
Since the national elections in 2010, 
public unions have been under con-
stant attack in multiple states.  Public 
unions have been blamed for all the 
economic problems states have been 
facing since the advent of the Great 
Recession.  In multiple states from 
New Jersey to California, politicians 
have attempted to pay for state short-
falls on the backs of state employees.  
This organized campaign has been 
particularly virulent in the mid-west. 
In Wisconsin state employees, who 
acceded to almost every demand of 
their new governor, were faced with 
severe restrictions on unionization, 
effectively banning public unions.  
Similar restrictions are being im-
posed upon public workers in Ohio in 
the form of Sb5, which for all practical 
purposes would make it impossible 
for public unions to function in the 
state.  Indiana had previously im-
posed very similar laws restricting 
public unions. These restrictions are 
imposed at the same time these states 
are reneging on agreements negoti-
ated over generations, making it diffi-
cult for state workers to resist the 
abrogation of contracts and the unful-
filled promises made by their employ-
ers. This is occurring in a context 
where real incomes (salaries adjusted 
for inflation) for middle class families 
have remained stagnant or fallen for 
more than a decade, and while the top 
1 percent of the population have seen 
huge gains in income. In fact, the top 
1 percent, which in 1982 represented 
12.8 percent of total US income, by 
2006 rose to 21.3 percent of total US 
income.  This trend has led to ex-
treme divisions in wealth distribu-

tion. The top 1 percent now owns ap-
proximately 35 percent of all national 
wealth, while the bottom 80 percent 
only own approximately 15 percent 
of national wealth. 
 
Here in Michigan we are facing simi-
lar attacks, although those attacks are 
framed in the form of multiple bills, 
rather than the omnibus bills typical 
of our surrounding states.  The com-
bined effect of these bills would make 
it just as difficult to have public un-
ions in this state, and would impose 
severe economic burdens on state 
workers, but the fact that there are 
multiple bills makes it more difficult 
to organize against them.  These bills 
include local “right to work” (actually 
the right not to have unions) zones, 
where agency shops (making sure all 
people who benefit from a union pay 
their share) would be impossible to 
organize. They include the recent 
passing of Emergency Financial Man-
agers legislation; under this law they 
could declare municipalities and 
school districts in financial distress, 
and impose an emergency financial 
manager.  This individual could break 
contracts and force the sale of local 
assets with those affected having no 
say in the matter, There are proposals 
to prohibit any union business on em-
ployer property (making it close to 
impossible for unions to meet with 
their members or speak with their 
constituents), to stop employers from 
providing paid time for union officials 
when conducting union business, 
which allows those officials the time 
to defend union members. There is a 
bill which forbids public unions from 
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having employers check off dues, compelling unions 
to continually try to collect dues individually from 
members, something that would bankrupt most un-
ions.  These restrictions on Michigan public unions 
are combined with threats of real economic costs.  
They are threatening to force public employees to 
pay at a minimum of 20 percent of their health care 
costs, regardless what employees have given up in 
past compensation to negotiate that health care. For 
most of us that would constitute a significant loss in 
income.  They furthermore threaten pay freezes and 
even propose legislated forced pay cuts of five per-
cent among other punitive legislation.  All of these 
provisions will affect our faculty as well as other 
university employees.  See  http://
www.miaaup.org/default.asp  for some of the bills 
currently being considered. See http://miaflcio.org/
legislative-action/legislative-report.html for a link 
to all the bills threatening middle class Americans. 
 
How can we defend against these legislative at-
tacks?  Wisconsin has set the standard.  The coming 
together of all public unions, the support of all un-
ions, the solidarity displayed by students, commu-
nity organizations, religious organizations, and all 
those who support the right of workers to collec-
tively bargain, resulted in unprecedented massive 
demonstrations we have not seen in years.  Al-
though they were unable to defeat the legislation, 
they achieved a level of unity that has become a 
symbol for middle class families everywhere. Their 
fight continues.  Similar levels of unity are being 
forged here in Michigan.  The AFL-CIO has brought 
together a very broad coalition of union and non-
union middle class supporters. The national AAUP 
supports that coalition, and has expressed its sup-
port for those fighting these regressive laws.  In 

Michigan we are part of that coalition on a state and 
local level.  The Advocacy Committee of the WMU-
AAUP has provided leadership for our participation.  
We have played a very active role in the Kalama-
zoo/Battle Creek area to help build this coalition.  
We are working with all Western Michigan unions 
and other employee groups.  We are cooperating 
closely with student government groups.  We are 
working with a regional coalition of unions and 
community groups.  This is a broad coalition of Re-
publicans, Democrats and Independents, who sup-
port the democratic right to collectively bargain, 
and who are fighting for  the defense of  the middle 
class.  We are encouraging letter writing campaigns 
(see http://www.miaaup.org/GovtRelations.asp for 
how to write letters and links to your legislator), 
and teach-ins among other activities.  This cannot be 
a short-term movement.  We are in this for the long-
haul.  The fact is many of these laws are likely to 
pass.  Our goal is to stop those we can, to limit the 
effects of those bills we cannot defeat, and to make 
sure that those bills will be rescinded in the near 
future. 
 
