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The byzantine and truly 
bizarre budget battles of 
these past months have left 
everyone from average citizens 
to astute political observers 
increasingly irate. 

And at long last, the blame is 
landing right where it belongs—
at Bruce Rauner’s doorstep. 
There’s growing recognition that 
Rauner is inflicting immense 
damage on our state, undermin-
ing its economic viability, destabi-
lizing its educational system and 
tearing at its social fabric. 

But to what end? Even 
Republican legislators fail to 
make a convincing case for the 
blockade that’s driving Illinois 
deeper into debt and despair, 
its bond rating perched on the 
precipice of junk. 

When pressed to explain his 
ever-shifting set of demands that 
must be met before he’ll sign a 
budget, the foundation on which 
every unit of government and 
private business operates, Rauner 
remains evasive and cagey.

Is it changes to workers’ 
compensation, probably the 
most frequently mentioned of 
his ultimatums? Rauner claims 
that employer costs to cover 
workers injured on the job are 
making the state uncompeti-
tive. But actually our workers’ 
comp costs are in line with 
other states and there’s little 
evidence that they matter much 
to business decisions about 
where to locate. 

Is it public employee pen-
sions? Rauner’s resurrected that 
issue, never mind the constitu-
tional pension protection clause 
and forceful rulings of the Illi-
nois Supreme Court. 

Is it a property tax freeze? 
That’s what Rauner likes to talk 
about, but when Democrats in 

the Senate introduced a mea-
sure to freeze local property 
taxes for two years, Rauner 
trashed the bill, saying the 
freeze had to be permanent. 
That would be disastrous for 
our communities, since local 
governments rely on property 
tax revenue to maintain public 
services from garbage pick-up 
and policing to road repair and 
elementary schools. 

So why has Rauner seized 
on the property tax freeze as 
his rationale for blocking a 
state budget? Maybe because 
it polls well. He never bothers 
to mention the steep cuts it 
would eventually require to our 
schools and local governments.

It’s those steep cuts that 
Rauner’s game is really about. 
His insistence on a property tax 
freeze is his back-door attempt 
to dismantle the workplace 
rights of public-sector workers. 
He thinks that if local govern-
ments and school districts don’t 
have enough money to operate, 
they’ll join his crusade to wipe 
out collective bargaining rights 
and unilaterally slash the wages 
and benefits of their employees.

While some of Rauner’s 
longtime cheerleaders on news-
paper editorial pages are begin-
ning to doubt his judgment, 
others still insist that Democrats 
share blame for the budget 
debacle. That’s dangerously mis-
leading.

The record is very clear: 
Over the past four months, 
Senate President John Cullerton 
engaged in an intensive effort 
to address Rauner’s stated goals 
through negotiations with 
Republicans in that chamber. 
Many, including me, believe Cul-
lerton went too far in that regard. 
But at the end of the day—when 

legislators of both parties had 
purportedly agreed—Rauner tor-
pedoed the entire effort.

The simple fact is that the 
Democrats made a true good-
faith effort to find common 
ground, while Rauner made no 
effort at all. His fundamental goal 
is unchanged: to permanently 
drive down the standard of living 
of working families by obliterat-
ing organized labor in our state.

When Rauner first took 
office, he boasted to a group 
of legislators that if his agenda 
was enacted, within four years 
there would be zero union mem-
bers left in the state of Illinois. 
He hasn’t yet come close to 
achieving that goal. 

That’s the good news.
The bad news is that Rauner 

is ever more enraged by his fail-
ure—and his rage is making him 
increasingly reckless. Worse, he 
has untold wealth to use in ser-
vice of his damaged ego.

We don’t have anything 
close to his riches—and, fortu-
nately for us, we’re not driven by 
blind fury. What we do have is 
our unity and our determination 
to defend our rights and fight 
back for working families.

We can best do that by 
starting right now to build the 
kind of electoral army that can 
knock on every door in every 
community in our state. That’s 
how we can make sure that every 
voter understands the damage 
that Bruce Rauner has caused 
and the urgent need to evict him 
from the governor’s office.

It’s going to take more 
effort than we’ve ever put forth, 
and lots of sheer grit. But when 
the stakes are so high—the 
future of our state, of our jobs, 
of our families—we’ve got no 
choice but to give it our all.
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DEMOCRATS 
MADE 

GOOD-FAITH 
EFFORTS TO 

COMPROMISE, 
WHILE RAUNER 
HAS MADE NO 
EFFORT AT ALL.
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EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S REPORT

Illinois on the Brink
Stopping the downward spiral

The final bell has now rung on the 2017 legislative session, and 
Illinois has no budget for the third straight year. Granted, 
legislators can be called back into special session before the new 

fiscal year and adopt a budget by a three-fifths majority, but such an 
outcome isn't any too likely.

✦ 
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Lobby Day brings disability  
staffing crisis to light
Coalition pushes pay raise for disability services workers

The group gathered at the 
state Capitol to push for 
higher wages for direct 
support personnel (DSPs) who 
work for private, non-profit 
agencies that contract with the 
state of Illinois to serve disabled 
individuals. These agencies hav-
en’t received an increase from 
the state in nearly a decade—
and that’s made it extraordi-
narily difficult to secure fair pay 
raises for employees.

AFSCME member Essie 
Martin, a DSP at Ray Graham 
Association who cares for sev-
eral disabled men in a Lombard 
group home, was profiled by 
the Chicago Tribune on May 24. 
She said she has done this work 
for 17 years because she cares 
so much for the individuals she 
supports.

Stunning lack of 
compassion

More than 34,000 DSPs 
like Martin assist 27,000 indi-
viduals with disabilities in res-
idential settings across Illinois. 
DSPs are paid below the poverty 
line for a family—under $10 
an hour, which is less than 
Wal-Mart pays its entry-level 
employees. As a result, the staff 
turnover rate is more than 56 
percent. Agencies are unable to 
retain or hire adequate staff and 
the large number of vacancies 
forces DSPs and their frontline 
supervisors to work excessive 
amounts of overtime.

SB 955 sponsored by Sen. 
Heather Steans and House Bill 
2960 sponsored by Rep. Robyn 
Gabel, aim to raise the reim-
bursement rate the state pays 
to provider agencies to raise 
employee pay. 

DSP pay is “obscene” writes 

Chicago Tribune columnist Rex 
Huppke. “It reveals, once again, 
the state of Illinois’ stunning 
lack of compassion for people 
with disabilities,” and for the 

people who care for them. 
“After 15 years I make less 

than $12 an hour—or less than 
$25,000 a year—for full-time 
work,” AFSCME member Chris-
tine Rivera said at the Lobby 
Day news conference. She works 
as a DSP in a group home. “I’m 
really struggling, and like oth-
ers I am forced to consider leav-
ing work that I am extremely 
passionate about.”

Gov. Rauner vetoed a bill to 
raise wages to $15 an hour last 
year, claiming that DSP wages 
should be addressed as part of 
a comprehensive state budget. 
However, his FY18 budget plan 
introduced this year included 
no increase.

“When Governor Rauner 
vetoed legislation to raise DSP 
wages it was an insult to both 
DSPs and the people we serve,” 
Rivera said. “Passing this critical 
legislation would solve the prob-
lem of staff shortages and would 
provide fair compensation for a 
tough and responsible job.”

A decade of 
sidestepping

As a consequence of the 
state’s failure to pay adequate 
wages, a federal court monitor 
has found the Illinois Depart-
ment of Human Services out of 
compliance with the Ligas con-
sent decree that ensures people 
with developmental disabilities 
can access the services and sup-
ports they need in the setting 

they choose.
“Thousands of positions 

go unfilled every day because 
of the abysmal reimbursement 
rates we’ve received from the 
state for a decade,” said Kim 
Zoeller, executive director of 
Ray Graham Association. She 
said that disability services in 
Illinois are in a downward spiral 
after years of neglect and side-
stepping by lawmakers.

“Daniel leads a vulnerable 
life,” parent Charlotte Cronin 

said of her 31-year-old son who 
relies on DSPs for support. “He 
cannot talk. He is incontinent. 
He has poor motor skills. He 
has huge behavioral challenges. 
When Daniel is upset, he bites 
and scratches. He can really 
hurt you. 

