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Vaccination makes 
conquering COVID 
possible 
We can face down our fears

The coronavirus pandemic we 
confront today may represent 
an even greater peril for our 
country than did the Depression 
of the 1930s. It has killed more 
Americans than were lost in 
all of World War II, left tens of 
thousands with lingering health 
complications and crippled our 
economy.

As we are once again called 
to unite to defend our nation—
this time from a ferocious viral 
invader—the words of Presi-
dent Roosevelt point directly to 
what is again the greatest barri-
er to victory: fear itself.

Fear is, in fact, a natural 
human reaction. There are few 
among us with the unalloyed 
courage to rush headlong to 
meet every new challenge with-
out a moment of hesitation. 
Most of us will waver, freeze or 
even flee when confronted with 
the novel or unfamiliar, whether 
it’s merely as unsettling as first 
learning to swim or as risk-rid-
den as fighting in an armed 
conflict. 

But all of human progress 
is about conquering our fears, 
summoning the courage to 
move forward for ourselves and 
for the greater good.

When the coronavirus first 
arrived in our midst, many 
union members were rightly 
afraid to do their jobs as rates 
of infection quickly soared. 
Our union immediately went 
to work to learn, educate and 
act in order to make workplaces 
safer and help members push 
through their fears.

We fought for the personal 
protective equipment needed to 
make our jobs safer, including 
surgical masks and gowns, face 
shields and gloves. As a result 
of our efforts, PPE became 

commonplace in workplaces 
all across the state. Rates of 
infection began to fall and a 
“new normal” developed which 
allowed union members to 
report to work with a degree of 
confidence.

AFSCME also took up the 
battle in Washington, D.C. and 
all across the state of Illinois 
to expand sick-time benefits in 
light of the fact that COVID is 
so often a work-related illness 
and can require weeks to over-
come. We were successful in 
passing federal legislation that 
established the right to paid 
sick leave in the event of COVID 
infection or exposure.

And we were able to negoti-
ate special agreements with the 
state of Illinois as well as many 
local governments, universi-
ties, and nonprofit agencies 
to provide for additional time 
off beyond that guaranteed by 
federal law. In some instances, 
the union also succeeded in 
convincing employers to pro-
vide some form of “hazard” pay 
in recognition of the high-risk 
environment in which employ-
ees had to work, especially in 
the early days of the pandemic.

Now we are facing a new 
unknown, one that has prompt-
ed new fears even as it offers 
the promise of defending 
against the virus. COVID vac-
cinations are the most potent 
weapon we have in the battle to 
reduce the transmission of the 
coronavirus and begin to restore 
so much of what we value in 
our daily lives: Gatherings with 
friends and family, vacation 
travels, kids in their classrooms, 
high school sports with crowded 
bleachers, dinners at restau-
rants and drinks at bars, hugs 
freely given, and yes, kisses too. 

Most fundamentally, it’s the 
path to economic renewal and 
restoring jobs to those who have 
lost them.

Yet despite this immense 
social benefit, some frontline 
workers are refusing to be 
vaccinated, fearful of this new 
unknown. And as long as those 
fears prevail, we will remain vul-
nerable to this dangerous virus.

For many, especially young-
er people, COVID-19 is no 
more than a few days of mild 
to extreme discomfort—chills, 
weakness, fatigue. But for many 
others, it is something closer 
to agony—great difficulty in 
breathing, extreme weakness, 
brain fog. For some, it is weeks, 
even months, in the hospital, 
unable to visit with family, 
unable to breathe without oxy-
gen, or unable to survive with-
out being on a ventilator. And 
then, tragically, there are those 
for whom COVID-19 is a death 
sentence, often to a slow, pain-
ful and lonely death.

COVID cannot be defeated 
unless our fears can be over-
come. Skepticism and concern 
are natural. But the fact is the 
vaccines have been proven safe 
and effective. Every study, every 
phase, every trial was reviewed 
by the FDA and a safety board of 
medical and scientific experts. 
And millions of our fellow Amer-
icans have already been vaccinat-
ed with only a handful of serious 
adverse reactions. 

That’s why our union is 
now working to ensure the safe-
ty of all members by educating 
every member about the very 
low risks and the very signif-
icant benefits—for ourselves 
and for our country—of being 
vaccinated against COVID. Time 
and again, those who came 
before us—be they great grand-
parents who crossed oceans, 
the early settlers on new fron-
tiers, soldiers going into battle, 
civil rights activists fighting 
for human dignity, or workers 
who braved goons and guns to 
form the first unions—faced 
down their fears and moved our 
nation forward. 

The question now before us 
is powerful and real: Can we do 
any less? 

The only thing we have to fear is fear itself. 
Those were the words of President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt as he urged 

Americans to come together to overcome the 
devastation wrought by the Great Depression, 
with an economy in tatters and millions 
unemployed.

BY ROBERTA  
LYNCH

SUMMON THE 

COURAGE 

TO MOVE 

FORWARD



Illinois faces fiscal crisis
New revenue needed to get state on solid financial ground
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The dire revenue shortfall is the 
direct result of the defeat of the 
Fair Tax constitutional amend-
ment at the polls in November. 
AFSCME went all-out to win 
passage of that amendment, 
which would have allowed the 
state to raise taxes only on the 
wealthy. Without the $3 billion 
in anticipated Fair Tax revenue, 
Illinois has been left with a mas-
sive multi-billion-dollar budget 
deficit.

“For revenue, you go where 
the money is—the wealthi-
est taxpayers,” said AFSCME 
Council 31 Legislative Direc-
tor Joanna Webb-Gauvin. 
“But unlike most states in the 
country, our state can’t do 
that without taxing all taxpay-
ers. Because the Fair Tax was 
defeated, Illinois is constitu-
tionally tied to the flat tax.”

Fair Tax opponents helped 
create this crisis to lay the 
groundwork for an all-out 
attack on public employee pen-

sions. Now instead of propos-
ing new revenue on the scale 
needed to close the deficit, 
Republicans in the General 
Assembly are calling to “trim 
waste” and “tighten our belts,” 
shorthand for cuts to public 
services, jobs and pension 
benefits. 

Protect public 
services
AFSCME strongly disagrees 
with this unfair approach. The 
simple fact is a budget shortfall 
of $3.9 billion can’t be fixed by 
wage cuts and hiring freezes. 

“Undoubtedly our state 
faces a severe fiscal crisis and 
action is urgently needed,” 
Webb-Gauvin said. “However, it 
is grossly unjust to suggest that 
frontline state employees who 
have already sacrificed so much 
in our current public health 
crisis should bear an outsized 
share of the burden of fixing 
the state’s fiscal crisis as well.” 

Gov. Pritzker expressed 
similar concerns: “Because 
tax fairness was taken off the 
table there will be a real human 
impact here … we cannot pre-
vent these losses hitting real-
life residents,” he said. “I am 
continuing this conversation 
with leaders on both sides of 
the aisle to make up the rest 
of the deficit and bring long-
term stability to our state’s 
situation.”

The governor proposes 
closing corporate tax loopholes, 
rolling back corporate tax 
breaks and decoupling Illinois 
tax law from federal law to pre-
vent the loss of $500 million in 
corporate tax revenue. These 
proposals will certainly help 
but won’t solve the problem.

To bring more solutions 
to the table, the We Are One 
Illinois public employee union 
coalition has regrouped and is 
working on its own policy and 
communications strategy. We 

Are One Illinois was formed 
after unions found themselves 
unable to defeat the 2010 bill 
creating the lower Tier 2 pen-
sion benefit for newly hired 
employees. From that point on, 
the coalition was successful in 
beating back every effort to cut 
pension benefits, twice fight-
ing all the way to the Illinois 
Supreme Court and winning.

Now there’s a very real 
danger that pension opponents 
may try to place an amendment 
eliminating the state constitu-
tion’s pension protection clause 
on the 2022 ballot.

Congress  
must act
AFSCME has also been helping 
lead the fight in Washington, 
D.C. for an urgently needed 
federal COVID relief package. 
Now that the measure is no 
longer being blocked by Repub-
lican former Senate Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell, newly 

elected President Biden has a 
chance of passing his COVID-
19 rescue package.

The $1.9 trillion package 
includes funding for extended 
unemployment insurance, 
vaccine distribution, school 
reopening, public transit and 
an expansion of stimulus 
checks. And importantly, it also 
includes $350 billion in unre-
stricted aid to state and local 
governments.

Unrestricted is the key 
phrase, Webb-Gauvin said.

