City Tech
did the same in 2005. But at both these

campuses RF-CUNY workers are still
without a contract. After many, many
delays, management made its first salary
offer: a 1% pay increase for employees at
LaGuardia and City Tech with at least five
years on the job and 0% for all others. This
has now been increased to 1.25% for employees with one or more years of service
– but not all. These percentages indicate a
deep disrespect for the work these employees perform. (See page 7.)

disrespect
No one goes into teaching in order
to become rich. But those who teach
K-12 generally have annual salaries
that go up significantly with years of
experience, as well as decent pensions and
health insurance. This signals society’s
recognition that educating children
between five and 18 is a professional
career. If you look at the employment
conditions of early childhood and adult
literacy teachers nationwide, it’s hard not
to conclude that educating young children
and low-skilled adults is far less important
in society’s eyes. But it’s also hard to
understand why we feel this way when
educators say early childhood programs
can prevent elementary school failure
and economists say the US can remain
internationally competitive only with a
highly-skilled workforce.

Adult ed and early childhood get low pay

And if Paige’s mother had wanted to improve her own skills, would she have been
able to enroll in a class immediately? Or
would she and others seeking better education – most likely adults with childhood
experiences that mirrored Paige’s – have
spent months on a waiting list because
the local adult education program had
insufficient funding? Once off the waiting
list, would these adult learners have an
instructor with time to discuss teaching
techniques with colleagues or one who
dashed out to get to another part-time job
as soon as the class ended?
These questions lead to a larger question: in his new role as the nation’s
educator-in-chief, will Arne Duncan treat
programs for young children and poorlyeducated adults as part of the educational
mainstream and not as an afterthought to
K-12 and higher education?
Duncan has a track record as an
advocate for early childhood education.
He worked with Obama on his education
platform, which includes calls for more
federal investment in preschool programs,
and he expanded slots for preschool
children in the Chicago schools. However
he has clashed with unions and has not
explained his views on teacher pay in this
area. He also hasn’t spoken much about
any aspect of adult basic education.
Right now Duncan is learning the ropes
in Washington. Paige’s academic nightmare, which he discussed with a reporter
several years ago, is probably not at the
forefront of his thoughts. Still, I have an
audacious hope: for Duncan to remember
Paige, then connect the dots between
Paige’s plight and the plight of our nation’s
most marginalized educators.
Ellen Balleisen has taught ESL at CUNY for
22 years – the first 10 as an adjunct at several
different campuses and the past 12 years in
the CUNY Language Immersion Program at
Bronx Community College.
The New York Times article about Paige
is at tinyurl.com/NYTpaige.
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Why the union won at Smithfield
Against violence & intimidation

By DAVID BACON

hubs of activity

David Bacon

When immigration agents raided
Smithfield Food’s huge Tarheel,
North Carolina, slaughterhouse
two years ago, organizer Eduardo
Peña compared the impact to a
“nuclear bomb.” People were so
scared, the next day most of the
plant’s 5,000 employees didn’t
show up for work. The lines where
they kill and cut apart 32,000 hogs
every day were motionless.
Yet last December 11, when the
votes were counted in the same
packing plant, 2,041 workers had
voted to join the United Food and
Commercial Workers (UFCW);
1,879 voted no. Smithfield workers
defeated one of the longest, most
bitter anti-union campaigns in
modern US labor history.
The victory was the product of
an organizing strategy that accomplished what many have said
US unions can no longer do – organize huge, privately-owned factories.

election it had won in 1994 and 1997
and accused the union of being
anti-democratic when it would not
agree to repeat the bitter experience of the past. Instead, the union
pressed management to voluntarily recognize the union if a majority
of employees signed membership
cards.

Above, Alfonso Ceja makes a point at a meeting of union organizers working on
the campaign at the Smithfield pork plant in Tarheel, North Carolina.

