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UNION WOMEN

’s give Hurley

a bitter pill
to swallow

By Michael Moore

Forty-three years after a few hundred
sit-downers brought Flint's largest
employer—General Motors—to its
knees a group of 364 women have
succeeded in breaking Flint's second
largest employer—Hurley Medical
Center.

The Hurley Medical Center Register-
ed Nurses Organization virtually shut
down the hospital for 20 days after
handing in a mass resignation to
Hurley’s management on March 28. No
longer content to work without a
contract, to be paid the lowest wages
among Flint's six hospitals and tired of
the abusive, condescending treatment
from their superiors, the nurses said
they would rather be unemployed than
work under these conditions.

All but 46 of the 410 registered nurses
at Hurley resigned.

When it was over, the nurses union
had won a salary increase equal to other
nurses in town and—what they consider
to be more important—the respect as a
union and as women they had never
received from Hurley's top brass.

“‘They found out real quick that they
weren't dealing with whay they thought
were a bunch of stupid women,'’ said
Charlotte Novak, president of the union.

‘‘Never again will they play mickey
mouse games with us. They know now
we mean business."’

For the Hurley corporation, it was a
hard lesson to learn. The union esti-
mates that the hospital lost over 6
million dollars during the three weeks
the hospital was essentially not in
operation.

The nurses had been paid a starting
wage of $6.72 per hour, compared to
Flint General where beginning nurses
received $8.11 per hour. Flint General is
the city's smallest hospital; Hurley is
the largest, a regional center with
highly advanced care units for cancer,
psychiatry, burns, neurological inten-
sive care and high risk maternity. Flint
Osteopathic’s starting wage was $7.61
with St. Joseph's and McLaren’s start-
ing pay to equal Flint General's
beginning this summer.

The union also claimed that Hurley
was short-staffed, that the nurses were
always being called in to work extra
hours because the administration didn’t
want to hire more people. With these
conditions, in addition to the strenuous
work at Hurley because many of their
patients are ‘‘dumped’’ there (other
hospitals in town don’t want the 0.D.'s,
stabbings, the mentally disturbed and
the poor), the turnover rate at Hurley is
the highest among the area’s hospitals.
The average registered nurse doesn’t
stay at Hurley for more than four years.

For many months during 1979, the
nurses patiently bargained with the
hospital management. The administra-
tors on the negotiating team never
seemed to take the nurses seriously.
They would show up an hour late to the
negotiating sessions and then say they
had to **caucus’’—and then return six
hours later. Their attitude was, in their
words, *‘If you don’t like it, quit."" The
nurses were told over and over, “'If you
don’t like our offer, you can’t have a
contract.”

Finally, on January 7 of this year,
Judy Minshall chief negotiator for the
nurses, let the administrators know the
nurses had had enough.

““You either stop your shit, or we're
all resigning. You've got 15 minutes.
We’ll be down in the cafeteria.”

At the end of 15 minutes the nurses
began walking up to the personnel office
to turn in the resignations of 370 nurses.
Doris Petroff, personnel and laber
relations director, ran after them say-
ing, **Wait, wait, we're ready to talk.”’

The ‘*‘talking,”” though, went on tor
two more months. The administration
wouldn’'t budge. 91% of the nurses
turned down the administration’s offer
that would still leave them the lowest
paid nurses in town.

Finally, on March 27, Novak told
management that the nurses had all
signed a letter of resignation and were
ready to walk.

Management put the word out the
next day to break up the impending
action. Individual nurses were singled
out for **pep talks,”” **discussions’” and
threats. When the threats began, the
walkout took place.

The 364 nurses had decided to resign
instead of strike. They no longer wanted
to, according to Novak ‘‘play the game
of ‘public employees aren’t supposed to
strike’.”" All they would have to do is get
a court order and try to force us back to
work because the law is on their side.

““This way, by resigning, we simply
took their power away. There was
nothing they could do to force us back to
work."’

One thing that worked in the nurses
favor was a shortage of registered
nurses in the state. They knew Hurley
would have a hard time filling their
positions. They also knew that they
could eventually find employment else-
where.

Hurley went on the attack. They
gathered the support of the Flint
Journal, Mayor Rutherford, and other
town leaders.

Management formed a *‘fact commit-
tee’’ and called each of the nurses,
telling them that **the union is lying . . .
you’'re in a lot of trouble . . . you may not
be rehired . . . "'
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They sent bouquets of flowers to all of
the nurses who stayed. They convinced
34 nurses who had resigned to come
back. Full page ads were taken out in
the Flint Journal. Smaller ads appeared
in the Detroit newspapers.

The other unions at Hurley refused to
support the nurses. In fact, the only
union support in Flint they received was
from the retail clerks and retired
teachers—both, notably, unions with a
majority of women members.

The UAW—which was founded here
in Flint—offered no support to the
nurses union.

““Danny Sain (UAW CAP Council
President) said that we did it all
wrong,”” Novak commented. *“‘He said
we should have gone out on strike, not
resign. YWe told him we wouldn't let the
courts do to us what they’ve done to the
teachers.”’

She went on to say that no other union
in town backed them up. ‘‘They thought
we were ridiculous in resigning. They
told us to ‘play it safe’. But we know
what we were doing. We were going to
outsmart all of them.""

After 20 days, and a loss of a few
million dollars, Hurley gave in and met
the nurses’ demands. The Board of
Managers had begun to pressure the
administration to ‘‘get this thing set-
tled.”” Many people in the community—
in spite of the press coverage—were
siding with the nurses. Two incidents,
though, that Novak feels had a real
impact on management occurred during
the final days of negotiations.

““We went in to the hospital and
cleaned out our union office—as if there
would be no more need for a union
because there was no way we would
come back. This had to tell them we
were dead serious about our resigna-
tions.

““The other incident occurred at the
bargaining table. Right in the middle of
a negotiating session, one of the nurses
on our team got up and said, **I'm sorry
I have to leave now but I have to get to
work.” That really hit them. She, like
about a hundred of the nurses, had
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already gone out and found another job.
When she stood up and said she had to
go—that her new job was more impor-
tant to her than sitting around talking
with them about the old, low-paying
job—I think they began to see that their
hospital was in serious jeopardy of
losing all of its nurses.

“*Within a day or two, we had our
contract.”’

The new contract provided for a
starting wage of $8.00 per hour, a 9%
increase in July, 1981, and an adjust-
ment in January, 1982 to make the
wages equal to other Flint hospitals.
The nurses also gained more fringe
benefits such as additional paid per-
sonal days, tuition reimbursement and a
better sick and accident plan.

Richard Schripsema, Hurley admini-
strator, sent letters to all the nurses
welcoming them back and telling them
how much he appreciated their services.
He also told all the department heads
that the nurses should be treated with
the respect they deserve.

““That’s the big thing we won—
respect,”” Novak again pointed out.
*“We will no longer be treated as if we
are intellectually inferior.

**As women, we have learned through
this walkout, that it is important for us
to have goals in life, to stand up and
fight for what is rightfully ours, to take
action when we need to.

““The walkout brought us all closer
together. There is much more caring
between each of us now. We share
things. We support each other.

**The day we marched from Hurley to
City Hall—that was the first demonstra-
tion most of us had ever been in. I am so
proud of the solidarity we now have.””

Forty-three years after the men and
women of Flint first shut down GM,
history seems to be repeating itself.

“They (Hurley) thought to them-
selves, ‘We'll scare these silly women.'
Instead, they made us stronger,’” Novak
said.

**1 assure you, Hurley will never
again think of the nurses as a bunch of
weak-kneed women."’