“The relief packages 
thus far have been restricted 
to costs incurred directly by 
COVID response. But that’s not 

sufficient,” she stressed. “Not 
all local governments have had 
access to the relief funds and 
a significant portion of the 
budget shortfalls are due to 
the loss of revenue because of 
COVID, but not directly tied to 
COVID response.”

“Delivering direct, flexible 
aid to local governments across 
the country is an essential step 
to fueling our nation’s eco-
nomic recovery and will offer 
local officials and their com-
munities the resources they 
need as they manage mounting 
costs and increasing demands 
on local government resources 
to protect their residents,” the 

National League of Cities said 
in a statement.

Local governments are 
often under statutory require-
ments to have balanced bud-
gets. If they can’t close the gap 
with revenue, service cuts and 
staff layoffs are inevitable.

“Call your congressional 
representative and urge them 
to make sure any COVID relief 
package includes unrestricted 
relief for state and local gov-
ernments,” Webb-Gauvin said. 
“Margins in the House are 
really tight, and all of Congress 
need to understand the impor-
tance of including this piece in 
the package.” 

The state’s precarious financial 
situation is the dark cloud hanging 
over the hopes of AFSCME members 

and countless others for this year’s 
legislative session.  

“Because tax fairness was taken off 
the table there will be a real human 

impact here.”
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The siege on Jan. 6 threatened 
the lives of lawmakers and 
resulted in the death of five 
people, including a Capitol 
police officer beaten and killed 
by rioters. A second officer died 
by suicide in the aftermath of 
the ordeal.

AFSCME Council 31 
issued a statement on that 
day: “We stand in solidarity 
with all Americans who reject 
the hatred, violence and law-
lessness brought to the U.S. 
Capitol today. The will of the 
people won’t be denied by 
these desperate attempts to 
divide us.”

AFSCME members played 
a key role in restoring the Capi-
tol and readying it for the inau-
guration. Members of AFSCME 
Local 626 (District Council 
20) work at the U.S. Capitol 
as employees of the Architect 
of the Capitol. Not only did 
these workers live through the 
violence and destruction of 
that day, but when order was 
restored, they swiftly returned 
to their jobs, cleaning and 
repairing every corner of the 
Capitol complex.

In his inaugural address, 
President Biden made clear 
that he will work to represent 
all Americans and move the 
beleaguered nation toward a 
brighter future: “My whole soul 
is in this: Bringing America 

together, uniting our people, 
uniting our nation,” he said.

“AFSCME members orga-
nized and mobilized in huge 
numbers to elect Joe Biden and 
Kamala Harris. We now look 
forward to being partners with 

them in moving a bold pro-
worker agenda,” said AFSCME 
President Lee Saunders. “They 
are committed to supporting 
our frontline heroes, investing 
in the public services that make 
our communities happen.”

Immediate 
progress
In his first days on the job, 
President Biden took swift 
executive action to protect and 
empower public service work-
ers, strengthen public services 
and help all working people. 

Biden’s first executive 
actions included:
•   Boosting production of 

materials necessary to beat 
the COVID-19 pandemic, 
such as personal protective 

equipment and vaccine vials; 
•   Strengthening the nation’s 

response to the coronavirus 
pandemic and making work-
places safer from COVID 
through stronger federal 
safety guidelines;

•   Ordering the Justice Depart-
ment to phase out its con-
tracts with private prisons 
(see page 6);

•   Restoring collective bargain-
ing and worker protections 
that Donald Trump had 
stripped from public service 
workers in the federal gov-
ernment; and 

•   Promoting a $15 minimum 
wage for employees of federal 
contractors. 

“With these actions and 
others, President Biden is 
showing bold leadership, 
reminding us why elections 
matter,” Saunders said. “Now, 
it is time for Congress to follow 
this example by shoring up 
public services, delivering aid 
to our communities and taking 
additional steps to help work-
ing people survive this devas-
tating pandemic.”

Congress will be more 
likely to move these measures 
forward with its new makeup. 
The morning of Jan. 6, the 
final election results came 
in the Georgia Senate run-
off, where two Democratic 
challengers defeated incum-
bents, making an even split 
between parties in the U.S. 
Senate. Vice President Harris’ 
tie-breaking vote gave Dem-
ocrats control, ensuring that 
Kentucky Republican Mitch 
McConnell—who for months 
blocked COVID relief legisla-
tion and aid to state and local 
governments—was replaced 
by new Majority Leader Chuck 
Schumer.   

A new path forward for the nation
 Two weeks after Capitol siege, Biden takes office, tackles challenges

After a decisive electoral victory, Joseph 
R. Biden was sworn in as President 
of the United States on Jan. 20, with 

Kamala D. Harris as Vice President. The 
inauguration was held in front of the U.S. 
Capitol, where just two weeks prior an angry 
mob stormed the building. 

“The will of the 
people won’t be 

denied.” 
President Biden has nominated Boston Mayor 
Marty Walsh for Labor Secretary. Walsh is an 
Irish immigrant who joined Laborers Union 
Local 223 when he was 21 and later became 
union president.

“Marty knows worker power means not just 
protecting the right to unionize but encour-
aging unionization and collective bargaining,” 
Biden said in his nomination remarks. “We will 
work closely on our shared agenda to increase 
worker power and protect the dignity of work 
for all working people.”

“Marty Walsh comes from the labor move-
ment and will be a forceful advocate for work-
ing families,” Council 31 Executive Director 
Roberta Lynch said.

In his acceptance of the nomination, Walsh 
said: “We are facing hard times. But nobody’s 
tougher than the American worker. And now—
now we have the opportunity to put power 
back into the hands of working people. And 
that is a good thing for our economy and our 
country.”  

A SECRETARY OF LABOR 
ON LABOR’S SIDE

“Now we have the  
opportunity to put power  

back into the hands of  
working people.” 



A new legislative session  
in an unprecedented year
State legislature limits activity in time of COVID
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In February, they finally 
secured authorization to con-
duct committee work remotely. 
And legislators recently were 
approved for vaccinations 
during the current Phase 1b. 
That should pave the way for 
a more vigorous legislative 
schedule over the coming 
months.

In a “lame duck” session in 
January, legislators did act on 
several pending bills, including 
a package of criminal justice 
reform measures. Unfortu-
nately, along with several pro-
visions intended to improve 
equity and integrity in the 
criminal justice system, the 
bill also included language that 
would have drastically under-
mined union rights and legal 
protections for some AFSCME 
members in law enforcement 

and would have opened the 
door to weakening bargaining 
rights for every member.

Working with other 
unions in the Illinois AFL-
CIO, AFSCME immediately 
mounted an intensive grass-
roots lobbying effort to edu-
cate legislators about the harm 
that would result if workers 

were stripped of their rights 
to bargain over working con-
ditions or lost the qualified 
immunity that protects them 
from civil lawsuits for actions 
taken in the course of their 
employment.

In a matter of days, 
AFSCME and the AFL-CIO 
successfully conveyed to the 
bill’s sponsors the dangerous 
precedents these measures 
would represent. The spon-
sors agreed to remove these 

problematic provisions from 
the bill before it was called for 
a final vote.

Legislative 
agenda
Whether or not the General 
Assembly is formally in ses-
sion, the Council 31 lobbying 
team will be reaching out to 
legislators to press for support 
on a variety of measures of 
importance to AFSCME mem-
bers, including: a “no-cuts” 
FY 22 state budget, summer 
unemployment insurance for 
school district and university 
employees, work-related pre-
sumption for COVID cases, 
wage-related funding for 
community disability agen-
cies, reform of state labor 
law to speed up cases at the 
labor board, easing of FOID 
card requirements in IDOC, 
expanded rights for Gaming 
Board Special Agents and 
CNAs, and a number of bills 
initiated by the state AFL-CIO.

“No one really knows 
what this legislative session 
will look like or how much 
legislators will be able to 
tackle,” AFSCME Council 31 
Director of Legislative and 
Political Affairs Joanna Webb-
Gauvin said. “But the more we 
can demonstrate grassroots 
support, the more likely our 
issues are to make it onto the 
agenda.” 

After meeting for barely a week during 
its spring session in 2020, the Illinois 
General Assembly searched to find a 

means to address the state’s many pressing 
problems despite the cost and logistical 
difficulty of holding in-person meetings of 
both legislative bodies during the pandemic.  

“No one really knows what this 
legislative session will look like.”

Michael J. Madigan stepped down as 
Speaker of the House of Representatives 
after nearly four decades of leadership. 
State Rep. Emanuel “Chris” Welch was 
elected as the new speaker on January 13. 

