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After over a decade of fighting for the working class, 
Maurice Brown, Political Coordinator at 1199 Service 
Employees International Union (SEIU) United Health 
Care Workers East (UHWE), provides a unique 
perspective on the Western New York, State, and 
National labor movements. Before attaining his current 
position as Political Coordinator, Maurice worked as 
1199SEIU’s Member Political Organizer for 7 years. 
1199SEIU, which has over 400,000 members across five 
states, represents health care workers in nursing homes 
and hospitals, servicing nurses, technicians, janitorial 
staff, dietary staff, and business office clerical members.  
 
______________________________________________ 
Q&A 
 
How did you get started in the labor movement? 
 
I had just started working for a head start program at 
Kaleida Health. We went to orientation, we filled out our 
paperwork, we heard about all our benefits, listened to a 
little spiel along the lines of “welcome to Kaleida 
Health!...” but then they asked a group of us to leave the 
room and I was one of them. We left the room, and 
naturally, I asked why we were told to leave the room. 
And well, someone said that the people who got to stay 
were in a union. “What does that mean?” I asked. They 
said that union members get more benefits and I couldn’t 
help but wonder why we didn’t have a union. I mean 
more benefits sounded pretty good to me. As soon as I 
became staff at Kaleida I started asking about how we 
could be a union. That’s how I really got involved, 
because I didn’t think it was fair that they had us in the 
same room and then asked us to leave. I felt from that 
moment that unions must be doin’ something right and I 
wanted to be a part of that.  
 

So clearly you wanted to be part of a union. Because 
you didn’t have one at the time, how did you go about 
making that a reality? 
 
The union had a department called “New Organizing” 
where union members would come and talk to new folks 
who wanted to be in a union and they would get them to 
vote and tell them what the union was all about. And I 
got my ego stroked real early- this woman came to my 
house telling me my coworkers were all talking about 
me. Me, and the other folks who wanted to be a union, 
we went to the union office where they told us what we 
needed to do, like collect cards and all that stuff. It was 
definitely easier to get in a union than I thought. I was all 
for it. And from there, after signing enough union cards, 
Kaleida had to acknowledge us as union members. Now, 
we were teachers, but we were classified as part of the 
tech bargaining unit. You know, they didn’t want us with 
the doctors but they also knew our wage scale was higher 
than the service workers. This was fine by me. I was 
making like 9 bucks an hour without the union, but as 
soon as we became unionized I was making like 12 bucks 
an hour!  
 
After this, what brought you to work full-time for 
199SEIU? 
 
It was after about 5 years into the head start program. 
You know, I had been doing a few things as a union 
member- I was paying union dues so I started talking to 
members about why politics are important, I was goin’ to 
job actions like strikes or informational pickets really just 
because I thought it was the right thing to do. But then 
one day I got a call from an organizer. I was in the 
classroom, teaching kids, and this organizer was like 
“you wanna come out on this campaign..?” This was 
back in 2004. “You wanna work for John Kerry and John 
Edwards in Milwaukee?” And I’m like “Milwaukee?” 
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You know I’m teaching these kids, I’m lovin’ my 
classroom, these kids. But you know what, I thought to 
myself, if I can get out of here for 6 months, what a 
mental health break, you know? So, they sent me to 
Milwaukee. Now I’d never done anything political other 
than vote and I mean that was just because my mom was 
really big on voting. I knew the history of my people and 
the civil rights movement, women’s rights, voter rights. I 
also knew about politics just vaguely because I was 
always interested in the news, you know. But that was 
about it. So anyway, I went to Milwaukee and began 
working with a lot of people, union members, and 
activists. And you know, Milwaukee was almost like 
Buffalo. I never thought that I’d go to a place with no 
jobs or a terrible education system. Once again you saw 
the good white folks, middle class people. But where I 
was working in Milwaukee you could really see the 
blight, the crime, and you know I was from a very similar 
area already so I decided pretty immediately that I was 
gonna work my hardest here. 
 
