PAGE  
8

The Director’s Annual Report to the Advisory Committee, 2006-07
Labor Education and Research Center
The Evergreen State College
Peter Kardas, Director

July 11, 2007

“…that our free will may not be altogether extinguished, I think it may be true that fortune is the ruler of half our actions, but that she allows the other half or thereabouts to be governed by us.”  Machiavelli, The Prince
This annual report will both cover what we accomplished at the Labor Center during this past academic year, and reflect on several years of effort to strengthen the Labor Center’s foundations so that we might more confidently continue our work into the coming years.  Through this latter reflection I will look at the college’s relation to the Center and the Center’s relation to other actors in Washington state.
The Past Year
By the end of this past fiscal/academic year, there was cause for celebration at the Labor Center:  Governor Gregoire signed a state-wide budget that doubled the funds going to the Labor Center, thus making it possible for us to hire two new labor educators (and at salaries significantly higher than we had been able to pay previously).  This increase was the result of years of effort, with many factors working together in our favor at this moment in time:  strong support for the increase from the Washington State Labor Council, and particularly active lobbying by Jeff Johnson, research and organizing director for the Council; a Democratic governor who had an interest in doing right by Labor when it didn’t contradict her values to do so, and a Democratic House and Senate; a veto by the governor of an $80,000 one-year proviso for the Labor Center in the previous legislative session; regrets by the Governor and her labor advisors for having executed that veto; the Governor putting an increase for the Labor Center in the budget she sent to the 2007 legislature; a relatively strong Washington state economy with no deficit in the state budget; support from key legislative leaders; a strong and active Labor Center Advisory Committee; and a listing by the college of a Labor Center increase as one of its goals, even if not one of its top priorities.  If any one of those pieces had been missing we may not have gotten the increase, meaning that luck as well as hard work played an important role.  I will return to the question of what made our budgetary increase possible in the second half of this report.
While an increase in the budget was at the forefront of my thinking, Nina Triffleman, Labor Center Assistant Director, and I did accomplish other important work this year.  One of these accomplishments was the publication of a Workers’ Rights Manual for Washington State, a project that had begun in the 2005 academic program “Justice at Work” taught by Sarah Ryan and Arleen Sandifer.  Nina took the original draft produced by the students and did further research and editing to produce a longer version of the manual, which we then edited into a format that would fit in a worker’s hip pocket.  We hired Evergreen faculty member David Phillips to translate both the longer and shorter versions of the manual into Spanish, and Evergreen graduate Patricia Vazquez to review David’s translation.  Washington State Jobs with Justice helped to pay for the translation.  We then had 1500 copies of the Spanish hip-pocket edition printed, and 1000 of the English edition.  We also printed 200 copies of the longer English and Spanish editions in 8.5” X 11” format.  Financial support to help with the printing was provided by SPEEA (the Society of Professional Engineering Employees in Aerospace) and the Northwest Regional Organizing Coalition of the Laborers’ Union.