Madigan was an essential ally 
during AFSCME’s protracted battle with 
then-governor Bruce Rauner, who sought 
to eradicate public-sector unions in Illi-
nois. As speaker, Madigan refused to 

bow to Rauner’s insistence that 
there would be no state budget 
unless Democrats in the Gen-
eral Assembly agreed to repeal 
collective bargaining rights for 
public employees. He stood 
firm and found ways to keep the 
state operating even as Rauner 
held the budget hostage to his 
demands.

When Rauner was defeated 
in 2018, Madigan worked with 
Governor Pritzker to pass the 

appropriations needed to fund the back 
wages owed to tens of thousands of state 
employees for the step increases Rauner 
had withheld.

“Speaker Madigan’s role was invalu-
able in enabling the labor movement in 
Illinois to withstand Rauner’s unrelenting 
attacks,” said Council 31 Executive Director 
Roberta Lynch.

Emanuel “Chris” Welch represents the 

7th legislative district, which includes all 
or parts of Bellwood, Berkeley, Broadview, 
Forest Park, Hillside, LaGrange Park, May-
wood, Melrose Park, Northlake, River For-
est, Westchester and Western Springs. He 
is the first African-American to serve the 
state as Speaker of the House.

AFSCME has backed Rep. Welch in 
every election since he joined the Illinois 
General Assembly in 2013, welcoming him 
as guest speaker at union conferences 
because he knows the important role 
unions play in fostering social and eco-
nomic justice.

“Unions ensure that workers are paid 
a fair and decent wage. They ensure that 
working conditions are safe. Unions were 
designed to protect the American worker,” 
Welch said in a 2016 interview in On the 
Move. 

“AFSCME congratulates Speaker Welch 
on his new role and looks forward to con-
tinuing to work with him,” Lynch said.

On Tuesday, April 6, Illinois voters will 
select representatives for city councils, 
mayors, school boards, park boards and 
other local elected officials during the 
Illinois Consolidated Election. On the 
Move does not include endorsements 
for this general election because the 
paper went to print just days before the 

primary election on February 23. 

Please visit AFSCME31.org/election  
for up-to-date information. 

MADIGAN STEPS DOWN, REP. EMANUEL “CHRIS” WELCH 
ELECTED SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE 

2021 ILLINOIS 
CONSOLIDATED 

ELECTION



Pension boards need union voices
AFSCME members make excellent trustees
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Maintaining the strongest pos-
sible representation on pension 
fund boards is more crucial 
than ever as public employee 
pension benefits continue to 
be a lightning rod for attacks in 
public policy debates in Illinois. 
Trustees elected by fund partic-
ipants (employees) and annui-
tants (retirees) are passionate 
advocates for pension fund 
beneficiaries; voting for these 
representatives is an important 
right. 

That’s why AFSCME Coun-
cil 31 makes it a priority to 

strengthen pension funds by 
working to elect union mem-
bers as trustees who can serve 
as invaluable voices on pension 
fund boards. 

In 2020, AFSCME voters 
made the difference in several 
pension fund elections:
•   Re-elected AFSCME Local 

3315 President Kevin Ochalla 
to the Cook County Pension 
Fund board of trustees.

•   Re-elected SEIU member 
Verna Thompson to the 
Municipal Employees’ 
Annuity and Benefit Fund 

(MEABF) of Chicago.
•   Elected AFSCME Local 268 

Recording Secretary Tracie 
Mitchell and Chapter 31 
Retiree Louis Kosiba to the 
Illinois Municipal Retire-
ment Fund.

Upcoming 
pension board 
elections

Participants and annuitants 
in the State Universities 
Retirement System will vote 
for trustees in an election held 
from April 1 to May 3, 2021.

AFSCME Council 31 is 
supporting long-time union 
activist Mitchell Vogel for 
re-election. Vogel is a retired 
professor at Northeastern 
Illinois University. He served 
as president of the University 
Professionals of Illinois Local 

4100 of the American Federa-
tion of Teachers for more than 
17 years and was vice president 
of the Illinois Federation of 
Teachers. Vogel’s experience 
and expertise have served 
annuitants well in his 12 years 
as trustee, earning him the 
support of labor.

Participants and retirees of 
the State Employees Retire-
ment System will vote for 
their representatives during 
the month of May. AFSCME 
Council 31 is supporting cur-
rent annuitant trustee John 
Tilden for re-election and 
AFSCME Local 1964 President 
Jack Matthews to replace cur-
rent trustee Shaun Dawson, 
president of Local 2073, who is 
not seeking re-election.

John Tilden was a state 
employee for 38 years and 
as a retiree helped organize 
sub-chapter 66, serving Lake 
and McHenry counties. He has 

served as an executive board 
member of Chapter 31 retirees 
since 2008. Tilden was elected 
to the SERS board of trustees 
in 2016 and is seeking a second 
term.

Jack Matthews is a GIS 
Manager for the Illinois State 
Police in central Illinois and has 
served in state government for 
more than 20 years. Matthews 
seeks to build upon the work 
of past AFSCME trustees and 
maintain the fight to protect 
front-line workers’ interests.

“The fight for a secure 
retirement is one in which all 
employees and retirees must 
engage,” said Martha Merrill, 
AFSCME Council 31’s direc-
tor of research and employee 
benefits. “One key component 
in this fight is exercising your 
right to elect trustees that rep-
resent your interests in your 
pension fund. Your vote is your 
voice.”   

Pension benefits are vital to the 
retirement security of public employees. 
Because of its charge to protect these 

benefits, the role of the board of trustees in 
the governance and management of public 
pension funds is critical.  

“ Not only is it important for you to 
vote in your pension fund elections to 
ensure that a pro-labor voice is on the 
board, but it’s also equally important 
that a union candidate runs in that 
election. A pension is a benefit—a 
deferred payment promised to you 
after you retire to ensure your finan-
cial stability. It’s up to us to protect 
that benefit.”

AFSCME LOCAL 3315 PRESIDENT 
KEVIN OCHALLA, COOK COUNTY 
PENSION FUND TRUSTEE

“ The SERS Board of Trustees is charged 
with oversight and governance of the 
State Employees Retirement System and 
it has been a privilege to serve state 
employees and retirees for the past 
five years. I am running for this position 
again because AFSCME needs active 
voting membership on the board to 
ensure that the pension system remains 
healthy into the future.”

AFSCME CHAPTER 31 RETIREE  
JOHN TILDEN, SERS TRUSTEE

“ State employees enjoy the right, after 
years of qualified service and contribu-
tions, to a state-supported pension. And 
they have an active role in how the state 
administers and invests the money paid 
into the system via representatives on 
the board of trustees. I am honored to 
be one of four active state employees 
serving as trustees to protect the con-
tributions and interests of our AFSCME 
sisters and brothers.”

AFSCME LOCAL 2081 PRESIDENT  
STEPHEN MITTONS, SERS TRUSTEE

Your voice  
on pension 
boards

“ When we have a seat at the table of 
our pension boards, our voice speaks 
to protect and preserve our pensions 
now and for the future. It is vitally 
important that we all vote for the 
union endorsed candidate when we 
receive our pension trustee ballots. If 
we allow management to fill the seats 
at the pension board tables, we will 
not have a voice in our retirement.”

AFSCME LOCAL 3433 PRESIDENT  
TRUDY WILLIAMS, FORMER IMRF 
TRUSTEE

“ Whether you participate in IMRF or 
another Illinois public pension fund, it is 
your pension fund—investing your dollars; 
making decisions about your benefits; 
affecting your financial security and the 
financial security of your family. You have 
the right and opportunity to vote for your 
representative. As a trustee, my voice 
as a union retiree will be instrumental in 
achieving fair and effective decisions.”

AFSCME CHAPTER 31 RETIREE  
LOUIS KOSIBA, IMRF TRUSTEE



AFSCME opposes prison closures, 
urges investment in rehabilitation
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Proponents of closures point 
to the significant reduction in 
the state’s prison population 
in recent years, but fail to take 
into account that for more than 

a decade our correctional facil-
ities have been significantly 
overcrowded, consistently 
failing to meet American Cor-
rectional Association safety 
standards. 

Nor do they consider that 
more intensive programming—
often imposed by court order—
requires more specialized 
supervision.

What’s more, “to initiate 
prison closures in the midst 
of an pandemic that has sick-
ened thousands of correctional 
employees and offenders and is 
clearly accelerated by crowded 
conditions would be the height 
of irresponsibility,” Council 
31 Executive Director Roberta 
Lynch said.

“AFSCME will continue to 
oppose shuttering state prisons,” 
she said, “urging instead a pro-
gressive and rational approach to 
restructuring correctional hous-
ing and programming to ensure 
safe, secure and rehabilitative 
conditions in IDOC.”