up a workers’ center in nearby Red
Springs, holding classes in English
lost 2 elections
and labor rights. Vargas and other
In both 1994 and 1997, the fired workers went to work for the
UFCW lost union elections at UFCW, organizing discontent over
Smithfield. In 1997 workers had the high speed of production lines
to file past police in riot gear to and its human cost in injuries.
cast their ballots. At the end of Workers began to stop production
the vote count, union activist Ray lines to get the company to talk
Shawn was beaten up inside the with them about health and safety
plant. Three years later, plant problems.
security officers were given the
In April 2006, as immigrant propower to arrest and detain people tests spread across the country,
at work. Until 2005 the company 300 Smithfield workers stayed out
maintained a holding area for de- of work and marched through the
tainees in a trailer on the
streets of nearby Wilmproperty, which workers Solidarity
ington. On May 1 they
called the company jail.
paraded again, this time
Management used such between
by the thousands.
extensive intimidation tac- immigrants
Those heady days,
tics that both elections were
however, were followed
&
African
thrown out by the National
by a series of immigraLabor Relations Board Americans
tion enforcement actions
(NLRB). In 2006 the NLRB
orchestrated between
forced Smithfield to rehire workers the company and Immigration
fired in 1994 for union activity and and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
give them $1.1 million in back pay. agents. In November, after 30
But workers on the line also saw employees were kicked out for althat Smithfield lawyers kept union legedly providing invalid Social
supporters out of work for over a Security numbers, 300 workers
decade in violation of the law.
walked off the job. They got their
In 2003 contract workers for QSI, coworkers rehired and a 60-day
a company that cleans the machin- extension to resolve the Social Seery at night, finally challenged that curity issue.
atmosphere of fear. Led by Julio
The job action impressed AfVargas, the cleaning crew refused rican American workers, who at
to go in to work due to low wages the time made up about 40% of the
and health and safety concerns. workforce. Union supporters colThe company negotiated, and lected 4,000 signatures asking the
workers won concessions. The fol- company to give employees the
lowing week, however, Vargas and day off on Martin Luther King Jr’s
others identified as leaders lost birthday. A delegation took the petheir jobs.
titions to the human resources office, but a company vice-president
new organizers
refused to accept them. When they
Nevertheless, a new group of were denied the holiday, 400 workUFCW organizers understood the ers didn’t come in anyway, and
importance of that work stoppage. again the plant was virtually shut
“We’re not going to give the com- down.
pany a chance to use union busters
“Unity between immigrant Laanymore,” said Peña. “We’re ask- tino and African American working workers to take direct action ers was essential to organizing a
on the plant floor to improve their union,” said Gene Bruskin, then
own conditions.” So the union set the director of the UFCW’s Justice

at Smithfield campaign and the
drive’s principal strategist.
The percentage of immigrants
declined as many Latino workers were forced out of the plant
– but African American workers
were becoming more active in the
union drive. Union workers eventually collected the signatures of
about half the plant’s employees,
demanding that the company
agree to recognize the UFCW. At
the end of a noisy march, they presented the petitions at a company
shareholders meeting. Meanwhile,
UFCW organizers began using
the violation of workers’ rights
to mobilize community pressure
against Smithfield. Store chains
were petitioned to find another
pork supplier, and the city of Boston stopped purchasing Smithfield
products.

militancy
Inside the plant, militant activity began to rise again. One key
moment came when Juan Navarro
wrote “Union Time” with a felt pen
on his helmet. Supervisors called
him in and took away his helmet.
When Navarro went back to the
kill floor, where a majority of the
workers are black, his coworkers
backed him up. “Union Time” appeared on their helmets too and
eventually spread throughout the
plant, becoming the slogan of the
union campaign. Smithfield was
even forced to apologize to Navarro.
When Martin Luther King’s
birthday approached in 2008, the
union passed out a leaflet telling
workers to “hold the date.” This
time, the company not only gave
Tarheel workers the holiday, but
let workers take the day off in every non-union Smithfield plant.
The company responded to
rising pressure both inside and
outside the plant by filing a racketeering suit against the union. It
demanded the same kind of NLRB

As a trial grew close, the union
and the company agreed to an
election procedure that workers
and organizers felt would keep
Smithfield from using the old
bare-knuckle tactics. The union
won the right to access to the plant
premises, and organizers were
able to sit in lunchrooms and talk
with workers about the benefits of
unionization. The union also won
limits on management’s “captive
audience” meetings, keeping out
threats and overt intimidation.
The lunchrooms became hubs of
union activity, with “Union Time”
visible on helmets, leaflets and
buttons. Visibility inside the plant
meant that, in the eyes of workers,
the union had some power. Coupled with concessions on things
like the King holiday and a history
of protest over accidents and line
speed, it became clear the union
could actually win changes. And
when the ballots were counted,
the union won.
Efforts by the modern US labor
movement to organize factories the
size of the Tarheel plant have not
been very successful for the last
two decades. In fact, private-sector
unionization has fallen below 8% of
the workforce.
To get out of the box, today’s
labor movement pins its hopes on
the Employee Free Choice Act.
This proposal would require a
company like Smithfield to negotiate a union contract if a majority
of workers sign union cards. By
giving workers the choice between
majority sign-up or an election,
they could avoid being forced into
a sham election that takes place in
an atmosphere of violence and terror. The Act would also increase
penalties on employers who fire
workers for union activity, which
are currently so small they are
often regarded as “a cost of doing
business.” The bill would substantially restrict the kind of vicious
anti-union campaign Smithfield
mounted for 15 years.

