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Dozens of Community Members, Faith Leaders, Union 
Workers Hold Speakout Supporting UnityPoint Health-

Meriter Nurses as Strike Looms 

Wide range of unions send letters to UnityPoint Health execs putting 
them on notice that they will respect the nurses’ picket line and not 

cross 

'Meriter nurses are our family members and neighbors—They take care of 
us and now UnityPoint Health-Meriter needs to honor, respect and value 

them.' 

  

Madison, WI - As contract talks continue in the face of an impending nurses’ strike at 
UnityPoint Health-Meriter Hospital, dozens of community members, faith leaders and 
union workers held a “Community-Labor Speak Out” today. For many of those in 
attendance, this is a deeply personal issue for them, because Meriter nurses are their 
spouses, family members, friends and neighbors. Meriter nurses have delivered their 
babies, and provided compassionate, highly-skilled care to their loved ones. Community 
members expressed outrage that UnityPoint Health-Meriter, which has made millions in 
profits and has a long list of highly-paid executives at the top, is refusing to honor, 
respect and value nurses who have been through a brutal year of caring for patients 
during the pandemic. 

Many unions have sent letters to UnityPoint Health-Meriter’s CEO putting the hospital 
on notice that they will respect the nurses’ picket line and not cross, including the 6,000 
member Building Trades Council of South Central Wisconsin. Those who spoke 
included Pastor Tim Schaefer, of the First Baptist Church; Mahlon Mitchell, President of 
the International Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF) Local 311 and of the Professional 
Firefighters of Wisconsin; Josh Stern, President of the International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers (IBEW) Local 159; Shari Signer, a Registered Nurse at UW-Hospital; 
Bill Franks, Executive Board member of the NAACP; Peggy Peterson, a retiree member 
of the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME); 
Kevin Schwerdtfeger, Business Representative of Teamsters Local 344; and Mike 
Jones, President of Madison Teachers. 

“Labor rights and worker justice are inextricably linked to the teachings of Jesus in our 
Christian gospels,” said Rev. Tim Schaefer, Pastor of the First Baptist Church of 
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Madison. “Just as our Baptist ancestors were driven by their Christian ethic in their 
pursuit of labor justice, so are we compelled by our deeply held convictions to support 
the laborers of today. During this past year, our nurses and frontline medical staff have 
worked tirelessly to keep us all safe, at great risk to themselves and their loved ones. 
We stand in solidarity with Meriter nurses as they seek fair compensation for their 
selfless work and sacrifices.” 

In their contract negotiations, Meriter nurses are calling for a set of protections which 
would allow them to better care for themselves, their families and our community, 
including: expanded time off so they can recover and heal from the pandemic; 
provisions that fully value them for taking on extra shifts to address understaffing; and a 
greater role in decision-making and more protections during current and future health 
emergencies.  

“Meriter nurses are the very best of our community--every day they put themselves and 
their families on the line to care for all of the rest of us,” said Kevin Gundlach, President 
of the South Central Federation of Labor, AFL-CIO. “They've held the hands of our 
vulnerable loved ones, worked exhaustingly long hours and extra shifts, and many of 
them have fallen sick themselves and are struggling with burnout. It’s a moral outrage 
that UnityPoint Health-Meriter’s executives, many of whom have been working safely 
from their homes or offices instead of on the front lines, are refusing to honor nurses’ 
sacrifices. And it’s a moral imperative that Meriter management negotiates a fair 
contract immediately, so nurses have the time they need to heal and are fully valued 
and respected for their essential work. That will benefit nurses, patients and our entire 
community.” 

“The Nurse's fight for fair benefits and conditions is a fight for all workers,” said Joshua 
Stern, President of IBEW Local 159. “It is a turning point in our society's value of worker 
health and safety. We must stand in solidarity with nurses at Meriter Hospital.” 

UnityPoint Health and Meriter can more than afford to address their concerns. In 2019, 
the last year that data is available, UnityPoint Health had total profits of more than $380 
million, with Meriter Health Services alone making over $75 million in profits. UnityPoint 
Health has also received millions in federal government support through the 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act.  

### 

The South Central Federation of Labor, AFL-CIO is an umbrella organization consisting 
of 100 Private and Public Sector Unions representing tens of thousands of workers in 
11 Counties within South Central and South Western Wisconsin. They work with non-
profits, unions, governmental agencies, elected officials, university & college systems, 
job training organizations, apprenticeship programs, cooperatives, and businesses in 
order to achieve economic and social justice for all workers and their families within our 
shared communities. 
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