Educating, 
training needed 
AFSCME argues that those 
genuinely concerned with a 
secure and rehabilitative prison 
system should recognize that 
the best hope of reducing recid-
ivism is to offer more robust 
educational and job-training 
opportunities within it. There 
are now long waits for both 
academic and vocational educa-
tion programs, and many facili-
ties do not offer comprehensive 
programming.

Safer Communities, Second 

Chances: The Case for Investing 
in Corrections Education, a new 
report by AFSCME Council 31, 
underscores this reality: While 
research demonstrates that 

education and training oppor-
tunities reduce recidivism, 
Illinois has underfunded these 
programs for decades.

Failure to invest in these 
programs returns formerly 
incarcerated individuals to the 
community ill-equipped and 
unprepared for reintegration. 
Conversely, the AFSCME report 
points out, “education programs 
could minimize the finan-
cial and social costs of crime, 

strengthen families and com-
munities, and fulfill the state’s 
obligation to not just incarcer-
ate, but also to rehabilitate.”

More than  
token gestures
In October 2020, Governor JB 
Pritzker unveiled a set of seven 
principles designed to guide the 
state towards a more equitable 
criminal justice system that 
would “prioritize rehabilitation 
over punishment” and “offer 
more opportunities for rehabil-
itation” while in prison.

“To translate these princi-
ples into practice, IDOC must 
take a comprehensive look at 
how it carries out its educational 
mission, and Illinois policymak-
ers must make the modest, but 
critical investment needed to 
ensure education and training 
opportunities to the men and 
women in Illinois’ correctional 
facilities,” the report states.

To address the long-stand-
ing neglect of prison education 
and expand opportunities, 
AFSCME recommendations 
include:

•   Eliminate waiting lists by 
adding enough educators 
and vocational instructors to 
meet the need (and ensure 
that compensation for these 
positions is competitive with 

the market rate).
•   Prioritize hiring adminis-

trative support staff and 
program administrators 
to provide the support 
instructors need to focus on 
high-quality instruction.

•   Conduct a comprehensive 
assessment of facilities to 
identify potential expansion 
of classroom and training 
space through renovation or 
conversion.

•   Work with Lakeland Col-
lege, IDOC’s primary part-
ner, and other community 

colleges across the state, 
to expand the number and 
array of programs offered at 
each facility and address col-
leges’ concerns about delayed 
reimbursement.

In the report’s conclusion, 
AFSCME calls for implemen-
tation of real reform, which 
“requires resources, attention, 
and a comprehensive plan, 
developed with input from 
those working on the front lines 
of Illinois correctional facilities.”  

  

On Dec. 15, Governor JB Pritzker 
announced a number of proposed cuts 
to state programs—possibly including 

prison closures. These measures were aimed 
at addressing the state’s dire budget shortfall 
resulting from the defeat of the Fair Tax 
constitutional amendment in the November 
election. 

BIDEN DIRECTS DOJ TO END CONTRACTS  
WITH PRIVATE PRISONS

Since the rise of private correctional vendors 
and the privatization of state prisons began 
in the 1980s, AFSCME members across the 
country have repeatedly raised their union voice 
in opposition to an immoral, for-profit industry 
marked by low wages and inadequate training for 
staff and poor living conditions for inmates.

AFSCME Council 31 took up this fight from 
its earliest days and in 1990 won passage 
of groundbreaking state legislation to bar 
privatization and outlaw private prisons in Illinois—
the first such measure in the United States.  

Private prisons are more dangerous for staff and 
inmates than publicly run facilities. According to a 
2016 U.S. Department of Justice study of federal 
prisons, violent attacks by inmates on correctional 
staff were 163% higher in private than public 
prisons, and inmate-on-inmate assaults nearly 
30% higher.

Being part of a strong union means higher wages 
and better benefits, but it also means the ability 
to advocate for improvements in the workplace, 

including adequate staffing levels, better safety 
equipment and more control over working hours. 

So it’s no surprise that public prisons are safer 
than their private counterparts in states where 
correctional staff have a strong voice on the job, 
and that correctional officers in public prisons 
earn an average of 20% higher wages than their 
private sector counterparts. 

Recognizing these realities, on Jan. 26, President 
Joe Biden ordered the federal Department of 
Justice to end the use of privately-run prisons, 
directing the attorney general not to renew 
Justice Department contracts with privately 
operated criminal detention facilities. More than 
14,000 federal inmates are currently housed at 
privately managed facilities.

“This is a first step to stop corporations from 
profiting off of incarceration,” Biden said, whose 
order is a continuation of the policy enacted 
when he was Vice President in the Obama 
Administration. It had been overturned during the 
Trump years.  

“AFSCME will continue to oppose 
shuttering state prisons, urging a 

rational approach.”



VAX FACTS
Two vaccines have been approved 
for use by the US Food and Drug 
Administration. They are from Pfizer and 
Moderna, two leading pharmaceutical 
companies. Each has been proven 
more than 95% effective at preventing 
COVID-19. Here are more basic facts.

Getting vaccinated can prevent 
getting sick with COVID-19.
The individual impact of COVID-19 varies, 
from mild symptoms to severe illness 
and death. There is no way to know how 
COVID-19 will affect you, even if you do 
not have underlying health conditions 
that put you at increased risk of severe 
complications. Both the Pfizer and 
Moderna vaccines are a safe and effective 
way to protect yourself from getting sick 
with COVID-19.

You cannot get COVID-19 from 
the vaccine.
Neither of the authorized vaccines contain 
the live virus that causes COVID-19. The 
vaccines contain mRNA which works with 
the body’s natural defenses to safely 
develop an immune response to the 
disease. When vaccinated, you will not 
test positive on viral tests, which are used 
to see if you have a current infection.

The vaccines are proven to 
be safe.
The vaccines were tested in clinical 
trials involving more than 70,000 people 
combined to make sure they meet safety 
and efficacy standards and protect adults 
of different ages, races and ethnicities. 
These clinical trials were conducted 
according to rigorous standards set 
forth by the FDA.

The arrival of safe and effective vaccines against COVID-19 give us hope that together we can end the pandemic and 
return to normalcy in our daily lives.

AFSCME members who work in health care and long-term care settings were designated part of Group 1a—the first to receive 
the vaccine—and many have already received their first or even second doses.

Many more AFSCME members will soon have the same opportunity, whether in your workplace, a public health agency in 
your area, through your doctor or at a pharmacy.

Be sure to sign up when it’s your turn. Getting vaccinated is the best way to protect yourself, your family and your community.

“I took the vaccine for my safety, 
my co-workers and residents and 
for my parents.”
KENA PETERSON
HOUSEKEEPER/LAUNDRY AIDE, 
SMITH VILLAGE SENIOR COMMUNITY
AFSCME LOCAL 919

“I’m thrilled I was able to receive the 
COVID vaccine. I can now contribute 
to making my family and community 
a little safer. And as someone who 
dislikes needles in a big way, this 
vaccine was a piece of cake!”
AMY TURENNE
FORENSIC TOXICOLOGIST, 
LAKE COUNTY CORONER’S OFFICE

“Got my first dose of COVID vaccine 
and I felt great, no tenderness 
or anything. Getting vaccinated 
protects my co-workers and the 
individuals we serve and I’m proud 
to do it!”
ART TURNER
RESIDENTIAL SERVICE PROVIDER II, 
MILESTONE INC.
AFSCME LOCAL 2515

“I got my immunization to help stop 
the spread of COVID. Too many lives 
have been lost and affected because 
of this disease. I’m doing this for 
myself, my loved ones and you.”
NATALIE STANLEY
VETERANS NURSE ASSISTANT CERTIFIED, 
ANNA VETERANS HOME
AFSCME LOCAL 3280

THE WAY BACK TO NORMAL:

WE’RE GETTING
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“I want to do my part to put 
this pandemic behind us.”
ADAM CORRELL
CORRECTIONAL OFFICER,  
ROBINSON CORRECTIONAL CENTER
AFSCME LOCAL 3649

“I was vaccinated to help 
stop the spread of the 
coronavirus and protect the 
people around me.”
MARY CRAWFORD
REGISTERED NURSE,  
PINCKNEYVILLE CORRECTIONAL CENTER 
(WEXFORD)
AFSCME LOCAL 943

“Getting vaccinated is the 
way for frontline employees 
to defend ourselves against 
this virus.”
RALPH PORTWOOD
CORRECTIONS CLERK II, 
STATEVILLE CORRECTIONAL CENTER
AFSCME LOCAL 1866

“I got the vaccine for many 
reasons, but most important 
are my three grandchildren 
born last year that I haven’t 
seen in person yet.”
DANNY WILLIAMS
MENTAL HEALTH TECHNICIAN IV, 
SHAPIRO DEVELOPMENTAL CENTER
AFSCME LOCAL 29

THE WAY BACK TO NORMAL: MEDICAL EXPERT ANSWERS 
COMMON QUESTIONS
In a virtual town hall meeting presented by the Illinois 
Department of Human Services, Dr. Emily Landon—
an infectious disease specialist at the University of 
Chicago—answered many of the most commonly asked 
questions about the COVID-19 vaccines. 