In the past most local AAUP unions have been 
largely autonomous and pretty much disengaged 
from struggles outside our individual universities.  
Given the sorts of challenges we are facing, these 
days are over.  Our very existence is under threat.  
As Rudy Fichtenbaum a leader of the Ohio AAUP, 
recently said, we are fighting for our lives!  We need 
both the active support of our members, and need 
the support of others.  The AAUP as a whole, never 
mind our local unions, doesn’t have the power to 
deal with these attacks on our own.  We need one 
another more than we ever.  We are all in this to-
gether. We cannot afford to lose. 

2011 Association Council And Chapter Meetings 

Association Council and Chapter meetings are held the 3rd Friday of the month at 1:30pm.  All bargaining-unit mem-

bers are invited to the Chapter meetings and may also attend Association Council meetings. 

 

Chapter Meeting Friday, April 15th 1:30pm Room 105-107, Bernhard Center 

Association Council Friday, September 16th 1:30pm Room 157, Bernhard Center 

Chapter Meeting Friday, October 21st 1:30pm Room 157, Bernhard Center 

Association Council Friday, November 18th 1:30pm Room 157, Bernhard Center 

http://www.miaaup.org/default.asp
http://www.miaaup.org/default.asp
http://miaflcio.org/legislative-action/legislative-report.html
http://miaflcio.org/legislative-action/legislative-report.html
http://www.miaaup.org/GovtRelations.asp
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Why We Should ALL Be Concerned  
With Current Legislative Debates in Lansing 

Stan Pelkey, Vice President 

The national debate regarding public employee un-
ions turns on two assumptions: first, that public em-
ployees are paid more and have better benefits than 
private employees; second, that public employee 
unions are unnecessary because workers should 
have nothing to worry about when working for their 
own government. 
 

Consider the first of these assumptions.  Coverage of 
the debate in the local, state, and national press 
makes it clear that the truth regarding compensa-
tion is complex.  Different ways of calculating em-
ployee compensation and valuing employee experi-
ence and education lead to conflicting conclusions.  
For example, compare these two sources (the first 
comes from Governor Snyder’s office), which assess 
the value of Michigan’s public employee compensa-
tion differently. 
 

Michigan Public Employee Compensation: 
 

http://blogs.sacbee.com/the_state_worker/110208%
202011_Guide_to_MI_Financial_Health_01312011_344
193_7.pdf 
 

http://
accountabilityinre-
form.files.wordpress.com/2011/02/
epicompstudyfinal.pdf 

 

The key passages in the Governor’s material regard-
ing employee compensation can be found on p. 9.  
According to the Governor’s own publication,1 pub-
lic school teachers’ pay has actually fallen in real 
terms since 2000!  (Separate figures for university 
faculty are not given.)  The second study takes into 
account differing levels of education and experience, 
among other factors, and concludes that state em-
ployees in Michigan are underpaid by about 5.3%. 2 
 

WMU faculty members who have taught at other 
higher education institutions likely have different 
experiences regarding compensation at public ver-
sus private colleges / universities.  In my case, how-
ever, I willingly took a cut in pay and benefits to 
come to WMU because I wanted the opportunity to 
teach more graduate students.  I would gladly make 
that choice again and again, as I have been very 

pleased with my experience at WMU as a faculty 
member.  I have great students, outstanding col-
leagues, and the protections of a faculty union and 
contract.  Nevertheless, the blanket assumption that 
all public employees are overpaid (not to mention 
that we’re lazy, enjoying the unwarranted spoils of 
the “gravy train”) infuriates me. 
 