Partly in order to get the manuals to people who could then make them available to immigrant workers, and partly because for quite a while we had been interested in doing such a workshop, we (in cooperation with the Jefferson Center) organized a one-day gathering April 28th for ESL instructors on Popular Education, ESL Instruction, and Workers’ Rights.  Some 25 people attended and took home with them the bulk of both the English and Spanish manuals.  We have since surveyed workshop participants and gotten reports that instructors have been using the manuals in their teaching and distributing manuals to their students and to other folks who come into their centers.  One organization is interested both in raising funds to have more of the hip-pocket manuals printed and in seeing the manual translated into other languages (including Russian and Cambodian).  Nina and I will continue to follow-up with participants from the April 28th gathering, and will hopefully work with the new staff person on the unions and immigrant workers project to consider additional workshops for people (like ESL instructors) who work directly with immigrant workers.  (We had hoped that the Washington State Labor Council would purchase at least one copy of the English pocket-sized version for each delegate to this summer’s convention, but I’ve just learned that their funds are short and they’ll be purchasing no copies at all.)
Another large event for us this year was the 17th (almost annual) Summer School for Union Women.  As with the 2006 school, Nina did an excellent job with the multiple aspects of making such a school happen:  she worked with a planning committee to develop a program for the four-and-a-half day school; publicized the school through direct mailings and newsletter advertising; oversaw a team of part-time employees who made calls to unions and other organizations; was the lead coordinator for the school itself; and served as ad hoc counselor for women at the school who were having various issues.  The theme was very timely (At Home, On the Job, in the Community:  Women Organizing for Healthy Families and Healthy Workplaces), and the line-up of presenters and facilitators looked very promising.  Some 50 women attended, including several from British Columbia, Oregon, California, and Alaska, and several whose first language was Spanish or an indigenous language.  Unfortunately, a couple of the key presenters did not live up to their billing, and a few of the participants had a somewhat difficult public presence.  There were also some issues with food service on campus, and the space we were forced to use (Library 4300) was not as homey as our usual and preferred location, the Longhouse (which was preempted by the Washington Center due to their greater number of participants).  So it was a difficult school in many ways, but a successful school as well.  Still, the difficulties, combined with the huge effort Nina put into making it happen, plus the fact that we are hiring a staff person whose focus will be on union and community women, makes me think we shouldn’t do a summer school in 2008.  That would require our new staff member to make organizing the school one of her or his immediate and top priorities, when it may be her opinion that the summer school should be done very differently, or not done as a residential school at all.  So my recommendation to Nina has been that we don’t reserve space for the school next summer, but wait to discuss the options with the new staff person once s/he’s on board.  If we don’t do a school in 2008, we can still do one in the summer of 2009 if we collectively decide it’s a good thing to continue.  In the meantime, the AFL-CIO’s Summer Institute for Union Women will be in Vancouver, BC, next summer, so perhaps we can offer to teach a program track at that school (as Sarah Ryan did at the 2005 Summer Institute in Portland), or otherwise encourage women from Washington state to attend.

