Thirty five plus years ago, I joined AFSCME, with no knowledge as to why a nurse would need a union. Shortly after that, I was appointed a steward and that’s where my training began, but this message is not about me. It’s about you. Throughout the years, as a Local Union Training Instructor, I saw many persons who sat through my training sessions be promoted to staff of this union. I would like to think that I inspired them to reach for higher goals. You can do it too. It doesn’t come easy. It takes dedication, hard work and many sacrifices. You will have many victories and just as many, if not more, defeats. Hold your head high and learn from your mistakes. I would like to give you a few words of advice. Remember, I’ve been there, done that, and continue to have the desire to learn more. First of all, forget the word “I”. No one does it alone. If that were true, would you need a union? When you achieve a leadership position, teach those that surround you. Too many times, Local Presidents want to do it all, in their power struggle. They really don’t want you to know too much, you may have someone run against you. All that you accomplish here is to weaken your local. Be constantly on the alert for persons with leadership abilities and encourage them to attend training sessions as they are offered. Look at how strong your local can be if you share your knowledge. Look to your staff for answers. Don’t think you know it all. That is why AFSCME trains them to be the best.

Now to those that don’t wish to hold leadership roles. You are just as important. You are the ones that support our leaders and our cause. Attend your local meetings, not just when there is an election for a convention or conference. Be aware of what is happening around you, both at your workplace and state-wide. Elect officials that are qualified, not just because they are the popular guy. This is your future. Don’t be a one issue person. Open your eyes to the whole picture. When you are asked to contact legislative members about bills that effect AFSCME members, take the time to do it. The next bill may be one that affects you directly and you will need help getting it passed.
In closing, let me tell you, you can do it. Three years ago, I was elected the first woman President of AFSCME Council 13. In 1972, I never in my wildest dream thought this would happen. Because of this union, I have traveled the United States and met so many wonderful people. As co-chair of United Nurses of America, I sat on a team of nurses with Hilliary Clinton, to work on Health Care Reform. I have now entered a new phase of my life called retirement and the struggle goes on. To make a retirees’ life more comfortable, it takes legislative action. We still have retirees that are receiving a mere $200.00 a month retirement check. We are in a struggle to get a COLA for these retirees and I am asking for your help. You are all going to be there someday. And I just can’t help myself, I have to ask that if you are not already contributing to PAL, that you stop by our table outside and sign up. If you are a PAL contributor but not at the MVP level, please consider doing so. As much as we might want to stay out of politics, we can’t. So we must elect those that are going to be supporters of our cause.
I would like to take the time to thank all of those, and believe me, they are too many to mention, who have encouraged me along the way. Gerry McEntee, Jim Umbrell, Mike Fox and our Executive Director, Dave Fillman, cannot go without mentioning. They were always there for me, and kept me on the right track. Last, but not least, my family who gave up so much but continued to support me in my endeavors. Have a great convention and remember, you can do it.
