
 
 
 
  
  
  
  
Weekly  Newsletter
  

  
October  2016
  
CSEA Western Region 6 President Florence “Flo” Tripi 
has been an active member of the Civil Service 
Employees Association for more than 35 years. Her 
journey into the labor movement began when she arrived 
at the Monroe County Health Department in 1972, 
starting off as a typist and working her way up to a 
supervisory position. Tripi joined CSEA promptly upon 
her arrival as an employee of the Monroe County Health 
Department and became involved in CSEA’s social 
committee soon after. The president at the time, Richard 
Burton, identified Tripi as an excellent successor for his 
position and Tripi soon became an avid and engaging 
president of the 300-member Health Department, a 
section of the Monroe County unit of 3,000 members. 
 
Through the years, Tripi has served CSEA in many 
capacities, including as President of the Monroe County 
Unit representing 3,000 members and First Vice 
President of Monroe County Local 828. Tripi has served 
on CSEA’s Statewide Board of Directors and she served 
for 15 years as the Western Region’s vice president, 
under the leadership of the late Robert L. Lattimer, 
former Western Region president. 
 
As Western Region President, Tripi also serves as a 
statewide CSEA Vice President. She is Vice President of 
the Western New York Area Labor Federation, the 
Buffalo Labor Council and the Rochester Vicinity Labor 
Council, and continues to fight for the labor community 
daily. 
 

____________________________________ 
 
Q&A 
 
Many union activists have a family history of union 
involvement. Do you? 

 
Yes, and no. I remember when I was young, my 
grandparents, who worked textiles, would take me to 
union meetings. I remember seeing that as unions 
members my grandparents were loyal to their union, and 
that in return, the union helped advance their interests 
and protect them. My parents weren’t union members, 
but without protection they were locked out of their 
plant.  When the plant moved to Fayetteville, NC, my 
parents were left with absolutely nothing. 
 
What is something that everyone can do to support 
the labor movement and hardworking American 
workers? 

 
I believe in the concept of checking labels- finding all-
American made labels and only buying those products. 
Sometimes searching for those products takes a lot longer 
than you expect. The first thing I do before I go into any 
meeting is check the parking lot for foreign made cars. I 
still don’t eat California grapes. 
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What do you do as a leader in the labor movement 
that makes you so successful? 
 
Well, in 1981 I ran against Marty Konik who was the       
Monroe County unit president and I won. I was unit 
president until 2000, negotiating for 3,000 members, 
each of whom I knew by name. I knew them personally. I 
knew about their kids. I still know who they are today.  
 
In 1996 Our county executive wanted to lay off people in 
the parks. We went to a big rally at our county 
legislature, and this woman came up to me and I 
remember she said: “if my husband gets laid off, who’s 
going to pay for my baby?” Well I worked hard and we 
saved their jobs. The baby, Nicole, was born not long 
after. She’s my unofficial niece… she still calls me Aunt 
Flo and now she has her own baby girl.  
 
I didn’t know what a backhoe was when I first started, 
and I remember a guy telling me I didn’t know anything 
about him or the work he does. One day I called him, 
after I won the election, and I told him to give me a 
lesson on what he does. He was paving a street and I 
went out there, getting char all over my clothes. It’s such 
a learning experience. Once you are in this business, you 
need to go to your member’s workplaces. Really. You’d 
be shocked at what you’ll learn! The conditions they 
work under are sometimes terrible. I remember visiting 
the parks employees and sitting in their tiny lean-to shack 
that I thought was going to fall down any second. Within 
three days, I had them out of there.  
 
You speak with incredible passion. Many people with 
your experience would have retired from the 
movement by now. What makes you stay and 
continue to fight? 
 
I love what I do. If it wasn’t that I didn’t believe totally 
in what I do, I would have gotten out a long time ago. 
You learn something every single day. There isn’t a day 
that goes by that I don’t learn something new. The more 
you’re in this, the more it’s reinforced that this is 
something you have to do. The Fight for 15 workers, 
most of them aren’t kids, they’re single parents, they’re 
trying to live on peanuts! I am so grateful that I’m able to 
be a part of this. 
 
 
 
 

What is your most significant memory from your time 
in the labor movement? 

