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Library staff overwhelmingly OKSs union

By CIiff Wiltshire
on November 04, 2021

By MANDY SHUNNARAH, Spotlight Contributor

After months of organizing in hopes of making the Worthington Public Libraries
United union official, workers were met with good news on Oct. 20. Workers
voted 80-10, or 89 percent, in favor of the union.

The WPLU consists of librarians and other library staff across the three
branches of Worthington Public Libraries. Workers have expressed concerns
over the libraries’ policies regarding health, safety and paid leave. Forming a
union gives employees a seat at the table with management and have a voice
in collective bargaining.

“I had seen so many of my coworkers try to change policy for the better, only to
watch them be shut out again and again,” said Kristina Kesselring, a circulation
assistant at Northwest Library.

“We knew that organizing our
union would be the best way to
support each other and have a )

say in how library policy affects . WORTHINGTON
us and our patrons. Now that i LI B RA R I E S
we’ve won, the power to change :II -

our working conditions is now in / E - -

the hands of the most talented / .

and passionate people I've ever R :
met, and | can’t wait to see what .

we can do.”
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WPLU first requested voluntary recognition in June, providing the signed union
cards of roughly 70 percent of eligible employees. Because library
management chose not to voluntarily recognize the union, an election was
held through Ohio’s State Employment Relations Board.

Throughout WPLU’s organizing efforts, more than 700 people — mostly library
patrons and residents — contacted the Libraries’ Board of Trustees saying they
supported the union.

Though the union was not voluntarily recognized, management did pledge
neutrality throughout the election process, meaning management did not
spend tax dollars or expend library resources hiring anti-union consultants or
law firms.

“Our director, Chuck (Gibson) sent out an email right after the election closed,
basically saying that whatever the outcome is he will strive to work with staff
and make a collaborative environment. That's what we were hoping for,” said
Tara Shiman, a librarian and union leader.

Management said they are receptive to collaboration.

“We look forward to working with staff to make the library a more inclusive and
empowering workplace, which will translate to an even better experience for
patrons,” said Lisa Fuller, director of community engagement at Worthington
Public Libraries.

The WPLU union will be housed under the umbrella of the Ohio Federation of
Teachers, in association with the American Federation of Teachers and the
AFL-CIO.

“As a statewide union of educators and public service workers, OFT members
know how vital our public libraries are for students and communities
throughout Ohio,” said Melissa Cropper, president of the Ohio Federation of
Teachers.
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“By forming their union, these workers are taking the first step toward uniting
for better jobs and stronger libraries in Worthington.”

The decision to unionize under the wing of the teachers union just made sense
to library union organizers.

“It was a great marriage of the teachers union and us because we have so
much in common. We’re both public service, so we’re very much aligned in our
values,” Shiman said.

Union organizers said they will be reaching out to all members, regardless of
whether they supported the union, to touch base and prioritize concerns for
contract negotiations. They’ll also have another vote — this time to elect a
representative bargaining committee to negotiate on behalf of the union.

“We are looking to get information from everyone in the bargaining unit. No
matter what you voted, you're now in the unit and we want your voice to be
heard. We want to identify what are key issues for our staff that they want to be
addressed,” Shiman said.

“Our organizing committee is shifting to a bargaining committee. We'll be
looking to other Ohio libraries that have collective bargaining agreements for
inspiration.”

With the union made official, they said the work of creating a more equitable
library system by giving laborers a voice at the table can truly get under way.
The efforts would have been more difficult if not for the community’s support.

‘I want to say a big thank you to our community. Their support has been
astounding. We already love what we do and are spoiled to be working in this
community, but to have their support means so much,” Shiman said.

“When staff come to work and they’re valued and their voices are heard, it
benefits everybody. Patrons will feel it.”
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