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Perseverance rewarded for 
Frontier strikers 
Monday, Feb. 2, 1998 | 10:02 a.m. 

Their goal was simple: to stay on the picket line at the Frontier hotel-casino "one day longer" 
than the Elardi family owned the Strip resort. 

A few minutes past midnight Sunday, after a historic journey that lasted 6 years, 4 months and 
10 days, workers from five striking unions at the Frontier kept their word. 

As new owner Phil Ruffin took over, the workers laid down their picket signs and marched 
triumphantly into the New Frontier alongside some of the biggest names in the labor movement. 

Leading the way, amid chants of "union, union," was the spiritual father of the strikers, the Rev. 
Jesse Jackson, and Ruffin, the Kansas industrialist who was the hero of the hour. 

Jackson, who had walked the picket line and counseled union leaders several times during the 
epic labor dispute, called the strike's end a "victory for America." 

"Tonight we turn our pain to power," Jackson told a cheering crowd of several thousand. 
"Tonight we move from dark to light -- new ownership, new leadership, a new day and a real 
frontier." 

Gov. Bob Miller and Sens. Harry Reid and Richard Bryan, both D-Nev., and a host of elected 
officials joined the strikers, as they ended the nation's longest and most talked-about labor 
dispute with a night of celebration that stretched into the early morning hours. 

"I'm excited," Ruffin said inside, amid the crush of people, the likes of which the Frontier had 
not seen in 6 1/2 years. "I hope they spend a lot of money." 

Ruffin received a key to the city and the thanks of the entire labor movement for buying the 
Frontier for $165 million from Margaret Elardi and her two sons and turning it back into a 
union hotel. The Elardis had incurred the wrath of unions across the country for refusing to sign 
a collective bargaining agreement and taking away the benefits of the Frontier workers. 

About 280 of the original 550 strikers from the Culinary Union and four other locals -- 
Bartenders 165, Teamsters 995, Operating Engineers 501 and Carpenters 1780 -- began 
returning to work at the Frontier over the weekend under a contract described as the best in the 
industry. 

For Jim Arnold, secretary-treasurer of the 40,000-member Culinary Union, the magnitude of 
the celebration didn't hit home until he went back inside the Frontier after midnight for the first 
time since the strike began in September 1991. 



Arnold recalled being arrested in an act of civil disobedience the last time he stood on the steps 
of the Frontier. 

"It's very strange being back in here and seeing all of this excitement," Arnold said. "People are 
crying, hugging and kissing each other. I don't know if there are proper words to explain it." 

James Boyd, one of the original strikers, could hardly believe his eyes, as he made his way 
through the casino. 

"I'm glad it's finally over," he said, while the crowd rushed to the lounges to toast the strike's 
end. "This is great." 

The celebration began hours earlier at a massive block party outside the Frontier, where 
national and local labor leaders hailed the strike as a symbol of the resurgence of the American 
labor movement. 

Unions from New York to California and Florida to Vancouver, British Columbia, joined the 
festivities. 

Richard Trumka, secretary-treasurer of the Washington-based AFL-CIO, reminded the workers 
of a statement the Elardi family made when the strike began Sept. 21, 1991. 

"They said if the union wished to start a war in the state of Nevada, the Elardis will make them 
wish they never started it," said Trumka, the No. 2 man in the 13-million-member AFL-CIO. 

"And our brothers and sisters responded simply by pledging to themselves, to their families and 
to their community to last one day longer. 

"Well, after more than 2,300 days on the line and more human suffering than anyone can 
possibly imagine, the Frontier strikers have made a passionate statement on behalf of workers in 
our union from Maine to Mexico. And that message is, we don't start wars, we end them." 

Gerald McEntee, international president of the American Federation of State, County and 
Municipal Employees, thanked the strikers for showing the "kind of solidarity that has been an 
inspiration to the entire labor movement." 

Not one of the 550 strikers crossed the picket line during the protracted labor dispute. 

"You fought for and protected the way of life for millions of families across this nation," said 
McEntee, one of the country's most active labor leaders. 

Added Trumka: "Las Vegas is now a beacon of hope for every working family in our labor 
movement because Las Vegas is a union city. Las Vegas is where workers and employers and 
unions can build a new model of labor relations for our country -- a place where businessmen 
like Phil Ruffin can thrive and where the American dream can survive." 

McEntee, who once led a rally of 6,000 of his union members outside the Frontier, chided the 
Elardi family for refusing to settle with the unions. 

"Sisters and brothers, look around," he said. "We stand in a city that gambling has built. People 
come here every day to play the odds. You know and I know that there is one hard and fast rule 
when it comes to gambling -- sooner or later, the house is going to win. 

"The Elardis forgot that rule. They forgot that in this 6 1/2-year gamble that they weren't the 
house. Because tonight, the house is calling the bet -- the House of Labor. 



"So tonight," McEntee concluded, "when you walk up and down the Strip, remember that no 
matter how much has been won or lost in the casinos today, you are the biggest winners Las 
Vegas has seen in a long time, and the Elardis are the biggest losers of all." 

At the close of the speech-making outside, Frontier strike coordinator Joe Daugherty presented 
Trumka and John Wilhelm, secretary-treasurer of the international Culinary Union, with special 
plaques for leading the national campaign against the Elardi family that brought an end to the 
strike. 

Wilhelm, credited with helping Ruffin reach the deal to buy the Frontier in October, praised 
Daugherty, who never missed a day of work throughout the strike. 

"The man who just read this plaque and gave it to me and Rich is my hero," Wilhelm said. "Joe 
Daugherty, the strike team and all of the Frontier strikers and all of the union members who 
stood with them ... have performed a service for working people in Las Vegas and working 
people throughout America." 

Earlier in the day, all of the strikers received plaques inscribed with a statement from Trumka. 

"To be a striker at the Frontier," the statement read, "is to be able to say that when you had to 
fight for your kids and your family and your future, you did not back down." 

 







































Editors' Note: This piece was originally published in the January 2004 print issue.

Harold Meyerson has further reflections on the upcoming Las Vegas caucus here.

What's right with this picture?

LAS VEGAS -- In the middle of his life, Sylvester Garcia decided he'd had enough of

the cold and the heat. He'd been a welder in the copper-mining towns of New Mexico

for almost a quarter of a century, but, he says, "I got tired of welding, of the mud, of

the rain, of too much hard work. So I told my wife, 'I'll try the casinos.'" In short

order, he became a dishwasher at the Dunes Hotel on the Las Vegas Strip, then

moved to the Luxor when the Dunes was leveled to make way for the Bellagio.

At first glance this wasn't a great career move. Dishwashing in America, as

everybody knows, is almost always a minimum wage job devoid of benefits or

security. Nonetheless, Garcia insists, "I love my job." And he's not kidding.

Among his fellow dishwashers, however, he has to be in a distinct minority.

According to "The Coffee Pot Wars," an essay by Annette Bernhardt, Laura Dresser

and Eric Hatton in the new Russell Sage Foundation study of low-wage work, the

median hourly wage of the American hotel dishwasher in 2000 was $7.45 -- a little

better than the housekeeper's $7.09. Even luxury hotels seldom pay their low-end

employees much more than the minimum wage. And while wages have stagnated,
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worker's union which transformed dead-end jobs into middle-class
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hours have declined, from 40 a week for low-end hotel workers in 1960 to 31 in 2000.

At one hotel they studied, the authors concluded that 60 percent of the kitchen staff

held down two jobs.

Garcia holds just one, but his hourly wage at the Luxor is $11.86 -- $4 higher than the

industry average. He is paid for 40 hours every week, even if the company actually

needs him for fewer. He has family health insurance paid for entirely by his

employer. He has a defined-benefit pension. He has three weeks of vacation every

year, which he likes to spend hunting in Canada.

Far from a life of quiet desperation, Garcia's seems full of noisy exaltation. On the

evening I visit him, three grandchildren are careening around his house, a six-

bedroom home built in 1988. Garcia's next-door neighbors are an attorney, a

minister and, over the back fence, an air-conditioning mechanic. A legion of his

fellow hotel workers inhabits the surrounding blocks.

Garcia's is a face, and his neighborhood a place, that doesn't neatly fit into America's

current image of itself. Beneath a wave of silver hair, his face has the crevasses of

someone who's worked in the Southwest sun for decades. With his droopy

moustache, he could pass for a Mexican village chieftain or a sailor on Sergei

Eisenstein's Battleship Potemkin. And this patriarchal proletarian inhabits a

relatively new middle-class-working-class-white-Latino suburb at a time when such

neighborhoods hardly exist anywhere else in the country.

Something is right with this picture, so right that in an America where Wal-Mart and

a thousand other unnatural shocks drive working-class living standards downward,

we can scarcely account for it. The picture is incomprehensible unless you

understand the role that a union -- Culinary Workers Local 226, the Las Vegas local of

the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees International Union (HERE) -- has

played in the lives of its 48,000 members, their families and the city as a whole.

Local 226 is probably the largest -- and surely the most remarkable -- local union in

the United States. While most unions have been shrinking or struggling to hold their

own over the past several decades, and while hotel union membership has declined

from 16 percent of the hotel workforce in 1983 to 12 percent in 2000, Local 226 has



grown by 30,000 members since its low point in 1988. It has done that by organizing

virtually every hotel on the Vegas Strip, so that roughly 90 percent of the jobs in the

city's major hotels are unionized. Considering that Nevada is a right-to-work state

where employees can work in unionized workplaces without joining the union, this

is a breathtaking achievement.

The key is "union density" -- the unionized share of total jobs in a local occupation or

industry. The authors of the Russell Sage study conclude that hourly wages in the

hotel industry are $3 higher in cities with high union density than they are in ones

where it's low. Even in unionized cities, however, the authors write that the union

effect is minimal on work schedules or career ladders for such dead-end jobs as

housekeeping. "This industry doesn't focus on mobility," one hotel executive told

Bernhardt, Dresser and Hatton. "We've done a really poor job of recognizing talent

and building our own."

But there's high density and then there's Vegas. Housekeepers in Las Vegas make

$11.40 hourly; tipped hotel employees have a $9.60 hourly base wage, the highest in

the land. At a time when draconian bottom-line pressures on most hotel chains have

increased the number of rooms that housekeepers must clean, Local 226's contract

last year actually reduced the number of rooms that housekeepers must attend to in

many Strip hotels. And at the union's thriving culinary academy, funded entirely by

contributions from the hotels, housekeepers can learn the skills to become cooks or

servers -- and servers to become gourmet waiters or wine stewards, and gourmet

servers and wine stewards to become sommeliers.

Nor is it only union members who benefit from the union's work. D. Taylor, the

secretary-treasurer of Local 226, figures that when you add in the workers at

nonunion Vegas hotels that have to match the wage levels at unionized hotels, and

the families of all these hotel employees, the total number of people whose living

standards have been raised is 175,000 to 180,000 (and that's not counting the

merchants and workers at whose stores the hotel employees shop). In a metropolitan

area of 1.4 million, that means the union has transformed the entire city.

Viewers of Frank Capra's classic It's A Wonderful Life will recall how Jimmy Stewart's

character of George Bailey heads a Building and Loan where working-class residents



of Bedford Falls can borrow the funds to purchase homes. When Bailey wishes he'd

never been born, he's shown a nightmare image of Bedford Falls called Pottersville,

named after the town's miserly banker who has closed down the Building and Loan,

impoverished the working class and immersed it in a world of booze, loose women

and other depravities.

Ever since it was a gleam in Bugsy Siegel's eye, Las Vegas has been America's No. 1

Pottersville, rife with gambling, pawnshops and prostitution. Now, courtesy of Local

226, it's also America's No. 1 Bedford Falls -- the only city in the land where service-

sector workers in supposedly dead-end jobs can afford to buy homes, retire securely

and put their kids through college. "We've forced the social contract [into existence]

HERE," says D. Taylor. And "forced" is a carefully chosen word.

A new-model union

HERE came to Vegas in the 1950s, as the first generation of Strip hotels were still

going up and the Rat Pack was just beginning to appear together. "The union kept up

with the growth HERE until the late '70s," says HERE President John Wilhelm, the

mastermind of Local 226's rebirth and subsequent explosive growth in the '90s. But

by the late '70s the union was losing its footing. In the mid-'80s, six hotels decertified

the union, persuading their workers to vote the union out as their bargaining

representative. Four other hotels that had signed the 1984 contract illegally reneged

on the agreement and got away with it. The union's health-care plan was going belly

up. Not surprisingly, workers were quickly losing confidence in their once-powerful

union. With negotiations looming two years hence, the membership elected new

local leaders in 1987, who then approached the international for help. The

international responded by sending in a new team with a new approach to unionism.

In a number of old-guard HERE locals, the union's business was performed by less

than accountable business agents. In the late 1960s, however, HERE hired recent Yale

graduate Wilhelm to organize the university's clerical and blue-collar workers.