 
There was a 10-month employee in the Monroe county 
health department. She was a school health assistant- 
today that’s called a CNA. She wanted the day off to pick 
up her son who went to college in Virginia. The 
supervisor wouldn’t let her go because it wasn’t stated in 
her contract. So she asked for a sick day and was refused 
that as well. She came to me with her problem and I 
immediately called the supervisor to tell her that 
Madeline Foley was going to take the day off. She ended 
up taking the day off with no pay to pick up her son. On 
the way, she was in a terrible car accident and was killed.  
 
Her husband, Bob, called me after the funeral. He said 
that because Madeline was off the payroll that day, and 
because it was an unauthorized leave, the health 
department wasn’t going to pay her retirement. I called 
everyone that day. CSEA had an attorney, Steve Wiley, 
who walked me through the whole thing. Long story 
short I ended up getting the issue resolved and Bob called 
me saying that everything was going to be fine, but this 
thing took weeks. I called everyone but the governor’s 
office- legislators, politicians, etc. I was so intent that it 
was going to happen no matter what, and that I was going 
to be the one to make it happen.  
 
Labor, my job, it’s the sort of thing that you stay with not 
exactly for a particular reason, but until something like 
this happens. These moments are when you finally 
realize exactly why you’re here and how important it is. 
It’s hard to say if this event was the most significant. I 
mean, over the years, if we went through any contract at 
all, I could tell you another story that means just as much 
to me. 

 
Was the Madeline Foley issue the moment when you 
first realized that fighting for working class people 
was your passion? 
 
That’s when I realized how much power CSEA had.  
CSEA had told me that they could deal with the problem 
for me, but I wanted to do it myself, with their guidance 
of course. Every time I called them they were there to 
help. If you can do something for someone, and it’ll be 
positive, then that’s what you should do.  

 
What is your vision for the future of labor? How do 
you bring the youth into the labor movement? 

 



I am very committed to keeping the labor movement 
intact. I know there are a lot of people who aren’t 
interested in it, but the Union is one of the most 
important things in anyone’s life. I think somewhere 
along the way, the message of labor unions has gotten 
lost, and we need to recreate it and reinvigorate it. 
Member engagement is crucial. You must engage with 
them, even if you don’t always agree with each other. 
You must show them that what you’re doing is the right 
thing for them.  

 
Do you think unions are starting to do this? Is CSEA 
Region 6? 

 
Well, when the Friedrichs case came out, everyone 
started jumping on the bandwagon of member 
engagement, and we began to understand how important 
it really is to know our members. We don’t see a lot of 
our members, they don’t come to meetings, they’re busy 
with their own lives, but they pay their dues. These 
people are the ones you really want to meet. If you’re in 
an elected position and you meet a member, just 
introduce yourself. Despite the difficulty of my region 
being so huge, it’s incredibly important to know our 
membership 
 
I’m very impressed with what I’ve seen so far. We’re 
making phone calls, knocking on doors, visiting 
members. It’s simple. You call first, and then you go and 
meet them. Almost everyone says yes and they’re thrilled 
to death to see us. We’ve got to get people more 
engaged. We’ve got to show them what the union does 
for them.  

 
What do you want to see from younger generations in 
the labor movement? 

 
Young people don’t really know the history of unions. 
They don’t understand what union workers have gone 
through to get what they’ve got. I think most people have 
a totally different work ethic now where if they don’t like 
a job, they’ll move to another place and get another job. 
Years ago, it was different. You wanted to stay, get a 
retirement, etc. The younger generation really needs to 
know and understand the history of what we all went 
through. If they don’t do that, they’ll just think this is just 
another fad. 

 
The old generation also needs to change. We need to 
focus on social media and adapt to new learning styles 
and interests. I think once people have the historical 

knowledge as to what the union is, what’s significant 
about the place they chose to work in, then unions may 
become a little more personal to them. We have a group 
at CSEA. It’s called Next Wave and is a group of our 
younger people aged 35 and younger. We have these 
meetings where we discuss union issues, how things got 
to where they are now, and why all of a sudden we are 
experiencing these difficult attacks on labor. We explain 
to our members that if management can cut the union 
out, they can do whatever they want to their employees. I 
ask them- do you think they want to give you health 
benefits? Of course not. The future of labor is with the 
youth; we just need to get them to understand why. 
 
I want people to know how enjoyable and meaningful it 
is to be in a labor community in Buffalo and Rochester, 
with people who truly care about issues that working 
people struggle with. Other labor unions are doing a lot 
of the same things that we’re doing, and I’m excited to 
say that it really is working. 
 
“I am Flo Tripi, President of CSEA Western Region 
6, and this is why I fight” 
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