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Interview

Teachers Confront the Assault on Public Sector Unions:
A Conversation with NYSUT’s John Coverdale
by Alan Singer
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Florida, – this is a critical moment for people that are involved in 
the union movement. We are facing a very unfair question: 
whether we’re going to be the greatest generation of unionists or 
the last generation of unionists. To me, the threat to unions is very, 
very powerful. I mean, the tenor of the discussion right now is such 
that it is not unreasonable or absurd to think that unionism, as we 
have known it, may not exist at some point in the near future.
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declare a fiscal emergency in order to do that.  Do you 
think there is a fiscal emergency and do you think that 
wage freezes or cuts in teacher staffing and so on are 
the way to deal with the county or the state fiscal 
problems?
JC: I do not know exactly how the county defines fiscal 
emergency. It is no secret that traditional revenues are drying up, 
the economy is not good, and that this impacts collective 
bargaining. I do not  know if NIFA will have jurisdiction over the 
contracts of employees that are not county employees. If they try 
to do it,  that is going to be an interesting discussion in the 
courtroom. But they will have jurisdiction over county employees, 
collective bargaining will be impacted by jurisdiction, and there 
will be wage freezes and so forth. I think that the respective 
unions will have to take a look at the legalities affecting their 
rights. I suspect they will have support from unions all over 
Nassau County.

Q: In Nassau County as in New York City, where the 
mayor is talking about 5,000 teacher layoffs, , there is 
a lot of talk by politicians about the need for shared 
sacrifice and public sector employees having to accept 
layoffs and/or wage freezes. NYSUT has held big 
demonstrations in Albany and elsewhere calling for a 
broader shared sacrifice, calling for an extension of 
New York’s so-called "millionaire’s tax," which is on the 
books until the end of this year. What is the NYSUT 
argument in terms of that kind of shared sacrifice?
JC: They are making an effort to balance the budget on the backs 
of working people. If the economy is as poor as everyone says it is, 
everyone should be sharing the pain. Throughout history, there has 
always been an imbalance, and right now the gap between haves 
and have-nots is wider than it arguably has ever been. But as a 
percentage of income, some of the wealthiest people pay less in 