So anyway, here’s how I really got my job. I got a call 
one day tellin’ me I’d be walking with this woman. I had 
been there for a month and a half by then. I went from 
being a rookie to knocking on doors, canvassing, getting 
people to sign. You know, I was finally there. So, they 
told me to walk with this young lady. And I said okay, 
sure. But the problem is, this is when Blackberry phones 
came out okay? So, she comes along, she’s dressed 
down, wearin’ an SEIU shirt, and we’re going to 
neighborhoods, knockin’ on doors. But she didn’t do 
good at the doors. We’re walkin’ and I’m thinking, you 
know, this lady really sucks. Why do they have her 
walkin’ with me? And I said, “listen lady, I left my 
family for two months to make this happen, and you’re 
not really holdin your weight, so I’m sorry but watch 
me.” Now I’m knockin’ on doors doing my thing and 
she’s like “wow you’re really good”. I mean, I’m a 
people person so I was good at it. So anyway, I wanted 
her to try it but she was really terrible. Just terrible. So I 
start flying off, texting people, telling them she sucks and 
asking why’d I get stuck with her and all that. Well 
anyway, I had this big pile of papers and I gave that to 
her and asked her to just hold them. And I wasn’t so nice 
about it because I was real good at my job! And who 
were they to stick me with this lady who don’t know 
what the hell she doing? So long story short, my phone 
starts ringing…and I get a call from my boss, who’s in 
Des Moines, Iowa. And my boss goes, Maurice what are 
you doing? I’m like yeah this lady’s just on her cell 
phone, BlackBerrying people! And he goes, do you know 

who that is? I’m like nah who is she? Well what 
happened was, there’s 400,000 members in our union, 
but we’re such a small local in Buffalo that I didn’t really 
know the President, or the State Political Director or 
anything. Well now my other coworker who was in 
Virginia at the time, she calls me! And she goes 
“Maurice, we’re getting calls from [insert name] that 
you’re workin’ her. She can’t believe it!” So I was like 
wow, now she’s gonna send me home! So I go in and try 
to take the papers back and she’s like “nope!” and I’m 
like “no, give me all those papers”! So anyway, she was 
our State Political Director. And she was so impressed by 
me that she called Buffalo and asked them why I wasn’t 
on their staff. So that’s really how I got my job. My 
passion from the work is what really got me the job. 
There are some people who just do it to do it, but I was 
really passionate about it you know? And she saw that. It 
was about helping people. It’s sad to see people living 
that way.   
 
How did you come to be 1199SEIU’s Political 
Coordinator? 
 
So 1199SEIU wasn’t really hiring at the time that this 
lady called them and told them to get me on their staff, so 
they created this position for me called the Member 
Organizer. It was different. I was used to being with the 
members, their families. I had never been in an office 
before. It was all new. I was so intimidated, waiting for 
people to leave before I used the copier. So anyway, I 
was a Member Organizer for about a year and then they 
made me permanent. My boss at the time had moved on 
to take a job, which opened a position for me to become 
a Member Political Organizer. And then after that I 
moved up to be the Political Coordinator. I’ve really 
come up in the ranks of the union through a lot of hard 
work- 13 years now.  
 
Do you find that you’re still able to engage with the 
members? 
 
If you look around my office, yes (Maurice’s office is 
covered with photos of rank-and-file union members). 
See, I think what happens a lot of times is that the guy 
who used to make the ice cream, well he forgets what he 
used to do when he moves up. I’ll never forget that I was 
a member. We’ve had some coworkers come on staff and 
they just stop doing the things they used to do. They stop 
talking to people, you know? If a member’s kid is sellin’ 
candy or something, I make sure I buy it. It’s so 
important. I’ve never felt as though I’m not a member. 



Even when I became a staff member I didn’t lose those 
relationships with other members. I kept relationships 
with them. I still go out with them. I don’t want to be 
seen as just a business agent or something like that.  
 
You have to engage your members. You know, we strive 
to ensure quality care, protect the patients, make sure the 
workers get their pay, make sure workers aren’t 
mistreated. But at the same time, you gotta ask them, you 
know, how their kids are, or did they get a dog? 
Sometimes I like to just sit in the break room and see 
what’s goin’ on. You can learn so much from watching 
people. I’ve always been a people person. It isn’t easy for 
everyone. This is gonna sound cliché, but I love people.  
 
How can we engage more young people in the labor 
movement? 
 
Well, interesting that you say that. We have this thing 
called Purple Gold. We have folks retiring, tired, and 
burnt out, but there’s a whole bunch of young folks who 
we haven’t tapped into. Now Purple Gold identifies 
members who are 35 and under. We ask them what’s 
going on, what we can do for them, etc. Now, we might 
send out a survey asking what they want to see from the 
union because people just aren’t interested in coming to 
meetings. We’re even thinking about having delegate 
assemblies at a happy hour, or maybe a bowling night. 
You know, it’s unfortunate but all unions are really 
struggling with how to get young folks involved. Right 
now, I’m the go-to guy for Purple Gold. I would love to 
see our young members engaged. These people are going 
to be our future leaders. If we aren’t engaging them now, 
it’s over. Young people need to understand what senior 
folks went through though. For example, I like to talk to 
young people about pensions. I think older folks should 
all talk to young folks about pensions and why they’re 
important! But you know, the old folks should also talk 
to the young people and understand that they want higher 
wages. We know they don’t wanna come to the office, so 
we need to find a way to talk to them outside of the 
office. 
 