Financially speaking, one good bit of news regarding this year’s Summer School was the $5,000 grant we received from the Berger-Marks Foundation to support our efforts to bring immigrant women to the school.   Edna Berger was the first female lead organizer for the Newspaper Guild (CWA), and her husband, Gerald Marks, was a prolific songwriter who penned, among other things, “All of Me.”  Royalties from his catalog help fund the Berger-Marks Foundation and its activities.  To honor the Foundation for its contribution, Peter Holter-Mehren, who facilitated the song-writing workshop at the school, filked the melody for All of Me and, with school participants, wrote some alternative verses with union-related themes.  We plan on sending a recording of the filked song to Berger Marks along with other documentation about how we used their funds.
The other major school we taught this year was a 4½ day Union Leadership (Rank and File Organizing) school in Spokane.  It was a good school; there was adequate diversity in terms of gender (though not so much in terms of ethnicity or age), and workers from the private as well as public sectors.  With one exception they all did really interesting project presentations on Sunday (concerning how to make the union more visible and alive to union members, and how to increase member participation in union activities other than union meetings).  These schools have pretty much become an annual tradition in Spokane, though the Spokane Area Labor Council, which is the primary sponsor, is getting a bit restless about the cost (which is directly determined by the length of the school) and by the timing (they’d like to hold it in the late winter, so that more construction workers can attend, whereas for predictability of driving over the pass I prefer the early spring).  But I believe we’ll be back there next February or March, and I look forward to it.
Our one bit of fee-for-service work this year was for the staff at Timberland Regional Libraries, who have an independent union.  Last summer and early Fall I helped them prepare for contract negotiations, which they concluded late in the Fall of 2006.
The other projects we had our fingers in this year were the following:  1) transcribing Struggles in Steel, the documentary film by Tony Buba about racism in the steel industry (in the unions as well as the companies), so that a Spanish translation might be done and Spanish-language subtitles produced (this project we’re doing in conjunction with the Comité pro-Amnistía); 2) completion of initial editing of a transcribed interview that Evergreen faculty Lin Nelson and Anne Fischel and I did with Beverly Brown, founder of the Jefferson Center in Oregon (the Jefferson Center and the Labor Center plan on publishing the interview in some format in the coming months); 3) draft of a letter to the UW’s Harry Bridges Center concerning building a partnership (that would include faculty at Seattle Community Colleges and the Washington State Labor Council) to expand labor studies and labor education in Washington state (the next iteration of the letter is awaiting action by Jeff Johnson of the State Labor Council); 4) attending meetings of the Fair Share Health Care Coalition, and listening, learning, and trying to figure out the unique contribution our Labor Center might make to the work of that coalition; 5) providing continued support to Anne Fischel and Lin Nelson on their ASARCO research and documentation project; 6) working with the Jefferson Center, the UW’s Pacific Northwest Agricultural Safety and Health Center (PNASH), the International Woodworkers Association (IWA-Machinists), and SACCO (the Southern Appalachian Center for Cooperative Ownership) to examine possible solutions to health and safety (and other) problems among Latino cedar block cutters on the Olympic Peninsula; 7) providing free advice to faculty member Martha Rosemeyer about how she, Tony Zaragoza and Alice Nelson can include research about a fair trade label for organic farmers in their upcoming core program on food; 8) attending meetings of the Washington State Sanctuary Movement and signing their pledge to provide education about the suffering of immigrant workers and the importance of respecting the human (and worker) rights of immigrants; and 9) supporting Evergreen staff member John Robbins in his production of Stud Terkel’s Working at South Puget Sound Community College (we provided picket signs, sent out a letter to regional unions, and bought an ad in the playbill).
Reflections on the Past Several Years
Some six months or so after my August, 2000 start date as director of the Labor Center, the provost at the time, Barbara Smith, announced that the center would be eliminated if college-wide budget cuts reached a certain level (5%, if I remember correctly).  The Labor Center would be sacrificed to spare other public service centers from having to take a hit.  The rationale for the provost’s choice was that a) it was tradition for the Labor Center’s budget to be offered up in these circumstances, and b) the budget crisis would allow her to make difficult decisions that the college had been reluctant to make in easier times.  This was a wake-up call for me, and I could see that one of my key jobs as director would be to change the relation of the Labor Center to the college so that we would no longer be seen as the injured animal at the rear of the pack that could be taken out when there was hunger elsewhere in the organization.  The mission would not be an easy one, since people in key positions in the college, and in the Academic Division in particular (where the public service centers are located), were uneasy with the very existence of the centers.  We weren’t part of what they saw as the core mission of the college (undergraduate teaching), and so therefore could be sacrificed if they thought that core mission was threatened.  At best, therefore, we functioned as a budget cushion, or perhaps more accurately as budget fat, that could be drawn down if the so-called real muscle of the college was threatened.  As is apparent, we felt the threats viscerally, as if they attacked the very core of who we were.
The provost had given me another message about the Labor Center as well, this one even earlier in my young career as director:  that the college had boosted the Center’s budget in 1999 and, earlier than that, had made the Center’s funding a regular part of the college budget (rather than the result of a biennial legislative proviso), but I should expect never to see another dime added by the college.  If our budget was to go up, it would have to be either from fee-for-service work, or from foundation grants.  At the same time as I had gotten that message, I had heard from one of the two part-time labor educators on staff (Dennis Otterstetter) that he would need to make a full-time salary, or something close to it, if he was to stay on staff, and it wasn’t long until I got a message from the other labor educator (Lucilene Whitesell) that she would like to work full-time as well.  So during my first few years at the Labor Center I put a huge emphasis on finding, or encouraging the labor educators to find, fee-for-service work that would add income to our budget.  The labor educator who brought in the most money would be the one whose hours of work got boosted the most.  Almost any kind of work would do, as long as it was roughly connected to our mission, and I would be the one to do the work if I was the most appropriate staff person for the job.
As for grants, I wrote a couple of applications to foundations that seemed interested in one or two of our projects, but the applications were not successful.  It was clear that there are few foundations out there that are interested in funding projects connected to labor unions, and some of those that are interested are not willing to provide grants to institutions of higher education.  The prospects for finding foundation monies that would boost our core budget seemed very slim.
These budgetary issues and threats to our existence got the attention of our Advisory Committee, and from 2001 to 2004 members of that committee and friends of the Labor Center publicized our budgetary plight and our tenuous hold on existence through various means:  leafleting a Ralph Nader talk on campus attended by 3,000 people; doing a radio interview; producing a pamphlet advertising what we offer the campus; making a video about the 2004 Summer School for Union Women; doing a presentation at a college Board of Trustees meeting and distributing the video to all trustees; making a banner for hanging in the library lobby; and writing op-ed pieces for the college newspaper.  All that work was effective in demonstrating the value of the Labor Center to the campus and to the broader labor community.  Nevertheless, by the summer of 2004 it had become painfully evident to me that the Labor Center was not built on solid budgetary and programmatic foundations.  I was getting exhausted with the chase for dollars to pay staff, and staff were still restless with the amount of their pay or the number of hours they could work.  Our program coordinator (Sue Hirst) had left the Labor Center in July of 2003, and I had combined her functions with labor educator duties to create a full-time position for Dennis.  But Dennis’ labor educator responsibilities were getting pushed aside by the program coordinator duties, and he was unhappy.  So in the summer of 2004 I gave a lay-off notice to Lucilene, effective December 31st, and told Dennis he would be a full-time labor educator effective January 1st, 2005 (and we would hire a half-time program coordinator).  Then in the Fall of 2005 Dennis decided he wanted to leave the Labor Center as well, in part because he could make more money doing carpentry.  By January 2005 both Luci and Dennis were gone, and I had no other staff.  It was time to take a deep breath and look at where we had been, and where we might be going.
A few things seemed clear to me:  

