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A WIN FOR MUSEUM
WORKERS

Local Cultural and Museum Workers Celebrate the Formation of Local 397
Paul Dannenfelser
DC47 Council Representative/Organizer

A

FSCME District Council 47 (DC47) is investing
time, resources, and energy into new
organizing, and it is paying off! On August 6,
2020, workers at the Philadelphia Museum of
Art (PMA) voted to unionize. The PMA — a local cultural
icon — became the first museum to join a new union
Local for Cultural and Museum Workers, Local 397.
The vote, in which nearly 90% of workers supported
the union, was the result of a year-long effort by the
workers at PMA. They were followed by workers at the
University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology, who, on May 28, 2021, moved to form the
Penn Museum Workers United (PMWU), affiliated with
Local 397.
Local 397 will be a multi-employer Local for Cultural and
Museum Workers in Southeast Pennsylvania. We are also
currently working with several other groups of workers
who want to unionize, hearing from new folks who are
interested in organizing every week. The word is out that
AFSCME DC47 is the union for Cultural and Museum
Workers in the Philadelphia area.
AFSCME’s International Union has connected with
workers across the country who want a voice in the
workplace. These workers are looking for jobs that

are fair, just, and safe. They want to end harassment,
promote transparency, and have a strong interest in
a diversified workforce that reflects the communities
they serve. In a statement to the Philadelphia Inquirer,
PMWU said “We, the workers, are stewards of the
collections and are dedicated to the museum’s
mission of uncovering the diverse stories of our shared
humanity.” Our International Union has supported our
efforts in Philadelphia to organize cultural workers, just
as they continue to do across the country. Because
of our success, DC47 has received a grant from the
International Union to hire three additional organizers —
one full time and two part time.
Not only is our AFSCME DC47 organizing team now
ready to build Local 397 through external organizing,
we are also invigorating our existing Locals through
internal organizing. The core of all successful organizing
is connecting with workers through safe, face-to-face
and one-on-one conversations that have continued
during the COVID-19 pandemic. When we understand
the needs of workers, we can build strong unions made
up of committed Members. We will focus our efforts on
building unions that have engaged, involved and active
Members. We look forward to assisting all AFSCME
DC47 Locals in expanding this organizing culture.

PMA workers and new Local 397 Members celebrate their victory.
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“A TIME FOR
BOLD ACTION”

ELECTION UPDATES

THE AMERICAN FAMILIES
PLAN

“I TAKE BARGAINING
SERIOUSLY BECAUSE...”

A Letter from DC47
President Cathy Scott, plus
communications updates and
more on page 3.

Congratulations to our endorsed candidates who won
their primary elections and will
move on to November!

What you need to know about
Joe Biden’s plan to build back
better for Pennsylvania’s
working families.

In their own words, Members
of newly-formed Local 397 tell
us why they’re stronger with
a union.

DC47.ORG
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A Time for
Bold Action

I

n March 2020, none of us ever
imagined what we would be faced
with over the past 14 months.
As a Union, we have weathered
many challenges in representing our
Members during this time. Chief
among them has been advocating
for safe working conditions wherever
Members are working, including
demanding personal protective
equipment, pushing for employers
to provide computer equipment
for Members to work remotely,
and obtaining more flexibility in
work schedules to accommodate
Members with family responsibilities.
We negotiated one-year extensions
for the six contracts that expired on
June 30, 2020, winning percentage
wage increases in each contract.
Perhaps most importantly, we were
able to get through the pandemic
with very few layoffs.
We are sad to report that one of
our Members, a Social Worker at
the Philadelphia Department of
Prisons, died from COVID-19. On
behalf of the Union, we extend our
condolences to this Member and
their family, and to all those who
suffered losses in this past year.
In order to keep our internal staff
safe, we closed our offices and
developed hybrid work schedules,
requiring us to buy the equipment
we needed to take DC47 virtual
while following CDC safety
guidelines. Our District Council 47
and Local staff excelled in providing
union representation and services
to our Members. And, through it
all, we still won a union election to
represent Cultural and Museum
Workers in Philadelphia!
In order to keep our Members
healthy, we strongly encourage all
Members to get vaccinated if you
are able to do so — trust in science,
not in naysayers or conspiracy
theories. We have an excellent
video on our website that provides
you with facts about the vaccines
and explains the importance of
being vaccinated. The sooner
everyone is vaccinated, the sooner
we can resume normal social
interactions and reduce our feelings
2
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of isolation.
We have six contracts expiring
on June 30 and another three
expiring on August 31, in addition
to negotiating a first contract for our
Museum Workers in Local 397. As
you can see, we have a very busy
couple of months ahead of us. Our
Locals with expiring contracts have
worked very hard to seek input
from their Members to develop
the Union’s contract proposals.
Additionally, we will be very
engaged in the City budget process
pressing for a fair budget.
Now, we look forward to more
hopeful times. With the passage
of the American Rescue Plan, our
City will be receiving much-needed
funding and support. We have an
opportunity to re-imagine what
our priorities are as a City and as
a region. Will politicians find the
courage to tax the wealthy, fight
for tax equity, provide services to
lift people out of poverty, fight for
racial and economic justice, fight for
equality, promote jobs with familysustaining wages and benefits, and
provide quality public education to
all our students? We cannot return
to “business as usual.”