Q:  Trials showed no serious adverse effects—
only minor side effects. What’s the 
difference?

 DR. LANDON: There’s a big difference between 
serious adverse effects and side effects. Serious 
adverse effects that the vaccine is not intended to 
create, there were none for either the Moderna or the 
Pfizer vaccines. There just weren’t any problems.

 Side effects—maybe feeling pretty nasty after the 
second dose—are not a bad reaction to the vaccine. 
Those symptoms are the actual effect of your immune 
system being pushed to do a training exercise. It’s like 
if you’re training for a marathon, you’re going to get 
sore muscles. If you’re training your immune system 
to fight off COVID, you’re going to get some soreness 
in your arm, maybe some fatigue or chills. But we’re 
talking about 12 to 24 hours of not feeling your best 
as an investment in training your immune system to 
fight off COVID.

Q:  Should I get the vaccine if I’m pregnant or 
plan to be?

 DR. LANDON: There’s no connection between this 
vaccine and infertility. For pregnancy, I think that’s 
somewhat of an individual decision. I’ve met with a lot 
of pediatricians and obstetricians-gynecologists and 
they all said for frontline workers the risk of COVID is 
much greater to your baby and to you than the risk of 
the vaccine. So I think if you’re pregnant, you should 
talk to your obstetrician about what the risk is to you 
and what the benefit is. We are encouraging our 
pregnant people to get vaccinated at the University  
of Chicago.

Q:  What about for people with allergies, such 
as to the flu shot?

 DR. LANDON: I am allergic to a million things, and 
I had a heart-to-heart with my expert allergist. She 
said, ‘No worries, Emily, you should get this vaccine.’ 
She deals with patients who’ve had allergic reactions 
to vaccines in the past and says we routinely give 
vaccines to patients in the clinic where we’re able to 
rescue them if they have a bad reaction. So if you’ve 
had a problem in the past, talk to your doctor and 
have an allergist work with you to have the vaccine 
taken care of. But not being able to take a flu shot 
in the past is not a reason to not take this. These 
vaccines are completely different.

Q:  I had COVID-19. Do I still need the 
vaccine?

 DR. LANDON: Yes. If you had COVID, your immunity 
wanes over time and it’s not easily predictable 
when, so it’s a strong recommendation that you get 
vaccinated. I recommend that you go out and get the 
vaccine, but wait 90 days after your infection with 
COVID so that you are not using a dose during the 
time when we know you’re immune.

You can watch excerpts of Dr. Landon’s answers along
with her entire hour-long presentation on AFSCME31.org
and the AFSCME Council 31 YouTube channel.
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Probation 
employees join 
AFSCME
Despite all the chal-
lenges facing workers who 
want to join a union during the 
pandemic, the ranks of new 
AFSCME members are growing. 
On February 1, 164 employ-
ees of the 19th Circuit Chief 
Judge won certification of their 
union. 

“These Lake County adult 
and juvenile probation officers 
and counselors saw firsthand 
how AFSCME representation 
made a difference,” Council 
31 Associate Director Tracey 
Abman said. “When the county 
attempted to reduce benefits, 
the Lake County employees 
we already represented were 
protected. That victory helped 
inspire these workers to join 
our union.”

The probation and 
counseling employees had 
to withstand an intense anti-
union campaign conducted 
by the probation department 

administration in order to 
become members. They join 
hundreds of other probation 
employees in AFSCME’s ranks.

Chicago 
Public Library 
employees 
advocate for 
safety
While many libraries in 
Illinois and around the country 
closed their facilities—instead 
relying on contactless services 
due to COVID concerns—Chi-
cago Public Library branches 
have been open to patrons 
since the summer.

The city library system 
never tried curbside pick-up. 
But it did reduce custodial and 
security staff, leaving library 
employees represented by 
AFSCME Local 1215 to dis-
infect computers and enforce 
mask-wearing.

“We’ve been open to the 
public since June and we’ve 

been fighting for almost a year 
to stop the spread of COVID 
with adequate PPE, curbside 
pick-up, limiting time a patron 
can be in the library and more,” 
said President John Rayburn. 
“Now we’re fighting for our 
members to be able to get vac-
cinated and continue to have 
the safety we need until we 
beat this virus.”

Rayburn said he and his 
fellow union members rec-
ognize the critical role pub-
lic libraries play in the city, 
especially in the cold weather 
months when the libraries 
serve as warming centers for 
the homeless.

“Our members feel the 
need to be there because peo-
ple don’t have anywhere else 
to go,” Rayburn said. “People 
have a need for computers to 
file unemployment or do their 
taxes. We’re making sure the 
public’s needs are being met. 
Library management should 
ensure that we are protected 
from COVID in that process.”

Mayor Lori Lightfoot has 
often referred to the essential 

nature of the city’s public 
library system during the 
pandemic. Rayburn said Local 
1215 members believe that 
the risks they face daily should 
ensure their inclusion in the 1b 
phase of Chicago’s vaccination 
program.

“The mayor uses that word 
‘essential’ saying we shouldn’t 
close, yet she says we’re not 
essential enough to be in the 1b 
group? To me that’s contradict-
ing yourself,” Rayburn said.

A majority of Chicago City 
Council members agree. At the 
request of AFSCME Council 
31, 35 aldermen added their 
names to a letter to Mayor 
Lightfoot urging her to include 
library employees in the 1b 
group.

“We are writing you now 
to urge that CDPH immedi-
ately act to ensure that all 
CPL employees are included 
in Phase 1b and recognized as 
‘essential frontline’ employ-
ees for purposes of receiving 
the  COVID-19 vaccine,” the 
letter stated. “CPL employees 
have been on the front lines 

for many months now, risking 
their health and that of their 
families, to serve our commu-
nities. They deserve the recog-
nition and respect that vaccina-
tion priority would provide.”

Vaccine brings 
hope to Illinois 
veterans’ homes

The COVID vaccine has 
come to Illinois’ veterans’ 
homes and with it, hope for 
the safety of veterans residing 
there.

Over the past two months, 
a great majority of veterans 
have been vaccinated. As a 
result, there have been no new 
deaths in weeks in the state’s 
veterans’ homes as On the Move 
went to press.

On Jan. 11, Gov. Pritzker 
announced that the director 
of the Illinois Department of 
Veterans Affairs, Linda Chapa 
LaVia, was stepping down. 
The change marked the end of 
a tragic year for the homes as 
COVID-19 outbreaks took the 
lives of nearly 100 veterans. 

Pritzker said the state will 
undertake a national search for 
a new head of the department. 
Major General Peter Nezamis 
of the Illinois National Guard is 
serving as interim director.

Supreme Court 
denies Janus
The U.S. Supreme Court 
announced on Jan. 25 that it 
won’t hear a bloc of cases that 
sought to financially kneecap 
unions for obeying the law.

The plaintiffs in these 
cases—one of whom was Mark 
Janus—were attempting to 
recoup fair share fees collected 
from non-members prior to 
the Supreme Court’s ban on 
such fees in its 2018’s Janus v. 
AFSCME ruling.

Noting that labor unions 
had collected such fees for 
decades consistent with a 
1970’s Supreme Court ruling 
(Abood) finding them to be 
constitutional, lower courts 
have uniformly rejected Janus 
and company’s attempt at legal 
extortion.

“A federal appeals court 
explained in one of these cases, 
‘the Rule of Law requires that 
parties abide by, and be able 
to rely on, what the law is,’ not 
what the law may become in the 
future,” a Vox Media story said.

AFSCME welcomed 164 new members—adult and juvenile probation officers and counselors—from the 19th Circuit Court Judge in Lake County.
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The second case brought 
by Janus, “and the several 
related cases that the Supreme 
Court announced it would not 
hear, all involved agency fees 
that public-sector unions col-
lected prior to the decision in 
Janus I. Thus, when the unions 
collected these fees, Abood was 
still good law, and the unions 
were acting entirely lawfully,” 
Vox reported.

“The Court’s action in 
the anti-union cases suggests 
that the Supreme Court will 
not disturb the dominant view 
among the lower courts, and 
that unions can heave a sigh of 
relief for the time being.”