I interpret the second assumption—public employ-
ees should have nothing to worry about when work-
ing for their own government—as a rhetorical ges-
ture rather than an actual basis for rational policy 
debate.  I assume it’s meant to point out a perceived 
irony, namely, “You Democratic Party-supporting 
union workers LOVE Big Government.  So why 
should you be afraid of Government if it’s your 
Boss?”  Let’s ignore the fact that not all public uni-
versity faculty (or public employee union members) 
are members of the Democratic Party; let’s also ig-
nore the irony that the Right, which detests Big Gov-
ernment and abhors its intrusive reach into society, 
culture, and the economy, should then use this argu-
ment—that one need not worry if one works for the 
State—as a way to dismantle public employee bar-
gaining rights.  The real issue is more down-to-
earth: Even if Uncle Sam (or one of his Lieutenants) 
is your employer, real human beings with differ-
ences of opinion and values, styles of interaction 
and workplace ethics, and preferences regarding 
how to supervise or be supervised still have to func-
tion together as coworkers or in supervisor-
supervisee relationships.  And this is true regardless 
of political affiliations, attitudes toward govern-
ment, or beliefs concerning government’s role in 
society. 

 
1See the passage at the bottom of page 9. 

 
2For more evidence of these kinds of differences, read 

the following studies on compensation for California 
state employees: 
http://blogs.sacbee.com/the_state_worker/101019%20
UCB%20study.pdf 

AND 
http://californiacenterforpublicpolicy.com/Reforming-
Public-Employee-Compensation-Pensions.pdf 
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This is why collection bargaining is so important.  
Our contract between the WMU-AAUP and the Uni-
versity is more than simply an agreement about 
compensation and benefits.  It is the foundation 
upon which shared governance is built.  Lofty com-
mitments to shared governance and academic free-
dom are welcome and appreciated by all members 
of the University community, but in the rough-and-
tumble of real workplace interactions and real dif-
ferences regarding curriculum, equitable load distri-
bution, tenure and promotion decisions, and a host 
of other factors that shape our experiences in the 
workplace, our contract with the University pro-
vides guidance, guarantees, protections, and con-
straints on all parties. 
 
And now all of this could be lost.  A series of bills in 
the Michigan House threatens decades of work by 
state employees, including public university faculty 
and public school teachers, to secure the right to 
bargain for just compensation, humane working 
conditions, and due process.  House Bill No. 4052 3  
would drastically reduce the ability of public em-
ployees unions to use publicly owned property to 
conduct union business, including soliciting poten-
tial members to join and running leadership elec-
tions.  If this bill becomes law, the WMU-AAUP could 
lose its ability to rent the Montague House, and we 
might not be able to hold business meetings of the 
Association Council, Executive Committee, or Chap-
ter on campus.  It’s difficult enough for busy faculty 
to be involved with Union meetings on campus.  Be-
ing forced to meet off campus would create a huge 
obstacle for effective union operations; further-
more, a ban on campus-based membership solicita-
tion would probably lead to increasingly difficult 
registration efforts between the WMU-AAUP and 
new faculty. 
 
If passed, House Bill No. 4052 will create obstacles 
to effective management of our association, but 
House Bill No. 4054 4 poses an even graver risk.  
While it does not explicitly strip public employees 
unions of their right to bargain collectively, it im-
plicitly negates the fruits of those rights by opening 
the way to “right-to-work zones.”  These would end 
the enforcement of “an all-union shop” agreement 
covering employees in that zone that the employer 
entered into or renewed after the date of adoption 
of the measure.  Without a guarantee of an “all-

union shop” on campus, our efforts at collective bar-
gaining will be seriously hampered. 
 
It is tempting to think that being a “free agent” as a 
professor (and not having to pay union dues) might 
put more money in one’s pocket, but the facts prove 
otherwise.  The rise nationwide in the percentage of 
adjunct faculty compared to full-time, tenured and 
tenure-track faculty suggests that given the oppor-
tunity, American colleges and universities will cut 
operational costs by lowering salaries paid to those 
providing instruction.  Furthermore, the efforts by 
graduate teaching assistants and adjunct faculty 
across North America to unionize should remind us 
all that the lives of those who are already academic 
“free agents” are anything but lucrative and care-
free.  Forget national trends for a moment!  Local 
history proves that collective bargaining has a real, 
beneficial impact on pay at WMU.  In its second con-
tract (1978-1981), the WMU-AAUP secured raises of 
between about 8.5% and 10.5% for its members 
(percentages differed among faculty ranks).  These 
levels of increases, achieved during a period of high 
inflation in the US economy (about 8% per quarter 
in 1978), demonstrate the power of collective bar-
gaining to achieve just wages.  In its third contract 
(1981-1984), the WMU-AAUP secured a mixed 
model of across-the-board percentage increases and 
additional flat rate increases that point to an effort 
to combat salary compression.  Both of those early 
WMU-AAUP contracts show that through collective 
bargaining, the full-time faculty at WMU were able 
to achieve some measure of success in raising their 
wages, which seem to have been substantially below 
the national averages at all ranks during the late 
1970s.  Much more recently, the current part-time 
faculty at WMU achieved pay raises when they suc-
cessfully negotiated their first contract. 
 