“Now, we look
forward to
more hopeful
times...We have
an opportunity
to reimagine
what our
priorities are as
a City and as a
region.”

Now is the time for bold action!
In Solidarity,

Cathy Scott
President, DC47

Scan this QR code to join our email list!

DC47 Members celebrate President
Biden’s victory in November 2020
DC47.ORG
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Adapting Communications
for Changing Times

Local 590
Member Spotlight
Gail Johnson

An update from the District Council 47
Communications Committee

I

n 2020, we not only had to protect
ourselves from a life-threatening
virus with personal protective
equipment, but also isolate from
loved ones, friends, and co-workers
to stay safe. When the world shut
down around us, we were forced to
adapt and adopt new technologies
to be able to continue our lives and
jobs. At DC47, we built a hybrid
in-person and virtual workplace that
allowed the Union to function inside
and outside the Union Hall. When
building this new hybrid workflow,
we kept in mind the following Union
priorities:
•

•

•
•

Representation/negotiation/
communication with Union
Members, our legal team and
our employers;
Communication with
community organizations and
groups, organized labor and
political leadership;
Organizing workplaces.
Supporting actions for
workers rights, racial,
economic and social justice
issues.

We implemented many new
technologies in order to keep these
important Union functions running
smoothly as we went remote.
As we push forward in the fight
against COVID-19, we’re planning
for a future that supports a hybrid
DC47 work environment. Our goal
above all else is to stay connected
with our Members. Here are some
of the newly implemented hybrid
workplace technologies at DC47:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Microsoft Teams/Zoom:
virtual meeting & training
software;
Microsoft SharePoint/
OneDrive: cloud-based file
sharing & storage;
New dc47.org website.
QR code scanning;
Mailchimp: e-mail blast
system;
SurveyMonkey: electronic
survey system;

DC47.ORG

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

AFSCME-At-Work: electronic
membership cards;
Action Builder: workplace
organizing software;
UnionWare: membership
management database
software;
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,
LinkedIn;
Sprout Social: Social media
organize;
Mobile streaming devices and
accessories for live meetings,
trainings, rallies and social
media streams;
Smart conference rooms.

As always, we thank you for your
dedicated membership and hard
work. We hope you’ll continue keep
up to date with Union news!

CONNECT
WITH US!
DC47.org
AFSCMEDC47
@PHLAFSCMEDC47
@AFSCMEDC47
AFSCME District Council 47