Under the guidance of veteran HERE official Vinny Sirabella, Wilhelm took the

opposite tack, building a campus-wide organizing committee that grew to include

many hundreds of members. It turned out that member participation actually

worked: In 1984, the union organized Yale.



When the Vegas local called for help, HERE responded by sending in Sirabella's

disciples -- Wilhelm in overall charge, D. Taylor to run the day-to-day operations and

a host of others -- to build a new kind of union. Local 226 had never had workers'

committees. "We had to build committees in hotels to ward off any more

[decertifications] and to prepare for street actions -- for the first time ever," Taylor

recalls.

The local's make-or-break challenge was to organize the Mirage, the first mega-hotel

on the Strip, which was set to open in November of '89. The Mirage's developer was

Steve Wynn, who already owned the Golden Nugget downtown and whose giant,

themed hotels would change the face of Vegas. What the union wanted from Wynn

was a neutrality agreement pledging that management would not wage an anti-

union campaign. In recent decades, most American companies facing a unionization

campaign threaten workers with job loss or plant closing, or actually fire known

union supporters -- totally illegal tactics for which the law, alas, stipulates no serious

penalties. Now, the union asked Wynn to recognize it when it had obtained the

signatures of a majority of his workers -- a process known as "card check."

To get this deal, the union offered to scrap obsolete work rules that had established

130 job classifications, most of them never even filled. It also used its political clout in

Washington to derail a pending Internal Revenue Service plan to withhold the casino

winnings of noncitizens, which would have wiped out much of the casinos' high-

roller trade. Alongside these carrots, the union brandished the stick of its newly

created, possibly militant workers' committees. Soon Wynn became the first owner

to sign a contract that authorized card-check recognition. The reconstruction of Local

226 had begun.

Other hotel owners, however, were appalled at card checks, and 13 refused to sign.

All the while, the union was hiring new staffers, who were identifying and

developing hundreds of activists at each of the hotels. "We had to convert from

business unionism to rank-and-file unionism," says Taylor -- and they did.

The first key battle came at the Horseshoe, a downtown hotel owned by Jack Binion,

a Wild West entrepreneur if ever there was one. The local struck the Horseshoe in

January of '89; picketers by the hundreds were arrested. But the Horseshoe's



business plummeted, and after nine and a half months, Binion signed. The other

hotels, stunned at this show of union resolve, fell into line.

All, that is, but the Frontier, an aging strip hotel whose ancien régime cowboy

owners adamantly refused to recognize the union. The local struck the Frontier on

Sept. 21, 1991, and stayed out for six years, four months and 10 days, during which

time not a single one of the Frontier's 550 unionized workers crossed the picket line.

Finally, in early 1998, their business ruined, the Frontier owners sold the hotel to

new buyers who agreed to card check, and the strike ended with a mass victory rally

that closed down the Strip.

"I remain to this day in awe of the Frontier strikers," says Wilhelm. "They made clear

that the workers would do whatever was necessary to protect their standard of

living."

Going into the negotiations of 2002, the union's chief strategy was to demonstrate to

management that its members' resolve had not in any way flagged. This was chiefly

accomplished at the local's bargaining rally, held in the University of Nevada, Las

Vegas' cavernous Sports Arena, which was attended by 23,000 members of the local --

slightly less than half the total membership. After that, no hotel was willing to risk a

strike. The new contract cut the housekeepers' workload, left the employers'

responsibility for health coverage intact and provided members with an average

$3.23 hourly raise.

The skilling fields

When workers apply for employment at the Vegas hotels under contract with Local

226, they go to the union hall for a skill assessment. If they have no experience, or

wish to improve their skills, they are referred to the local's Culinary Training

Academy. There, they are offered free courses in every nonmanagerial aspect of

hotel work. The academy is funded entirely by employers, who in the latest contract

with the union agreed to pay 3.5 cents per worker per hour to fund the training, with

a curriculum developed jointly by management and labor.

Roughly 18,000 workers have graduated from the academy in the past nine years;



three-quarters of them, says Taylor, are still employed by the hotels. Currently, 2,500

students are enrolled in the academy, according to Executive Director Steven

Horsford, and with new Strip hotels springing up regularly, the owners "are asking

us to double that figure." On graduation day, the hotels often hire the entire

graduating class. Those not hired become extras at the union's hiring hall, where

most move up to full-time employment.

This May, the academy moved its digs to the new Nevada Partnerships complex in

North Las Vegas, a café au lait- colored group of buildings perched atop a hill and set

off against the brilliant blue desert sky. The looks can be a bit deceiving; as Horsford

points out, the African American neighborhood in which the school is situated has 15

percent unemployment, and the academy spends a good deal of effort recruiting

young people from the area for its entry-level classes.

The entry hall is taken up largely by a dining room, where a class in busing tables is

under way when I enter, and a class in serving is taking place when I leave. As events

would have it, I tour the school on Wednesday, the day that its one and only 45-week

course is held. This is its famous sommelier class, initiated in 1997 and still taught by

Angelo Tavernaro. One of the 53 certified master sommeliers in the world, Tavernaro

was in charge of wines at Caesar's Palace for 20 years and founded the wine cellar at

the Rio.

Tavernaro's students are a testament to the union's -- and Tavernaro's -- vision and

determination. There's Mike, who was hired to bus tables at the Luxor 10 years ago.

Through courses at the academy, he moved up the ladder to server, waiter in a

gourmet restaurant and now wine steward. There's Diane, who eight years ago went

to the union to see about getting a job in wine and now counsels Caesar's Palace

patrons who want the proper bottle for their room-service dinners. The union said,

"'You can do this!'" she recalls.

Today's course is on the wines of Australia, and Tavernaro, who's provided his

students with reams of handouts and numerous wines to taste, proceeds region by

region, valley by valley, vineyard by vineyard, noting soil composition, annual

rainfall, temperature variance and their effects on flavor, acidity and much else. It's

a lot of material to master, and it comes interspersed with lessons in history,



marketing and philosophy. Shiraz, he notes, was originally developed in the ancient

Persian city of the same name, and was brought to Australia more than a millennium

later by Silesian immigrants who settled in the warm (like Persia) Barossa Valley.

Some Vegas high rollers, Tavernaro points out, may not really have all that much

money and just want to impress their friends, so he customarily begins by

recommending the cheapest of his great wines, not the bottles going for $4,000. Until

the past few decades, he laments, for the mass of Americans, "Wine has historically

been not something to drink but get drunk with." This Tavernaro attributes to "the

Puritan influence," words he spits out as if tasting the foulest of merlots.

Vegas whole

If the example of Local 226 demonstrates anything, it's that union density is the most

sweeping and effective -- and likely the only -- way to bring middle-class income,

stability and security to the lives of otherwise low-wage service-sector workers and

their communities. In a globalized economy, even high levels of unionization in

manufacturing industries such as auto and steel have been unable to protect workers

from seeing their jobs shipped abroad and having to take lower-paying jobs in their

stead. But with the continuing shift to a service-sector economy, the number of

workers whose jobs cannot be exported -- from sales clerks and cashiers to janitors,

servers and housekeepers -- continues to grow.

Yet the shift from a manufacturing to a service economy has occurred during (and

contributed to) a period of union weakness, a period in which many unions have

forgotten how to organize. The success of HERE and the Service Employees

International Union (SEIU) in organizing and winning decent living standards for

hotel workers and janitors remains more the exception than the rule within the

labor movement. What sets HERE and the SEIU apart is their relentless focus on

increasing their density in local markets and their ability to convert themselves into

unions where rank-and-file stewards address the needs of the current members

while the staff is freed up to devote all its time and resources to organizing.

The consequences of that transformation are plainly visible in Vegas. UNLV

economist C. Jeffery Waddoups has compared the hotel industries in Nevada's two

major gambling centers, concluding that the median wage for hotel work in Vegas is



40.2 percent higher than in nonunion Reno. The union in Vegas has also narrowed 

the disparity between white and Hispanic living standards. (Local 226 is 43 percent 

Hispanic, 41 percent white.) Fully 81 percent of non-Hispanic and 78 percent of 

Hispanic hotel and gaming employees in Vegas have job-based health insurance, a 

level of parity not found in other sectors of the local economy. Among Vegas 

construction workers, for instance, 70 percent of non-Hispanic workers have such 

coverage, while just 41 percent of Hispanic employees do.

The union, then, has not directly transformed working-class Las Vegas outside its 

own industry. But in its effect on the city as a whole, says Jan Jones, who was mayor 

from 1991 through 1999 and now handles public affairs for the Harrah's chain, "It's 

made a remarkable difference." Local 226 "ensured that the employees were earning 

a living wage, and could buy cars and homes."

In Jones' first year as mayor, Vegas had 15 million visitors annually; when she 

stepped down eight years later, it had 36 million. Housing construction boomed, and 

the electorate felt economically secure enough to approve bond measures for parks, 

libraries and schools -- enabling the city to build a new school every month. Voters 

also passed a sales-tax increase to double the city's water capacity. "This is what 

management and labor working together can produce -- a vibrant economy," says 

Jones.

On my last night in Las Vegas, I get to see the city whole. Sylvester Garcia and union 

representative Mike Cifaldi drive me to a hilltop at the edge of town and point out 

which parts of the city were barren desert 10 years ago, or five, or just last spring.

"This town has done good for me," says Garcia, as we look out over the lights of 

casino capitalism and social democracy, of Pottersville and Bedford Falls, 

shimmering brilliantly in the Vegas night.
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ORGANIZED 

Local 226, 'the Culinary,' Makes Las 
Vegas the Land of the Living Wage 
By STEVEN GREENHOUSE 
Published: June 3, 2004 

LAS VEGAS - Ask people here why Las Vegas is the nation's fastest-growing city, and they 
point to the thriving casino industry and to its ever-growing appetite for workers. 

But there is another, little understood force contributing to the allure of Las Vegas, a force 
often viewed as the casino industry's archnemesis. It is Culinary Local 226, also called the 
Culinary, the city's largest labor union, an unusual - and unusually successful - union that 
has done a spectacular job catapulting thousands of dishwashers, hotel maids and other 
unskilled workers into the middle class. 

In most other cities, these workers live near the poverty line. But thanks in large part to the 
Culinary, in Las Vegas these workers often own homes and have Rolls-Royce health 
coverage, a solid pension plan and three weeks of vacation a year. 

The Culinary's extraordinary success at delivering for its 48,000 members beckons 
newcomers from far and wide. By many measures, the Culinary is the nation's most 
successful union local; its membership has nearly tripled from 18,000 in the late 1980's, 
even as the rest of the labor movement has shrunk. The Culinary is such a force that one in 
10 people here is covered by its health plan, and more than 90 percent of the hotel workers 
on the Strip belong to the union. The union is also unusual because it is a rainbow coalition, 
65 percent nonwhite and 70 percent female. It includes immigrants from Central America, 
refugees from the Balkan wars and blacks from the Deep South. 

The Culinary's success cannot be separated from the industry's wealth. With the profits 
rolling in, the casinos have decided to be relatively magnanimous to their workers to ensure 
labor peace and a happy work force. 

"When you're in the service business, the first contact our guests have is with the guest-
room attendants or the food and beverage servers, and if that person's unhappy, that comes 



across to the guests very quickly," said J. Terrence Lanni, chairman of the MGM Mirage, 
which owns the MGM Grand, the world's largest hotel, with 5,000 rooms and 8,200 
employees. "These are people who are generally happy. Is it perfect? No. But it's as good as 
I've seen anywhere." 

Under the Culinary's master contract, waiters are guaranteed $10.14 an hour before tips, the 
highest rate in the nation. In Las Vegas, unionized hotel housekeepers generally earn $11.95 
an hour, 50 percent more than in nonunion Reno. The Culinary contract guarantees 
workers 40 hours' pay each week, meaning housekeepers earn at least $478 a week, while in 
other cities housekeepers often work 30 hours and earn just $240. The Culinary's workers 
pay no premiums for health care, and they often pay just $10 for a dentist's visit, while 
nonunion workers often pay upwards of $150. 

"Our wages are higher, the medical benefits are great, and we have a guaranteed 40-hour 
week," said Marianne Singer, a waitress at the unionized MGM Grand. "Thanks to all that, I 
have a beautiful 2,000-square-foot home with a three-car garage." 

The Culinary has struggled to shed a once-unsavory image. A half-century ago it worked 
closely with Bugsy Siegel and the other gangsters who built up Las Vegas. In 1977, its 
president, Al Bramlet, was found shot dead in the desert; some say the mob killed him 
because he opposed its efforts to take over the union. 