“Direct support profes-
sionals that care for Daniel and 
others like him have amazing 
skills. They deserve much, much 
better.”

After a coalition of AFSCME members, 
community disability agency heads, and 
families of the disabled spent all day on 

May 10 lobbying legislators and delivered more 
than 7,000 postcards to Gov. Rauner, the Senate 
passed Senate Bill 955, legislation to raise wages 
for disability services workers. The advocacy day 
also ensured that this critical issue received some 
much deserved public attention. 

✦

“Direct support 
professionals 
have amazing 

skills. They 
deserve much, 
much better.”

DSPs delivered more than 7,000 postcards to Gov. Rauner's office, urging him to support fair pay for disability services workers.

Lindsay Williams, a DSP and vice president of Local 2515 at Milestone in Rockford, speaks with Sen. Steve Stadelman.
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The Rauner Record
More than halfway through his term, Gov. Bruce Rauner is failing at his 

job and inflicting long-term damage on the people of Illinois.

Illinois had the biggest population loss of any state in the country last 
year. And far from bringing jobs to our state, Illinois has lost more than 

13,000 manufacturing jobs since Bruce Rauner took office. 

As a result of Rauner’s budget 
blockade, the state’s unpaid bills 
recently topped $13 billion. 

•   The state still owes millions of dollars in back pay to 
employees in DHS, DOC and several other agencies. 

•   $800 million in late-payment interest penalties have 
accrued. 

•   Illinois’ unfunded pension liability has risen from 
$105 billion to $130 billion.

•   The state’s group health insurance program has 
$4.2 billion dollars in unpaid claims, jeopardizing the 
health of more than 370,000 participants.

•   Each of the three major credit rating agencies has 
downgraded Illinois twice.

Rauner’s top aides got big pay 
increases, while he is trying to 
impose a four-year wage and step 
freeze on state employees.

•   Trey Childress, deputy governor and now also chief 
operating officer is paid $198,000 a year—$48,000 
more than Pat Quinn’s deputy governor. 

•   Education Secretary Beth Purvis is paid $250,000.

•   Former Comptroller turned Deputy Governor Leslie 
Munger is paid $138,000 a year.

•   Rauner created a new agency, DoIT, and pays the 
director $145,000 per year—plus $200,000 for 
"professional memberships."

Rauner has pushed our education 
system to the brink of catastrophe.

•  Higher education has sustained $2.3 billion in cuts.

•  Universities have laid off more than 1,600 people.

•   Five of the state’s seven public universities have 
junk ratings on their bonds.

•   Illinois is not funding tuition grants for 130,000 low-
income college students.

•   Illinois ranks 50th in state support for education. 

•   The state of Illinois owes school districts more than a 
billion dollars.

•   Adult literacy grants have been cut by 50%.

Rauner’s destructive policies are 
jeopardizing the health, safety and 
well-being of Illinois citizens.

•   Nearly half of all local health departments across 
Illinois have implemented layoffs, reduced hours 
or cut services.

•   Local governments and municipalities face 
increased costs from delayed and deferred state, 
payments, causing uncertainty for budgeting and 
planning.

•   More than 100,000 immigrants have lost access 
to services like citizenship assistance and 
language access. 

•   90% of homeless service providers have been 
forced to cut clients, services or staff. 

•   Nearly 30% fewer pregnant women and families 
with young children have received proven, cost-
effective parent coaching and home visiting 
services.

•   No state funding has been provided for domestic 
violence services for more than a year, putting 
thousands of lives at risk.

•   Illinois' 29 rape crisis centers were forced to lay 
off staff and cut hours, resulting in waitlists for 
survivors seeking help. 

•   34% fewer women received life-saving breast 
and cervical cancer screenings.

•   80,000 people in Illinois have lost access to 
needed mental health services. 

•   More than 24,000 fewer Illinoisans were 
admitted to addiction treatment services. 

•   21 home health care agencies serving low-
income seniors and people with disabilities have 
closed, reduced service areas or capped intake. 

•   Services that divert youth from incarceration 
have been shut down in 24 counties across 
Illinois. 

•   As community violence rises, more than 15,000 
youth have lost access to safe spaces after 
school.
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House Speaker Michael 
Madigan said that the House 
would return weekly for 
“continuous session,” and Senate 
President John Cullerton made 
it clear that it is Rauner’s respon-
sibility to do his job and negoti-
ate with legislative leaders.

With the General Assem-
bly now in overtime, a bud-

get or any other legislation 
with an immediate effective 
date requires a three-fifths 
super-majority to pass. That 
means there will be no bud-
get for the third straight year, 
unless Republican legislators 
stand up for their constituents 
instead of bowing down to the 

governor.

Rauner’s  
budget crisis 

Plunging Illinois into chaos, 
Rauner’s self-created budget cri-
sis is causing myriad problems 
for working people, students, 
seniors and those in need, and 
driving the state’s credit rating 
to near junk status—all this in 
the name of Rauner’s so-called 
“reforms.”

“State employees who have 
had to deal with Rauner across 
the bargaining table and at our 
worksites for more than two 
years now know only too well 
that he is reckless, irresponsi-
ble and dishonest,” Council 31 
Deputy Director Mike Newman 
said. “But what’s worse is he is 
completely indifferent to the 
harm he inflicts on others.”

A partial list of that harm 
includes: 

•  Nearly $14 billion and 
growing in unpaid bills and 
interest owed by state govern-
ment;

•  Public universities starved 
of resources, forcing layoffs, 
driving away talented faculty 
and students, and increasing 
the likelihood of tuition hikes;

•  Health care and human ser-
vices cut back or eliminated;

•  People who care for those 
with disabilities in community 
agencies struggling with pov-
erty wages, adding to a work-
force crisis that has reached 
catastrophic proportions;

•  An uncertain future for pub-
lic employees and retirees as 
Rauner pushes to cut pen-
sions and underfund the state 
health insurance program, 
while the court order that 

continues state employee pay-
checks could be overturned at 
any time.

Hope only in 2018?

Some good things did pass 
the General Assembly, like the 
AFSCME-backed privatization 
bill that puts rigorous safe-
guards on outsourcing and the 
long overdue minimum wage 
increase, which would raise the 
minimum wage to $15 over 
five years. 

They now go to the gov-
ernor’s desk, where vetoes are 
likely.

Meanwhile, with Rauner 
still blocking a budget, the 
short-term future is bleak—
underscoring the importance 
of defeating Rauner and elect-
ing a new governor next year.

SUPPORT:  
$15 for DSPs

SB 955 sponsored by Sen. 
Heather Steans and Rep. Robyn 
Gabel passed the Senate but 
stalled in the House as the 
session ended. The legislation 

would increase pay for 
direct service personnel 
at state-funded agencies 
providing disability ser-
vices.

SUPPORT:  
State Employee 
Pay

HB 1798 sponsored by 
Rep. Sue Scherer has 
not yet passed either 
chamber. The measure 
would ensure that state 
employee paychecks 
continue despite the 
ongoing budget stand-
off.

SUPPORT:  
Privatization 
Accountability

HB 3216 sponsored by 
Rep. Litesa Wallace and 

Sen. Andy Manar passed the 
General Assembly with bipar-
tisan support and goes to the 
governor’s desk. The legislation 
aims to prevent the state from 
privatizing services currently 
performed by state employees 
without first meeting rigorous 

requirements. 

SUPPORT:  
Stabilizing City of 
Chicago Pension

SB 14 sponsored by Sen. John 
Cullerton and Rep. Barbara 
Flynn Currie passed both cham-
bers of the General Assembly 
and is awaiting transmission to 
the governor. The legislation 
aims to stabilize funding for 
Chicago pension systems by, 
among other things, increasing 
the City’s contributions to a 
level sufficient to bring MEABF 
to 90% funding by the end of 
2058.

OPPOSE:  
Pension-Cutting 
Bills 

Modeled on SB 16 which passed 
the Senate, HB 4027 would 
significantly reduce the pension 
benefits of state employees, 
state university employees and 
teachers. Sponsored by Rep. Jim 
Durkin, HB 4027 cleared the 
House Personnel and Pension 
Committee in late May.