common interest
But the Employee Free Choice
Act by itself will not build strong
unions. The union at Smithfield
was not created on election day –
workers had already organized
it in the battles before the vote.
They did much more than sign
union cards or cast ballots. They
had to lose their fear, show open
support for the demands they had
chosen themselves, and learn to
make management listen to those
demands by slowing down lines,

circulating petitions and forming
delegations to demand change.
Those battles hardened the leaders
who survived.
And if African American and
Latino immigrant workers had not
found a way to work together, the
union drive would have ended with
the immigration raids. Across the
country, immigration enforcement
has become a way to punish workers when they try to improve conditions. But immigration raids did not
help black or other citizen workers
at Smithfield – they increased fear,
reduced union activity, eliminated
leaders and added months, if not
years, to the time needed to win
union recognition.
In the end, both African Americans and immigrant workers
found a common interest in better
wages and working conditions.
But to work together, they had to
agree to defend the right of each
worker to her or his job – any unfair firing was an attack on the
union, whether the victim was
black, Mexican or Puerto Rican.
If the company and ICE had been
able to convince half the plant that
the other half really had no right
to work because of immigration
status, workers would have been
unwilling and unable to defend
each other.

afl vs. sanctions
The root of the union problem
lies in employer sanctions, the provision of federal law that prohibits
employers from hiring undocumented workers. For people without papers, the effect of the law is
to make it a crime to work – and
hands employers a weapon against
their own workforce. When the
AFL-CIO decided in 1999 to call for
the repeal of sanctions, US unions
were recognizing that changing
immigration law is vital to rebuilding union strength.
Outside the Tarheel plant, the
union grew roots in working-class
communities. It organized a permanent coalition with churches
and community organizations,
not just a temporary arrangement
of convenience. It became part
of workers’ lives. They met in its
office, took English classes there
and marched in demonstrations
for civil rights. And that coalition
was able to turn the company’s
anti-labor activity against it, hitting Smithfield where it hurt – in
the eyes of consumers.
Smithfield workers and the
UFCW have shown that with a
long-term commitment organizing
is possible, no matter how big the
plant or anti-union the employer.
But it takes a strategy based on
building a real union in the workplace and community. With changes in labor and immigration law,
workers won’t have to conduct a
15-year war to do it.
A longer version of this article
available at www.prospect.org.
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15 –Minute Activist

Return Service Requested

Budget your time for your local
budget hearing!
Check out the schedule at www.psc-cuny.org/InvestInCUNY
0809/htm and pencil in your local campus budget hearing.
With your remaining minutes you can jot down questions
you have about your local lawmakers’ support for CUNY
and e-mail them, or any other ideas you have about the
hearing, to your chapter chair. Find that list on the PSC
website, www.psc-cuny.org/whoiswho.htm.
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Reading Fiscal Policy

Planned poverty for CUNY
By BARBARA BOWEN
PSC President

As State Direct Aid Goes Down,
Revenue from Tuition and Fees at Senior Colleges
and State-Operated Campuses is Pushed Up

A

major new study by
the Fiscal Policy Institute (FPI) quantifies what we at
CUNY have been
living for years: the University is
chronically, desperately underfunded by the State.
New York State’s Underinvestment in Public Higher Education
was released on January 15 by the
Fiscal Policy Institute (FPI), a nonpartisan research and education
organization focused on the New
York economy.
David Dyssegaard Kallick, a senior fellow at FPI, summed up the
report this way: “Increased enrollment at SUNY and CUNY simply
hasn’t been matched by a similar
increase in funding.”
Kallick criticized Albany’s
proposal for further cuts in State
funding to CUNY and SUNY this
year, which would compound the
history of underinvestment just
when more investment is called
for. “Next year’s classes at SUNY
and CUNY are expected to be
larger than ever,” he observed.
“Yet, rather than expand funding
to an already overstressed system, the State budget proposal
recommends a decrease in support for public higher education.
That’s not a smart economic
strategy, and it’s not good stewardship of two of the country’s
great systems of public higher
education.”