The Culinary owes its successes to war and peace: first a war that most of the hotel casinos 
waged against it in the 1980's, and more recently, a broad partnership with the industry. 
The main war was a two-month strike in 1984 in which 900 picketing workers were 
arrested. Many casinos wanted to break the Culinary, but the union managed to pressure 
most into signing a good contract. The Culinary was badly shaken by the dispute, with six 
hotels refusing to sign a contract and eliminating their union presence. To gird itself for 
future battles, the union revamped, bringing in veteran organizers and young activists who 
organized vigorous rank-and-file committees in each hotel. The union also began doing 
strategic research on the industry, striking fear into some gambling companies by warning 
Wall Street that the casinos had dangerously high debt levels and could not withstand a 
strike. 

Still smarting from the 1984 dispute and seeing that the union was a formidable force, the 
casinos made a strategic shift toward peace and partnership. In 1989, Steve Wynn, who 
transformed Las Vegas with his grandiose theme hotels, signed a groundbreaking 



agreement with the Culinary when he opened the Mirage, famed for its white tigers and 
erupting volcano. 

Mr. Wynn vowed not to fight unionization, saying he would recognize the Culinary once a 
majority of the Mirage's workers signed cards saying they favored a union. In return, the 
Culinary gave Mr. Wynn two things he wanted. It rewrote archaic contractual language to 
whittle 134 job classifications down to 30. The union also pledged to use organized labor's 
lobbying clout to advance the industry's interests. Caesars Palace, Bally's, Circus Circus and 
other casinos soon signed similar labor agreements. 

"The last thing you want is for people who are coming to enjoy themselves to see pickets and 
unhappy workers blocking driveways," Mr. Lanni said. "I swore then that we would never 
have such problems again." 

Except for a few strikes at small casinos, the 1989 accords have ushered in 15 years of 
cooperation and prosperity. Management and union have worked hand in hand to improve 
service and to press the city's hospitals and doctors to hold down costs, saving the industry 
millions each year. 

Twenty-four casinos help finance the Culinary Training Academy, hailed by many experts as 
the industry's finest job-training school. It teaches 2,500 students a year to step up to jobs 
as waiters, cooks or even sommeliers. Courses are free to members of the union, while the 
unemployed can take courses with federal or state grants. 

Steven Horsford, the academy's executive director, said the industry's needs for trained 
workers were so great that the academy would double its capacity to 5,000 students a year 
by 2006. 

"In Las Vegas, more so than any place in the country, the hospitality industry and the union 
have realized it is not mere rhetoric to say, 'We're all in this together,' '' said John W. 
Wilhelm, president of the Culinary's parent union, the Hotel Employees and Restaurant 
Employees International Union. 
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He helps give labor the edge
In Las Vegas, the head of the Culinary Union gets results with his blue­collar style. He's a must­see for Democratic presidential hopefuls.

July 12, 2007 | Mark Z. Barabak | Times Staff Writer

Las Vegas — D. Taylor is anxious, pacing irritably as the rabble­rousing continues.

About 150 workers have gathered at the Culinary Union headquarters here to rally and make signs for a Friday night caravan. Their plan is to clog traffic
outside the big casinos to protest lagging contract talks. Many are just off the day shift, small children in tow.

Taylor, head of the union local, fidgets as Culinary organizers fire up the crowd. "When you bring kids you've got to get started," he mutters to no one in
particular. Then he claps his hands and begins hollering: "Let's go. Let's GO. LET'S GO!!!" The rhetoric ends. The sign­making begins.

Nevada has assumed new prominence in the presidential race because, for the first time, its caucuses will be held in January, right after Iowa starts the
nominating process. That, in turn, has created a new set of political power brokers; few in Nevada are more important than the leader of Culinary Local 226,
which represents a majority of those who make the beds, fry the eggs, serve the steaks and bus the dishes in America's adult playground.

Their support, and the union's organizing muscle, could be a huge boost for some favored White House contender.

At more than 60,000 members and growing, the Culinary Workers Union is a rare labor success story, defying decades of decline that have thinned union ranks
nationwide and diminished labor's clout. To Taylor, Las Vegas represents the once­and­future America, a place where a blue­collar employee, a housekeeper,
say, can work hard and obtain the middle­class dream: a home, a car, college for the kids. "What we represent is what a unionized service economy can be," said
Taylor, who goes by just his first initial. "Our folks aren't rich, but they're doing OK."

The same might be said of Taylor, 50, a model of inconspicuous consumption, with his crumpled khakis and open collars, cheap lunch haunts and aversion to
executive power perks. He has no entourage, no office wall covered with celebrity photos (the closest he comes is a picket­line snapshot with Cesar E. Chavez),
no reserved parking spot. "Listen," he says, "if you can't find a place like anyone else, something's wrong with you."

Democrats awarded the early presidential caucus to Nevada partly to give labor, a longtime ally, a bigger say in choosing its nominee. (Republicans, eyeing the
action on the Democratic side, have set their vote for the same Jan. 19 date.) For Local 226, the biggest union and most powerful political organization in
Nevada, the vote provides an opportunity to promote its agenda ­­ higher wages, pro­

labor job rules, a pathway to citizenship for immigrant workers ­­ well beyond Las Vegas.

"We want to talk about issues affecting our workers across the country," said Pilar Weiss, 31, the union's political director. "We want that language and those
issues injected into the campaign all through the 2008 cycle."

Taylor is key to that effort, though he strongly denies it. The union prides itself on being a member­driven, bottom­up organization. (There are 500 people on
its bargaining committees.) That approach saved the union by restoring morale after years of misrule and a crippling 1984 citywide strike.

But Taylor is no idle observer, as demonstrated by the way he cuts off speeches and gets sign production started at the headquarters rally. Venting is fine, but
Taylor prefers action and, even more, results. "I like to find solutions," he says. "Statements and platitudes really don't mean much."

The bottom line is the bottom line. Consider: A union cook in Las Vegas makes $16.20 an hour, better than 60% above the national average; housekeepers earn
$13.07 an hour, or 50% more.

"The union's delivered," said University of Nevada, Las Vegas, professor William N. Thompson, an expert on the gambling industry. And not just for its
members. Businesses throughout the Las Vegas area pay more because "they know if they want to avoid turnover, they have to keep up" with wages in the big
casinos, Thompson said.

The union won't be wasting its endorsement on symbolic gestures like the last time it backed a presidential candidate. In 1992, Jerry Brown got the nod over Bill
Clinton simply for joining picketers outside the Frontier hotel­casino.

"In politics, there's a lesson I learned," Taylor says. "It's not like a horse race, where you can still make money on second and third place. In elections, you either
win or lose."

D. Taylor once thought of being a spy.

Growing up, he loved the novels of John le Carre and Frederick Forsyth, and he thought it would be "very cool and intriguing" to work for the CIA.

The youngest of four children, Taylor was the only boy. He was named after his father, a lawyer and judge in Williamsburg, Va., but his mother said one Donald
per household was plenty; thenceforth he was simply D. His parents divorced when he was 12. Taylor and the youngest of his sisters moved with their mom
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from the countryside to a two­bedroom apartment in town.

The three lived one payday to the next. There were no vacations, and dining out was a rarity. "Nothing nice or fancy," Taylor recalls. He earned his first
paycheck at age 14, at a Kentucky Fried Chicken, and worked through college, attending Georgetown University on and off as money allowed.

Taylor's notion of a spy career ended during his freshman year, after he read Philip Agee's "Inside The Company," an account of dirty tricks and other
intelligence abuses. "I thought it was there to help democracy, not suppress people," Taylor says of the CIA.

Disillusioned, he took classes in social studies and history, an abiding passion. He waited tables, alternating between Washington during the school year and
two summers in Cape Cod. He still remembers late Philadelphia Mayor Frank Rizzo visiting one season and tipping $3 on a $78 check.

Taylor joined the restaurant workers union in 1979 and became a shop steward. Part of the reason was his austere upbringing. It bothered Taylor to see his
mother work full time and still struggle financially. "No institution is perfect," he says, but organized labor was "the only institution I saw that allowed workers
to have a better say."

In 1980, he graduated from Georgetown's School of Foreign Service. (Not bad training, he jokes, for a union with members from 87 countries.) In fall 1981, he
was hired by the Culinary Union to organize workers in the Lake Tahoe­Reno area. He was dispatched in 1984 to Las Vegas, where he helped see the local
through a disastrous two­month strike.

Taylor sits in his modest office at union headquarters as he relates this history. The space is dominated by family photographs (a wife, two daughters), Boston
Red Sox memorabilia (another passion) and various portraits and keepsakes celebrating the labor movement.

The building itself, in an industrial area just off the Las Vegas Strip, is a worn, jury­rigged complex sprawling over 36,000 square feet. Long corridors are
intersected by narrow, alley­like passageways. Reaching the second floor requires a trip outside. Blue­and­white placards direct traffic, like signs around a road
hazard.

The feeling, even with cheery member photos lining the walls, is decidedly low­rent. But after a history of corruption tied to organized crime, the modest
quarters make a statement: Our money goes into organizing, not opulence. (Law enforcement and corporate ownership of the big casinos eventually drove the
mob from Las Vegas; there hasn't been a hint of scandal surrounding the Culinary Union in years.)

Taylor makes $140,000 a year as head of Local 226 and vice president of its labor parent, Unite Here, leading its national gaming division. He was part of the
team that helped purge the organization and rebuild its strike­thinned ranks. A turning point came in 1989, when the union reached an agreement that led to
spectacular growth. In return for work­rule concessions, including one making it easier to broaden job responsibilities, the major casino owners agreed not to
fight organizing efforts. Because of this, membership grew by leaps ­­ it has roughly tripled since 1984 ­­ as the Mirage, Treasure Island, Bellagio and other
mega­resorts opened. Over the next decade, the union is projected to add 20,000 to 30,000 members.

Taylor's assignment was supposed to last six months. He never left, but not because Las Vegas is his favorite place in the world. The desert summers are brutal ­
­ "I'm a water person," he says. The 10­mile commute from his two­story tract home northwest of the city ­­ "Stucco­land," Taylor calls it ­­ has more than
doubled to 45 minutes.

And the overt sexuality ­­ just stand along the Strip and witness the rolling billboards of semi­clad women ­­ makes for a challenge raising daughters. But there
is, Taylor says, no better place in America to represent the interests of working men and women.

ONE after another, the Democratic presidential candidates have come to pledge their allegiance to Local 226.

Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton of New York tells members the IRS should quit badgering people who work for tips and pursue corporate scofflaws. New Mexico
Gov. Bill Richardson calls for unionizing Indian casinos. Sen. Joseph R. Biden Jr. of Delaware pledges to be labor's best friend since Franklin D. Roosevelt.

The Culinary Union is months away from making its endorsement. Leaders are adamant the process remain open, even though former Sen. John Edwards of
North Carolina is friendly with John Wilhelm, head of Unite Here. "We're looking forward to having our members meet with all of them," Taylor says of the
Democratic candidates.

The endorsement process hasn't even been set, though it promises to be exhaustive.

"We're not going to have a scorecard: He answered three questions correctly and two wrong. She answered four right and one wrong, therefore she gets the
endorsement," said Weiss, the union's political director. "We're going to take a lot of time and make sure when we endorse, the members will follow through."
(Republican candidates have been invited to address union members, but none has taken up the offer.)

Taylor, of course, will be deeply involved. Though members will ultimately decide whom to endorse, "it takes a little leadership on my part to come to that,"
Taylor said. "Figuring out the questions that need to be asked, the kind of real tests that need to be done.

"I'm going to be part of the process," he adds. "I'm not a sheep."

THERE is the "work D" and the "home D." The one at home, his wife says, smiles a lot more.

At work, Taylor has mastered the bland expression and measured response. When things grow testy, he may allow a shrug here, a lifted eyebrow there. He
plays rough.

Last fall, the Culinary Union joined the Las Vegas Police Protective Assn. and hired a private investigator to snoop on Clark County Commissioner Lynette
Boggs, a political enemy. She lost her reelection bid and was indicted after surveillance raised questions about her residency. Taylor shrugs: "You reap what you
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sow."

But at home, the steel core melts.

The bare­knuckle political brawler has been banished to the far end of the soccer field after yelping once too often at Gray, his 12­year­old. The tough talker
lapses into Old English to entertain Chenault, 18, a fellow Shakespeare buff. The tough bargainer yields to his wife and surrenders his cherished "Beavis and
Butt­Head" soundboard (push the button, and it goes "heh heh heh") after Gray began parroting the crude characters.

At 6­foot­2, Taylor has a loping stride, receding gray­brown hair, deep­set eyes and a stone face perfect for poker ­­ except he never gambles. (He swore off it
more than 20 years ago after losing bets on the Washington Redskins football team.)

Though revered by members ­­ at a spring rally featuring several White House hopefuls the cheers were longest and loudest for Taylor ­­ he receives more
grudging respect in Las Vegas' corporate suites.

His wife, Bobbette, works for the union's health fund. The couple has been married for 19 years, following a courtship that began on a Washington, D.C., picket
line at 5:30 on a winter morning.