But as unions know all too 
well, there are no guarantees 
when it comes to the unrelent-
ing attacks from anti-union 
forces.

In fact, Vox writes, “there 
is still at least one more case 
pending before the justices 
that presents the question of 
whether Janus I applies retro-
actively (the Court likely took 
no action on that case because 
additional briefing in that case 
is not due until late February).”

Judge rejects 
management 
objections to 
CGH union

Nearly 1,000 employees 
of CGH Medical Center in 
Sterling took a big step toward 
realizing their goal of forming 
a union with AFSCME in Jan-
uary when an administrative 

law judge of the state labor 
board issued a decision reject-
ing objections raised by CGH 
management.

Hospital employees orga-
nized their union to have a 
voice to advocate for their 
patients and a seat at the table 
when important decisions 
are made that affect their 
working lives. The soon-to-be 
union members at the hospital 
include registered nurses, cer-
tified nurse assistants, licensed 
practical nurses, phleboto-
mists, medical assistants and 
other health care workers.

“I voted to form a union 

at CGH to ensure fair pay, 
fair treatment and a guaran-
teed voice in caring for our 
patients,” registered nurse 
Manuel Mooney said.

Management has been 
trying to frustrate the will of 
employees to form a union for 
more than a year, waging an 
aggressive anti-union campaign 
among the workers before they 
filed for their union. And after 
they filed, management threw 
up as many legal roadblocks as 
possible to discourage and deny 
these employees their right to 
representation.

“I am proud that we stood 

together, unified, to form our 
union,” registered nurse Jodi 
Thompson said. “At the end of 
the day, we want to make CGH 
stronger, to serve our commu-
nity the best way we know how: 
through care and compassion.”

Union activists at CGH 
have demonstrated great cour-
age and determination despite 
all the employer’s obstacles. 
They signed up their co-work-
ers, spoke out publicly, and 
provided compelling testimony 
time and again.

“CGH management should 
recognize the will of their 
employees and begin to forge 
a good working relationship 
with our union, not waste more 
time and money on an appeal,” 
AFSCME Council 31 Executive 
Director Roberta Lynch said. 
“Our union is proud to help 
give CGH employees the voice 
and the respect they truly 
deserve.”

Study 
recommends 
wage boost  
for DSPs

A new study commissioned 
by the state of Illinois shows 
that wages and benefits for 
Direct Service Personnel (DSP) 
in state-supported, commu-
nity-based disability agencies 
must be significantly increased 
in Illinois to ensure the state 
is in compliance with a court 
order. Further, the study holds 

that DSP wages should remain 
at 1.5 times the minimum wage 
for providers to remain com-
petitive in hiring and retaining 
core direct care staff.

Since 2011, Illinois has 
been subject to the Ligas Con-
sent Decree, which is a direct 
result of a lawsuit filed in 2005 
on behalf of adults with intel-
lectual and developmental dis-
abilities who want communi-
ty-based services and supports. 

The state was found out 
of compliance with the decree 
in 2018 and began a compre-
hensive process to ensure its 
compliance—which includes 
increasing reimbursement rates 
to agencies that provide com-
munity-based care.

Thousands of AFSCME 
members who work in these 
community-based settings are 
paid very low wages. Together 
as a union they have steadily 
won increased state funding for 
their agencies for wages.

Implementation of the 
study’s recommendations will 
require significant ongoing 
investment from the state 
(more than $140 million 
in additional FY22 funding 
alone)—an investment that 
AFSCME has urged for years.

But that won’t be easy.
“Given the State’s ongoing 

economic and fiscal challenges, 
implementation may be chal-
lenging and not on the timeline 
or of the immediate scope 
reflected in the study,” the 
state Department of Human 
Services said in a Dec. 8 letter.  

CGH Medical Center employees organized a union with AFSCME to advocate for themselves and their patients.

Mark Janus and Bruce Rauner on the steps of the U.S. Supreme Court after it banned union fair share fees in 2018.
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Better contract 
for busy Logan 
County Health 
Dept. employees 

Members of the small but 
mighty AFSCME Local 1277 
are working hard doing contact 
tracing and overseeing distri-
bution of the COVID vaccine 
in Logan County. But they also 
made time to negotiate a new 
two-year contract that includes 
raises and eliminates unfair 
furlough language. 

The 100% union local rep-
resenting nurses, maintenance 
and clerical workers and sup-
port staff has been working in 
all-hands-on-deck mode during 
the pandemic with clerical 
workers stepping up to do con-
tact tracing alongside RNs on 
the weekends.

Despite their heavy work-
load, the employees have had 
to endure furloughs as a result 
of the Rauner era when Logan 
County had trouble keeping its 
doors open without state fund-
ing. The bargaining commit-
tee successfully removed the 

problematic furlough language 
from the contract. They also 
secured a one-dollar across-
the-board wage raise, which 
amounts to between 3% and 
9.5% increases, and an addi-
tional 2% raise in the second 
year. 

The bargaining committee 
included Local President Lewis 
Allison and Vice President 
Dana Oltmanns and was led by 
Council 31 Staff Representative 
Christina DeAngelo.

Oltmanns is a registered 
nurse and the lead on WIC pro-
gramming for the department. 

She’s proud that this contract 
secures the right for employees 
to use sick and benefit time to 
care for foster children.

The team was also pleased 
that management was willing 
to work with the union to raise 
wages ahead of the scheduled 
increase in the state’s mini-
mum wage, preventing wage 
compression.

 “The union helps force 
discussion between administra-
tion and staff so both sides will 
work together better and that’s 
how we were able to accomplish 
what we did,” Oltmanns said.

New 
management, 
new contract  
at Broadstep

Members of AFSCME Local 
2399 in Freeport won their 
second collective bargaining 
agreement, but the first with 
Broadstep Academy. The local’s 
previous contract was with Wil-
lowglen Academy, before the 
school recently changed hands to 
holding company Bain Capital.

The bargaining unit of 87 
employees includes paraprofes-
sionals, counselors, teachers, 
nurses, and qualified intellec-
tual disabilities professionals.

First-time bargaining com-
mittee member Linda Green 
said the biggest accomplish-
ment was getting management 
“to hear us out and under-
stand the type of work we do.” 
Although the committee wasn’t 
able to get everything they 
wanted, she said, they made 
important progress.

The four-year agreement 
includes on-call pay, extra pay 
for picking up shifts, an annual 
retention bonus and 3% annual 
wage increases.

Without union represen-
tation, employees at Broadstep 
Academy would have lower 
starting wages that wouldn’t 
provide for them or their fam-
ilies, Green said. Management 
proposed taking away many of 
the gains made in the previous 
contract, but “we were able to 
negotiate with them and stop 
it. We were not backing down.”

The bargaining committee 
was led by Council 31 Staff 
Representative Sara Dorner and 
included Green, Chad Kuhlow, 
Andy Miller, Melissa Walsh, Glo-
ria Enenbach, Judy Cunning-
ham, Samantha Cuzimano, Amy 
King and Marshay Booker.

Jackson County 
State’s Attorney 
employees join 
AFSCME
AFSCME Local 2664 in 
Jackson County welcomed 10 
new members from the state’s 
attorney’s office.

After the incumbent Dem-
ocratic state’s attorney was 
voted out, Joseph A. Cervan-
tez, a Republican, took office. 
Although they hoped he would 
run a fair office, employees 
wanted to have more certainty, 
so they decided to join AFSCME. 

But just as AFSCME Coun-
cil 31 Staff Representative 
Jeremy Noelle was about to 
turn signed cards into the labor 

ON THE LOCAL LEVEL

AFSCME Council 31 Staff Representative 
Jeremy Noelle and Jackson County 
State’s Attorney Joseph A. Cervantez sign 
agreement for new Local 2664 members. 

AFSCME MEMBERS FACE THE STORM
Illinois, along with much of the country, was hit with a huge snowstorm in late January—and again in 
February. More than a foot of snow fell in some areas, but AFSCME members like these Local 1058 
members at the city of Rockford kept the streets clear for safe passage.

AFSCME Local 1277 members Cindy Harrelson, Dana Oltmanns, Melody Mileham and Lewis Allison celebrate ratification of new union 
contract with Logan County Health Department. 
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board, Cervantez reached out 
to AFSCME. A former Laborer’s 
Union member, he offered to 
voluntarily recognize the new 
union members as one of his 
first orders of business.

Cervantez also agreed to fold 
the new members into the exist-
ing Local 2664 collective bargain-
ing agreement for the courthouse 
employees. He also worked with 
the union on a Christmas gift 
program for children.