As a taxpayer, I am concerned about the long-term 
implications of current state and federal spending 
policies.  But I reject the idea that budgets can only 
be balanced by stripping away (implicitly or explic-
itly) employee bargaining rights or by making it op-

4
 http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/2011-

2012/billintroduced/House/pdf/2011-HIB-4054.pdf 

3 
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/2011-

2012/billintroduced/House/pdf/2011-HIB-4052.pdf 



Page 5 ADVOCATE  

erationally impossible to carry out union business, 
especially because our association fights for more 
than compensation and benefits.  It also works to 
protect shared governance, due process, and aca-
demic freedom.  Regardless of our individual politi-
cal affiliations or opinions on taxation and spending 
practices in Michigan, we all benefit from collective 
bargaining.  So please make your voice heard in this 
critical time. 

Our Chapter’s Beginnings 
Sharon Carlson, Secretary 

The WMU Chapter of the AAUP was founded in 1950 
by English professor Ralph Miller to champion 
causes of academic freedom, shared governance, 
and support of higher education.  In 1950, Western 
Michigan College had just embarked on the con-
struction of buildings on the new west campus and 
student enrollment was just over 4,100.  In 1961, 
the Chapter advocated for a statement of 
“procedural rights” in the faculty handbook.  That 
same year, they took on area booksellers reluctant 
to sell Henry Miller’s controversial novel Tropic of 
Cancer.  While the late 1950s and 1960s were good 
ones for the University, when it came to disputes 
about tenure or promotion, the local chapter had 
little recourse. It could prevail on the national or-
ganization to investigate, but it didn’t have any real 
teeth beyond bad publicity or the annual salary list-
ings. 
 
By the early 1970s, the country was in a recession 
and inflation was a serious economic issue hitting 
both administration and professors.  Western Michi-
gan University was experiencing declining student 
enrollments and diminishing state support.  West-
ern’s faculty salaries lagged behind other universi-
ties in Michigan with assistant professors ranked at 
the very bottom of the 14 public institutions. It is 
too simplistic to cite salaries as the reason a major-
ity of Western’s 900 faculty voted to unionize and 
become a bargaining chapter in March, 1974.  A 
March 9, 1976 Kalamazoo Gazette viewpoint by 
Robert Ricci ‘AAUP Position Explained, Defended’ 
laid out some of the non-economic issues, citing fac-

ulty concern about “the manner in which policies at 
Western are too often unilaterally developed and 
carried out by the administration with little or no 
recognition of faculty input or consultation” and 
policy decisions “carried through by the admini-
stration which faculty feel to be injurious to the 
ultimate health of the university.” 
 
The steps to obtaining a contract were arduous and 
the process took over two years.  In late 1975, the 
University’s administration served 150 faculty 
members on continuing appointments with pink 
slips and gave notice to 98 faculty members on one 
year appointments—an action viewed as an intimi-
dation tactic by many of the faculty.  A few months 
later, the WMU Chapter of the AAUP filed 11 unfair 
labor charges against the University. Faculty voted 
the first contract down decisively.  A faculty-led 
decertification campaign failed to collect sufficient 
signatures.  By October, 1976, the University set-
tled the unfair labor practices and the WMU Chap-
ter of the AAUP secured its first contract. 
 
Much of this history is recounted in the 2003 video 
history of the WMU Chapter of the AAUP One Chap-
ter, Many Voices.  Perhaps the most compelling 
statement in the video is one by past WMU Chapter 
of the AAUP President, Ernest Rossi.  “[T]he rise of 
the importance of this university and the coming of 
collective bargaining came at the same time.”  The 
factors that contribute to the rise of a university 
and faculty morale are inextricably intertwined. 

 

SAVE THE DATE!! 
 

WMU-AAUP FACULTY BBQ 

TUESDAY 

SEPTEMBER 6, 2011 
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Looking for the Amount of Dues You Paid Last Year? 
 

The amount of dues deducted from your payroll for 2010 can be found electronically on your 
last pay stub in December.  You can find this by going through the Employee Self Service 
channel in GoWMU. 

Western Michigan University Chapter of the 
American Association of University Professors 
814 Oakland Drive 
Kalamazoo, MI 49008 

 

Greetings from the 
Western Association of Retired Faculty 

(WARF) 
 

Founded five years ago by retired faculty members, WARF is affiliated with the WMU-AAUP 
Chapter.  We seek to guard health care provisions of your retired faculty colleagues.  We 
support our current faculty colleagues and wish you well. 