· The model of taking one (or almost one) FTE and dividing it among two staff, with the intent of making their positions full-time through fee-for-service work, was not a good one.  It guaranteed continued anxiety on the part of three of us, and competition between two.
· A Center such as ours needs someone whose primary responsibilities are budget management and office work.  Other duties could be added to those, but adding office management responsibilities to a labor educator position is probably not a good idea.

· The Labor Center needed a bigger budget, but it was not going to get that budget from foundations or, to a significant degree, from fee-for-service work.  The most likely source of money was the state legislature, since that was a place where labor unions still had important connections (at least during times of Democratic control of the House and Senate).  The single most influential union organization in Olympia was the Washington State Labor Council, and I had a good relationship with many of its officers and staff.
· The Labor Center would not be very interesting to the State Labor Council if we were perceived as merely a fringe educational organization not well connected to other centers of labor education in the state.  Fortunately, we had organized two major conferences with the University of Washington’s Harry Bridges Center for Labor Studies, in 2002 and 2004, and I had good relationships with its staff and faculty.  In addition, the Harry Bridges director, the Harry Bridges chair, Jeff Johnson from the State Labor Council, and I had approached legislator Steve Conway in late 2003 to discuss increased funding for labor education and labor studies in multiple institutions of higher education in the state, not just at Evergreen.
· Labor Educators at Evergreen needed to be paid more.  Our salaries were at least 25% below the median salary of other labor educators around the country, and it would be tough to recruit and retain new staff if we didn’t boost salaries.

· Our Advisory Committee had played an important role in challenging the administration’s attacks on the Labor Center, and it was important to keep the Advisory Committee strong and active.

· It’s not a good idea for a director of even a small organization to immerse him or herself too far in project details when big organizational challenges, like budget and staffing, have to be addressed.  Immersion in project work, as much fun and as important as it can be, doesn’t take care of the other things.  (A variant of this learning is that schlepping coffee carts around campus during conferences is not, generally speaking, a good use of a director’s or an assistant director’s time.  The challenge is to do one’s share of the grunt work without sacrificing other substantive work, like participating in the discussions going on in the conference workshops themselves.)