She smiles at her husband's hard­nosed reputation, telling how the women at work, knowing his serious sweet tooth, ply him with flan and sweet potato pie, and
how his girls keep Dad wrapped tightly around their pinkies. Taylor, seated off to a side, grins, then does something unexpected ­­ he giggles.

With all the sweet talk from candidates, Taylor is asked sometimes whether he has any interest in seeking political office himself. His response is the same: a
smile, polite refusal. He is perfectly happy where he is.

As his wife puts it, "Not many people get to make a career out of something they believed in as a 22­year­old."

­­
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Much at stake economically, politically 
in Station, Culinary fight 
By Jon Ralston 
Sunday, Jan. 22, 2012 | 2 a.m. 

An escalating conflict between the city’s dominant, homegrown casino company and the state’s 
most aggressive, successful labor organization has emerged from the shadows of resorts to the 
brightness of the public square, threatening to force politicians to take sides and to inflict 
collateral damage on others inside and outside Nevada. 

The Culinary Union’s cutthroat, guerilla tactics, used for years against casinos with Strip ZIP 
codes, have been deployed for months now against locals goliath Station. But the previously sub 
rosa effort, which has included complaints with federal authorities and letters to potential 
Station customers, now has sparked a multimedia counterattack unlike any the union — or Las 
Vegas — has ever seen. 

(Go to my blog at lasvegassun.com/ralston to see samples of the Station and Culinary campaigns. 
You can also see Thursday’s Station vs. Culinary on “Face to Face With Jon Ralston.”) 
The stakes here are enormous, especially for the union, and are much broader than whether this 
conflagration allows the Culinary in the door at Station properties after decades of trying. After a 
year in which other vaunted unions — especially the firefighters — saw a public backlash as the 
economy worsened and government tanked, the Culinary is vulnerable during a time in which 
other working folks are thankful just to have a job or angry about not having one. 

For years, Local 226 has been seen as perhaps the most potent grassroots political force in 
Nevada, able to singlehandedly sway elections, mostly in local and legislative contests. But the 
union suffered a blow in 2008 when it went out on a limb for Barack Obama only to see Hillary 
Clinton, aided by her husband and others, win the state by 5 percentage points. 

Now, on the cusp of another presidential year, and with critical races for the U.S. Senate, the 
Legislature and Clark County Commission, the Culinary is taking on a political player that has 
only become more influential, pouring money into elected official coffers from Carson City to 
Grand Central Parkway. 

The Station ad campaign is motivated both by frustration and anger at the Culinary tactics, 
which have included websites to pillory board members and companies deemed too friendly to 
Station (Zappos) as well as those letters to potential guests and performers. The union has been 
relentless, as it always is, writing to entertainers and convention organizers, outlining the 
National Labor Relations Board complaint that has yielded a preliminary victory on 87 counts — 
that is, they were not dismissed. In one missive to an agent of a performer at Red Rock Resort, 
the union wrote, “Station Casinos is mired in an ugly, contentious labor dispute that is creating 
growing ill will in the Las Vegas community.” 

The Station response has been to try to create some ill will of its own in the community toward 
the Culinary, with a series of ads portraying the union as a job-killer, not job-creator. And the 
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Fertittas are a different strain from others the Culinary has run its marathon campaigns against, 
integrated into the community and power structure in a way few Culinary foes ever have been. 
They may engender sympathy that the union does not anticipate. 

Some who have been here awhile will feel a sense of déjà vu, with the argument of the union 
insisting on employees simply signing a card to embrace the union vs. Station saying a secret-
ballot election is allowed and welcomed. Both sides are disingenuous on this, with the union 
knowing how much easier a card check process is — and casinos have submitted in the past — 
and the employer having many advantages to dissuade, even intimidate, if a secret ballot were to 
occur. 

Station, ironically, seems to have Culinary-like resolve, buttressed by the Ferttitas’ pride and 
deep pockets as well as the reality that no other locals company has been unionized, so it’s a 
competitive imperative, too. This is an endurance test the company seems prepared to win, 
going so far as to hire former union ally Mike Sloan to help plot strategy. 

The Culinary, too, shows no signs of relenting and last year expanded its assault to the jewel in 
the Fertitta crown, the Ultimate Fighting Championship, sending boss Dana White into 
rhetorical paroxysms of fury caught on camera. Maybe White will be featured in the next round 
of anti-Culinary ads? 

I also wonder if the Culinary can count on the support it has enjoyed in the past from the 
Democratic political elite. Many Democrats, warned by the union about having events on 
Station properties, are raking in the company’s cash as the year begins. 

And therein lies the real collateral damage that may occur as, sooner or later, folks in the 
political and business worlds are going to be asked to take sides in a labor-management war that 
could make the ones since the 1984 Strip strike look tame. 



Former housekeeper first woman to 
lead Culinary union in Las Vegas 
By Sun Staff (contact) 
Tuesday, Dec. 11, 2012 | 9:25 a.m. 

Geoconda Arguello-Kline, a former housekeeper and union organizer, has been elected to the 
top position with the Culinary Workers Union Local 226 in Las Vegas, the first woman to hold 
the post of secretary-treasurer. 

She replaces D. Taylor, who left the post to head UNITE HERE, the Culinary's parent union, 
which represents about 250,000 workers nationwide. 
“I’m tremendously honored to take on this position. It is a testament to our diverse and 
incredible members that has put me here,” Arguello-Kline, who was the first Latina elected 
president of Local 226, said in a statement. The local union represents about 60,000 workers. 

Arguello-Kline left Managua, Nicaragua, as a political refugee in 1979. She arrived in Miami with 
her two children and worked a series of service jobs, including housekeeping and truck driving. 

In 1983, at her brother’s suggestion, she moved to Las Vegas. She found a job as a guest room 
attendant at the Fitzgeralds Casino downtown. 

In 1990, Arguello-Kline was hired as a union organizer. She was one of the leaders on the picket 
line for six years, four months and ten days during a strike at the Frontier on the Las Vegas 
Strip. 

In 2002, she was elected president of Local 226 and today serves as vice president of UNITE 
HERE and is a board member of the Culinary Academy and Citizenship Project. 

 

http://www.lasvegassun.com/staff/sun-staff/
http://www.lasvegassun.com/staff/sun-staff/contact/
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Unions Conclude Contract Negotiations for 44,000 
Workers 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
June 1, 2014 

Media contact: 
bkhan@culinaryunion226.org  ▪ @Bethany Khan  ▪ (702) 387-7088 

UNIONS CONCLUDE CONTRACT NEGOTIATIONS FOR 44,000 
WORKERS 

LAS VEGAS, NV – Union negotiating committees representing workers at the Golden Gate 
Hotel and Casino reached a tentative agreement for a new five-year contract with the company 
on June 1. The latest settlements conclude the Culinary and Bartenders Unions’ year-long 
citywide contract negotiations for 44,000 housekeepers, cooks, food servers, cleaners, cocktail 
servers, and other hospitality workers at major casino-hotels on the Las Vegas Strip and 
Downtown Las Vegas whose contracts expire June 1, 2013. 

There are now new contracts with: MGM Resorts International, Caesars Entertainment, 
Tropicana, Riviera, Treasure Island, Stratosphere, LVH, Golden Nugget. Properties with 
tentative agreements where workers will have to vote next week to ratify: The D, Four Queens, 
Binion’s, Fremont, Main Street Station, Plaza, Las Vegas Club, El Cortez, and the Golden Gate. 

“Having a union contract means that I don’t have to worry about whether I can cover my family's 
medical bills,” said Mike Parker, a houseman at the Golden Gate. “I love seeing how Las Vegas 
has evolved over the years and am proud that hospitality jobs continue to be good jobs here.” 

“We are pleased that we have settled new contracts with our major employers that will allow 
union members to have an opportunity to provide for their families through hard work under a 
fair contract,” said Geoconda Arguello-Kline, Secretary-Treasurer of the Culinary Union. “We will 

http://www.culinaryunion226.org/news
http://www.culinaryunion226.org/news/press
https://mail.google.com/mail/?view=cm&fs=1&tf=1&to=bkhan@culinaryunion226.org
https://twitter.com/BethanyKhan


make sure that other casino workers in Las Vegas who aspire to the same union standard of 
living will be able to join our union family soon.” 

 “We have had to do a lot of hard work inside and outside our hotel to get our new contract,” 
said Monica Munguia, a housekeeper at Paris. “We are now ready to support the Cosmopolitan 
workers, and the workers at Station Casinos to win their fights, too.” 

“We are not the Mandalay Bay Union, Caesars Palace Union, or the Golden Nugget Union. We 
are the Culinary and Bartenders Union,” said Victor Chicas, a server assistant at the Mandalay 
Bay. “We are stronger when we stand together and we will continue to work hard every day to 
make Las Vegas a better place to live, work, and visit.” 

As of release date, over 44,000 workers in Las Vegas on the Strip and Downtown are working 
with a new 5-year union contract which protects their health benefits and pensions, improves 
housekeeping working conditions, and facilitates workers’ return to work in food and beverage 
jobs. The non-profit Culinary Health Fund covers approximately 120,000 people in Las Vegas 
with no monthly premium, low co-pays, and an extensive network of doctors, specialists and 
hospitals. The Culinary and Bartenders Pension Fund ensures that workers can enjoy a 
dignified retirement after long years of demanding work in the hospitality industry. The laundry 
workers are still in negotiations for a new contract. 

Culinary Workers Local 226 and Bartenders Local 165, Nevada affiliates of UNITE HERE, 
represent over 55,000 workers in Las Vegas and Reno, including at most of casino resorts on 
the Las Vegas Strip and in Downtown Las Vegas. UNITE HERE represents 270,000 hospitality 
workers in gaming, hotel, and food service industries in North America. 

www.CulinaryUnion226.org / @Culinary226 
### 
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S ome may ask of President Barack Obama’s decision to go to Nevada Friday to
sign his immigration executive action: Why Las Vegas? I say: Why not?

Las Vegas provides the president with perfect meshing of the political and the
substantive, of the symbolic and the real. And, most of all, it is home to one Harry
Reid, the soon­to­be defrocked majority leader who needs a lot of help to get re­
elected to a sixth term.

The president wants to boost the Democratic leader, even after Reid unleashed his
chief of staff before the results came in two weeks ago to essentially blame Obama for

the Senate turnover. But the fingerpointing is over and now both men need each
other the way the president needed Reid to pass Obamacare and the way the senator
needed Obama to help build a formidable Democratic machine in Nevada six years
ago so he could survive in 2010.

LETTER FROM NEVADA

Why Obama Went to Vegas
Hint: It’s not just about immigration.

By JON RALSTON November 21, 2014

http://www.politico.com/p/magazine/tag/letter-from-nevada
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/battle-for-the-senate-how-the-gop-did-it/2014/11/04/a8df6f7a-62c7-11e4-bb14-4cfea1e742d5_story.html


Now this beautiful friendship, or at least political symbiosis, has been reinvigorated
after a red wave washed over Nevada, accentuating Gov. Brian Sandoval’s status as a
potent force, and coincidentally a Hispanic one, who would be a heavy favorite
should he choose to run against Reid.

So what’s a president to do but help a fella out by agreeing to go to Reid’s home base?
Here he can begin the process of rallying a base that deserted the Democrats two
weeks ago and that Reid needs to reinvigorate if he has any chance to survive in two
years. Hispanics are a key constituency for Reid, a demographic that helped him

destroy Sharron “Some of you look a little more Asian to me” Angle in
2010.

The final figures are not in, but the Hispanic vote in Nevada this year dropped

precipitously after growing each of the previous three cycles, reaching 18 percent
in 2012.

Hispanics are about a quarter of Nevada’s population and could be as much as 20
percent of the electorate in 2016.

By announcing the executive action and then coming to Vegas to consecrate it with
Reid at his side, the president shows he is willing to help rebuild the party’s base for
the besieged senator. And the venue, Del Sol High School, also is meaningful for
Obama, who has been there twice before, including in January 2013 when he made

his immigration reform pitch shortly after he was inaugurated for a second
term. This is a White House that loves symbolic gestures, so this will be a bookend to
Obama's speech last year.

The president also well knows of Nevada’s importance in the 2016 White House
sweepstakes, and while he is a lame duck, he cares about the party and who succeeds
him. Nevada remains a purple state whose hue became a little redder after 2014, after
becoming a little bluer in the two presidential elections Obama won here. Now an
invigorated and burgeoning Latino vote could help it turn bluish again.