BLOCKED:  
Eliminating Union 
Jobs

AFSCME blocked legislation 
to take employees out of the 
union. HB 738 sponsored by 
Rep. Terri Bryant (and com-
panion bill SB 1752 by Sen. 
Dale Righter) attempted to take 
Public Service Administrator 
(PSA) Option 8N and Internal 
Security Investigators II—both 
union positions—out of their 
bargaining units. And Sen. 
Karen McConnaughay's SB 
1365 attempted to take out of 
the bargaining unit any DHS 
PSA or Executive II. 

BLOCKED:  
Right to Work for 
Less

AFSCME blocked Rep. Allen 
Skillicorn’s attempt to enact 
“right to work” for all Illinois 
public employees. His bill 
removed language from state 
labor law requiring non-mem-
bers to pay their fair share for 
union representation.

BLOCKED: 
Strike-Breaking

SB 933 sponsored by Sen. Jil 
Tracy would have removed any 
restrictions on making—and 
renewing—emergency or 
temporary appointments for 
positions in state government. 
AFSCME blocked this bill, which 
would have given the state carte 
blanche to appoint employees 
without having to go through 
the hiring process.

BLOCKED:  
Weakening Privat-
ization Standards in 
Schools

Years ago, AFSCME helped pass 
a law that says if school districts 
want to privatize, they have to 
meet certain criteria, including 
offering wages and benefits that 
are comparable to public school 
employees. AFSCME helped 
block multiple Rauner-backed 
bills to alter that law and wipe 
out comparable benefits pack-
ages. 

Rauner still blocking budget  
as May deadline passes
Illinois credit rating continues to sink

W ith Governor Bruce Rauner still 
stubbornly holding Illinois hostage 
to his anti-worker demands—

ignoring the damage he’s doing to the state 
and its people—the General Assembly didn’t 
pass a budget for the coming fiscal year before 
its scheduled May 31 adjournment date.

✦

LEGISLATIVE OVERTIME
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Cook County 
employees prepare  
to bargain 

The leaders of the 15 AFSCME 
local unions that collec-
tively represent more than 
5,000 employees of Cook 
County government are keenly 
aware of the challenges they’ll 
face as they begin bargaining 
for a new contract this sum-
mer. 

One of the most import-
ant factors in gaining a fair 

contract is the state of county 
finances. Cook County has 
struggled for the past several 
years to deal with declining 
revenues, and political contro-
versy continues over efforts to 
raise new revenue to balance 
the budget.

Last year, faced with a 
gaping budget hole, the County 
Board took the bold step of 
enacting a tax on “sweetened 
beverages” such as pop, iced tea 
and sports drinks.

The tax is expected to 
bring in $74 million for the 

county in the 2017 fiscal year. 
In 2018 and 2019, it is expect-
ed to net about $220 million 
annually. According to board 
president Toni Preckwinkle's 
administration, without the 
tax, close to 1,000 positions 
would have to be cut from 
the State’s Attorney, Public 
Defender, Sheriff ’s Office, and 
Health and Hospitals System.

Like cigarette taxes, the 
sweetened-beverage tax is 
intended as both a revenue-rais-
ing and a public health measure. 
There is a growing body of 

evidence that sugary drinks are 
a major contributor to obesity, 
especially among children. 

AFSCME supported the 
sweetened-beverage tax and 
will oppose its repeal absent a 
clear alternative revenue mea-
sure that can assure that Cook 
County will be able to continue 
to provide the public services 
on which citizens rely, avert 
layoffs, and treat employees 
fairly. If the tax is repealed, it 
will make the bargaining cli-
mate for Cook County employ-
ees even tougher.

No date has yet been set 
for the start of negotiations, 
but preparations are well under 
way. Bargaining surveys are 
being circulated to union mem-
bers and the bargaining com-
mittee elected as On the Move 
went to press. 

One top goal that many 
local leaders have already agreed 
on is the importance of having 
tight timelines for negotiations. 
No one wants to see a rerun of 
the last round of contract nego-
tiations, which took more than 
two years to wrap up.

SHORT REPORTS

Council 31 seeks nominations for 2017 Public Service Award
Nearly every workplace has people who go the extra mile to give top-quality public service, day in and day 

out. There are also those folks who step up at a moment of crisis to rescue those at risk or even save lives when 
disaster threatens. 

Now it’s time to recognize that kind of dedication to public service. Nominations are open for the AFSCME 
Council 31 Public Service Award, which will be presented at the Council 31 20th Biennial Convention in Springfield 
on October 19-21.

“We are looking for union members who exemplify the best in public service,” said Council 31 Executive 
Director Roberta Lynch.

Council 31 Public Service Award Nomination Form

Name of AFSCME member nominated:   _____________________________________________

The nominee is a member of AFSCME Local #  ________________________________________

Name of AFSCME member making the nomination: ____________________________________

Your phone number: (w)  _______________________  (h)   ______________________________  

Signature:  _____________________________________________________________________

Local #  ________________________________________________________________________

Send a completed form, along with a page (or more) describing why the nominee should 
receive the Public Service Award for outstanding public service, to Mike Perry. 

MAIL:  Mike Perry, AFSCME Council 31, 205 N. Michigan Ave., Suite 2100, Chicago IL 60601
EMAIL:   mperry@afscme31.org
FAX:   (312) 861-0979

Nominations are due September 5.
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Average CEO  
makes $13 million  
a year

The AFL-CIO’s Paywatch.org, 
a comprehensive online 
database tracking CEO pay, 
showed that the average CEO 
of an S&P 500 company made 
347 times more money than 
the average rank-and-file 
worker last year. 

Not surprisingly, as CEO 
pay for major U.S. companies 
steadily rises, income inequali-
ty and the outsourcing of good 
jobs are on the rise too.

In contrast, the AFL-CIO 
reported that inflation-ad-
justed wages for workers have 
been stagnant for 50 years. The 
average non-supervisory work-
er was paid $37,600 in 2016, 
when the typical CEO was paid 
$13 million. 

“This report provides 
further proof that the greed 
of corporate CEOs is driving 
America’s income inequality 
crisis,” said AFL-CIO President 
Richard Trumka. 

Last year, Mondelēz Inter-
national closed its Oreo cookie 
line at the Nabisco factory 
in Chicago. While CEO Irene 
Rosenfeld made more than 
$16.7 million in 2016—about 
$8,000 per hour—the compa-
ny sent 600 family-sustaining 
jobs from Chicago to Mexico, 
where workers face poor labor 
and safety standards. 

“Too often, corporations 

see workers as costs to be cut, 
rather than assets to be invest-
ed in,” Trumka said. “It’s shame-
ful that CEOs can make tens 
of millions of dollars and still 
destroy the livelihoods of the 
hard-working people who make 
their companies profitable.”

“I loved working at Nabis-
co, and I took pride in the 
work I did to make a quality 
product,” said Michael Smith, 
one of the hundreds laid off in 
March 2016. “It’s not as if the 
company isn’t profitable. The 
Oreo alone brings in $2 billion 
in annual revenue, and the 
CEO makes more in a day than 
most of us made in a year.”

"The system is rigged," 
Trumka said. "Workers ought 
to get a bigger share of the 
wealth they produce."

Laid off WIU 
employees win at 
arbitration

Western Illinois University 
has been hit hard by the 
state’s budget standoff. 

Employees were forced to 
take six furlough days between 
March and June. Due to 
graduation, students moving 
out and preparations for the 
summer, that’s typically a very 
busy time for the buildings 
and grounds workers repre-
sented by AFSCME Local 417. 

Then, just weeks after 
finding out about the furlough 
days, 47 building services 

workers (BSWs) lost their jobs 
as part of campus-wide lay-
offs affecting more than 100 
employees. 

“We realized that because 
of the financial situation, with 
declining enrollment and no 
state budget, it would be very 
difficult to block the layoffs,” 
said Renee Nestler, AFSCME 

Council 31 staff representa-
tive. “But members were really 
perplexed as to how the work 
was going to get done with 
such a drastically reduced 
workforce.”

A few days before the 
layoffs took effect, AFSCME 
members saw a group of stu-

dent workers clock in. They 
soon realized that these stu-
dents were going to be doing 
their work. 

The local union found 
out that the students would 
be working full-time for six 
weeks. So the union filed a 
grievance, arguing that the 
university was violating civil 
service rules.

