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two decades. Facing a $425-
million deficit for the coming
fiscal year, Smith Hill politic-
ians are considering tens of
millions of dollars in cuts aimed
at state government’s 15,000
workers, the vast majority of
whom are unionized.

If unions flex enough muscle
to block cuts affecting union-
ized employees, the money will
have to be made up elsewhere
— perhaps with less education
aid for cities and towns, re-
duced benefits for low-income
Rhode Islanders or potential tax
increases.

Measuring organized labor’s
strength isn’t easy. 

It shows itself, in part, in the
State House hallways, where
union lobbyists and their allies
dwarf the presence of other
interest groups. But hallways
tell only part of the story.

The rest plays out away from
public view –– in political cam-
paigns, federal tax filings and
in the leadership of nonprofit
organizations, where union
leaders have crafted a network
of political alliances that direct-
ly or indirectly influence the
key decisions of the Democratic
leaders who control Ocean
State politics.

The labor movement has a
strong voice in the debate over
public employee benefits. That
largely reflects the growing
divide between public and pri-
vate union membership. More
than 63 percent of public-sector
workers –– teachers, police,
firefighters and state workers
–– belong to unions, compared
to just 7.5 percent in the private
sector. 

But organized labor also has
a strong voice in discussions
about health-care cuts for the
poor, reduced benefits for fos-
ter children, environmental
causes such as recycling and
even gay marriage.

Rhode Island unions have
formed unique partnerships
with a host of seemingly un-
related environmental and so-
cial advocacy groups. Through
this, relatively weak organiza-
tions gain a stronger voice in
state affairs. In exchange, labor
unions strengthen political
alliances, expand their bank of
volunteers that help elect pro-
labor candidates and improve
their image.

“That’s why, for all the at-
tacks we take, they’ll never
knock us down. We’re too root-
ed in the community,” said
George Nee, secretary-treasurer
of the AFL-CIO of Rhode Is-
land. “We’re like an oak tree.
Our roots are deep.”

NOWHERE ARE the alliances
more apparent than inside the
cramped offices of Ocean State
Action, a nonprofit organization
housed on the first floor of the
Cranston building owned by the
National Education Association
of Rhode Island.

Ocean State Action’s board
of directors includes repre-
sentatives from the Sierra Club,
the National Organization for
Women, Clean Water Action
and several labor unions. The
gay-rights advocacy group Mar-
riage Equality Rhode Island
also shares their office space. 

Ocean State Action, which
regularly hosts State House
rallies and lobbies legislators,
spent $138,037 in 2006 “to af-
fect legislative policymaking in
areas of economic and social
interest,” according to its most
recent IRS form 990. And
roughly one quarter of its fund-
ing — more than $34,000 —
came from labor unions that
year. 

The connections extend be-
yond financing. 

Ocean State Action’s secre-
tary-treasurer, a union title
generally equivalent to the chief
financial officer, is Robert A.
Walsh Jr., the executive direc-

tor of the group’s upstairs
neighbor and landlord, the
National Education Association. 

Walsh regularly joins other
union leaders in playing a vis-
ible role at State House rallies
to protest budget cuts that
would hurt Ocean State Ac-
tion’s members.

“The reality is that for a lot of
our various advocacy orga-
nizations and service orga-
nizations, it takes organized
labor sometimes to push them
over the top in terms of helping
them build the power they need
to win on their issue,” says
Karen Malcolm, executive di-
rector of Ocean State Action.
“In turn, labor gains new alli-
ances and partnerships. Labor
gains support –– whenever you
work an alliance there is a give
and take.”

Moakley called the formation
of alliances “a smart strategic
move” for a group that is losing
members by the thousands.
“They have developed into
multi-faceted organizations and
that’s something that will keep
them in the game,” she said. 

The alliances extend beyond
other interest groups.

Currently, AFL-CIO President
Frank J. Montanaro is the na-
tional committeeman for the
state Democratic Party, and
Marcia Reback, president of the
Rhode Island Federation of
Teachers and Health Profes-
sionals, serves as its assistant
treasurer.

And a host of new alliances
— similar to Ocean State Action
— has sprung up in recent
years. They have names like the
Campaign for Rhode Island’s
Priorities and Unity R.I., and
they often include the backing
of the same labor leaders seek-
ing to broaden their union’s
reach and change its image.