But beyond the favor to Reid, Obama can easily justify choosing Nevada for the
signing ceremony. This is not homerism: Nevada, and Las Vegas specifically, is the
best place to make the case for immigration reform. Why?

http://www.pewhispanic.org/2012/11/07/latino-voters-in-the-2012-election/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/29/remarks-president-comprehensive-immigration-reform
http://www.lasvegassun.com/blogs/ralstons-flash/2010/oct/18/angle-hispanic-children-some-you-look-little-more-/


The most important labor force in the state, the one that populates the gaming
industry, is the Culinary union, a 50,000­member organization that, coincidentally,
was an early endorser of a 2008 underdog named Barack Obama. It was the first
union in the country to embrace the future president, who actually lost Nevada in the
popular vote to Hillary Clinton but won more delegates because of the caucus system
his campaign mastered.

The Culinary is a melting pot, with more than 50 percent of its workers Hispanic, 14
percent Asian and 88 countries represented. There’s a reason MSNBC is setting up a
live truck at union headquarters Friday.

While the Mexican border states come first to mind when discussing the problem of

immigration, it’s Nevada that actually has the highest share of undocumented
immigrants in any state in America, at 7.6 percent.  

The problem here is real and it is growing, affecting the school system, the job market
and the state’s social service infrastructure. And what’s more, there is no better face
for immigration reform than Astrid Silva, the remarkable young Nevada woman

whom Obama cited in his Thursday evening speech and whom Reid has mentioned

on the Senate floor more than once, including when the Senate bill passed a year
and a half ago.

Silva’s compelling life story and her passion on the issue have given her national
prominence, which reached its zenith Thursday evening. She spoke out in frustration

many times this year, and she was nearly reduced to tears the night before the
announcement because her father is facing deportation.

Obama’s invocation of Silva, whose story surely was provided to him by Reid,
crystallized how this is about the re­cementing of the Reid­Obama bond that had so
recently frayed. The media will queue up the gambling clichés when Obama signs the
order today, but perhaps a play on another one more accurately describes why the
president is doing it at Del Sol High School:

What happens in Vegas can only help Harry Reid.

http://www.ralstonreports.com/tv-show/astrid-silva-carolo-maffat-niger-innis
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2014/11/18/chapter-1-state-unauthorized-immigrant-populations/
http://democrats.senate.gov/2013/06/27/reid-remarks-on-final-passage-of-comprehensive-immigration-reform/%23.VG63oJPF-Xg
http://www.ralstonreports.com/tv-show/astrid-silva-carlo-maffat-niger-innis


Jon Ralston, contributing editor at POLITICO MAGAZINE, has covered Nevada politics
for more than a quarter­century. He has worked for both major Las Vegas

newspapers and now has his own site, email newsletter and television program.

Additional credits:

Lead image by Getty.

http://www.ralstonflash.com/


By GINA ROSE DIGIOVANNA
SPECIAL TO THE LAS VEGAS REVIEW-JOURNAL

Henry Shepherd held onto his old union dues books. They’re relics of his nearly 45-
year career in Las Vegas hospitality, and a throwback to days when union members
went down to the union hall to pay dues and have their books stamped.

Shepherd, whose career recalls the heyday of Sammy Davis Jr. and Wayne Newton,
worked in the back of the Sands hotel-casino washing dishes until desegregation
gave him a shot at apprentice bartending. His dues-paying, book-stamping union hall
visits were a chance to rub shoulders with other members, including the union’s
president, vice president and secretary-treasurer.

“It was more like a meet-and-greet,” says Shepherd, now a member of UNITE HERE
Bartenders Local 165. “Chitchat. Tell everybody it’s going to be OK.”

Shepherd contributed his dues books to “Line in the Sand: The People, Power and
Progress of the Culinary Union.” The UNLV Public History program’s student-curated
exhibit will run from Friday through April 1 in the first-floor gallery of UNLV’s Lied
Library.

The exhibit represents a massive collaboration, not only between UNLV and the 55,000-member Culinary Local 226.
The collaboration also extends cross-departmentally, within UNLV, and with the Nevada State Museum.

The Culinary union is, according to its digital strategy director, Bethany Khan, the largest local of UNITE HERE, which

UNLV exhibit looks at Culinary Union influence

Culinary Union participates in Gay Pride parade (courtesy)

Preview

What: "Line in the Sand:
The People, Power, and
Progress of the Culinary
Union"

When: during regular
operating hours, Friday
through April 1

Where: Lied Library at
UNLV, 4505 S. Maryland
Parkway

Admission: Free (702-895-
2255;www.UNLVPublicHist
ory.com/Culinary)

http://www.unlvpublichistory.com/Culinary
http://www.reviewjournal.com/life/fooddining/unlv-exhibit-looks-culinary-union-influence#


represents hospitality workers in the United States and Canada. Khan calls the exhibit a “greatest hits” collection that
includes buttons, pins, T-shirts, oral histories and photographs related to nearly 80 years of Culinary history in Las
Vegas.

Themes ranging from labor and race to immigration and LGBT issues are all at play in the exhibit. All have been
paramount for a union that claims to be the largest immigrant organization in Nevada, with a health insurance
program that led the way in the state, covering same-sex domestic partners.

The organization’s members speak more than 40 languages, representing workers from more than 160 countries.
Fifty-one percent are Latinos, and more than half are women. Among them are kitchen workers, housekeepers,
cocktail waitresses and cooks.

The exhibit documents highs, lows and sacrifices embedded in the organization’s history, including the citywide strike
in 1984 and the Frontier strike in the 1990s, says the union’s secretary-treasurer Geoconda Arguello Kline.

Those strikes were “key in this fight we have had for the standard of living in the city,” she says.

Hannah Robinson, the exhibit’s graduate student curator, shows archival items on display at Lied Library. A “Support
Frontier Strikers” button reads “Desert Solidarity: Our Line in the Sand.” T-shirts commemorate the more recent
struggle with Station Casinos. Yet another T-shirt reads: “We Struck. We Stuck. Scabs Suck. I Was a Jailbird for
Culinary Local 226 ’84.”

Then there’s the entity privately dubbed by some as the “Gray Lady,” a statue about 10 feet tall, approximating Lady
Liberty. She earned her place in Union history by appearing at pickets and holding banners from 1992 to 1998, Khan
says. For years, she’s sat idly outside at the Culinary union, plaster flaking in the desert sun. But the students who’ve
pulled the exhibit together have been trying to patch her up while maintaining historical integrity.

Besides an estimated 35 objects, the exhibit includes 10 oral histories offering stories from protesters, and a round-
table discussion with five Las Vegas bartenders. More interviews may be added to the collection later, says Claytee
White, director of the Oral History Research Center at UNLV Libraries. White conducted all of the interviews, with
some help from a graduate student.

“I really didn’t know much about Las Vegas at all,” says Robinson, who moved here from Washington state more than
a year ago. “I’ve been able to learn about economic history, tourist history, and at the same time, labor history in the
Southwest, which I absolutely knew nothing about before this project.”

But even locals might be surprised by the unexpected turns the exhibit documents, White says, such as the
transformation of civil disobedience over decades.

“Back in the 1970s and ’80s, the police department would round up the strikers and put them onto a bus with windows
closed and the people handcuffed,” she says. “We’re talking about midsummer. So the bus would turn into a heat
box.”

Compare that, she adds, with more recent events at The Cosmopolitan of Las Vegas, where arrangements were
made between the police department and strikers, so police knew what time the strikers would hit the street. Strikers
knew that they would be handcuffed, sometimes so loosely that handcuffs fell off.

Deirdre Clemente, associate director of UNLV’s public history program, has led the charge, with 13 students, in a
graduate-level colloquium on public history. Clemente, a clothing historian, served as a consultant for the 2013 movie
version of “The Great Gatsby,” which starred Leonardo DiCaprio.

In hot pursuit of what she describes as “material culture,” she and her students gradually shaped the exhibit, drawing
on expertise from the UNLV photography department and the Nevada State Museum, among others. Along the way,
they’ve delved into local history with experts Michael Green and Eugene Moehring.

This past spring, the class launched a treasure hunt in a hot tin shed in the union’s parking lot, where relics from the
union’s past had been sitting, gathering dust. Sweating students began cataloging the remnants of Culinary’s history,
wrapping and storing them in archival boxes for preservation.

The hunt also extended into union offices and closets, with those associated with the union’s history also making



contributions.

Clemente says the exhibit was born about two years ago of an emerging campuswide interest in labor studies. Along
with that came an interest in developing a relationship with the Culinary union. At the center of it all was Christopher
Hudgins, dean of UNLV’s College of Liberal Arts. Hudgins’ interest in the union goes back to 1993.

More recently, student internships at the union and the possibility of expanded archive collections in UNLV’s library
system, with help from the union, have been points of discussion, Hudgins says.

“(The exhibit) gives a picture of just how central the Culinary union has been to developing our, I think, number-one-
in-the-country service industry,” he says.

Arguello Kline came from Nicaragua and moved to Las Vegas in 1983, starting as a guest room attendant. For her,
the exhibit is important in demonstrating the sacrifices workers made over the years to create a decent living
standard.

“They don’t make money if they’re outside,” she says. “And in the summer, you walk outside. But if they didn’t do it,
Las Vegas wouldn’t be the city it is now.”

White says, “This exhibit shows that we are one of the most powerful labor union cities in the country. We have been
that for a long time. People don’t know that.”
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The Cosmopolitan agrees to 4-year 
union contract 
By J.D. Morris 

Published Tuesday, Dec. 1, 2015 | 11:40 a.m. 

Updated Tuesday, Dec. 1, 2015 | 4:17 p.m. 

The Cosmopolitan and a major Las Vegas union announced today that they have concluded negotiating a contract 
that will cover about 2,000 employees at the nearly 5-year-old resort. 

The Culinary Workers Union Local 226 said that it and the Bartenders Union Local 165 have agreed to a four-year 
contract with the Cosmopolitan that includes workers in the food, beverage, housekeeping, bar and lounge, and bell 
departments. Employees have voted on and accepted the contract, a Culinary statement said. 

Since it opened in late 2010, the Cosmopolitan had been one of only a few major Strip resorts without a union 
contract A tense relationship between the Culinary and the resort’s previous ownership led to major demonstrations 
in the past. 

The contract comes a year after the private equity firm Blackstone bought the Cosmopolitan for $1.73 billion. Both 
the new ownership and the union signaled in February that they wanted a productive relationship when they held a 
press conference and champagne toast beneath the resort’s multi-story chandelier. 

Geoconda Arguello-Kline, the union’s secretary-treasurer, said in a statement today that the union saw the 
leadership of Blackstone and Cosmopolitan CEO William McBeath “as a positive turning point in this long 
awaited partnership.” 

“We welcome new members to the union, which turned 80 years old this year, and we are committed to continue 
raising the standard of living for hospitality workers and their families throughout this great city,” Arguello-Kline 
said. 

The contract includes “successorship language” that protects workers’ seniority, wages and benefits if the resort is 
ever sold again, according to Culinary spokesperson Bethany Khan. 

It also guarantees the Cosmopolitan’s owner will remain neutral in the organizing process at any future casinos it 
acquires in Las Vegas, Khan said. The contract otherwise sticks to the union’s standard terms for wages, job 
security and health benefits, she said. 

Not long after the Cosmopolitan opened, a majority of workers the union would represent signed cards in favor of 
organizing, but the union and the resort’s previous owner, Deutsche Bank, never agreed on a contract. 

As tensions rose in 2013, protesters affiliated with the union staged multiple demonstrations against the resort. 

They sat in the middle of Las Vegas Boulevard and on the resort’s casino floor, intentionally provoking mass 
arrests. Union demonstrators that year were also captured on video insulting people entering the Cosmopolitan, 
including calling them “losers” and “beached whales.” 

But the situation changed when Blackstone and McBeath, who was appointed last December, took over. Both 
reiterated today what they had previously expressed in February: The days when the Culinary and the 
Cosmopolitan had an adversarial relationship are gone. 

https://lasvegassun.com/staff/jd-morris/
http://lasvegassun.com/news/2015/feb/18/cosmopolitans-new-owner-culinary-signal-strife-ove/
http://vegasinc.com/business/2013/mar/20/arrests-begin-outside-cosmo-union-backers-block-st/
http://vegasinc.com/business/2013/nov/01/union-members-provoke-arrests-entering-cosmopolita/?_ga=1.248024199.1047712701.1435778469
http://vegasinc.com/business/gaming/2013/oct/09/culinary-union-picketers-verbally-attack-tourists-/
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“This contract is an example of when multiple parties have a vested interest in the outcome, lives can be changed,” 
McBeath said in the statement. “I am pleased that a contract has been finalized as we at The Cosmopolitan pride 
ourselves on creating great relationships with our CoStars and providing them with a positive work environment.” 

Similarly, Jon Gray, Blackstone’s global head of real estate, said that after acquiring the resort last year, his firm 
“made it a priority to find a resolution as quickly as possible to the satisfaction of all parties.” 
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Workers at Boulder Station Vote to Unionize 
Through NLRB Secret-Ballot Election 

LAS VEGAS, NV – Over Labor Day weekend, workers 
at Boulder Station Casino & Hotel have voted by a 
landslide of 67% to be represented by the Culinary 
Workers Union Local 226 and the Bartenders Union 
Local 165 through an NLRB secret-ballot election. 
Over 570 Boulder Station workers will be represented 
by the Unions. 