According to these rules, 
employees cannot be displaced 
by student workers. In addi-
tion, a provision in the Local 
417 contract prohibits the 
employer from subcontracting 
any work that would result in 
layoffs.

“We wanted the same 
number of our members to 
be made whole as if they’d 
worked for as long as that 
group of student workers,” 
Nestler said. 

“Management disagreed 
with our assessment. They 
said they didn’t believe they 
had violated the law or con-
tract. So the union took the 
case to arbitration.”

The arbitrator ruled in 
favor of AFSCME, finding that 
the university violated the 
collective bargaining agree-
ment when it assigned student 
workers to perform employee 

work while BSWs were on lay-
off. The parties were directed 
to identify the employees 
impacted by the violation and 
determine the appropriate 
level of compensation needed 
to mitigate it.

Labor Board orders 
NIU to bargain in 
good faith 

An Illinois Educational 
Labor Relations Board 
hearing officer has found 
that Northern Illinois Universi-
ty violated state labor law when 
it unilaterally increased park-
ing permit fees for employees 
without negotiating with the 
union.

In the midst of contract 
negotiations with AFSCME 
Local 1890 that have been 
ongoing since February of last 
year, NIU imposed an increase 
in parking permit fees for all 
employees. It ignored repeated 
communications from AFSCME 
Council 31 Staff Representative 
Sara Dorner alerting the uni-
versity to its duty to bargain 
over this change.

“Since the fee increase 
affected the bargaining unit 
employees economically, man-
agement was not supposed 
to implement the increase, 
but they went ahead and did 
it anyway,” said Laura Harris, 
an office manager at NIU and 
a member of the bargaining 
committee. “It was a slap in the 
face because it was like they 
were saying, ‘We’re not recog-
nizing your union.’”

Administrative law judge 
Nick Guttierez ordered the 
university to cease and desist 
from refusing to bargain in 
good faith, making unilateral 
modifications to any terms 
or conditions of employment 
without bargaining, and from 
further violating the workers’ 
rights under law.

He ordered further that 
NIU rescind the parking fee 
increases and reimburse any 
AFSCME-represented employ-
ees who purchased permits at 
the increased rates.

“It’s a great win for us,” 
Harris said. “This recognition 
from the law judge puts NIU on 
notice that they need to take 
us seriously and it feels great 
being able to tell our 650 mem-
bers that we have your back. 
We fought back and we got this 
repealed.”

AFSCME Local 1890 is 
still in contract negotiations, 
which are now being facilitated 
by a federal mediator. NIU can 
appeal the ALJ’s decision to the 
full labor board.

   
 
 



Betina Williams
BUS DRIVER, PEORIA PUBLIC SCHOOLS | 
AFSCME LOCAL 3716

I started driving a school bus almost 16 years ago. 
I safely transport children of all ages and young 
adults with special needs to and from school, 
sports, work and other activities. They all call me 
Miss B.

If you establish a rapport with the kids in the 
first week, then the rest of the school year goes 
pretty good. I’m not mean, but I’m strict. They 

respect me and I respect them—because it works 
both ways on my bus. 

I had a 9th grader a few years ago. He wasn’t 
the best-dressed kid on the bus. Around Christmas 
time he didn’t come back with anything new. My 
bus monitor and I worked together to get him a 
new shirt, shoes, cologne, and 15 dollars to get a 
haircut. We put it all in a new backpack.

When he got on the bus the next day, he 
looked cleaned up, smelling good. He was so excit-
ed and he just walked up like a peacock. Every-
body was happy for him. He was so proud, and that 
made me feel good because he felt good about 

himself. 
Our union makes it 

more like a team. Man-
agement opens up to our 
ideas and suggestions. 
Before it was us and them. 
Now we’re getting a whole 
lot more accomplished 
with each other.

Roxane 
Boutte
SERGEANT, COOK 

COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT | 
AFSCME LOCAL 3692

Working in the women’s division of the county jail 
is challenging because the women are dealing with 
being separated from their children, prior abuse, 
and serious mental health issues. 

But as a woman, I’m able to mentor the 
inmates. I help motivate them to have a plan upon 
release so they don’t fall back into the same life-
style or make the same mistakes that landed them 
here.

I encourage them to make sure the people 
around them have the same goals that they have. 
You are essentially the company that you keep 
and sometimes we have to leave people behind in 
order to make better choices in life. 

When I see former inmates who are doing well 
out in the world, that’s rewarding. I see women who 
come in and really get themselves together. When 
it’s time for them to go, they look and feel better 
and are in a different state of mind. 

It’s very empowering to be able to make a dif-
ference. 

As a union member, I have a say in the change 
of policies and can incorporate my own ideas and 
actually be heard. It’s exciting fighting for what’s 
right, improving conditions for all members and 
making sure that we are being treated fairly and 
with dignity as workers. 

We have a voice in change.

Armando Tejeda
ANIMAL CARE AIDE, CHICAGO ANIMAL 
CARE & CONTROL | AFSCME LOCAL 2912

You never know what’s going to come in our doors. 
I’ve always worked with wildlife, I used to be a 

zoo keeper and I also worked with wildlife in Afri-
ca. I thought I was giving that up when I took this 
job, but we see everything: snakes, alligators, pigs, 
deer, opossums, raccoons, migratory birds. 

Our awesome vets can treat almost any kind of 
animal. We also work with organizations that reha-
bilitate and release animals.

We primarily get cats and dogs. In the summer 
we easily get 40 dogs in a day. Sometimes we’ll 
have 60 cats come in from one home.

One of the hardest things for us is how the pub-
lic perceives animal euthanasia. We have extremely 
low euthanasia rates for a city shelter, but some-
times it’s the best thing for an animal that has bitten 
a child or has extreme medical issues. It can’t live 
its life in a cage. 

We get dogs who are victims of cruelty. They 
come in skin and bones. They are terrified. Then 
you slowly see them come out of their shell. First 
the dog won’t even eat in front of me, and then all 
of a sudden he wags his tail. 

Every now and then I see one of the former 
cruelty cases having fun at the dog park with his 
new owner. The dog will recognize me, jump up on 
me and start licking me. That whole week I’m ener-
gized. We are part of a really good thing.

On the Job
AFSCME members work every day for the 
public good. We never quit.

Roxane Boutte

Armando Tejeda

Betina Williams



Martha Stroger 
YOUTH CARE WORKER, MARYVILLE 
ACADEMY | AFSCME LOCAL 55

We help troubled young girls who are pregnant 
and new mothers learn to be good mothers to their 
babies.

Every girl that comes to us needs so much love 
and they didn’t get that love at home. That’s why 
they ended up at our facility. We teach them how to 
love, how to show love, and we give them love. It’s 
not just a paycheck. We really care.

I’ve been here 24 years. For the first six months 
I cried every day. I wanted to quit. I came from a 
family of love and I didn’t know about all the moles-
tation, sexual harassment and abuse that was out 
there. It was like I was from a different world. I 

couldn’t believe how these kids were living. 
I did a lot of praying and thought God put me 

here for a reason so I’m going to do the best I can. 
I work with a lot of good people so I stayed. Every 
year got better and better.

I can’t change the world. But I help these girls 
believe in themselves and believe their past is not 
their future. 

I always tell my girls, set your goals. Don’t allow 
anyone to discourage you. Be positive. Don’t abuse 
yourself and don’t allow other people to abuse you. 

I love our union. I love being part of it because I 
really think I’m making a difference. 

Robert Nehring
SITE TECHNICIAN, LAKE MURPHYSBORO 
STATE PARK | AFSCME LOCAL 1048

I love my job. I love being outside all the time. I 
don’t like being cooped up. We do a little bit of 
everything—painting, maintenance, cleaning, 
operating equipment. Basically maintaining the 
park. 

I love interacting with the people here, camp-
ers, hikers, people renting shelters for birthday par-
ties. It’s wonderful.

I have worked for the state for 14 years. I used 
to work in the Department of Corrections, but used 
the Upward Mobility Program to move into the park 
system.

About a year ago I was one of the seven peo-
ple who got laid off from the World Shooting Com-
plex, but I had enough seniority 
to transfer to Lake Murphysboro 
State Park. 

I became a union steward 
because I didn’t think we were 
being treated right when every-
thing happened at the shooting 
complex and I wanted to educate 
myself. If it wasn’t for the union and 
the Upward Mobility Program, I 
wouldn’t be where I am today.

