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forming surprising alliances with America’s labar unions

L ean'l be only LGBT people

Ctaltking about LGBT issues”

Csays {ormer undon erganizer

< Alan Van Capelle, the execin-
= tive director of New York's
gay advncacy group BEmpire State Pride
Agenda, “If we can win over rank-and-file
workers, then we're in a mueh beller posi-
Lo, TAnd] i s only labor talling about
their own issues, they lose”

Twao veary age Van Capelle decided to
test thal theory in a major way, He
faunched a new oubreach program at
BEPA called Pride tn Our Union, headed
by Desma Holcomb, a longtime labor ac-
fivist and cotounder of the AFL-CI0s
LGRT eongtituency group Pride at Worke

Pride in Our Union’s mission is 1o bring

together gay rights and workers rights in
one powerfud alliance. In the process, says
ESPA spokesman Joee Taerver, LGBT pes-
ple are “hinding out that labor s oot the
homophobic group of Blue-collar workers
thai a lot of people think it wag”

Indeod, 2 statewide contingent of New
York labor unions representing more than
850,000 members strongly endorsed the

12t September L1, 2007

marriage equality bill Gov, Eliot Spitzer
introduced in the state assembly this
spring, where it passed hefors sialling in
the state senale.

Praivie Wells of Capital Thstrict Area
Labor Federation ig one of many LGBT
union activists working with Pride in Ouwr

J]

Union., "y mother was a roofer)” says
Wolls, who s a leshian. "She encountered
discrimination because she was working in
a nonlraditional field. People said she
Inoked Hie o losban”

A few yvears ago, Wells convinced a loeal
iahor counc to endorse a nationwide job
protestion bill for transgender workers.
More recently, the head of a local construc-
tion unien iold her he would support the
same-sex marriage bill because it would
mean not having to negotisie partner
rights in eonlracts, “Kven a year ago, if {
had heard the head of the eleehriend work-
ers union say he stood in solidarity with
us, I would have Jaughed,” she says. “Its
pre(iy amaziog”

Pride in Our Union not only lobbies
upien oflicials bul works personally with
LGERT upion members—like New York

advocate com

City hospilal worker Carmen Aonsta, who
reenergized the influential Lavender Caa-
cus of the United Healtheare Workers
Mast. In May, hospital workers represent-
od the largest contingent of ESPAS annua-
al lobbyving trip to Albany. As a result of
such enthusiasm, Uniied Healtheare
Waorkers promised to push io include
same-sex partners in family medical leave
provisions during its next round of con-
iract negolintions with hogpitals.

LGBY organizations in other states are
now following ESPA's lead. Labor unions
supported California’s marriage equality
bill, which passed the state assembly. Cal-
ifornia alse saw 8 joint forum saxlier this
year with the local labor federation and
the Los Angeles Gay and Leshian Center,
marking the beginning of o series of con-
versations on issues of mutual concern.
Thalia Zepatos, the Los Angeles hased ds-
reclor of organizing and training for the
MNational Gay and Lesbian Task Force,
cited Pride in Our Union as an “out-front
mdel” for similar proups. “What BESPA
has done is really comprehensive, and
other states are looking to them as a tem-
plate,” Zepatos said.

In Connectiout, Love Makes s Family, a
nonprofit marriage equality group, hag
been trying to get unions behind their
state’s marriage initiative, which has been
slowly gaining ground in the legislature.
Fxecubive director Anne Stanback was re-
cently invited to speak at the Internation-
al Association of Machinists Connectieut
State Council anpual conference, and a
statewide AFL-CIO resclution has emn-
dorsed marriage eguality. “A lot of the
unions we work with now view marriage
equality as a ewil rights issue as well as a
workers issue,” Stanback savs.

The same alsn holds true in New Jder-
sey, where shipping giant UPB announced
this summer thai it did not plan to exdend
benefits to the civil union partners of
hourly employees, citing a technicality
over the definitlon of “married spouse” in
s easting contract with the Internationad
Brotherhood of Teamsters, which repre-
sents roughly 250,000 howrly UPS em-
plovees nationwide, Under pressure from
Lambda Legal, state officials, and the
Teamsters, UPS racanted three weeks
fater. “The old image of Iabor being pro-
gressive on everything but gay rights and
nther hol-bulton issues 18 outl of date,”
says Bieve Goldstein, executive director of
Garden Siate Equality. “They've come a
tong way.” —Sfeve Weinsiein
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