DC47.ORG/EMAIL

C

olleagues might know
Gail Johnson for her
impeccable style
— for over 50 years,
her outfits have brightened
the hallways at Penn Libraries,
where she started as a Library
Typist and now serves as a
Bibliographic Assistant. As the
longest-employed female staff
member currently at the Penn
Libraries, Gail has a treasure
trove of stories to share about
the workplace.
“One reason I work so hard
is that when I left my job to
have my first son, there wasn’t
anything like maternity leave for
staff members,” Gail explained.
She got her job back after her
son’s birth, but she had no salary
to make up for her absence.
“[Former President] Howard
Deck negotiated an extra week’s
pay for me. He said, ‘Gail,
whatever you do, you have to
stay in your job for at least a
month because I put my neck
out for you,’” she recalls. Gail let
Howard’s kindness motivate her,
and from then on, whatever job
Gail was given, she produced
results.
During COVID-19, Gail was
happy to remain in pay status,
after the university sent all of
the libraries’ employees home.
When her supervisor called
her back in as restrictions were
eased, Gail was eager to get
back to work, missing seeing
everyone at the library. “People
here have touched my life and
left footprints in my heart. I only
hope that there is some small
way I have given back some
of the love, encouragement,
friendships, and knowledge to
those who have crossed my path
here.”

Scan this QR code to join our email list!
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Local 2187
Member Spotlight
Brett Bessler

“When our museum needed to cut costs,
it passed on the burden to our most
vulnerable workers through furloughs,
then layoffs, asking those who remained
employed to shoulder additional
responsibilities.”
— Rachel Dooley
Grants Associate, Philadelphia Museum of Art
AFSCME DC47 Local 397

B

rett Bessler is a six-year
Union Member whose
fellow Members describe
him as the glue that holds
together the organization of the
stewardship for Local 2187. He is
a Recreation Leader for the City
of Philadelphia and brings his
passion and leadership to 2187
to make his fellow Members feel
like their voices are being heard.
He is also known for his sense of
humor that will make you smile
even during the toughest of
times!

“The furloughs and layoffs have made it
abundantly clear what the institution’s
true priorities are: buildings over people,
exhibitions over education, and the status
quo over meaningful progressive change.”
— Adam Rizzo
Coordinator of College and Pre-Professional Programs and
Museum Educator, Philadelphia Museum of Art
AFSCME DC47 Local 397

While working for the City
throughout COVID-19 has been
challenging, Brett feels rewarded
and inspired seeing his fellow
Members work tirelessly to
provide services such as food
distribution, summer camp,
access centers, and virtual
programming for folks across
Philadelphia. Post-pandemic,
he looks forward to focusing on
contract and budget matters and
getting back to the “basics” of
union issues.
A fun fact about Brett is that he
is a proud pet father, a gifted
audio/video producer, and
owner of over 200 house plants!
Local 1723
Member Spotlight
Marcia Whitaker

New Local 397 Members share their reasons for bargaining.

Marcia Whitaker is the Assistant Director for Scheduling at Temple University’s Ambler Campus.
Over her 30-year career, she is thankful to have had the support of Local 1723. Being a part of a team
of administrators working for a large university can feel overwhelming, especially when it comes to
making decisions regarding your future. But while your Human Resources department represents your
employer, your union represents you as an individual and acts in your best interest.
“That has a trickle-down effect that allows me to grow in my environment,” said Marcia. “I never saw
the benefits of being an AFSCME dues-paying member until I began to grow. It means having a voice in
what helps keep me strong and motivated to be a productive employee.”
During the pandemic, Marcia’s felt grateful to work in an environment that recognizes flexibility. And,
while redefining what “normal life” looks like as the world begins to reopen, she and many other
members agree that it is the support from their unions that gives them stability to make it through.
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Pro-Union Candidates
are Successful on
Primary Day

Local 1739
Member Spotlight
Maria Alvelo-Nunez

The following candidates, endorsed by the
Delegate Assembly of AFSCME, DC47, will
continue on to the November 2 Election.
Please join us in
congratulating:
For Supreme Court Justice:
Maria C. McLaughlin
For Superior Court Justice:
Timika Lane
For Commonwealth Court
Judge: Lori A. Dumas

For Judge of the Municipal
Court: Michael C. Lambert
and George R. Twardy
For District Attorney: Larry
Krasner
For City Controller:
Rebecca Rhynhart