It’s unbelievable how many 
people come up to us and thank 
us for keeping the parks looking as 
good as we do despite the budget 
mess. 

I love that people actually take 
notice that we’re not just there to 
get a paycheck, but to serve the 
people of Illinois. I’ve got a great 
job.

Dana Oltmanns
REGISTERED NURSE, LOGAN COUNTY 
PUBLIC HEALTH DEPARTMENT | AFSCME 
LOCAL 1277

I wear a lot of hats. I coordinate multiple programs: 
Women, Infants and Children (WIC), family case 
management, and breastfeeding programs and task 
forces. I’m also a certified lactation consultant and I 
see clients as a nurse.

At the public health department, our ultimate 
goal is to help a family be healthier, have better 
family dynamics, and reduce the risk of disease, 
abuse or drug use through prevention, better nutri-
tion and family support. 

My favorite thing is working with kids and 
with breastfeeding moms. Breastfeeding prevents 
numerous health problems, from cancer to obesity. 
It promotes health, reduces medical costs, reduces 
obesity, heart disease and diabetes in the babies 
and decreases health risks in moms too. 

Our families rely on us. It’s hard seeing some 
of the situations that we see and realizing that you 
can’t help with everything that they need. You have 
to develop a protective shield and accept that you 
can’t do everything.

We formed a union here because it gives us 
job security and allows us to work with the admin-
istration on an equal level. We’re all here to do the 
same thing: help the community.

I started here when I was 25 and now I’m 57. I 
see children I helped who are now parents, raising 
their own kids—and they are so proud. It’s nice to 
see how I’ve made an impact in their lives.

On the Job
AFSCME members work every day for the 
public good. We never quit.

Robert Nehring

Dana Oltmanns

Martha Stroger
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AFSCME Local 3585 member 
Melissa Johnson is a cor-
rectional counselor at 
Illinois River Correctional Facil-
ity. She is the one of only eight 
counselors on staff assigned to 
programs that aim to change 
offender behavior and reduce 
recidivism.

“I am passionate about my 
work because I feel I am making 
a difference,” Johnson said. 
“Clinical service programming 

and continuing education are 
the key components to reducing 
recidivism. That's not just me 
talking; the numbers speak for 
themselves.”

Cognitive-behavioral treat-
ment programs are proven to 
reduce recidivism by 25 to 35 
percent. Preventing inmates 
from re-offending means saving 
taxpayer money on incarcera-
tion and ensuring safer commu-
nities and healthier families. 

A program Johnson runs 
called Thinking for a Change has 
a nationwide track record of 
success. “It gets to root causes 
of the inmates’ behaviors that 
got them into prison, and helps 
them change the way they think 
so they can make better choices 
when they get out,” Johnson 
said.

Lack of funding 
holding us back

Steve Howerter works 
alongside Johnson as a cor-
rectional counselor at Illinois 
River, but his job is much dif-
ferent. He and several other 
counselors help a caseload of 
nearly 500 inmates each with 
their various needs while incar-
cerated.

On a given day, Howerter 
might help a prisoner deal with 
family issues, notify an inmate 

of a death in the family, or help 
assign inmates to jobs in the 
facility.

Howerter believes pro-
grams to prepare inmates to 
return to their communities are 
critical, but they’re “not some-
thing the public cares enough 
about to push for investment.”

“To the public, it’s 'out of 
sight out of mind. We don’t care 
as long as they’re locked up,'” 
he said. “But 97 percent of pris-
oners are going home someday 
and they won’t know how to 
cope with it.”

Education and  
job readiness

A 2013 RAND Corporation 
study showed that participation 
in academic and vocational 
education while incarcerated is 
associated with a more than 40 
percent reduction in recidivism. 

AFSCME Local 3605 mem-
ber A.J. Schmid, a teacher at 
Shawnee Correctional Center 
for 18 years, says underfund-
ing of educational programs is 
made worse by the state’s bud-
get stalemate.

Illinois prisons offer reme-
dial education classes, GED 
classes, college degrees and an 
array of vocational programs 
where prisoners learn valuable 
skills like metal-working, weld-
ing and upholstery. The demand 
for classes is strong. But there 
are simply not enough teachers.

“A certified welder makes 
very good money, and a good 
job like that could help keep 
them out of prison,” Schmid 
said. “But even if they are just 
going to be able to help their 
son with math when they get 
out, that’s going to build self-es-
teem, which can help put them 
on the right path.”

A simple solution

If you talk to any staff 
working in rehabilitation pro-
grams, they will tell you the 
solution is simple: more money, 
more programs, more teach-
ers, and more staff. But simple 
doesn’t mean easy. 

“It’s kind of overwhelming: 
I’m one person and there’s a 
huge demand,” Melissa Johnson 
said. “I face daily challenges 
with meeting the needs of the 
population. Of the 11 programs 
that I run, each one has a wait-
ing list between 130 and 250 
offenders.”

When the research is so 
clear on the positive effects of 
supportive programming—
including better behavior and 
safer conditions within the pris-
on itself—it’s hard to under-
stand why the state won’t make 
smart investments.

Johnson said she often 
poses this question to skeptical 
friends and family: “Wouldn't 
you much rather give them the 
tools to be a taxpaying citizen 
than to pay your tax dollars for 
them to sit in a prison cell?”

“Most of these men have 
an 'out' date. If you give them 
nothing in prison, you can 
expect the same behavior when 
they get out,” Johnson said. 
“I’m not so naïve to believe it 
will affect everybody, but with 
guys that really want to change 
their lives, I see a difference in 
them from Day One.”

Inmate rehabilitation  
requires resources
AFSCME members help reduce recidivism but need more support

Part of the mission of the Illinois 
Department of Corrections is to promote 
positive change in offender behavior. But 

achieving that goal requires much more staff 
and funding than our state has committed. 

✦
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State law requires that a 
new collective bargaining 
agreement be negotiated 
when a governor first comes 
into office, so negotiations for 
the 38,000 AFSCME-represent-
ed state employees got under-
way in early 2017. It didn’t 
take long to realize that Rauner 
wasn’t interested in reaching 
a contract settlement on any 
terms but his own—which 
would have cost employees 
thousands of dollars.

For more than a year the 
AFSCME Bargaining Com-
mittee made every effort to 
find common ground—even-
tually even offering a four-
year wage freeze. But Rauner 
barely budged from his initial 
demands. On January 6, 2016, 

he walked out on negotiations 
altogether, making the false 
claim that the parties were at 
impasse.

Pulling out all  
the stops

“I’ve never seen a bargaining 
committee work harder to reach 
an agreement than this one did,” 
said Council 31 Executive Direc-
tor, Roberta Lynch, who served 
as the chief negotiator. 

In addition to dealing with 
the complexities of negotiating 
strategy, the Bargaining Com-
mittee also led an intensive 
grassroots mobilization that 
included a legislative battle to 
change state labor law, numer-

ous worksite pickets, regional 
rallies, community outreach, 
and a massive multi-union rally 
at the state capitol. 

AFSCME challenged 
Rauner’s claim of impasse 
at the state labor board. But 
after months of hearings, the 
Board—which is appointed 
by Rauner—upheld his claim 
and he moved swiftly to try to 
impose his terms on employ-
ees, including a 100% increase 
in health care costs.

The union appealed the 
board’s decision in state appel-
late court and sought a stay to 
block his efforts to impose his 

terms. But without any certain-
ty as to what the court would 
do, the Bargaining Commit-
tee decided the only recourse 
was to prepare to go out on 
strike—which would first 
require a strike authorization 

vote by the membership.

Public support  
stays strong

With Rauner waging a non-
stop media war attacking state 
workers, AFSCME fought 
back with a statewide TV ad 
campaign that featured state 
workers speaking directly about 
their work and their lives. Polls 
consistently found that despite 
Rauner’s lies and distortions, 
public support for state workers 
remained strong. 

“Thanks to outreach by 

local unions in their communi-
ties and our media campaign at 
the state level, we’ve been able 
to get the real facts out to our 
fellow Illinoisans,” said Coun-
cil 31 Public Affairs Director 
Anders Lindall.