“It is very simple: we voted for the union because we 
want to have a union at Boulder Station,” said Rodrigo 
Solano, a cook at the casino, which opened in 1994. 
“After all these years of fighting to make our jobs 

better, it is time for management to listen to us: we want to have fair wages and good health benefits like 
tens of thousands of other casino workers in Las Vegas.” 

The union filed for an election on August 15, and over 530 employees in the union’s bargaining unit 
voted on September 2 and 3 on-site at the Boulder Station casino-hotel. The decision by Boulder Station 
workers to unionize comes less than a year after workers at a Station Casinos-managed tribal casino in 
Northern California ratified their first union contract. Boulder Station is the first of Station Casinos’ 
properties in Nevada to unionize with the Culinary and Bartenders Unions. 

“We applaud the tremendous courage and determination of the Boulder Station workers, who have 
resoundingly rejected the company’s anti-union campaign to discourage and scare them over the years, 
especially over the last two weeks,” said Geoconda Arguello-Kline, Secretary-Treasurer for the Culinary 
Union. “Workers at Boulder Station have made their choice to unionize, and we look forward to contract 
negotiations starting as soon possible.” 

The Culinary Union continues to call on Station Casinos to agree to a fair process at its other Las Vegas 
properties so that workers can decide whether to unionize free from management interference, 
intimidation, bullying, and litigation. 

http://www.culinaryunion226.org/news
http://www.culinaryunion226.org/news/press
https://twitter.com/BethanyKhan
mailto:BKhan@culinaryunion226.org


“We know about the Culinary and Bartenders Union and the union standard that workers have fought to 
have for over 80 years, and we made our decision to unionize based on those facts,” said Jeri Allert, a 
cocktail server at Boulder Station. “I look forward to negotiating a good union contract that protects my 
coworkers and our families.” 

“Our company has enjoyed great success because of the hard work we put in every day to provide great 
service and hospitality,” said Maria Portillo, a food runner at Boulder Station. “We deserve to have a 
union contract that gives us job security, fair wages, good healthcare, and a pension so that we can 
have the opportunity to provide for our families through our hard work.” 

At the large casino-hotels owned and operated by Station Casinos in Las Vegas, including soon-to-be- 
acquired Palms, workers have been demanding publicly a fair process to exercise their right to choose 
whether to unionize. Responding with a vicious anti-union campaign, Station Casinos has broken federal 
labor law eighty-eight times and is the worst labor law violator in the history of Nevada gaming. Recent 
changes to NLRB rules have created new opportunities for workers to choose whether to unionize 
through secret-ballot elections despite the continued prospect of management interference, intimidation, 
bullying, and litigation. 

Boulder Station is a subsidiary of Station Casinos LLC, which is partially owned by Red Rock Resorts, 
Inc. (NASDAQ: RRR). Deutsche Bank owns approximately 16% of the Las Vegas gaming company. 

Culinary Workers Union Local 226 and Bartenders Union Local 165, Nevada affiliates of UNITE HERE, 
represent over 57,000 workers in Las Vegas and Reno, including at most of casino resorts on the Las 
Vegas Strip and in Downtown Las Vegas. UNITE HERE represents 270,000 workers in gaming, hotel, 

and food service industries in North America. 

The Culinary Union is Nevada’s largest immigrant organization with over 57,000 members - a diverse 
membership that is approximately 55% women and 56% Latino. Members -who work as guest room 

attendants, bartenders, cocktail and food servers, porters, bellmen, cooks, and kitchen workers- come 
from 167 countries and speak over 40 different languages. The Culinary Union has been fighting for fair 
wages, job security, and good health benefits for working men and women in Nevada for over 80 years. 

The Culinary Union is encouraging Nevada locals, political candidates, and tourists to avoid staying at/or 
patronizing hotels under an active labor dispute such as Station Casinos, Palms Casino Resort, and the 

Trump Hotel Las Vegas. To see the full list properties with an active labor dispute, go to: 
VegasTravelAlert.org. 

CulinaryUnion226.org / @Culinary226 

http://www.vegastravelalert.org/
http://www.culinaryunion226.org/
http://www.twitter.com/culinary226


 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

This Land 
Latina Hotel Workers 
Harness Force of Labor 
and of Politics in Las Vegas 
The 57,000-member Culinary Union, which is 56 
percent Latino and includes guest room attendants, 
is a powerful supporter of Nevada Democrats. 
This Land 

 
By DAN BARRY NOV. 5, 2016 

 
 

LAS VEGAS — She begins her day in black, the natural black before dawn and the 
requisite black of her uniform: the T-shirt, the pants, the socks, the shoes with slip- 
resistant treads, all black. The outfit announces deference. 

 
She crams fresh vegetables into a blender and holds a plate over its mouth as the 

machine whips up her green liquid breakfast. Its whine sounds the alarm for her four 
school-age grandchildren who, one by one, emerge sleepwalking from corners of 
their crammed rented house. 

Time to go. Before shepherding the children into her silver Jeep Patriot, the 
woman straps on a fabric back brace and covers it with the last piece of her uniform, 
a gray and black tunic. Then, above her left breast, she pins two small union buttons 
beside her silver name tag. The combined effect says: 

https://www.nytimes.com/column/this-land
https://www.nytimes.com/by/dan-barry


This is Celia. Underestimate her at your risk. 

Celia Vargas, 57, with dark wavy hair restrained by a clasp, works at one of the 
hotels in perpetual gleam along and around the Strip. She is a “guest room 
attendant” and a member of the Culinary Union, one of more than 14,000 who clean 
hotel rooms while guests donate money to the casino of their choice. 

Ms. Vargas, who is from El Salvador, and her Latina union colleagues are a 
growing force in the politics and culture of Nevada, vocal in their beliefs and 
expectations. Their 57,000-member Culinary Union, a powerful supporter of Nevada 
Democrats, is now 56 percent Latino — a jump from 35 percent just 20 years ago. 

“The power and courage of guest room attendants are the foundation and a big 
source of strength of the Culinary Union,” Bethany Khan, the union’s 
communications director, says. These workers, she adds, “are the majority of the 
middle class in Nevada.” 

Most of the hotels on and around the Strip are union shops, but the one that employs 
Ms. Vargas has yet to sign a contract. Even though its workers voted to unionize last 
December, and even though it is violating the law by not coming to the bargaining 
table — a point reinforced in a decision and order issued on Thursday by the 
National Labor Relations Board. 

So Ms. Vargas wears her back brace, hidden, but also her buttons, prominent. 

A wooden rosary draped over the rearview mirror sways as her Jeep wends 
through a working-class stretch of Las Vegas; this is not where Donny and Marie 
live. She drops her grandchildren at their school, then goes to the house of a friend 
from the Dominican Republic. She is standing outside, dressed in the same black 
and gray. 

The Jeep drives deeper into the Vegas peculiarity, past the 7-Elevens and 
massage parlors, the smoke shops and strip clubs. Soon the casino and hotel giants 
of the Strip are framing the view, including one that sticks out like a gold tooth in a 
wicked grin. 

http://www.culinaryunion226.org/news/press/body/2016-11-03-NLRB-decision-and-order-re-TRUMP.pdf


This is where Ms. Vargas will clock in at 8:30, and where she is expected to 
clean a checked-out room in less than 30 minutes and a stay-over in less than 15. 
Every room seems to reveal something about the human condition. 

“Sometimes I open the door, and I say ‘Oh my God,’ ” Ms. Vargas says. “And 
then I close the door.” 

Despite their name tags, guest room attendants are anonymous. They go 
unnoticed by many as they push their 300-pound carts to the next room, and the 
next. 

A glimpse of what is expected of these attendants can be found at the Culinary 
Academy of Las Vegas, a joint venture between the culinary and bartenders unions 
and many properties along the Strip. Here, people are trained as cooks or baker’s 
helpers, bus persons or bar apprentices — or guest room attendants. 

A corner of the academy’s building features a series of mock guest rooms, each 
one representing a specific hotel’s style: a Bellagio suite, an MGM Grand, a Caesars 
Palace. Students learn how to lift mattresses without injuring their backs; how to 
wear gloves while reaching with care into wastebaskets; and how to maintain quality 
while moving quickly, because there’s always another room. 

“Get in and get out,” says Shirley Smith, a former guest room attendant who 
now trains others. 

Consider all the items on that cart. Linens, magazines, water bottles, coffee, 
toiletries, tissues, glass cleaners, disinfectants, bathrobes, dusters, a vacuum, and 
assorted brushes, including one for the toilet and one for the crevices around the tub 
and shower. 

Now consider the job itself. 

“We make the beds, dust, vacuum, mop, fill the coffee, the creamer, the sugar,” 
Ms. Vargas says. “We wash the toilet, the bathtub, the shower, the Jacuzzi. Worst, 
sometimes, is the kitchen. We clean the kitchen.” 

All in a half-hour. Nine, 10, 11 times a day. 



And when her shift ends in the early evening, Ms. Vargas has often sweated through 
her back brace and black T-shirt. Aching here there and everywhere, she drives home 
and tells her family that Grandma needs to lie down for a little bit. 

 
Grandma’s full name is Celia Menendez Vargas. She grew up in the city of Santa 

Ana, the daughter of a soldier and a nurse. As civil war engulfed El Salvador in the 
early 1980s, her husband was killed in a bus bombing, and various family members 
fled to asylum in Canada and Australia. She entrusted her two children to an aunt 
and sold her belongings to pay for illicit transport to the United States. She was 
smuggled in a wooden container on a truck bound for Los Angeles. 

“Illegal,” she says. “Like a lot of people.” 
 

She worked for four years as a live-in housekeeper, applied for residency and 
saved up the money to arrange for her two sons to join her legally. She remarried, 
gave birth to a girl in 1986, divorced and kept working. Newspaper deliverer. 
Garment factory worker. Babysitter. School custodian. Food-truck cook, making 
pupusas, those Salvadoran corn tortillas filled with cheese or meat or beans. 

 
In 1996, Ms. Vargas became an American citizen. Her reasoning is familiar, yet 

fresh: “For me this was very important. I always think this country was the best for 
the future of my kids.” 

Friends were urging her to come to the soccer fields some Sunday and meet a 
man who was also from Santa Ana, but her heavy work schedule precluded romance. 
“Always working,” she says. “Working, work, work.” 

 
They met, finally, she and Jorge Alberto Vargas, and were married in 2003. A 

few years later they moved to Las Vegas, on word that jobs were plentiful in the neon 
oasis. 

 
Mr. Vargas, who had a work permit based on political asylum, became a chef at 

a casino on the Strip, and things were fine until they weren’t. Three years ago, he was 
detained after being arrested a second time for driving under the influence, although 
the family maintains his second arrest was a medical episode related to diabetes. He 
spent more than two years being shipped to various federal detention centers — 



Nevada, California, Texas, Louisiana — before being deported back to El Salvador in 
July. 

Ms. Vargas saw him last a year ago, for 30 minutes; she cries at the memory. 
She keeps his clothes boxed in the garage, and files document after document with 
the government, working toward that day when they might be reunited. 

This and other travails consume Ms. Vargas. But she has returned to the work 
force, finding a job as a guest room attendant in this glittering gold nonunion hotel. 
It paid a little more than $14 an hour — about $3 less than what unionized 
housekeepers were making, and with nowhere near the complement of benefits. 

Some of her colleagues began to agitate for a union vote. Union pamphlets and cards 
were surreptitiously exchanged in the parking lot, in the bathrooms, under tables in 
the employees’ dining room. Ms. Vargas joined in, motivated in part by the $17,000 
in debt she had accumulated by undergoing surgery for breast cancer; she wanted 
better health care benefits. 

At one point she and a few other workers were suspended for wearing union 
buttons, but this concerted union activity is federally protected. After the Culinary 
Union filed unfair labor practice charges with the National Labor Relations Board, 
she was quickly reinstated with back pay, her buttons intact. 

It has not been easy. Downsizing after her husband’s deportation, selling her 
bedroom set, moving in with her daughter and her family. Publicly agitating for the 
union — and for the Democratic nominee for president — and then fretting that 
there might be retaliation at her nonunion, pro-Republican workplace. And working, 
constantly working. 

“I tell my children, we have to work,” Ms. Vargas says. “It’s not for government 
to support me. We work work work.” 

She pulls into the employee parking lot of the gold hotel, set aglow now by the 
unsparing morning sun. Searching for a parking spot, she passes other women, 
many of them also in black and gray tunics, hurrying toward the service entrance. 



Soon she is heading for the same door, one more guest room attendant who wears a back 
brace while cleaning rooms for a presidential candidate whose name is on the bathrobes she 
stocks, on the empty wine bottles she collects, on her name tag. 