cynical
CUNY management has added
to the problem of inadequate
State support by accommodating
to scarcity. Instead of seriously
contesting the State’s planned
impoverishment of the University,
management has relied on three
main strategies to get by: allowing

Fiscal Policy Institute

falling short

All figures per Full Time Equivalent student, adjusted for inflation with
the Higher Education Price Index.
half the teaching to be done by a
workforce of adjuncts that is systematically underpaid, increasing
the share of costs borne by students, and encouraging massive
increases in enrollment.
Increasing enrollment without a
substantial increase in resources
is cynical; for the faculty and staff,
it’s just plain speed-up. Our classes are already too large, and an
enrollment increase would make
them larger. Education would suffer, and students would be getting
less while paying more.
FPI also raises concerns about
how the State’s failure to invest
in CUNY and SUNY affects communities of color, immigrants and
low-income New Yorkers. Currently, 20% of SUNY students and

69% of CUNY students are people
of color, the report shows. The
report notes that new immigrants
and communities of color have
been hit especially hard by foreclosures in the current housing crisis.
“Making sure that people of color,
immigrants and low-wage workers
have good opportunities to expand
their skills and education during
this downturn should be a high
priority for state officials,” Kallick
said.
The report makes good reading and is well worth the time to
read yourself – or even to teach
in relevant CUNY classes. But
I can summarize its principal
findings on CUNY here. (FPI has
adjusted all dollar amounts for
inflation.)

State investment lacking

● Enrollment at CUNY has increased dramatically since the
early 1990s.
● Between the 1991-92 academic
year and the 2008-09 academic
year, CUNY enrollment increased
by 23.3% at the senior colleges and
by 29.2% at the community colleges.
● New York State funding for
CUNY did not keep up.
● State funding for CUNY, including funds from the Tuition
Assistance Program (TAP), has
risen at a much slower pace than
enrollment. (And TAP funds go to
individual students’ families, not
to increasing CUNY’s operating
budget.)
● State funding for CUNY senior
colleges, with TAP included, rose
by only 7.3% over the period in
which enrollment went up by
23.3%.
● State funding for CUNY community colleges, with TAP included, fell by 8.8% during the period
when enrollment rose by 29.2%.
● The most dramatic mismatch
between funding and enrollment is
at the CUNY community colleges,
which experienced both the greatest enrollment growth among public higher education institutions in
New York and the greatest drop in
State support.
● Increased enrollment plus decreased support equals reduced
funding per student. State support per full-time-equivalent student (FTE) at CUNY has dropped
by 14% since the early 1990s.
● At community colleges, the drop
in per-student (FTE) funding is
even more dramatic: 25.6%.
● Between the 1991-92 academic
year and the 2008-09 year, CUNY
tuition has more than doubled – it
has risen by 107%.
● When tuition goes up, the State
contribution tends to go down. In
1991-92, tuition and fees at CUNY
amounted to 41% of State aid. By
2008-09 they amounted to 58%.
● Despite the fact that the total
number of full-time faculty at

CUNY has increased, full-time faculty currently make up only 45%
of all faculty at the CUNY senior
colleges (61% at the comparable
SUNY colleges).
● Full-time faculty make up an
even smaller percentage of the
total faculty at CUNY community
colleges – 38% (32% at the SUNY
community colleges).
● For CUNY community colleges,
there is one bright spot – an increase in funding from New York
City.
● While City funding to CUNY
dropped during the 1990s, it rose
substantially during the 2000s.
New York City support to the
community colleges is now 31.1%
higher than it was in 1991-92.

shortsighted
The report concludes with a call
to counteract “the years of underinvestment in SUNY and CUNY
by increasing State aid and local
investment.”
The release of this report
at this moment is hugely significant. It speaks directly to
the current budget controversy,
revealing how shortsighted it
would be to decrease CUNY
funding during a recession as enrollment is booming. The report
also provides a powerful argument for dedicating part of the
federal economic stimulus money
for New York to CUNY. The education portion of that money is
designed to address funding gaps
in both K-12 and higher education. The history of New York
State’s support for CUNY is one
long funding gap.
Reading this report, I couldn’t
stop thinking about William
Blake’s great poem on the politics
of poverty: ‘Pity would be no more/
If we did not make somebody poor.’
The history that FPI documents
is more than an accident and
worse than neglect; in my view it
amounts to planned poverty for
CUNY. That’s what the union is
determined to change.
The full text of the report is available at the FPI website, at www.
fiscalpolicy.org/Underinvestment
PublicHigherEd.html.