When AFSCME announced 
in December that members 
would vote at some 700 
worksites across the state on 
whether to authorize their 
Bargaining Committee to call a 
strike, media attention focused 
intensively on the possibility of 
a total shutdown of state gov-
ernment.

In response, the Rauner 
Administration ramped up 
its pressure on employees, 
attempting to frighten them 
into voting against a strike. 
But when the voting concluded 
in February and all the ballots 
were tallied, a resounding 81% 
voted to authorize the strike.

A few weeks later, as local 
unions were laying the ground-
work to conduct a successful 
strike, the Appellate Court 
issued its ruling, granting 
AFSCME’s request to stay the 
Labor Board finding of impasse 
and blocking Rauner’s efforts 
to impose his harsh terms on 
state employees while the case 
is pending.

Ready for the  
next round

Now the union’s appeal is 
before that court for a full hear-
ing. Oral arguments will likely 
be in the fall, and a decision 
may come at the end of this 
year or early in 2018. 

“If we lose at the Appel-
late Court, we’ll appeal to the 
Illinois Supreme Court,” Lynch 
said, “and seek to keep the stay 
in place. 

“AFSCME members need 
to remain prepared for any out-
come, but I am hopeful that we 
can prevail. 

“State employees have 
refused to let Rauner bully 
them into submission,” Lynch 
concluded. “We’ve demonstrat-
ed what can be accomplished 
when we stand together and 
fight back. We’re not going to 
stop now.”

“State employees 
have refused 
to let Rauner 

bully them into 
submission.”

Court to rule on Rauner’s claim  
of bargaining impasse
State employees remain on the alert

Polls consistently found that  
despite Rauner’s lies and distortions, 

public support for state workers 
remains strong. 

With the fate of their contract now 
pending in court, AFSCME members 
in state government who have battled 

nonstop for two years are finally getting a respite 
from Bruce Rauner’s obsessive assaults on their 
standard of living and fundamental job rights. 

✦
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RETIREE NOTES

Retiree Spotlight: 
Park Ranger Walt 
Garrison

Walt Garrison retired last 
August after nearly 40 years 
serving the State of Illinois. 
A member of AFSCME Local 
1048, Garrison spent his pub-
lic service career at the Wayne 
Fitzgerrell State Recreation Area.

Starting out as a mainte-
nance worker, Garrison was a 

park ranger for 13 years and 
ended his career as an assis-
tant site superintendent. 

Garrison’s favorite part of 
his job was dealing with the 
public and working outdoors 
every day. The 1300-acre Fitz-
gerrell Park overlooks Rend 
Lake Reservoir. With 245 
camping sites, it's a gem in 
Southern Illinois, perfect for 
hunting, fishing, swimming, 
birding and hiking. 

 “I was in the campground 
a lot and got to deal with peo-
ple from all over the country, 
even people from around the 
world,” Garrison said.

Budget woes

One of the most challeng-
ing experiences of his career, 
Garrison said, came just before 
he retired. The state had no 
budget in place to allow for 
maintenance on equipment, 
facilities and buildings.

“As we know, our gover-
nor is not an ally for working 
people. But really, without a 
budget I just don’t understand 

how they expect these parks to 
operate,” Garrison said. 

“The state is pushing 
tourism but they don’t 
maintain parks the way they 
should be,” he said. “There 
should be upgrades for water 
hydrants, electrical work, 
shower buildings.”

A dream realized

Garrison had wanted to be 
a park ranger since high school 
and he feels fortunate to have 
achieved his dream. 

“I got to work the job that 
I wanted to do all along. I got 
to do something that I really 
enjoyed, be outdoors and be 
around people.”

Some of those people are 
co-workers who remain close 
friends—“the camaraderie 
was really unique”—and are 
now enjoying their retirement 
together. 

The union difference

“When I started, we 
weren’t covered under a col-

lective bargaining agreement,” 
Garrison said. 

“Things were a lot dif-
ferent back then. They didn’t 
have to offer overtime based 
on seniority, people hadn’t 
received raises, and manage-
ment treated you like you were 
a second-class citizen.”

Garrison said being part 
of a union is critical for job 
security, to fight off privatiza-
tion of jobs, for decent health 
insurance and for a worker’s 
ability to retire.

“I really enjoyed my 
career,” Garrison said. “Not 
everybody can say that they 
can get up every day and enjoy 
going to work.”

Rauner undercuts 
program for 
vulnerable seniors

Gov. Bruce Rauner has pro-
posed creating a program 
called the Community 
Reinvestment Program, which 
will cut $120 million from the 
Community Care Program that 
allows seniors to stay safe and 
healthy in their own homes.

Rauner’s plan risks leaving 
36,000 Illinois seniors with 
nowhere to turn but a nursing 
home for care. 

In response, Illinois House 
Democrats are pushing bills 
to preserve community-based 
services for the elderly—HB 
1424, sponsored by State Rep-
resentative Anna Moeller, and 
SB 399, sponsored by State 
Senator Dan Biss. 

“We are fed up with Gov. 
Rauner’s attacks on senior cit-
izens,” said Barbara Franklin, 
President of the Illinois Alli-
ance for Retired Americans. 

“That is why we are stand-
ing with our allies in support 
of House Bill 1424 to ensure 
that the Community Care Pro-
gram continues to keep elderly 
Illinoisans in their homes as 
long as possible. Every senior 
deserves to receive the full 
care that they need.”

A sad day  
for affordable  
health care

On May 4, the U.S. House of 
Representatives passed HR 
1628, which would repeal 
and purportedly replace the 
Affordable Care Act (ACA). 

The bill allows states to 
waive insurance protections 
for pre-existing conditions 
and removes caps that pro-
tect older individuals from 
inflated insurance costs. The 
legislation also cuts funding 
for Medicaid and endangers 
the solvency of the critical 
program by also cutting the 
high-earner Medicare tax.

Every Republican Con-
gressman in Illinois voted 
yes for HR 1628, despite the 
fact that there was no budget 
analysis available. Instead of 
analyzing the bill and listening 
to constituents, those Illinois 
congressmen dodged town 
halls and ignored thousands of 
phone calls from constituents 
worried about losing their 
health care. 

This harmful bill is cur-
rently under consideration in 
the Senate where Illinois Sen-
ators Duckworth and Durbin 
are working for its defeat.

Sub-Chapter 87 Hillsboro (top) and Sub-Chapter 77 Galesburg members gather together.

State Plan Shifts to Aetna
AFSCME retirees in the State of Illinois group 
health plan who have Cigna as their insurance car-
rier were switched by the state to Aetna on May 31, 
2017. Illinois’ contract with Cigna expired, and the 
state chose Aetna in a competitive bidding process. 
If you received a letter regarding this change, your 
insurance plan costs and benefits remain the same. 
But under Aetna’s network, your current physicians 
may not be in-network. You can check if your phy-
sicians are in-network under Aetna by calling 855-
339-9731 or visiting aetnastateofillinois.com. 
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Andrew Archundia, son of 
AFSCME Local 2854 member 
Victoria Archundia, was 
one of 11 nationwide winners 
of the AFSCME International 
Family Scholarship. He will 
attend Elmhurst College this 
fall.

“I grew up in an immigrant 
family who made an immense 
sacrifice to make sure that my 
brother and I have a better 
life,” Andrew said. “Through 
my family I have learned that 
with hard work and resilience I 
can reach my goals.”

Victoria Archundia has 
worked for the state for 20 
years. She taught her son the 
value of union representation 
and public service. In addition 
to maintaining excellent grades 
that landed him on the honor 
roll for four years at Lyons 
Township High School, Andrew 
volunteers in his community. 

“Andrew has been listen-
ing to the advice of his family: 
Focus on studies and prioritize 
family, work and his communi-
ty,” Victoria said. “That’s why 
he’s a volunteer. He wants to 

give back.”
 “I feel very fortunate,” 

Victoria said of her career and 
union membership. “Being 
an AFSCME member means 
I’m treated with dignity and 
respect in the workplace. The 
union plays a crucial role in my 
life.”

Andrew said a good job has 
a “domino effect. It benefits 
everybody around us, even our 
extended family.” And he plans 
to follow in his mother’s foot-
steps.

“I intend to get a good job, 
serve my community and be 
part of a union like my mom,” 
he said. “I believe that work-
ing together we can become 
a better society and provide a 
decent life for all workers.”

