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After over four decades of fighting for the working class, 
Richard Lipsitz, President of the WNY Area Labor 
Federation, AFL-CIO, possesses a wealth of information 
and strategy for the Western New York, national, and 
international labor movements. Richard’s first term as 
the President of the WNY Area Labor Federation, AFL-
CIO began with his election in 2011. Re-elected in 2015, 
Richard holds a significant position as President of the 
umbrella organization that represents over 160 unions 
and 130,000 union members in Western New York. 
 
Richard’s first significant involvement in the labor 
movement began in 1973. A college student pursuing a 
dual degree in political science and history, Richard 
joined 1199 SEIU’s organizing campaign at the George 
Washington University Hospital during his last year as 
an undergraduate. Soon after his graduation in 1973 
Richard returned to his home in Buffalo, NY and worked 
at the Roswell Park Memorial Institution for the next 12 
years. During this time, in 1979, Richard boldly ran for 
president of CSEA Local 303 and was elected to the 
position at the young age of 28. While President, he 
represented a 1200-person bargaining unit at CSEA 
Local 303. In 1987 he pursued work with the WNY 
Hospital Council. Richard acted as a business agent at 
the Hospital Council until 1995, after which he accepted 
a position at IBT 264. Throughout his career as a 
business agent, he negotiating over 150 labor 
agreements. Despite retiring from IBT 264 in 2010, 
Richard continues to engage in his work by traveling and 
teaching methods in collective bargaining to Teamsters. 
In addition, Richard accepted a position as adjunct 
professor for the Cornell ILR extension at the Buffalo 
Worker’s College from 1997-2007, conducting 
workshops and classes in labor relations. 
 

A lifelong social activist, Richard has also worked 
alongside many community organizations throughout his 
career. He was appointed to the Erie County Industrial 
Development Agency in 2012 and is currently the Vice 
Chair of the IDA after a unanimous vote in 2014. He is 
also the President of the Center for Occupational 
Environmental Medicine Advisory Board at Erie County 
Medical Center (ECMC) where a clinic is operated for 
workers and ordinary people in communities afflicted by 
health and safety issues. His recent involvement in the 
formation of a coalition between the WNY ALF, AFL-
CIO, Clean Air Coalition, and the Kenmore Teachers 
Association has helped ensure prompt response to the 
closing of the NRG Huntley Power Plant that takes into 
consideration all aspects of the Tonawanda Community, 
including, but not limited to, labor, the environment, and 
the community’s public school system. 
 
Richard’s sharp personality and fast-paced manner, 
well-suited for the labor movement, is contrasted with his 
eloquence and engagement with community education, 
legislation, and academia. He has written over 20 
articles for the Daily Public as well as a book entitled 
“Life in the Teamsters- Labor’s Own Road: Teamsters 
and National Politics." 
______________________________________________ 
 
Q&A 
 
When did you first realize that fighting for working 
class people was your passion? 
 
I was a teenager in the late 1960s, and one of my teachers 
at Temple Beth Zion was a freedom rider. He was in 
Mississippi during those summers. I remember the stories 
he told us of the struggles that people faced in our county 
at the time. I knew then, in light of the Civil Rights and 
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Anti-War activities of the late 60s, that fighting against 
social inequality was what I wanted to do. 
 
What is your most significant memory from your time 
in the labor movement? 
 
Well, it’s a complicated example because of the nature of 
the dispute. I was working for the Teamsters at the time. 
We took on the parent company of Tops Markets called 
Ahold, USA. It was a complicated fight over job security 
for thousands of workers. This was a struggle on 
economic issues, some social issues, and even some 
environmental issues. It also had an international 
component. So, despite the complexity of the fight, we 
ended up winning- signing with Ahold what may have 
been the first code of conduct of its kind. Keep in mind 
this was a code of conduct with an international 
company, housed outside of the U.S. yet doing business 
in the United States. Now this was after a visit to 
Amsterdam and negotiations with the company itself in 
1997. Our success really boiled down to respect for labor 
rights and social concerns, and in the end, Ahold, USA 
really stuck to it. It was a milestone in labor relations at 
the time. 

 
This wasn’t the first time I was conscious of international 
labor relations being key to certain victories but it 
certainly brought the fight home to me in a way that 
nothing else had before. It blew me away. I have very 
fond memories of this struggle. We knew that in order to 
win, we needed the cooperation of The International 
Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, 
Tobacco and Allied Workers’ Associations (IUF)- this 
meant the support of workers in Holland, Belgium, 
France, Luxembourg, and more. And they really were on 
our side. The Teamsters have had good relations with 
many trade unions in other countries since that struggle. 
It certainly was groundbreaking. You know, there’s a lot 
more going on than most people are aware of. Most 
international unions have connections to labor 
movements in many pockets around the world. It was 
fun, it was exciting, we were helping thousands of 
workers. The object then wasn’t just to have a fight- it 
was to win the fight- and that’s still true today.  

 
Do you have advice for fighters in this movement? 
 
A person gets to a certain place in their career and it 
becomes hard to distinguish between personal interests 
and career interests. I have family, hobbies, and friends, 

only some of whom are particularly in the labor 
movement. I’ve tried to balance that out over the decades 
and make sure that I’m not so insular that I don’t have 
any other interests or leisure. The question is being a 
well-adjusted human being. So I think it’s okay to have 
fun, enjoy life, to be happy. A lot of people I know in the 
left-wing movement are miserable.  

 
Life is the way it is. We need to make conscious 
decisions that help make us happy. So if you’ve chosen a 
field where you can make a small contribution to address 
social and economic problems yet find ways to make 
yourself happy, do it. Not everybody is good at this kind 
of work. Sometimes people find themselves in these jobs 
and they don’t know why. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. That’s what drives me. 
 
What is your vision for the future of labor? How do 
you bring the youth into the labor movement? 
 
In 2015 the WNY Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO 
adopted a program called Blueprint for a New Western 
New York. The most important part of that Blueprint is 
the idea that our vision for the growth and strengthening 
of the labor movement cannot be detached from 
collaboration with working-class organizations in the 
community. We’ve developed a program that has a social 
component to it, not just an economic component. This 
must be continued, given the turbulence in society today. 
And without young people, especially young workers, we 
can’t possibly have an active and energetic program that 
meets the needs of ordinary people. We need their 
energy, their enthusiasm, and the strategic place that they 
play in society. Young people are the future of labor. 
 
 
“I am Richard Lipsitz, President of the WNY Area 
Labor Federation, AFL-CIO, and this is why I fight” 
 
 