How does social media affect union outreach, 
particularly concerning young workers? 
 
Well first, thank God I have a teenager at the house 
because we used to use phonebooks! Instead of just 
posting a leaflet, now our communications department 
can use Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter and all that stuff. 
1199 offers text options for our members now. We have 

a Facebook page. But yeah, for example we have union 
boards where lots of information is posted, but unless 
someone’s out on a smoke break or having lunch out 
there, they really don’t see the union board. Now we 
have Facebook though. And it’s great. We’re learning to 
use these things and it’s really working. 
 
What is the most significant memory you have being a 
part of the labor movement?  
 
It was a union member working at Kaleida- a teacher’s 
assistant. This girl, Melissa, was just such a sweetheart. 
She was quiet and management used to really mess with 
her. Now I had learned the contract and essentially as the 
union rep I acted for the workers. And I had just about 
had it with these people [management].  So, one day at a 
grievance meeting I let the boss have it. They were trying 
to say that Melissa abused a kid, which she absolutely 
did not do. Anyway, I won her grievance and it felt so 
good because at the end of it, she gave me a hug. You 
know, it’s not a very gratifying job, but to get that hug 
and to see her come in to work happy the next day 
without them messing with her, I mean that’s really my 
story. You know when we see each other nowadays, 13 
years later, she still tells these people the story. I didn’t 
really know I could have that kind of impact until this 
happened.  
 
And to be honest, at that time I was considering quitting 
the job that I had. I really didn’t like my manager at the 
time. But by helping Melissa out I saw the union’s 
power. I mean they violated a section of the contract, I 
grieved it, and they backed off. Oh and we got the awful 
manager fired too. I really just made it my personal 
responsibility to help people and ensure justice.  

 
What are you thoughts about the labor movement 
now and in the future? 
 
Right now we are in a state of panic, emergency. I mean 
we can talk and talk about how it happened, why it 
happened, but the point is that it did happen and Donald 
Trump is our president. I’m here to inform people about 
the issues. I mean here at the union we say we have 
permanent issues, not permanent friends. Being the 
Political Coordinator, I have to walk a tight rope. When I 
talk to my members, I don’t necessarily talk about 
Trump. I mean I have Democrats, Republicans, and 
third-party voters in my membership. I talk about things 
like Wisconsin, a right-to-work state. I talk about 800 
billion dollars lost to Medicaid and Medicare. 9 billion in 



New York. I have to ask members, you know, where do 
you think your residence money comes from? It’s 
amazing that a lot of Trump supporters didn’t know that 
when he says cuts to Medicaid and Medicare, that the 
very people my members take care of, the old folks in 
nursing homes and hospitals, use these services. That 
means jobs are gonna be lost. So, I think ultimately right 
now we’re in a state of panic. But we need to really be on 
the offensive, not the defensive. It’s important to hold 
him accountable to his agenda, to what he ran for. All 
these executive orders haven’t delivered on any of his 
promises. We’re obviously nervous about it. But we’re 
running a campaign called Unity & Power right now and 
we had to increase dues because we really need to be 
able to fight Donald Trump, the Koch brothers… I’ve 
never wanted a president to fail before, but you know… 
Education and engagement are key though. And I think 
we’ll prevail, I really do. 
 
Another thing that people forget is that it’s not just 
Trump. We need to vote local. This is one of the reasons 
why I got involved in the first place. I actually have 
interviews for upcoming candidates. I always do a quick 
training where we go over the types of questions we 
should ask our elected officials and candidates. It’s so 
important to vote. Vote all the time. There’s no reason 
why you shouldn’t vote, it’s a right we fought for. In the 
union, we always hold trainings and workshops about the 
issues, what legislation is out there, what bills have been 
passed. Our goal is to have 100% of union members 
voting. We’re getting there. Vote vote vote. 
 
What is your vision for the future of labor? How do 
you bring the youth into the labor movement? 
 
We definitely need to tap into the younger folks and 
engage them. The union has got to understand that 
promises can be made but without legislation, nothing 
changes. Hopefully we can grow our union numbers and 
membership. I’d like to see unionism growing in sectors 
that don’t have them. Now, the more we engage folks, 
the more we can show them that the union gives them a 
raise, helps them keep their job, gives them security. I 
think we really need to focus on Wisconsin, get them 
their union rights again. But yeah, overall I really do see 
us growing even more, engaging younger folks, and 
making some real good change.  
 
“I am Maurice Brown, Political Coordinator of 
1199SEIU UHWE, and this is why I fight” 

 
 