· Sometimes even managers have to be campus activists if they are to be effective as managers.  This learning would be more clearly illustrated in the coming years as, along with others, I engaged the college around the issue of exempt staff salaries.  More on this momentarily.
Luckily, from 2005 to 2007 fortune and circumstance joined forces with our human efforts to produce some good results for the Labor Center.  I hired a half-time program coordinator in the spring of 2005 (Nina Triffleman) who not only had the skills to be an office manager, but also the skills to organize and facilitate the women’s school and to make other contributions to our work (like researching and editing the Workers’ Rights Manual).  Nina became part-time program coordinator and part-time field organizer in 2005-06, then full-time Assistant Director in the Fall of 2006.  At the same time, a long-time union organizer and educator, Paul Bigman, had left his job with the ILWU and was interested in working with us on a temporary basis as a field organizer/ labor educator.  He did outreach to some 40 unions about their interest in labor education, and helped to organize meetings of union and community-based organizations in Seattle on the subject of organizing and representing immigrant workers.  Paul stayed on staff through the summer of 2005.
On the budgetary front, the legislature came through with an additional $80,000 for the Labor Center in the 2006 session, but it was only one year of funding with no guarantee of being continued.  As I discussed in part one of this report, the Governor vetoed that proviso, an action that led eventually to her proposal for an increase in base budget funding for the Labor Center.  So what looked unlucky initially turned out to be fortunate.  It would be nearly impossible to duplicate a scenario like that.
And as for Labor Center salary levels and budgets on campus – and this is where the manager-as-activist comes in – the Academic Division through its Vice President for Academic Budget and Financial Planning (Walter Niemiec) had made it clear that, with rare exceptions (and there have been exceptions), there would be no increases for existing staff in this division without the development of a college-wide exempt staff compensation plan.  So I joined with other aggrieved exempt staff in the beginning of 2005 to look at how much exempt staff in different divisions made on campus, and who had received raises during the period 2001 to 2004, a time when there were no general raises from the state legislature.  We had a report ready by the Fall of 2005, and what it showed was that in some divisions, most staff had received raises during that three-year period (the President’s Office, for instance, Finance and Administration, and Advancement), while in other divisions (Academics, and to a lesser extent Student Affairs), virtually no staff had received raises.  The report generated a lot of interest on campus, and our emerging organization was prepared to do a survey of exempt staff about a range of issues (morale as well as salaries) when our chief surveyor was instructed, on penalty of termination, not to go forward with the survey.  This led to a lively exchange about free speech rights of staff and a resolution by the faculty in support of those rights.  It also led to a declaration by the college president and the vice-president for finance and administration that exempt salary problems would be addressed and an exempt compensation system developed.  That work is ongoing, though it’s lagging behind where it’s supposed to be.  The president and the vice-president for FAD say they’re still committed, but the time for activism on this question may not have completely passed.  Meanwhile, the legislature has approved (and the governor has signed) a bill that grants collective bargaining rights to exempt staff (though not to directors, even to directors of labor centers), and the top salary level for the new two labor educator positions at the Labor Center has been set about 25% above where the level was when Dennis and Lucilene were employed as labor educators.
Goals for the 2007-08 Fiscal Year
· Hire two labor educators with the new funding provided by the legislature and the Governor:  one focusing on unions and immigrant workers, and one focusing on union and community women.  (Interviews in late July/early August, new staff to start by October, 2007).
· Work with the new staff and with Nina Triffleman, the Assistant Director, to help them develop their individual projects and our collective work as a Center.  Encourage mutual aid and assistance among all staff.
· Provide assistance to Nina in developing that portion of her job that’s focused on project as opposed to office management responsibilities.

· Continue to encourage the college to develop an exempt staff compensation plan (since by Academic Division policy, divisional salaries cannot be corrected, or a system of pay raises implemented, without a college-wide fix to exempt salaries).

· Continue to assist the UW’s Pacific Northwest Agriculture Safety and Health Program in its action research project focused on safety issues among cedar block cutters on the Olympic Peninsula.
· Teach one union leadership (rank and file organizing) school in Spokane in the later winter or early spring of 2008.

· Provide resources and support to faculty who are focusing on labor-related themes in their programs, including the faculty teaching the Seeds of Change:  Food, Culture, and Work program.
· Continue providing support to the No Borders:  Communities Living and Working with Asarco research project, and participate in the research as time allows.

· Do regular on-line updates of the Workers’ Rights Manual, seek out partners both to help pay for reprinting the current hip-pocket versions of the manual and to pay for having the manual translated into other languages, and print hip-pocket versions as funds allow and interest determines.
· Depending on his or her interest, work with the new staff person whose focus is on Unions and Immigrant Workers and with Nina to continue the workshops on ESL Instruction and Workers’ Rights.

· Work with the UW’s Harry Bridges Center for Labor Studies, faculty at Seattle Community Colleges, interested union staff and elected officers, and the Washington State Labor Council to further develop labor studies and labor education offerings in the state.
· Continue attending meetings of the Fair Share Health Care Coalition, looking for appropriate Labor Center contributions to the work of that coalition.

· With Sarah Loose from the Jefferson Center, complete the manuscript of the Beverly Brown interview, and see the manuscript published.

· With the Comité pro-Amnistía, complete the project of developing Spanish-language sub-titles for the documentary Struggles in Steel.

· Do contract work for unions as appropriate.
· Continue to update our video, book, and newsletter collection as a service to the campus and the broader community, and otherwise make ourselves available individually and collectively as a resource to students, faculty, and staff.  With this in mind, introduce the new staff to the campus community.

· Produce a newsletter in the Fall of 2007.