AFSCME Council 31:  
Class of 2017
Union helps inspire students to achieve their dreams 

Illinois student wins 
AFSCME Family Scholarship

Nicole Eatmon 
is grateful to her 
grandmother, 
AFSCME Local 
2858 member Mary 
Gardner, for helping 
shape her future.

“If it wasn’t for my grand-
mother I don’t know where 
I would be,” Nicole said. 
“She told me that she doesn’t 
care what my grades are as long 
as I’m trying my best—and I 
decided to do my best.”

A graduate of Crete-Monee 
High School, Nicole will attend 
Agnes Scott College in Decatur, 
Georgia. She is a Posse Founda-
tion Scholar, part of a program 
set up by the college to aid 
students with extraordinary 
potential.

Nicole plans to be a civil 
rights attorney.

“I’ve always been passion-
ate, being an African-American 
woman, about women’s rights 

and civil rights. The director of 
Posse said [he aims] to shorten 
the gap between what the world 
is supposed to be like and what 
it is now. I guess we’re pushing 
for the same goal.”

Gardner is a Human Ser-
vices Casework Manager with 
the State of Illinois. 

Nicole said her grand-
mother has "always been a hard 
worker. She talks about what 
she’s gotten through in order 
to get to the place where she is 
right now. I admire her drive to 
help people.

“My grandmother talked 
about coming up against dis-
crimination, against people 
talking down to her, believing 
she didn’t deserve the job. The 
union ensures that people like 
my grandma get all the benefits 
and promotions they deserve. 
No ifs, ands or buts about it.”

Olivia Mullenax 
wants to break down 
barriers to equality.

Olivia is a graduate of 
Glenbard West High 
School and will attend 
the University of Minnesota 
this fall.

She’s the president of her 
school’s Women’s Empower-
ment Society and a member 
of Prism, the student group 
for LGBTQ rights. She is also 
the recipient of the Living-
ston Human Relations Award, 
which honors students who 
have demonstrated real con-
cern for others and promoted 
positive diverse relationships.

“Workers deserve to have 
a voice,” she said. “And unions 
are a way to empower its 
members in an age where big 
business seems to dictate.”

Karen Mullenax, member 
of AFSCME Local 1334 and 
an administrative assistant 
at Forest Glen Elementary 
school, is proud of her daugh-
ter’s passion for workers’ 
rights. She says it’s due in part 
to her family’s union back-
ground.

“I’ve seen the benefits of 

what a union can do for equal-
ity, job security and represen-
tation,” Karen said. “I’d like to 
see the day that my daughters 
have equality in the workforce. 
My girls are capable of doing 

everything. There’s nothing 
that should stop them.”

And Olivia has learned 
from her mother that a union 
is a great equalizer. 

“My mom’s union makes 
sure that her efforts are 
protected and allows her to 
continue excelling at work. 
Everyone deserves these kinds 
of opportunities, and [that’s 
what happens when] individ-
ual workers come together to 
negotiate and advocate for 
themselves.”

2017 Larry Marquardt 
Scholarship Winners
The first executive director of Council 31, Larry 
Marquardt, dedicated his life to improving the 
lives of working people. In his honor, two AFSCME 
Council 31 members—or members’ children—win 
an academic scholarship each year.

AFSCME members and their families are eligible for 
several scholarships to help them pursue their educational 

goals at colleges, universities, labor programs and 
technical schools. For more information on available 

scholarships, visit AFSCME31.org/union-scholarships.



14    On the Move  May-June 2017

Rare 10-year 
agreement for 
Decatur library local

Members of AFSCME Local 
268 secured a unique 
10-year agreement with 
the Decatur Public Library and 
City Council that will protect 
against rising health care costs 
for employees.

Library Chapter Chair Kathy 

Collett said that when manage-
ment came to them with the 
10-year proposal, the union bar-
gaining committee was a little 
shocked by the request.

“We were hesitant because 
everything would be set in con-
crete for 10 years,” Collett said. 
“But we also saw the benefits to 
it.”

The new contract—which 
has an insurance and wage 
reopener halfway through—

includes raises totaling more 
than 15 percent and no increases 
in health care contributions for 
current employees. Members 
also received two signing bonus-
es.

The library board wanted to 
make its sick leave policy strict-
er. In exchange for agreeing to 
the new language, the bargain-
ing committee negotiated an 
increase in personal time. 

Collett is a junior cataloguer 
who has worked her way up the 
library promotional chain for 25 
years. She credits the union for 
enabling her to build a career 
that allowed her to support her 
son as a single mother.

“I like the work,” Collett 
said. “You meet a lot of different 
people. And I love books and 
movies. We provide a lot of ser-
vices and I like how the patrons 

make your job fun. It’s a neat 
place.”

Collett said the key to nego-
tiating a good contract is com-
promise and respect. 

“We walked in with respect 
for each other and what we do. 
We went back and forth until we 
had something that was doable 
for both sides,” she said. “It’s bet-
ter to work together because we 
are all here to serve the public.”

The AFSCME bargaining 
committee was led by Council 
31 Staff Representative Randy 
Hellman and included Collett, 
Monica Skelley, Sue Bishop and 
Amanda Young.

Rockford Housing 
Authority employees 
gain pay raise

AFSCME Local 1058-A set-
tled a one-year contract 
with the Rockford Hous-
ing Authority (RHA) which 
included bringing formerly 
privatized properties back under 
public management and adding 
five full-time positions to the 
bargaining unit.

Chapter Chair Elias Soria, a 
case manager with the housing 
authority since 1999, said that 
negotiations occurred amidst 
major leadership changes at both 
the agency and city level. 

“We decided to negotiate a 
one-year deal and then return 
to the table to negotiate with 
new RHA leadership,” Soria said. 
“We won a 2.5 percent cost-of-
living raise for the year and a 
1.5 percent step increase with a 

longevity increase for everyone, 
and a 1.5 percent bonus for 
members who are beyond the 
step system.”

But the biggest victory for 
the local was bringing back one 
of multiple housing authority 
properties that the city out-
sourced to private for-profit 
companies, including Gorman 
& Associates. The pattern of 
outsourcing has alarming con-
sequences for both staff and 
services.

“Gorman is nonunion. If the 
RHA outsources a program or 
a complex, we have to apply for 
positions we were already work-
ing,” Soria said. “We lose our 
union membership or we lose 
our jobs. It’s a rough wake-up 
call for us.”

Services for residents suffer 
as well. Gorman received poor 
scores from HUD for Brewington 
Oaks, a high rise complex it pre-
viously took over from the Rock-
ford Housing Authority, Soria 
said. Gorman promised the city 
that the building would continue 
to perform at the same level or 
better, but those promises were 
broken.

RHA employees were 
informed that they could bid 
to take back management of 
the high-rise and succeeded. 
The local is eager to bring the 
property back up to the highest 
standards.

The difference in quality 
between for-profit and public 
management is huge, Soria said.

“Sometimes outsiders come 

“We walked in with respect for each 
other and what we do. It’s better to 
work together because we are all  

here to serve the public.”

AFSCME Local 1058-A settled a one-year contract with the Rockford Housing Authority, bringing formerly privatized properties back under public management and adding five full-time positions to the bargaining unit.

ON THE LOCAL LEVEL

Monica Skelley, Amanda Young, Sue Bishop and Kathy Collett helped bargain a ten-year agreement for Decatur Public Library employees.

continued on next page
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After refusing to negoti-
ate with its employees for 
months on end, the Rock-
ford School Board voted on May 
9 to negotiate instead with a 
for-profit company, Ohio-based 
First Student. The board was 
moving rapidly to outsource 
school bus operations and was 
also seeking bids to outsource 
nutrition services.

Although bargaining ses-
sions have continued over the 
past months, it’s been very clear 
that the board had no intention 
of moving off its previous posi-
tion on health insurance and 
wages.

Given the very limited time 
before which the outsourcing 
deal would move forward, a 
strong majority of school bus 
drivers wanted to formally 
accept the board’s terms so that 
their union contract would be in 

place. Under state law, privat-
ization is barred when a union 
contract is in effect.

While some employees 
will pay higher costs for health 

insurance in this three-year 
agreement, it also raises wages. 
And most importantly, this 
contract should put to rest all 
discussion of outsourcing bus 
service to a private operator.