“It was really refreshing for 
the incoming Republican office-
holder to initiate the voluntary 
recognition after the former 
officeholder refused,” Noelle 
said. “AFSCME doesn’t rely on 
party labels. We will work with 
anyone if they do the right 
thing for employees.” 

Shawnee, Vienna 
correctional 
centers come 
together after 
tragic accident
Last October, six teenag-
ers riding together crashed into 
a tree in Ozark, Illinois. Four of 
the teenagers died as a result of 
their injuries.

The tight-knit community 
in Johnson County was left 
reeling. Families and co-work-
ers gathered for prayer vigils 
and fundraisers to support the 
families whose children were 
involved. One was the son of an 
AFSCME member.

To provide assistance in 
this time of grief, AFSCME 
members at Vienna (Local 415) 
and Shawnee (Local 3605) 

Correctional Centers pooled 
their resources. Local 415 
raised $6,000 for the families 
of the four children who died 
and Local 3605 contributed an 
additional $3,000. The Vienna 
High School Student Council 
gratefully accepted the heart-
felt donation on behalf of the 
affected families. 

Women take 
lead in Rockford 
region
Rockford United Labor 
(RUL) is led by a woman for 
the first time in its history. 
AFSCME Council 31 Staff 
Representative Sara Dorner 
was elected to serve a two-year 
term as president. A Rockford 
native, Dorner previously 
served as vice president.

Joining her on the RUL 
executive board is AFSCME 
Local 692 Vice President Sandra 
Patlan, the first Latina woman 
elected to a leadership position 
at RUL. She’s a paraprofessional 
at Rockford Public Schools and 
will chair the RUL Community 
Services Committee. Along with 
new trustee Christina Magee, 
this is the largest cohort of 
women ever elected to the orga-
nization’s executive board in its 
66-year history.

The RUL is one of 500 
national central labor commit-
tees of the AFL-CIO, comprised 
of almost all labor unions in 
the greater Rockford area. It 
represents more than 22,000 
union members in the region.

“Being part of this union 
is like a big door opening,” 

Patlan said, “not just for me 
but for others that can’t speak 
for themselves, whether it’s 
in the workplace or in the 
community.”  

Maryville 
employees 
negotiate gains
AFSCME Local 55 members 
ratified their third union collec-
tive bargaining agreement with 

Maryville Academy, a north-
ern Illinois nonprofit services 
agency for at-risk children and 
families.

“I’m privileged and happy 
to be of service here,” said Mar-
tha Stroger, a youth care spe-
cialist who has been at the acad-
emy since 1993. “I’m grateful to 
be able to have conversations 
with these young girls. I can’t 
save the world but if one little 
girl gets something out of what 
I say, it means so much to me.”

Stroger said she and her 

co-workers keep the young 
women and families they serve 
at the top of their bargaining 
priorities. But they also work to 
ensure fair working conditions 
and good wages and benefits 
for themselves. 

“We got raises, more paid 
sick time, and reduced insurance 
premiums,” she said. “We did a 
good job, and we will continue 
to work so that on our next con-
tract we’ll get a little more.”

Stronger was very pleased 
that the local was able to have 
Martin Luther King’s birthday 
included as a holiday.

Stroger said all employ-
ees have worked hard to keep 
COVID out of the agency, wear-
ing PPE and taking precautions 
in their personal lives so they 
don’t bring anything into the 
facility. She said the teenagers 
they help are anxious for life 
to go back to normal, but the 
staff works hard to educate 
them on appropriate protective 
measures.

“I work with some won-
derful women,” Stroger said. 
“We work diligently together to 
keep everyone safe.”

In addition to Stroger, the 
Local 55 Bargaining Commit-
tee included Dorothy Smith, 
Theadora Pride, Delondria 
McDonald, Pam Bridges and 
Antoinette Pleasant, and was 
led by AFSCME Council 31 
Staff Representative Kathy  
Steichen.   

Vienna High School Student Council members accept a donation from AFSCME members in honor of local teens tragically killed in an October car accident.

AFSCME STRONG IN COOK COUNTY
Negotiations are underway for more than 5,000 AFSCME members in Cook 
County government, including these members of Locals 2226 and 3692. On 
February 10, they held a virtual Green Day to show support for their bargaining 
committee.
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That statement is never 
truer than in nursing homes, 
where residents are compro-
mised by their health, age 
and close proximity to one 
another. In this harrowing 
situation, there is a real union 

difference: Union mem-
bers have been saving lives 
throughout the pandemic. A 
report in the Health Affairs 
Journal found that the rate 
of COVID-related deaths in 
unionized nursing homes 

was 30% lower than in nurs-
ing homes without union 
representation. 

“Unions were also asso-
ciated with greater access to 
PPE [and] … implementing 
infection control policies that 
protect vulnerable nursing 
home residents,” the report 
states.

AFSCME members who 
have worked to stop the 
spread of COVID-19 in their 
facilities—putting resident 
and employee safety first—
are now urging their fellow 
union members to take the 
next step and get vaccinated. Nicole Thomas

AFSCME LOCAL 2452 
THRIVE NURSING HOME

After nearly a year of living in 
fear during the pandemic, wor-
rying for her family and for the 
residents, CNA and Local 2452 
President Nicole Thomas was 
ready for the COVID-19 vaccine 
to arrive at Thrive Nursing 
Home in Lake County.

“We didn’t have too many 
infections among residents and 
employees in the first several 
months of the pandemic, but in 
December, so many employees 
got infected that I was scared 
for my life,” Thomas said. 

While many employees and 
residents tested positive, most 
of the residents and all of the 
employees recovered, Thomas 
said. She knows that the hard 
work of employees made the 
difference.

“We worked tirelessly to 
protect them,” she said. “When 
I see the residents walking 
around, I can actually be happy 
that they are living another day 
and they don’t have to die by 
this terrible disease. It gives me 
overwhelming joy to see that 
they made it through.”

That hope and joy is what 

inspired Thomas and her 
co-workers to work with Thrive 
to ensure they got the doses 
they needed.

“When we got our first 
shots it was a sigh of relief,” she 
said. “At least 80% of employees 
got the vaccine and nearly every 
resident. Because infection rates 
are down, we’re back open for 
dining and activities. We don’t 
have any infections right now. 
The vaccine is working, and it 
brings joy to my heart. It gives 
us freedom to live our life again 
and not be living in fear.”

Linda Mays 
AFSCME LOCAL 473 
RIVER BLUFF  
NURSING HOME

“I’ve seen 11 residents die from 
COVID and it’s so hard,” said 
CNA and Local 473 member 
Linda Mays who works at River 
Bluff Nursing Home in Win-
nebago County. “They’re close 
personal friends, they’re family. 
It doesn’t matter the color. We 
try to fill in for their family.”

Mays understands what it’s 
like to entrust your loved ones 
to someone else’s care. 

“My dad is the reason why 
I got into this work. The peo-
ple who cared for him at the 
end, they did an excellent job,” 
she said. “This job is hard, but 
you’ve got core people who take 
this personally and they work 
here because they have compas-
sion and love for these people.” 

Mays said like so many oth-
ers, she did have concerns about 
the vaccine. It seemed like it was 
produced too quickly. And the 
history of medical experiments 
with Black Americans makes it 
difficult to trust. But she said 
she decided to have faith.

“Times are scary. Every-
body is scared. But at the end 
of the day, I can’t let my fears 
interfere,” Mays said. And her 
co-workers share her determi-
nation. Nearly 90% of them 
have been vaccinated.

“We all said, we have got 
to do this. Getting vaccinated 
is more about them than us. If 
we’re protected, they’re pro-
tected. Maintenance, house-
keeping, aides, nurses, we all 
had our sleeves rolled up for 
that second vaccination.” 

AFSCME members are working to stop the spread of COVID in Illinois nursing homes, like River Bluff Nursing Home in Rockford.

AFSCME members in nursing homes, like 
Local 2452 President Nicole Thomas, 
breathed a “sigh of relief” after residents 
and staff received the vaccine.

“Every day that a dose of vaccine is 
not in somebody’s arm is a day that 
person is exposed to COVID,” said 

Hani Mahmassani, at the National Science 
Foundation. “It’s a matter of life and death, 
and every day counts in this fight.”  

“We worked 
tirelessly to 

protect them.”

PHOTO: Rockford Register Star
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Illinois retirees 
get vaccinated 

Illinois residents aged 65 
and older are now eligible to 
receive the safe, effective vac-
cines against COVID-19, and 
union retirees are already tak-
ing advantage.