For Judge of the Court of
Common Pleas:
Wendi Barish,
Craig Levin,
Cateria R. McCabe,
Nick Kamau,
Daniel R. Sulman,
Betsy Wahl,
and Chris Hall
Last year, with your help, we were successful in electing a new President
and Vice President. President Biden’s initiatives have made a difference for
hardworking families, including the passage of the American Rescue Plan,
a comprehensive vaccination program, assistance for small businesses, and
more. In addition, legislation has been introduced to increase taxes on the
rich, rebuild our crumbling infrastructure, and provide economic assistance
to working families.
Tuesday, May 18, we were thrilled to see Philadelphians show up and unite
once again to support pro-union candidates in the Democratic primary.
We continue to support all the aforementioned candidates, especially
Larry Krasner for Philadelphia District Attorney and Rebecca Rhynhart for
City Controller. Under Larry’s leadership, the DA’s office has implemented
policies that put people first, such as a restorative justice program for adults
and children, increased funding to help kids who lack the resources to pay
restitution and the further development of a database of police misconduct,
as well as exonerated 18 individuals who were charged with crimes they did
not commit. A complete list of DA Krasner’s accomplishments are available
on the District Council’s website, dc47.org.
Again, we thank you for safely exercising your right to vote in this year’s
primary, and we ask that you encourage your friends and family to vote in the
November 2 General Election.
DC47.ORG

I

n September 2017, Maria
joined the SPIN (Lehigh)
family as a Direct Support
Professional. Maria is
dedicated to ensuring proper
treatment, respect, and care
for every individual’s unique
needs. She treats everyone as if
they were family members and
commits to her work with a focus
on each individual’s personal
needs, often acting as an active
advocate for the rights of people
in her care.
In July 2018, Maria completed
the AFSCME Department
of Education Steward and
Leadership training, earning
her Stewards in Action Program
certification. Her passion
shines brightly through the
quality of her work, and she
is an outstanding example of
our Union membership. The
compassion, love, and respect
she shows for every individual is
undeniable.
Members of Local 1739 are a
critical part of Philadelphia’s
social service safety net — from
work readiness to substance
abuse recovery, we’re dedicated
to caring for people who cannot
take care of themselves, giving
hope to live a normal life.
Maria has continuously shown
herself to be a valuable asset to
AFSCME Local 1739, but more
importantly, to the Members we
support.
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Local 752 Member
Spotlight
Steph Oberlin

President Biden’s
American Families Plan
Why you should support this progressive
reform to help working families.

T
S

teph Oberlin is a
Zookeeper on the Reptile
Team at the Philadelphia
Zoo, where she’s been
a Member of Local 752 for 20
years. Fun fact: she met her
husband, a fellow Zookeeper and
Union Member at work!
Steph is an onsite employee, so
going into work at the beginning
of the pandemic felt strange
while others were working from
home. “It’s an odd feeling to
work in a nearly empty zoo,
trying to maintain distance from
coworkers you typically share
spaces with....especially in those
early stages when so much was
still unknown about the virus,”
she said. Between Steph and her
husband, juggling two essential
roles while schools were shut
down was challenging on their
family. When her job title was laid
off in early 2020, she moved into
another section of the zoo. Steph
is appreciative that, had she not
transferred into a new role, the
Union would have protected her
position as a senior employee
from a layoff.
Steph has seen Local 752 deal
with layoffs, an unnegotiated
restructure by management
currently going to arbitration,
and pushing for safety measures
for staff over the past year.
“When things are truly safe,
I think we all look forward to
having a Zoo full of guests and all
buildings open again,” she said.
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he American Families
Plan is an investment in
Pennsylvania’s children and
families — helping Americans
cover the basic expenses that so
many struggle with now, lowering
health insurance premiums, and
continuing the American Rescue
Plan’s historic reductions in child
poverty. It will yield significant
economic returns by boosting
productivity and economic
growth; supporting a larger, more
productive, and healthier workforce
on a sustained basis; and generating
savings to states and the federal
government.
HIGHER EDUCATION: Higher
education is key to unlocking
opportunity, but the average cost
of a 2-year degree in Pennsylvania
is almost $5,700 per year. To make
higher education more accessible,
the American Families Plan will
provide at least two years of free
community college to all students,
including DREAMers. It will also
increase existing grants and provide
additional financial aid to the
students who need it. In addition,
the AFP will provide support to
minority-serving institutions and
the students they serve across the
country, including 24 schools in
Pennsylvania.
UNIVERSAL PRESCHOOL:
Preschool is critical to ensuring
that children start kindergarten
with the skills that set them up
for success in school. But today,
only 36% of 3- and 4-year olds in
Pennsylvania are enrolled in publiclyfunded preschool. The AFP will
provide access to free, high-quality
preschool to all 3- and 4-year-olds
in Pennsylvania, boosting their
educational outcomes and allowing
more parents to go back to work.
INVESTING IN TEACHERS: Even
before the pandemic, our nation’s
schools faced an estimated shortage
of more than 100,000 teachers.
Pennsylvania has seen a 49% decline
in new teachers. In high-need areas
like special education and bilingual