“The face of labor has defi-
nitely changed,” Moakley said.
“They may be in the process of

reinventing themselves.”
Montanaro, for example, is

also listed as chairman of the
board for the group Working
Rhode Island, according to 2006
tax filings submitted by the
nonprofit group that boasts
more than 100,000 active and
retired members. 

Working Rhode Island,
which was created in 2004, is
essentially a political arm of the
labor movement, although it
cannot make financial dona-
tions to candidates. The group
regularly organizes rallies (such
as the State House event last
week that drew 2,000 rowdy
union supporters), buys politi-
cal advertisements, and pro-
duces the weekly television
show Labor Vision, which often
knocks labor’s critics. (For
more on the rally, see M. Char-
les Bakst’s column on D1.)

“The governor thought this
grand alliance was forming and
that we were going to raise
millions of dollars to spend
against him,” laughed Working
Rhode Island’s secretary-trea-
surer, Walsh, the same man
who heads the National Educa-
tion Association of Rhode Is-
land and serves as the secre-
tary-treasurer of Ocean State
Action. 

Working Rhode Island, ac-
cording to Walsh, has monthly
board meetings at the Smith
Hill headquarters of the AFL-
CIO. (Nee also sits on the
Working Rhode Island board.) 

Tax records suggest that
Working Rhode Island serves
as a conduit for distributing
large sums of money to and
from labor’s allies. 

So far this year, Walsh says,
Working Rhode Island has
given $25,000 to Ocean State
Action.

The recommended member-
ship fee for each union is $6
per member per year, although
some pay a bit more, according
to Walsh. According to the
group’s 2006 IRS tax form 990,
Working Rhode Island’s top
contributors include: Rhode
Island AFL-CIO ($255,000), the
National Education Association
of Rhode Island ($73,500), the
United Nurses and Allied Pro-
fessionals ($23,400) and Har-
rah’s Operating Company Inc.
($200,000), which was backing

a ballot measure that year
aimed at building a casino in
Rhode Island, against Governor
Carcieri’s wishes.

The IRS form did not specify
how Working Rhode Island
spent its money, although
$284,279 went to the produc-
tion of a “publication regarding
the rights of working people in
the state of Rhode Island.” An-
other $337,567 went to produce
“radio spots regarding the
rights of workers in Rhode
Island.” Walsh acknowledges
that the form wasn’t as specific
as it perhaps should have been.

Working Rhode Island,
which has no paid staff, spends
$24,000 each year to produce
Labor Vision, which runs on
public access television and
often features Walsh as a host.
Walsh said that the group also
regularly spent thousands to
help sponsor events hosted by
groups such as Clean Water
Action and Ocean State Action. 

APPROXIMATELY 15 percent
of Rhode Island’s work force —
or 75,000 people — were mem-
bers of labor unions in 2007. 

That’s a drop of 1,000 work-
ers from the previous year and
4,000 from the year before that,
according to the federal Bureau
of Labor Statistics.

“I think the whole idea of
this being a union state is
changing,” Moakley said. 

An estimated 26 percent of
the state’s work force belonged
to unions in 1964, according to
a 2001 study published in the
Monthly Labor Review. 

And membership has been
falling steadily since the exodus
of industrial jobs that dom-
inated the end of the last centu-
ry. Labor unions, which draw
political and practical strength
largely from their dues-paying
members, have been desperate-
ly reaching out to new industri-
es in recent years to control the
losses.

Public-sector employees have
dominated the union ranks in
recent decades as the private
sector continues to shed union
jobs.

In 1987, for example, there
were more private-sector union
workers (49,514) than public-
sector employees (46,092),
according to unionstats.com,

which tracks labor trends based
on the Current Population Sur-
vey. At that time, 13 percent of
all private jobs were unionized,
compared with 66.6 percent in
the public sector.

The disparity continues to-
day. While public-sector mem-
bership peaked in the
mid-1990s at close to 70 per-
cent, last year, 63.7 percent of
public workers belonged to
unions. The private-sector per-
centage had fallen to a new low
of 7.5 percent.

Labor has struggled to in-
crease its ranks and influence
for decades, according to Nee,
who became a full-time State
House lobbyist for the AFL-CIO
in 1983. He recalls major legis-
lative defeats that date to the
loss of strike benefits in 1985.