“I’m a Type 2 diabetic 
who battled breast cancer and 
a stroke a few years ago, so 
I’m definitely in the high-risk 
category for COVID-19,” said 
Barb Franklin, president of 
sub-chapter 88, which rep-
resents retiree members from 
Champaign, Piatt and Vermil-
lion Counties.

Franklin is one of many 
retirees in the state of Illinois 
who have already received their 
first dose of the COVID vaccine 
after Governor Pritzker moved 

the state into phase 1b, which 
prioritizes vaccinations for 
those over 65.

The only side effect Frank-
lin experienced was fatigue the 

day after receiving her first 
shot, but that feeling subsided 
a day later.

“I understand that some 
seniors have been worried 
about taking the vaccine,” 
Franklin said, “but in fact, the 
risk is far outweighed by the 
benefits of protection.”

Juliette Freeman, an 
officer of sub-chapter 163 in 
southern Cook County, said 
that she and her husband plan 
to get the vaccine after having 
some reservations initially.

“Our family is very aware 
that historically Black people 
have been used as guinea pigs 
by the medical community in 
the United States, so we are 
wary of new medications,” 
Freeman said. “That said, I 
have a biology degree and 
after in-depth research and 
discussion, we decided that 
the risks of taking the vaccine 
were definitely outweighed by 
the consequences if we don’t. 
I don’t want to be the person 
that infects those I love.”

Freeman and Franklin both 
encouraged their fellow retirees 
to get vaccinated as soon as 
possible.

Retiree  
sub-chapters 
give back to 
community

AFSCME Retirees sub-chap-
ters across the state are 
donating money and goods 
to community organizations 
struggling to keep up with 
demand for assistance during 
the coronavirus pandemic.

“Sub-chapter 55 members 
are grateful for the much-
needed services that the local 
non-profit organizations have 
provided over this difficult 
period,” said John Weir, presi-
dent of sub-chapter 55, repre-
senting retirees in Saline, Galla-
tin, Pope and Hardin Counties. 
“That’s why we decided to make 
donations to the Fowler-Bonan 
Foundation’s Coats for Kids, 

Eldorado First Baptist Church’s 
Community Food Ministry, 
CASA of Saline County, and the 
4C’s Homeless Shelter & Food 
Pantry.”

Sub-chapter 93 retirees 
from Franklin, Johnson, Mas-

sac and Williamson Counties 
made a $250 donation to the 
Salvation Army of Southern Illi-
nois. The sub-chapter chose the 
charity because of the diversity 
of services it provides to a large 
number of communities. 

“While they are part of the 
St. Louis Food Network, they 
also operate a thrift store and 
food pantry and provide social 
services,” said President Al 
Latoza. “This is a time that we 
all need to pitch in, especially to 
local charities that are currently 
overwhelmed.” 

Low-income 
retirees face 
challenges

The National Institute 
for Retirement Security (NIRS) 
reports that retirement security 
varies greatly along the income 
spectrum, and the retirement 
savings programs that work 
best for low-income workers 
often are not the same as the 
programs that work well for 
high-income workers.

Social Security functions 
as a critical source of retire-
ment income for older adults 

with incomes below $40,000, 
whereas high-income house-
holds benefit more from 
defined-contribution plans, 
such as 401(k)s. In 2016, 
older adult households with 
less than $40,000 in annual 
income received 70% or more 
of their income from Social 
Security. This contrasts with 
households of incomes over 
$80,000, who only received 
24% of their income from 
Social Security.

There is a sharp divide in 
wealth between homeowners 
and renters, even in the same 
income category. According to 
data from the Harvard Joint 
Center for Housing Studies, 
older homeowners in the lowest 
quarter of income-earners had 
non-housing wealth of $12,500; 
older renters in the same 
income category had non-hous-
ing wealth of just $1,100.

This sharp divide persists 
up the income ladder and is just 
one example of how dispropor-
tionate ownership of financial 
assets drive wealth and savings 
differences among retirees.

There are ways to improve 
the retirement security of 
low-income individuals.

“NIRS, AFSCME and the 
Alliance for Retired Americans 
support strengthening and 
expanding Social Security,” said 
AFSCME Council 31 Retiree 
Coordinator Maria Britton-Sipe. 
Enhancing Social Security’s min-
imum benefit to keep retirees 
with low career earnings out of 
poverty would raise the incomes 
of many older adults.

“We will be strongly advo-
cating the expansion of Social 
Security under the Biden 
administration and will call on 
AFSCME Chapter 31 members 
to be a voice for all retirees,” 
Britton-Sipe said.  

RETIREE NOTES

“I don’t want to 
be the person 

that infects 
those I love.”

“This is a time 
that we all need 

to pitch in.”

AFSCME retirees like members of Sub-Chapters 93 (left) and 55 (right) are donating money and goods to community organizations struggling to meet heightened demand for services.

AFSCME Retirees Chapter 31 President Larry Brown gets his COVID-19 vaccine.
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Tell us about your job at 
Metropolitan Computer 
Aided Dispatch (METCAD).
I’m a telecommunicator II at METCAD, a consoli-
dated dispatch center. We cover non-emergency 
and 911 lines and police and fire dispatches for 
all the villages and cities in Champaign Coun-
ty—including police and fire agencies—and the 
university.

In 2020, METCAD answered approximately 
214,908 calls, including 99,979 emergency calls 
and 114,929 non-emergency calls, while dispatch-
ing 153,278 of those calls to 35 different police 
and fire departments in Champaign County.

You never do the same thing two days in a 
row. If you’re taking non-emergency calls, you get 
dogs loose, noise complaints, COVID violations, 
routing people to the right place in city depart-
ments. On the emergency side, you have bar 
fights, car accidents, domestic violence, shootings. 

When you work dispatch, you have to prioritize 
what’s next for the limited officer resources. Some-
times the callers have to wait a long time for help 
and you have to use your skills to calm that person 
down over the phone until an officer can get there. 
If you’re a police dispatcher, you want all your offi-
cers to go home at the end of the night.

How does your job provide  
a valuable public service?
We’re the first responders. We let police, fire and 
EMTs know about the emergency and do our best 
to help until they can get there. 

We’re the ultimate problem solvers. A lot of 
times people call 911 because they don’t know 
what to do. So we figure out what they need and 
where to refer them to. We might be able to han-
dle the issue over the phone by referring them 
to a homeless shelter or social service agency to 
help them out and not tie up a police officer. 

Our local union and the city of Champaign 
have a really good relationship. Right now we’re 
in a staffing shortage and we’ve had labor-man-
agement meetings to help find solutions. Our rela-
tionship lends to a collaborative working environ-
ment and that helps all around. Morale is taking a 
hit with the staff shortage, but we don’t ignore the 
problem. We’re working on making it better.

What’s your inspiration  
to go to work every day?
You never know what’s on the other end of that 
line. It could be that someone is having a heart 
attack and you have to help a family member do 
CPR. The next day you’re helping to deliver a 
baby. That’s what I like about it. 

Last year was the first baby I had born over 
the phone. Most of the time the fire department 
can get there, but this call was from a rural area 

with a volunteer fire department and they couldn’t 
get there in time. So I helped deliver the baby. It 
was awesome to hear that cry over the phone. 

What have you learned  
from your job?
We’re all emergency medical dispatch certified, 
which means we’re trained to deal with 33 pro-
tocols from allergic reactions to heart attacks, 
child birth to lightning strikes, burns to cold 
exposure. I’ve had a couple CPR saves, a baby 
who stopped breathing that we got breathing 
again—who turned out to be a police officer’s 
baby. There have been a couple critical inci-
dents, big shootings, where I was in charge of 
the room and as a team, we got through it. It was 
good to be part of a team to work through those 
incidents together.

I train new staff. One of the first things I tell 
them is that you can’t take anything home with 
you. It’s not good for your mental health or for 
your family. Make sure you have a hobby, playing 
baseball, building model trains. You need that out-
let and stress reliever or else it’s going to eat you 
up. But the good definitely outweighs the bad.

How does having a union  
job impact your life? 
I have a pension, good pay. I’m in for the long 
haul. I bought a house about five years ago. 
Being able to negotiate good terms makes for a 
better life. Especially right now, during COVID, 
or back in the 2008 recession, we were able to 
maintain our pay and benefits through it all. I’m 
getting married in October. My fiancé and I are 
both involved in civic organizations. Because of 
my good union job, I don’t have to work two jobs. 
I can put my time and effort into that important 
work too.  

Brad Hardcastle
AFSCME Local 1960   
TELECOMMUNICATOR, METCAD 
CITY OF CHAMPAIGN 

“ We’re the first 
responders.  
We let police, 
fire and EMTs 
know about the 
emergency and 
do our best to 
help until they 
can get there.”


