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March 14th, 2016

Minutes
General Council Meeting 
I. Session about Graduate Student Unionization
Justin Ellsworth, United Steel Workers
Robin Sowards, United Steel Workers
Graduate students: Caitlin Schoering, Chie Togami, Nicole Coffineau
II. Introductions

Caitlin Schoering: I received my masters at the University of Florida where both the graduate students and faculty have a union, and I was surprised when I came to the University of Pittsburgh to discover they did not have one a union. I became involved to help organize the efforts. There is concern that a union can create a more adversarial relationship between graduate students and faculty, but this was not the case at the University of Florida. At the University of Pittsburgh the graduate student and faculty campaigns went public at the same time, however they are separate campaigns. A union is a vehicle for negotiation with the University. It is about changing what is not right and keeping what is. For some students the teaching load is 40 hours a week, which negatively affects the learning environment for graduate and undergraduate students. Other concerns are with maternity and paternity leave. Union will let us collectively take these items and negotiate with University to make sure we are treated fairly and make Pitt a better university. 

Nicole Coffineau: A union will strengthen our labor force and work against negative changes that may arise with the worsening political and economic conditions. It will also push for transparency to find out where does money go, where does it come from, and how much. 

Chie Togami: The union’s main focus is on transparency and funding security. One story is a student was told their research assistant position was renewed, but later found out there was no funding available, and now has to work outside job. With more transparency these situations can be avoided. 

Justin Ellsworth: Right now we are getting the word out, talking to the graduate students, discussing issues, and determining if issues can be addressed. Next will be the discovery phase, the campaign asks the bargaining unit (i.e., all University of Pittsburgh graduate students) to sign a card to support an election for a union. If 30% of the cards are signed then it is delivered to the PA State Labor Board. Then an election will take place. A union will be formed if 50% +1, out of those that choose to vote, vote for the union. After a union is formed negotiating will begin. These will be your ideas. This process will not be easy or fast. Employers usually have a push back, initially offering small things followed by threats (e.g., funding, class choice). 

Robin Sowards: The other panelists have covered most everything, let’s go into questions. 
III. Question and Answer

What are the consequences? For the University? Currently there is a power dynamic. Even if everything great, they are essentially benevolent dictators. When they come to the bargaining table their priorities are maximum work with low costs and flexibility. The terms and conditions are determined at the departmental level within narrow constraints, so departments are not able to make changes, such as stipend increases. A union would allow for bargaining to expand these constraints, and the end results will be beneficial to administration and graduate students. 

The University of Pittsburgh would have to go through the Pennsylvania National Labor Relations Board for a vote. Would the union effort incentive the University to go private to work with national rules and skip the vote? It is not an easy process to go private, and could be seen as coercion and manipulation under PA labor laws, so this is unlikely. 

If we assume there is a successful vote, and unionization is a priority of graduate students. Who does bargaining and who determines what? The process has already been started by the Graduate Student Organizing Committee. Representatives are meeting one-on-one with graduate students across the university. Right now we have only talked to around 150 graduate students. The goal is to talk to as many as possible, which is around 3000 minus, not including the medical school. During the collective bargaining phase graduate students will elect a bargaining committee which will represent the needs of the graduate students.
If a union is created can it have negative legal consequences for international students on student visa? We would not bargain for anything that hurts the members of the union. Contracts usually have section dedicated to international students, with specific protections because they are often more vulnerable. 

This is a long process which requires resources, who is paying? The United Steel Workers. 

What is the motivation for the United Steel Workers to pay? What money we will recoup will not balance what is spent for many years. The union dues are 1.45% of gross, and 0.44% stays within the group. Dues are not due until after the contract is ratified. 

Does the union include the medical school? It includes all schools with University of Pittsburgh graduate students. 

Some students are split between schools, how will this be handled? These details will be deciding by where your funding comes from. If you are being paid by Pitt you will be a part of it. 

Some graduate students work for ourselves rather than working for the University. What defines work may not be clear cut as and probably varies across departments. How do you define working conditions that are homogenous? It is complicated. We are students, but we are also workers. Although the work is part of our professional development, students aren’t able to focus on their own research. Hours are not supposed to exceed 20 hours a week, and there needs to be a structure in place so students are not working 40, getting paid for 20, and not completing their own work. There is a fear of leveling across departments, but this is not the goals, the union wants to establish a base for basic guarantees and to prevent exploitation. 

Response: We do not all do the same work and it is also determined by personal academic needs and departments. This does not align with the way my department is structured.

What are the logistics of a union? How will healthcare be covered, how will we clock hours worked? Can you provide concrete examples? The union will stipulate minimum salary. Healthcare, and activity fee increased without an increase in pay.

Can you opt-in or opt-out of the union, or is every student included. Also, those not part of the bargaining unit remain vulnerable. The union will include every graduate student paid by the University of Pittsburgh. Members may choose to pay the Fair Share Fee, which is 80% dues for union work, but you will not be able to be part of the democratic process. 

What happens if things fall through, is there a contingency plan to have impact on Pitt’s institutional memory? Administration will improve things in a number of ways to discourage future tries.

Will the union dues be automatically deducted from our paycheck or will we have to pay manually? After the first contract bargained you can manually pay. To have dues auto-deducted you will have to go to HR and fill out a Dues Check Card. All of the money goes to the international and then a proportion is sent back to the local.

How does this affect taxes? Dues can be deducted from your federal taxes. 

First a union is created, then a contract is created. It is like signing a blank contract, why would I agree to something before I know what the contract is? The union starts with the status quo, and then builds from there to make improvements. From there the contract grows and becomes fleshed out. It is a democratic process and can raise issue for higher prominence. The contract is a constant negotiation. The contract is a big document, but during course there is continuous bargaining. It is about building an organizing structure where you can make changes throughout the years.  

If there is a contract violation what is the process? A grievance will be submitted to elected stewards. Then a 3rd party arbitration will hear case similar to court. The decision is legally binding for both parties. Arbitration faster than court.  

Why did unionization fail at Boston University and Cornell? At Cornell the organizing committee did not include anyone from sciences or engineering. They did not have effective outreach, and there were also dramatic disparities between the social and natural sciences. Boston University has a conservative administration that almost immediately squashed effort, but they are currently trying again. 
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