“It’s never been easy. It’s
some people’s political agenda
… to say these people get ev-
erything they want,” he said in
an interview from the AFL-
CIO’s Smith Hill office, which
overlooks the State House. “I
would say by and large, we’ve
done a pretty good job of ensur-
ing that workers get decent
protections under the law …
and we’re proud of that. But it’s
a struggle.” 

Carcieri, a vocal critic of
labor unions in the past, de-
clined to be interviewed for this
article.

At least one national orga-
nization suggests that labor
leaders in Rhode Island haven’t
been struggling quite as badly
as their counterparts around
the country.

The anti-labor group Alliance
for Worker Freedom, which
studied labor policies in each of
the United States, notes that
Rhode Island has the 12th-
highest union density in the
nation, with more union mem-
bers as a percentage of its work
force than every New England
state except Connecticut (15.6
percent). The national average
is just over 12 percent, accord-
ing to federal data.

Overall, the organization
gave the Ocean State an F — 0
out of 10 — for having among
the most labor-friendly policies
in the country. Connecticut was
the only New England state to
share the worst possible score,
which judged such things as the
state’s public pension system,
collective bargaining rights,
worker compensation laws, the
minimum wage and right-to-
work laws that allow forced
union membership in some
workplaces. 

The Alliance for Worker
Freedom noted that Rhode
Island’s current policies are
friendlier to labor unions than
practices in states with higher
union densities such as Ohio
(C-), Michigan (C) and Alaska
(C). 

THERE IS EVIDENCE that
Rhode Island’s labor unions are
on their heels. 

Mounting public criticism of
generous lifetime pensions has
caught the attention of law-
makers, who have passed a
series of changes in recent
years — and even in recent
weeks — that were strongly
opposed by organized labor. 

As state and local budgets
are strained, lawmakers’ pri-
orities seem to have shifted

away from preserving worker
pay and benefits that they see
as out of step with the private
sector.

“Over the years, we’ve been
very generous [to labor],” said
Stephen Alves, the Senate Fi-
nance Committee chairman.
“Times have been good. We’ve
been able to afford it. Now, we
can no longer afford it. We
don’t have money. We’re
knocking kids off RIte Care. …
Everybody knows things have
to change.”

“The idea of [state retirees]
getting health care forever
needs to change,” Alves said. “If
I had to go back [to labor] and
say you have to work five addi-
tional years [to qualify for reti-
ree health care benefits] and I
could keep a kid at least getting
adequate health care, in my
book, that’s more of a priority.”

And William J. Murphy, the
Speaker of the House and ar-
guably the most powerful poli-
tician on Smith Hill, isn’t con-
sidered a friend to organized
labor. Murphy recently made
news when he unexpectedly
endorsed a 401(k)-like retire-
ment plan for all new state
workers instead of the current
system that gives retirees fixed
payments for life. 

The labor faction was not
happy. 

“We’re in a very, very diffi-
cult time right now. You’re
going to probably suffer some
losses in this time. The question
is staying strong enough so
when things get better, you can
rebound,” said Nee, adding that
labor is playing a lot more de-
fense than offense these days.
“We’re drafting a lot of line-
backers right now.”

But, does Nee think that
labor unions have tremendous
influence on Smith Hill?

“We hope so. That’s our
goal,” Nee said. “Our goal is to
be as strong a force as we can
to protect the economic in-
terests of working people.
We’re not going to shy away
from that. I guess it’s for others
to judge how much power we
have.”

TOMORROW: Unions retain
a lot of power in elections, and
six union officials are among
the state’s legislators.

LABOR FRIENDLY
How labor friendly are Rhode
Island’s current policies? The
anti-labor group the Alliance for
Worker Freedom ranked every
state in the nation examining
things such as compulsory union
membership, automatic deduc-
tion of union dues from pay-
checks, minimum wage and
pension systems:

Rhode Island F
Connecticut F
Massachusetts D
Maine C- 
New Hampshire C
Vermont C
Ohio C-
Michigan C
Alaska C
SOURCE: Alliance for Worker Freedom.
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UNION DENSITY
About 15 percent of the work
force in Rhode Island is union-
ized, the 12th highest in the na-
tion. Here is the percentage of
union workers in the New En-
gland states:

National average 12.1% 
Connecticut 15.6% 
Rhode Island 15.0%
Massachusetts 13.2%
Maine 11.7%
Vermont 10.4% 
New Hampshire 9.7%

Source: U.S. Dept. of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics
THE PROVIDENCE JOURNAL