He will receive her labor, but not her vote. 



POLITICS 

Embattled Democrats, Labor Allies See 
Nevada as a Beacon 
The state was a rare electoral bright spot for the party, helped by culinary union’s organizing efforts 

Sen.-elect Catherine Cortez Masto (D., Nev.) spoke to supporters after an election-watch party in Las Vegas early in the morning 

of Nov. 9. PHOTO: CHASE STEVENS/ASSOCIATED PRESS 

By Alexandra Berzon 
Updated Nov. 21, 2016 3:50 p.m. ET 

LAS VEGAS— Donald Trump’s presidential victory has been widely interpreted in part as a sign 
of organized labor’s waning influence over its members. But not in Nevada, where the Culinary 
Workers Union helped to deliver a nearly clean sweep for Democrats in several races. 

The union, which represents housekeepers, cocktail waitresses and other casino workers, was 
credited by many with helping to produce a blue wave that flipped two U.S. House districts to 
Democrat from Republican, won a close Senate race for Democrats and helped the party gain 
control of both state legislative bodies. Hillary Clinton carried the state even as she lost many 
traditional organized-labor strongholds in the Midwest. 

“Nevada is definitely a hopeful place” for the labor movement, said Steve Rosenthal, a longtime 
union political organizer who ran the Service Employees International Union’s national 
political effort during the election. 

At the Democrats’ election-night party, many union volunteers wearing anti-Trump T-shirts 
stood on stage chanting as Ruben Kihuen, the son of a union member and housekeeper, gave a 
speech celebrating his victory in a close race for a Las Vegas-area House seat previously held by 
a Republican. 

“This is the American dream,” Mr. Kihuen said of his victory. 

Exit polls show that people from union households voted as a greater share of the electorate— 
19%—than four years ago in Nevada and supported the Republican presidential candidate at 
about the same clip as they had then, around 40%. 

https://www.wsj.com/news/politics
http://www.wsj.com/articles/the-fall-of-the-unions-paved-the-way-for-donald-trump-1478886094
http://www.wsj.com/articles/catherine-cortez-masto-wins-nevada-senate-race-1478668696


In some of the Rust Belt states that Mr. Trump picked up, union households made up a little 
over 20% of the electorate. The difference was that they were more likely to favor the 
Republican than they did in previous elections. Mr. Trump received around 54% of the union 
vote in Ohio compared to Mitt Romney’s 37% in 2012; 40% in Michigan compared to 33% for Mr. 
Romney; and 43% in Wisconsin compared to 33% in 2012, according to exit polls. 

Nationally, around 18% of the electorate was from union households, the same as in 2012; Mr. 
Trump was supported by 43% of those union-household voters, compared with 40% for Mr. 
Romney. 

Tom Buffenbarger, who recently retired as president of the International Association of 
Machinists and Aerospace Workers, said that the results indicate that as union density in 
America has dropped amid a decline in manufacturing, an increasing number of the remaining 
members are no longer voting automatically Democratic as most union endorsements ask them 
to. 

For D. Taylor, president of the Culinary’s parent union Unite Here, part of the answer lies in the 
Culinary’s on-the-ground effort in Nevada. 

“It meant going door to door, talking to people, listening to people, trying to move people,” Mr. 
Taylor said. “I think that’s very, very doable. That’s what Democrats and labor used to do.” 

The union began its political organizing with a citizenship drive at the beginning of the year, 
helping to naturalize about 2,200 people so they could vote. In the fall, it paid for 100 members 
to take weeks off from work to help with organizing. By election day, 300 members were 
working on the effort. 

The union thinks that it was responsible for getting about 53,000 people to the polls—a far 
larger number than the margin of victory in either the presidential or Senate races—said 
Yvanna Cancela, who recently stepped down as its political director. Of those voters, 16,000 
were union members; the rest were identified by the union as low-propensity Democratic 
voters. The union spends very little of its political money on advertising. 

Whether labor’s Nevada success can become a national model—or even leave a lasting imprint 
on Nevada—is a matter of debate. 

Get-out-the-vote efforts were aided by several factors that are particular to the state, including 
widespread early voting and a population that is heavily Latino and concentrated in one region, 
Las Vegas. The Culinary union’s service-sector members haven’t been as much affected by 
outsourcing and other forces buffeting industrial unions. 

Another unique factor in Nevada is retiring Senate Minority Leader Harry Reid, who has been 
an exceptionally effective Democratic party fundraiser and organizer for the state. 

Some Republican operatives in the state said they are hopeful that now that Mr. Reid is retiring 
it may become easier to counteract the political efforts from unions and others. 

“It can be frustrating being a Republican operative in Nevada going up against this Harry Reid 
machine,” said Robert Uithoven, a political consultant. “A lot of us have been looking forward to 
his retirement for some time.” 

Others think the outcome in Nevada could be a model for Democrats girding for more fights as 
Republicans, who tend to oppose union-backed agendas, will now control Washington, D.C., and 
continue to hold power in most state capitals. 

“If you have a dynamic union that does a lot of work, that is enough,” said Nelson Lichtenstein, 
a history professor who studies unions at the University of California, Santa Barbara. 



P O L I T I C S 

Trump Hotel employees in Las Vegas 
secure a contract with powerful Culinary 
Workers Union 

Hundreds of workers for the Culinary Workers Union protest outside the Trump International Hotel Las 
Vegas earlier this year. (Mike Nelson / Getty Images) 

It’s owned by President-elect Donald Trump and is among a handful of hotels on the Las 
Vegas Strip that is not unionized. 

But that will change soon. 

For more than a year, Trump and his staff at the Trump International Hotel Las Vegas have 
fought efforts by employees to join Culinary Workers Union Local 226. But a four-year 
contract announced by the union on Wednesday will offer Trump employees annual wage 
increases, a pension and family healthcare, among other benefits. 
In Nevada, the culinary union is the state's largest and most powerful, representing 
nearly 55,000 workers who serve cocktails and prepare food at hotels throughout the state. 
A majority of the union's members are Latino. 

Bethany Khan, a spokeswoman for the union, said the contract with Trump was a step in 

http://www.latimes.com/politics/#nt%3Dtaxonomy-article


the right direction. "We've been picketing and protesting for much of the last year and here 
we are finally with a contract," Khan said. "We're very, very pleased." 
In December 2015, nearly 500 workers at the Trump International voted in favor of joining 
the union. Yet Trump and managers at the hotel refused to negotiate, assailing the vote as 
rigged. Managers at the hotel had filed more than a dozen objections with the National 
Labor Relations Board, alleging intimidation and forgery by union officials in the vote. 
(Once Trump becomes president, he'll have the authority to appoint members to the 
board.) Each of the claims was either withdrawn by Trump or dismissed by the labor 
board. 

On Wednesday, a spokeswoman representing Trump's hotel declined to comment about 
the new contract. 

The pact with the Culinary Workers Union wasn't the only labor victory involving Trump. 
In Washington, Unite Here Local 25 announced an agreement to permit an organizing 
campaign for employees at the recently opened Trump International Hotel at the Old Post 
Office building near the White House. 

Throughout the presidential campaign, Nevada Democrats castigated Trump for not 
negotiating a union contract for his employees — many of whom earn far less than workers 
at other hotels along the Strip. Political observers were baffled by Trump's resistance to 
allow his employees to unionize given his past support for organized labor and his populist 
pitch to working-class voters. 
"He doesn't want a battle with unions hanging over his head as president," said Jon 
Ralston, a longtime Nevada political journalist, about the four-year contract. 

In July, a complaint filed against the hotel on behalf of two employees who supported an 
effort to join the union was settled. The complaint alleged that 
one employee was fired and another was denied a transfer to a full-time job because of 
their vocal support for hotel workers' bid to join the union. 

The hotel, co-owned and managed by the Trump Organization, agreed to pay a total of 
$11,200 in lost wages to the employees, according to a statement from the union. 

Ahead of a presidential debate in Las Vegas in October, the culinary union helped organize 
the placement of dozens of taco trucks outside Trump's Vegas hotel — an effort to call 
attention to the efforts to win a contract and to unflattering statements by a Trump 
surrogate about Mexicans and taco trucks "on every corner" of the United States. 

Carmen Llarull has worked in housekeeping at Trump's Las Vegas hotel for four years. The 
new contract, she said, will ensure employees have more respect. 

"It's very difficult to work for a company when there is no contract," said Llarull, 64, noting 
she believes she now has more job security. "We just had to constantly fight for respect; 
now it'll be a little easier and better." 



LAS VEGAS SUN 

Deal sets stage for Palace Station workers 
to unionize 
By Thomas Moore 

Tuesday, March 14, 2017 | 6:25 p.m. 

In a rare agreement, signed Monday, Station Casinos has agreed to stop fighting the attempt by Culinary Workers 
Union Local 226 to unionize Palace Station. 

Cornele Overstreet, regional director of the National Labor Relations Board, said that according to the agreement, 
the first bargaining session has to take place within 12 weeks. Once that session occurs, the union and Station has 
from six months to a year to come up with a contract. 

The agreement was reached after Overstreet looked into allegations that Station had violated the National Labor 
Relations Act during an election at Palace Station in mid-October to see if workers there wanted to be represented 
by the Culinary. 

According to the National Labor Relations Board, 262 people voted to unionize in the election and 266 voting not 
to unionize. 

In the wake of the Palace Station loss, the union claimed Station had rigged the election. Overstreet looked into the 
allegations, including one that Station tried to influence workers by lowering health insurance premium costs at 
every location but Boulder Station, where the union had won an election to unionize workers only a month earlier. 

“We allege that not giving the same offer to Boulder employees was essentially sending a signal to employees at 
Boulder and other Station Casinos properties that if you select the union you will be punished,” Overstreet said. 

Initially it appeared that another election would be held at Palace Station. However, Overstreet said that the alleged 
violations made that impractical. 

“In certain circumstances, we may find the unfair labor practices are of such significance that they preclude the 
holding of a fair election,” he said. 

Overstreet also explained that any official conclusion about the allegations would be made by a federal 
administrative law judge. 

However, because labor law cases can be appealed all the way to the United States Supreme Court, the NLRB will 
often ask a local judge to order the parties to enter into negotiations. 

“While the case is being tried before the federal judge, there’s no bargaining. And sometimes it takes years to get a 
decision. So in these cases we ask for an immediate injunction ordering this company to bargain with the union … 
So that possibility had not been made yet but that possibility was looming out there.” 

Overstreet said that cases like this, where allegations are made and the company faces this kind of legal pressure to 
negotiate, are rare. “Maybe two in a year will end up in bargain order of this type or sort,” he said. 

In a press release, the Culinary applauded workers at Palace Station. 

“The union and Boulder Station workers’ negotiation committee have been in contract talks with Boulder Station 
since December, and Palace Station workers will soon join in bargaining,” the union said in the release. 

https://lasvegassun.com/staff/thomas-moore/


“We commend the Palace Station workers for their courage and resilience in the face of the company’s massive 
anti-union campaign,” said Geoconda Arguello-Kline, secretary-treasurer for the Culinary Union. “We look 
forward to starting contract negotiations so that workers can have fair wages, job security, and good health 
benefits.” 

In a statement, Station acknowledged its intent to enter into negotiations. 

"In October, the Culinary Workers Union was narrowly defeated in a secret ballot election held at the property, 
which was conducted by the National Labor Relations Board. However, the union objected to the election results, 
claiming that Palace Station interfered with the conduct of a free and fair election. Rather than engage in lengthy, 
disruptive and distracting proceedings, the company has decided that it would be in its best interests to proceed 
with negotiations with the union as the collective bargaining representative at Palace Station for the eligible 
bargaining unit team members at that property," the statement reads. 

Overstreet said that as part of the settlement, Station agreed to reimburse all Boulder Station employees for the 
difference in health plan premiums. 
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Culinary Health Center opens today in 
east valley 
By Mick Akers (contact) 

Thursday, June 15, 2017 | 2 a.m. 

Members of the Culinary Union will receive a shot in the arm and a whole lot more with today’s opening of a one- 
stop shop for their medical needs in east Las Vegas. 

Gov. Brian Sandoval and former U.S. Sen. Harry Reid are among the dignitaries expected to attend the grand 
opening ceremony of the 59,0000-square-foot Culinary Health Center, 650 N. Nellis Blvd. 

Open for all eligible Culinary Health Fund members, the two-story building houses a full range of medical care, 
including adult and pediatric primary care, as well as dental, optometry and urgent care. A pharmacy and a lab are 
also on site. 

“We’re bringing quality health care to workers in Nevada in a major way,” said Bethany Khan, Culinary Union 
spokeswoman. “The Culinary Union has fought for health care policy for decades, so this one-stop facility is doing 
that with everything it offers.” 