“AFSCME members have 
made it clear all along that we 
are ready to bargain in good 
faith and make compromises,” 
said Ashley Smith, a school bus 
driver and president of Local 
1275. “We decided to ratify this 
contract to ensure we keep bus 
operations in the hands of the 
people and continue providing 
excellent services for Rockford’s 
children.”

As On the Move went to 
press, the board was expected to 
ratify the union contract at its 
next meeting where they would 
also vote on privatizing with 
First Student.

Refusing to budge

The board imposed its 

“last, best and final offer”—
which included hikes in health 
insurance costs—in January. 
In the months since, school 
employees of AFSCME Locals 

692 (paraprofessionals), 
1275 (bus drivers) and 3210 
(nutrition services) diligently 
attempted to negotiate fair 
wages and affordable health 
care for their families, but the 
board refused to budge.

In an effort to get the 
school district back to the bar-
gaining table, AFSCME filed 
an unfair labor practice charge, 
challenging the claim that nego-
tiations were at impasse, and 
nearly 1,000 school employees 
went on a three-day strike in 
March. 

But after the strike, despite 
Superintendent Ehren Jarrett’s 
assurances to parents that the 
district would bargain in good 
faith, RPS never altered its offer 
even while union members put 
forth significant compromises.

Fighting for a better 
future

“Members of these three 
locals have been unwavering 
in their insistence that RPS 
employees deserve fair treat-
ment and a decent standard of 
living,” said AFSCME Council 
31 Executive Director Roberta 
Lynch. “But RPS—under the 
direction of the right-wing forc-
es who have taken control of 
the School Board—has proven 
to be an especially ruthless and 
heartless employer.”

The agreement only per-
tains to school bus drivers. No 
agreement has been reached 
for the paraprofessionals or 
nutrition services staff. The two 
bargaining committees contin-
ue to meet with management 
with the assistance of a federal 
mediator.

“We must keep fighting 
to ensure that public services 
remain public and accountable 
to the people of Rockford,” said 
AFSCME Council 31 Staff Rep-
resentative Edward Sadlowski. 
“We will not stop working to 
make these critical positions 
good jobs that can sustain fam-
ilies and build a better future 
for RPS employees and for the 
entire community.”

Rockford school bus drivers  
ratify contract
AFSCME members block privatization

Bus drivers at Rockford Public Schools 
District 205, members of AFSCME Local 
1275, overwhelmingly voted to ratify 

a new union contract with school district 
management on May 26, blocking the board’s 
privatization scheme and ensuring that school 
bus operations will remain in public hands.

✦

“These three locals have been 
unwavering in their insistence that  

RPS employees deserve fair  
treatment and a decent standard  

of living.”

into town thinking they have a 
better formula but they come 
out short,” he said. “They come 
here to make a quick buck and 
get the heck out.”

On the other hand, public 
service workers care about the 
outcome long-term because 
they are part of the community. 

“We have a personal man-
date to make lives better for 
the tenants. We respect them,” 
Soria said. “We are part of Rock-
ford and we want to make Rock-
ford proud.”

Council 31 Staff Repre-

sentative Ed Sadlowski led the 
Bargaining Committee, along 
with Soria, Garry Cacciapaglia 
(Local 1058 president), Christi-
na Loudermilk (vice president), 
Monique Jones (secretary), 
Lynn Feirn, Lucy Burton, and 
Taip Asani.

Massac County 
public works wins 
raises, protects jobs

Negotiations for members 
of AFSCME Local 2321 in 
Massac County were com-
pleted in just two meetings. 

The members won raises and 
protected jobs from potential 
privatization.

Steve Pritchett, president 
of the local, and AFSCME 
Council 31 Staff Representative 
Kevan Plumlee negotiated the 
three-year agreement, which 
included a seven-percent raise 
over the life of the contract.

A member since 2011, 
Pritchett does a little bit of 
everything for the Massac 
County highway department. 

“I’m a laborer, a truck driv-
er, a mechanic helper,” he said. 
“There are just 10 of us so we all 
pitch in.”

Pritchett said this round of 
bargaining was similar to many 
in the past. Management came 
in with wage increases as low as 
they could and the union nego-
tiated to bring them closer to 
their own goals.

“I felt like it was a fair 
contract and everybody else 
did too, for the times,” Pritch-

ett said. “If you’re working a 
government job in Illinois, it’s 
tough. There’s no security.

“We’re as far south as you 
can get and there’s not a lot of 
money to go around. But we 
have to live too.”

The union won additional 
bereavement time and clarified 
some language on vacation days 
and other policies. But the big-
gest accomplishment was pro-
tecting language that protected 
good jobs from outsourcing to 
subcontractors or temporary 
workers.

“The county was trying 
to cut staff as people retired,” 
Pritchett said, “but we felt like we 
couldn’t do our jobs safely if there 
were fewer people out there. 

“You can’t watch your back 
and be on the road at the same 
time because it’s a dangerous 
place to be. Safety is really 
important. In the end they saw 
it our way.”

“We’re as far south as you can get 
and there’s not a lot of money to go 

around. But we have to live too.”

continued from previous  page



University cutbacks  
spark protest
Bruce Rauner’s budget blockade is inflicting long-term damage to our state’s 
higher education system—but university communities across the state are 
coming together to fight back.

“Higher education is being starved,” AFSCME Council 31 Associate Director 
Tracey Abman said. “This funding crisis is sending Illinois students to other 
states because there is no guarantee that schools here will be functioning. 
And it’s hurting the faculty and staff that care deeply about the services they 
provide.”

On April 11, members of AFSCME Local 1989 at Northeastern Illinois 
University (NEIU) joined student groups and the faculty union, UPI, at an 
informational picket and news conference to protest the university’s dire 
fiscal situation.

“Apparently the message hasn’t reached Gov. Rauner that public education 
is really important to all of us,” AFSCME member Stacy Alikakos said as 
protesters chanted. “Enough is enough! We need to get our message out by 
being vocal and showing up physically to the doorstep of the governor.”

Stopping the tide
Alikakos works as an academic advisor at NEIU while also pursuing her 
master’s degree at the university. 

She worries that layoffs, furlough days and cutbacks will cause professors to 
seek positions outside of Illinois’ university system. 

In fact, thousands of students are already heading out of state. Nearly half of 
Illinois high school graduates are enrolling in out-of-state universities.

The crisis is also hurting the towns, cities and regions that universities call 
home. “Gov. Rauner says he’s a job creator, but public universities help 
create good jobs, not only in the communities where they’re located but 
throughout the state,” Abman said. 

Alikakos said all this turmoil has not discouraged her from remaining at NEIU 
and fighting to stop the tide of Rauner’s cuts.

“I can’t say enough about NEIU; I love it here,” Alikakos said. “I’m proud to 
be a student and an employee. I’m happy to give back to a university that’s 
given me so much.”

But there’s only so much employees can do with dwindling resources. 

“We can’t serve students like this,” Alikakos said. 

Rauner’s budget mess
Rauner’s proposed budget would cut funding to state universities by $60 
million, putting this money into a performance-based funding pool that 
would be allocated according to metrics established by the Board of Higher 
Education. Under this funding scheme, some universities might win and 
others might lose. 

But that’s not the worst of it. Universities have already undergone funding 
cuts, so Rauner would effectively be cutting higher education by 42 percent 
compared to funding levels of a few years ago. 

“MAP grants have been cut, which is a real shame,” Abman said. “Public 
universities are an important opportunity for first generation and low-income 
students to get a quality education, but this crisis is taking that opportunity 
away.”

As the budget standoff continues, the situation will only get worse for state 
universities that are already strained to the breaking point.

“We had to set up a food bank for our members who work at NEIU,” Abman 
said. “The fact that this governor is starving these universities in order to 
achieve his ideological demands is outrageous.”

“We can’t serve“  
”students like this”

STATE UNIVERSITIES IN CRISIS
• $2.3 billion in cuts.

• More than 1,600 layoffs.

•  5 of the state’s 7 public universities  
   have junk ratings on their bonds.

•  45% of Illinois high school graduates enroll
   in out-of-state schools.

•  130,000 low-income college students   
   are losing tuition grants.