education, the lack of qualified
teachers is worsening educational
disparities. And while we know
the importance of having teachers
reflect the communities they serve,
in Pennsylvania just 6% of teachers
are teachers of color, compared to
35% of students. The AFP will invest
$9 billion in our teachers so we
address teacher shortages, improve
teacher preparation, encourage
more diversity in teaching, and
recruit and train new educators.
CHILD CARE: Affordable child care
is a barrier for many Pennsylvanians,
and this lack of affordable child
care worsens workplace wealth and
gender gaps. The AFP will enable
low and middle-income families
to pay no more than 7% of their
income on high-quality child care,
generating lifetime benefits for
over 289,000 children under 5 in
Pennsylvania and helping working
families make ends meet, as well
as ensuring a $15 minimum wage
and benefits for early childhood
educators.
PAID LEAVE: Paid leave has been
shown to reduce racial wealth gaps,
improve child health, increase
employee retention, and boost
women’s workforce participation.
These supports are especially critical
now, with COVID-19 resulting in lost
wages and a decline in economic
activity. The American Families Plan
will create a national, comprehensive
paid family and medical leave
program to ensure workers receive
DC47.ORG

District Council 47
We Make Philadelphia Happen

partial wage replacement from the
government to take time to bond
with a new child; care for a seriously
ill loved one; deal with a loved one’s
military deployment; find safety from
sexual assault, stalking, or domestic
violence; and heal from their own
serious illness.
CHILD NUTRITION: A healthy diet is
critical to a child’s health and ability
to succeed in school, but 16% of
children in Pennsylvania live in food
insecure households. The American
Families Plan will ensure that the
nutritional needs of Pennsylvania’s
children are met by expanding
access to free meals to hundreds of
thousands of students.
HEALTH CARE: Health care should
be a right, not a privilege. President
Biden has a plan to build on the
Affordable Care Act to lower outof-pocket expenses and expand
coverage to millions of Americans.
The American Rescue Plan provided
two years of lower health insurance
premiums for those who buy
coverage on their own; the American
Families Plan will make those

premium reductions permanent. In
Pennsylvania, that means 122,000
uninsured people will gain coverage,
and even more will save hundreds of
dollars per year on their premiums.
In addition, the AFP will support
maternal health and the families
of veterans receiving health care
services.
TAX CUTS FOR PENNSYLVANIA’S
FAMILIES AND WORKERS: There
are 339,000 children in Pennsylvania
who are considered poor. The
American Families Plan will bolster
financial security and spur economic
growth in Pennsylvania by reducing
taxes on the middle class and those
striving to break into it. The AFP
will extend recent Child Tax Credit
increases, making it so that lowincome families can now receive
the same credit as middle-income
families. This will benefit over two
million children in Pennsylvania and
reduce child poverty in the state by
43%.

Local 810 Member
Spotlight
Jamal Gustave

J

amal Gustave has been a
Conference Officer with Local 810 for 8 years. He and
his fellow Union Members
are “just as funny and approachable as you thought!”
Since COVID-19 began, the safety concerns and risk of exposure
to him and his colleagues have
been stressful — but Jamal is
grateful that the Union has been
available and helpful to every single one of its Members by ensuring that employers are following
established safety protocols for
their workers. He’s also appreciative that he’s been able to benefit
from the easy, affordable, and reliable legal services provided to
him through 810.
A safe work environment is crucial, and “knowing that my Union
is there for me and my fellow
Members whenever an issue
might arise is very reassuring for
me,” says Jamal.

New Local 397 Members gather virtually to discuss contract negotiations.
DC47.ORG
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New Local 397 Members share their reasons for bargaining.
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