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EOU, student services workers prepare for strike

By DICK MASON
EO Media Group

LA GRANDE — The
specter of a strike by the clas-
sified staff at Oregon’s seven
public universities, including
Eastern Oregon University, is
looming larger.

The employees voted late
Tuesday to authorize a strike
if their union, SEIU 503, and
the state’s public universities
can’t reach an agreement on
a new contract by next Mon-
day, according to The Asso-
ciated Press.

Classified staff are student
services employees, such
as custodians, carpenters,
plumbers, office specialists,
information technology spe-
cialists and heating, air con-
ditioning and ventilation sys-
tem specialists.

These employees of the
state’s seven public universi-
ties would officially start the
strike Sept. 30, according to
an announcement from SEIU
503, which represents 4,500
public university employees,
among them about 130 who
work at EOU.

Jo Hickerson, president
of EOU’s SEIU 503 chapter,
was optimistic earlier this
summer that a strike could be
averted and remains so now.

“I'm still hopeful that a
settlement can be reached
before there is a strike,” Hick-
erson said Wednesday.

She said university work-
ers would prefer not to strike.

“It is not something we
want to do. It is something
we have to do (if an offer they
feel is not fair is put on the
table),” Hickerson said. “We
feel we have no choice.”

Hickerson said the big-
gest issue in the bargain-
ing concerns cost-of-liv-
ing wage increases. She
said what the state is offer-
ing would be less than the
expected inflation rate.

“Anything less than (a
raise of) 3% is taking away
the buying power of employ-
ees,” Hickerson said.

A Sept. 23 bargaining ses-
sion, set to take place at Port-
land State University, may
the last one prior to a strike,
but Hickerson said the SEIU
bargaining team is willing to
participate in future bargain-
ing sessions.

“We are not walking away
from the table,” she said. “We
will meet on any date if there
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As thousands of classified employees at Oregon’s public universities, including La Grande’s
Eastern Oregon University, prepare to strike, college administrators are making contingency
plans in case a strike happens at the same time classes start.

is a conversation to be had.”

Tim Seydel, Eastern’s
vice president for university
advancement, said EOU offi-
cials are hoping for the best
but also preparing for a strike.
He said that should there be
a strike, EOU will continue
holding classes and provid-
ing all of the same services it
does now for students, keep-
ing its offices open and hold-
ing all scheduled on-campus
events.

He said EOU wants the

best for its classified staff,
whom he describes as “very
valued employees.”

According to an SEIU
news release, 95% of the
state’s 4,500 student services
workers at public universi-
ties voted to strike Sept. 30
if a settlement is not reached.
Hickerson said that at EOU,
where fall term classes begin
Sept. 25, at least 90% of the
university’s student services
employees voted for the
strike date.

Should there be a strike,
workers will be assisted by
a union hardship fund that
would provide employees
with up to $400 a week, said
Jay Parasco, a spokesman for
SEIU 503.

EOU  President Tom
Insko, in an email sent to all
Eastern employees Wednes-
day afternoon, said he has a
feeling of optimism.

“As we open the new aca-
demic year, and despite ongo-
ing conversations around a
possible strike, we continue
to be optimistic an agreement
that supports EOU employees
and students can be reached.
Our classified employees are
an integral part of the univer-
sity and their contributions
toward our shared success
are valued and appreciated,”
Insko said.

He noted that the state’s
universities have boosted
their offer to student services

workers in recent bargaining
sessions.

“This new proposal is
intended to recognize the
meaningful value our clas-
sified staff contribute to this
institution,” Insko said.

The public universities
are offering cost-of-living
increases that would total 4%
over two years, plus incre-
mental wage step increases
that total 9.5% over two
years, said Di Saunders, a
spokesperson for the public
universities.

She  explained  that
increases are provided to
classified employees each
year for satisfactory or better
job performance. More than
70% of the university’s clas-
sified staff qualify for annual
step increases. These are
employees who are not at the
top of their wage scale, which
takes 10 years to reach.

Saunders  said  those
who have “topped out” and
no longer qualify for step
increases have been offered
a one-time $750 bonus by the
state under proposed terms of
the contract.

According to the SEIU
news release, the union is
seeking a 6.25% cost-of-liv-
ing increase spread over two
years and a modified wage
scale. The union is asking for
the lowest step of the wage
scale to be removed and a
new top step added.
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