LARGEST UNIONS IN RHODE ISLAND
Food and Commercial Workers Local 328 11,252
National Education Association of Rhode Island 10,688
Teachers State Federation Rhode Island 9,597
Laborer’s District Council Rhode Island 8,673
Council 94, American Federation of State, County 

and Municipal Employees 7,568
Service Employees Leadership Council 10 6,500
Teamsters Local 251 5,816
United Nurses and Allied Professionals 4,127

Source: LM-2 reports filed by each union with the U.S. Dept. of Labor between April 2007 and March 2008
THE PROVIDENCE JOURNAL
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Robert A. Walsh Jr., executive director of the National Education Association of Rhode Island, as
well as secretary-treasurer of Working Rhode Island and of Ocean State Action, talks with James
Cenerini of Council 94 at the State House.

Unions
Continued from Page A1
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He is a onetime college drop-
out, a former bodyguard, a
shrewd political strategist and
the face of Rhode Island’s labor
movement.

George Nee, the AFL-CIO of
Rhode Island’s secretary-trea-
surer, may be known these
days as the silver-haired, back-
slapping lobbyist who spends
most afternoons patrolling State
House hallways. But this union
leader has four decades of ex-
perience marching and cam-
paigning and sleeping on floors
to expand labor’s influence.

He has been versed in the
teachings of Cesar Chavez,
founder of the United Farm
Workers of America. He has

faced shotguns. And he has
devoted his life to work, even
as many people his age were
reveling in the carefree life-
styles of the late 1960s and
early 1970s.

“The hippies never had the
work ethic. You didn’t work for
the farm workers if you were a
hippie.We were very, very dis-
ciplined,” says Nee, a Boston
native, reflecting on his early
days in the labor movement.

Nee, 58, can’t put his finger
on what drew him to the labor
unions. His father worked in
insurance. His mother was a
homemaker. 

He met a few farm workers
from California at an event at
Boston College, where he was a
student. And before he knew it,

a 21-year-old Nee was moving
out of the dorm and into St.
Leo’s parish in Dorchester,
Mass., where a handful of un-
educated farm workers who
spoke little English helped coor-
dinate Boston’s grape boycott
of the late 1960s. He left college
behind.

Nee, who refers to Chavez as
“a visionary,” and his fellow
organizers were constantly
arranging house meetings,
talking with clergy and picket-
ing. They met every morning to
outline their plans. At night
they’d share their progress.

The farm workers sent him
to Rhode Island in 1971 to coor-
dinate a lettuce boycott, after
the grape boycott succeeded.
He slept on an office floor at

first, and then in an abandoned
building at Brown University.
But he says he never went with-
out a meal.

He started meeting the key
players in the local labor move-
ment. He led marches. And
whenever Chavez would visit
the area, Nee served as his
driver and bodyguard.

“You were part of the farm
workers. If they said put your-
self in danger, you do it,” he
said. “I’d do it now.”

In the mid-1970s, Nee joined
Chavez and eight others on a
40-day pilgrimage across south-
ern California to help organize
farm workers. Nee recalls a
standoff with growers armed
with shotguns.

“They basically said if you try

to get in we’re going to shoot
you,” he said.

Nee’s rise in Rhode Island
labor really began in 1976,
when he decided to start an
independent union of clerical
workers, healthcare workers
and jewelry workers. “People
would say, ‘What do they have
in common?’ I’d say, ‘They’re
unorganized.’ ”

The union eventually grew to
more than 1,500 workers before
it merged with another union,
which is known today as the
Service Employees Internation-
al Union, Local 1199.

Nee was hired by the AFL-
CIO in 1983, which is when he
started lobbying at the State
House for organized labor.
Twenty-five years later, he’s

still there.
He doesn’t face shotguns

these days but says he’s faced
his fair share of challenges
amid falling union membership
and shifting political priorities.
Nee, who eventually earned a
college degree in 1990, says his
work is much more political
than it used to be.

“We run a much different
political program than when I
started,” he says. “I always
think of the labor movement
like the patriots in the Amer-
ican Revolution. We’re a minor-
ity of the work force … so in
order to survive, you have to
have the support of the major-
ity.”

R.I. labor guru George Nee cut his teeth on grape boycott and caught the union bug
BY STEVE PEOPLES

JOURNAL STATE HOUSE BUREAU
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