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The Worthington Libraries board of trustees voted Monday night to not recognize a demand by library staff to
unionize, forcing employees to move toward its own vote.

The 6-1 vote by the seven-member board means that some 180 employees will decide for themselves at a
future date whether they'll have union protection. And if a majority of those who eventually vote agree, a first-
ever union will be formed at a Franklin County library.

The trustees, in their resolution, also agreed "to support a position of neutrality on the part of Worthington
Libraries with respect to the matters considered in the representative election."

"We want this to be completely their decision in a private ballot," board president Lauren Fromme said
following the vote. Library officials are permitted to lobby against union formation, and even hire "union
avoidance consultants," also known as union busters.

Earlier this month, about 70% of Worthington staff members signed and turned in union cards to the State
Employee Relations Board.

Board member Tom Walsh said that is part of the reason he wanted the board to voluntarily accept the
union.

"Having come out of COVID-19, and everything our library is doing, | thought it was appropriate to recognize
the staff and give them a voice ... to ensure that, culturally, there are ways and avenues for them to be heard."

Before the vote, several librarians criticized the board's decision while praising the award-winning library
system.

"We are disappointed that our Board chose not to recognize our union based on the overwhelming majority
support that we have already delivered to them and to the State Employment Relations Board, however we
are encouraged by the time and attention they took to listen to our concerns during the meeting and we are
optimistic about their pledge to remain completely neutral," said Coleman Mahler, who works at the
Northwest branch on Hard Road.

Calling themselves Worthington Public Libraries United, organizers say they want to build "a stronger library
for our patrons and a more equitable workplace."

In a letter sent to management two weeks ago, they noted that the pandemic proved how valued libraries are
and how dedicated employee are to the community.

Tara Shiman, a youth services librarian at the Old Worthington Library branch, has said the group wants "a
real say in policy, pay, health care and overall working conditions."

The three-branch Worthington system has almost 180 employees, said Chuck Gibson, library director and
CEO.

The library staff is working with the Ohio Federation of Teachers, which represents 20,000 active or retired
public employees, mostly teachers and public workers. This is the first library in Ohio to organize in this union.

A spokesman for the teachers union said that SERB will decide when a final vote will occur.

Before the board vote, others spoke out, including Karen Laird, an Old Worthington branch staff member
who said the library is not family-friendly and has inflexible scheduling.

New parents, she said, have to use up all their vacation and sick leave before being eligible for Family and



Medical Leave Act benefits.
"If their baby gets sick, staying at home is not an option," Laird said.

Worthington resident Beth Black, a former librarian at Columbus Metropolitan Library, said that not
recognizing the union immediately will create problems once it is formed.

"If you fight this ... it will start on a very acrimonious footing," Black said.
Nationwide, about 25% of librarians had union status last year, according to the Department for Professional
Employees with the AFL/CIO. Union librarians typically earn 38% higher salaries than those not in unions,

according to 2018 data from the Washington D.C.-based organization.
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