There are 26 primary adult care rooms, nine pediatric care rooms, 15 dentist rooms and 13 urgent care rooms. The 
facility also houses an X-ray room, an 80-slice CT scanner, a call center and a social care center. 

The building was funded by the Culinary Health Fund, made up entirely of a portion of Culinary Union member 
fees. The project was a complete remodel of a previous building and took three years from planning to construction 
to complete. 

Culinary officials chose the area in the valley because 46,000 members live within a close radius of the facility. 

“We have a huge amount of membership right here in this general vicinity, so the health center is literally in their 
backyard,” said John Socha, vice president of health center design and strategy. “It comes out to 30 to 35 percent of 
our membership.” 

The health center has 150 employees, with many of the primary care medical staff coming from outside of Nevada. 

“Much of them are from out of state, and that was by design,” said Dr. David Pak, medical director for primary and 
pediatric care. “We already have a capacity issue here (in Nevada). We don’t have enough primary care providers, 
so the Culinary Union really made it a priority to recruit more primary care physicians from out of state to here.” 

After looking at the best practices across the country, the team picked their favorite pieces from various facilities 
and incorporated them into the center. The construction was carried out with local union labor through the Penta 
Building Group. 

“The whole idea was to blow up health care,” Socha said. “We got rid of the white walls, to instead of being cold, 
to engage folks and make them feel like this is their health center. If you walk into the waiting room, it feels like a 
living room.” 

Primary care is projected to get about 35,000 visits per year, urgent care will get 10,000 per year and the pharmacy 
could fill up to 250,000 prescriptions each year. 

The Culinary Health Fund’s provider network remains intact, and members will not be required to visit the 
Culinary Health Center or change providers. The new center serves as another venue for members to address their 

https://lasvegassun.com/staff/mick-akers/
https://lasvegassun.com/staff/mick-akers/contact/


health care needs. 

Culinary Health Center’s care partners include Activate Healthcare, Clinical Pathology Laboratories Inc, Desert 
Radiology, The EyeCare Center, Nevada Dental Benefits, OptumRx and U.S. Acute Care Solutions. 

Distance care is also offered. Patients can call in, describe their symptoms to a doctor and email photos of affected 
areas if needed. They then will be told if they should come in for a visit or if they can be prescribed medication 
over the phone. 

The goal of the center is to make the patient's experience at the facility as quick and enjoyable as possible, Pak 
said. 

“It’s not about us — it’s about the patient,” Pak said. “What we want to do is create an environment where they can 
get most or all of their health care needs in one facility." 

The Health Center will be open 7 a.m. to 6 p.m. Monday through Friday, and 7 a.m. to 2 p.m. on Saturday. The 
urgent care is open 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 



By Megan Messerly, Michelle Rindels, Riley Snyder and Jackie Valley 

Republican Gov. Brian Sandoval swung through Las Vegas today to sign a 

number of key pieces of legislation, from a bill mandating transparency on 

diabetes drug prices to a measure to bring back the rooftop solar industry. 

Sandoval signed three energy-related bills at a Tesla energy warehouse in 

southwest Las Vegas before attending an opening of the Culinary Health 

Center, where he signed two health care related bills backed by former 

Culinary political director and Democratic Sen. Yvanna Cancela. Later in 

the afternoon, he signed three more higher education bills at UNLV, 

including one appropriating money to plan a UNLV engineering building 

and additional money for the medical school. 

He also greenlighted SB555, a bill that expands the Op portunity 

Scholarships program (https://thenevadaindependent.com/article/the- 

indy-explains-esas-op portunity-scholarships-and-how-a-school-choice- 

compromise-could-affect-parents) by $20 million over the biennium. The 

program, backed by business donations made in exchange for tax credits, 

pays private school tuition for low- and middle-income children and was 

part of a bipartisan compromise adopted in lieu of the more controversial 

Education Savings Accounts. 

The governor still has one more day to sign or veto bills otherwise they 

automatically become law at midnight on Friday. For a look at the bills he 

has signed and vetoed, as well as those still on his desk, click here 

(https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1- 

5PaeaoEle5taNHYEHAzSDLY_Czt02ltJu5UtrEFw5k/edit?usp=drive_web). 

Here’s a recap of the bills Sandoval signed in Southern Nevada on 

Thursday: 
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SB539 

(https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Ap p/NELIS/REL/79th2017/Bill/5822/Overview): 

Diabetes drug transparency 
 

Sandoval today signed a irst-in-the- 

nation diabetes drug transparency 

bill to require manufacturers of 

diabetes drugs and the middlemen 

in the drug pricing process known as 

pharmacy beneit managers (PBMs) 

to disclose certain costs and proits. 
 

The signing culminated months of 

work spearheaded by Cancela to 

place transparency mandates on 

insulin manufacturers into law. The 

inal bill Sandoval signed into law 

was an amalgam 

Nevada Senator Yvanna Cancela, 
right, speaks with Soila Solano during 
the opening of the Culinary Health 
Center in Las Vegas on Thursday, 
June 15, 2017. Daniel Clark/The 
Nevada Independent Follow 
@DanJClarkPhoto 

(https://thenevadaindependent.com/article/vetoed-pharmaceutical- 

transparency-bill-will-be-given-second-life-grafted-onto-related- 

republican-legislation) of Cancela’s original bill (SB265 

(https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Ap p/NELIS/REL/79th2017/Bill/5206/Overview)), 

which Sandoval vetoed earlier this month and a piece of legislation  

sponsored by Republican Sen. M ichael Roberson (SB539 

(https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Ap p/NELIS/REL/79th2017/Bill/5822/Overview)) 

focusing on the role of PBMs play negotiating between manufacturers and 

insurance companies to set drug prices. 
 

“I would be remiss if I didn’t recognize just how important this bill is not 

only for Nevada but across the country,” Cancela said at the bill signing. 

“Governor Sandoval has shown from the beginning of his time in ofice that 

he puts Nevadans irst, and he’s done that in a number of arenas but 

especially in health care and for a number of examples of why that’s true 

today, this adds to that list.” 
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Her glowing comments about Sandoval stand in stark contrast to a 

statement she issued after he vetoed SB265, in which she said she was 

“deeply disappointed” in the governor. 

“Nevada had the potential to lead the nation in taking on high drug costs, 

and tonight we have lost that opportunity. I know patients deserve better 

and so do all those who voted for and supported this bill,” she said in the 

statement. 

The main provisions of the bill require manufacturers of diabetes drugs, 

such as insulin, whose drug prices have increased by more than a 

prescribed amount over the previous year report the costs of producing 

and marketing the drug, as well as any rebates they offer, and also 

mandates PBMs submit a report to the state including the total amount of 

all rebates that PBMs negotiated with diabetes drug manufacturers in the 

preceding calendar year and the amount of rebates retained by PBMs. 

Other provisions of the bill require pharmaceutical sales representatives to 

annually report details of interactions with doctors, including who they 

visited and what samples or gifts they handed out, speciies that PBMs act 

in insurers’ best interests and bars PBMs, insurers and other third parties 

from placing gag orders on pharmacists preventing them from discussing 

lower-cost alternatives with patients. 

In his veto message, Sandoval expressed concern that Cancela’s original 

bill only mandated transparency from manufacturers and not from PBMs. 

“Complete transparency would shed light on every stage in the 

prescription drug supply process, and require all participants to share the 

same disclosure responsibility,” Sandoval wrote. “The selective and narrow 

approach refected in this bill is unlikely to achieve sound public policy 

solutions for patients in Nevada.” 

During the bill signing, Sandoval revealed a personal tie to the legislation 

he hadn’t previously discussed publicly — his grandfather suffered from 

diabetes. 



“It is personal. This was my mom’s dad, and he’s somebody that I saw 

suffer because of that and he passed away several years ago,” Sandoval 

told reporters Thursday. “It’s something I typically don’t talk about — 

personal things — but it kind of just welled up in me as I was here today. So 

this was an important bill for me personally but also statewide.” 

At a last-minute hearing on the bill on the Assembly foor in the waning 

days of the session, a pharmaceutical industry representative said passing 

the bill would cost the state a signiicant amount of money in legal 

challenges. But Sandoval says he thinks the new version of the bill lessens 

the possibility of a successful court action. 

“Part of this new bill makes the legislation or the law less susceptible to a 

legal attack. Every bill is subject to legal attack, so that’s always a concern 

but in terms of as I looked at the pieces of the bill, we get threats of legal 

attacks all the time,” Sandoval said. “Again I thought it was important at 

least as a former judge and a former attorney general, somebody that can 

analyze those types of things and mitigate a susceptibility to a legal 

challenge, I think it was important to do that.” 

One portion of Cancela’s SB265 that didn’t migrate over to SB539 was a 

section of the bill requiring manufacturers to notify the state 90 days 

ahead of certain planned price increases. Sandoval — and pharmaceutical 

industry representatives — said they worried about a particular stockpiling 

effect 



LAS VEGAS SUN 
Letters to the Editor: 

Union will stand strong 
By Geoconda Arguello-Kline, secretary-treasurer for the Culinary Union 

Wednesday, July 12, 2017 | 2 a.m. 

The Culinary Union has been fighting for Nevadans for over 82 years, and we will not stop. As the largest 
immigrant organization in Nevada, we are proud to have helped over 16,000 immigrants become American citizens 
and new voters since 2001. 

We will resist any attempt to attack workers, Muslims, women, people of color, immigrants and LGBTQIA+. 

We will not allow our families and the people we love to be separated. We will not let divisive tactics distract us 
from our goals of economic justice and ensuring that workers have fair wages, job security, good health care and 
the opportunity to provide for their families. 

We will hold politicians — who have been elected to represent us — accountable for their inactions and deafening 
silence in the face of President Donald Trump’s actions on immigration enforcement and his travel ban. 

We commend our elected officials who have declared their support for sanctuary cities, and we demand that those 
who have not yet pledged support of immigrants who are under attack do the same. 

This country was built on the backs of slaves, on land stolen from Indigenous peoples, and most of its inhabitants 
are descendants of immigrants. We will not be silent as our government discriminates based on religion and 
national origin — it is unconstitutional and shameful. Refugees are welcome, and we should let them in. 

When our communities are under attack, we will stand up and fight back to ensure that all people who make this 
country great have a seat at the table. 
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Workers at Green Valley Ranch Casino Resort Unionize 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Thursday, November 9, 2017 

Media Contact: 
Bethany Khan ▪ BKhan@culinaryunion226.org ▪ (702) 387-7088 

Workers at Green Valley 
Ranch Casino Resort 

Unionize 

LAS VEGAS, NV – Workers at 
Green Valley Ranch, a luxury 
casino resort owned and 
operated by Station Casinos, 
voted to unionize on 
November 8 and 9. Green 
Valley Ranch is the fourth 
Station Casinos-operated 
property to unionize since 
2015. Workers at a Station 
Casinos-managed tribal 
casino in California ratified a 
first union contract in October, 
2015. Workers at two of its 
Las Vegas properties – 

Boulder Station and Palace Station – were unionized in September, 2016, and March, 2017, 
respectively. 

During the two-day election conducted by the National Labor Relations Board, 730 workers voted and 
78% voted “YES” for the union. Approximately 900 Green Valley Ranch workers will be represented by 
the Culinary Workers Union Local 226 and Bartenders Union Local 165, Nevada affiliates of UNITE 
HERE. Station Casinos is the operating subsidiary of Red Rock Resorts, Inc. (NASDAQ: RRR). 

“Over the course of organizing, I’ve picketed, protested, and even fasted for seven days. I’m happy to 
have been able to help organize my coworkers and I felt so proud to vote “YES” for the union!” said 
Michael Wagner, a bartender who has worked at Green Valley Ranch since it opened in December, 
2001. “I look forward to joining together with other Station Casinos workers in negotiations with the 
company so we can have a fair union contract soon.” 

http://www.culinaryunion226.org/news
http://www.culinaryunion226.org/news/press
https://twitter.com/BethanyKhan
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“This latest victory by Station Casinos workers is a testament to the courage and resilience of working 
people,” said Geoconda Argüello-Kline, Secretary-Treasurer of the Culinary Union. “We welcome the 
new members to the Culinary Union, and applaud the Green Valley Ranch organizing committee for their 
hard work to get their co-workers to stand up and demand a better future for themselves and their 
families.” 

“We voted ‘YES’ to join the Culinary Union because we deserve fair wages and good benefits,” said 
Gladis Sosa de Funes, a guest room attendant at Green Valley Ranch. “Everyone knows the Culinary 
Health Plan is the best health insurance in Las Vegas, and we want our families to have it.” 

In 2010, workers at Station Casinos started a public organizing drive. A super majority of workers in 
Culinary and Bartenders’ bargaining unit (which includes most of the hotel and food and beverage 
workers in a casino hotel) signed a public petition to demand a fair process to exercise their right to 
choose whether to unionize. 

Recent changes to NLRB rules created new opportunities for workers to choose whether to unionize 
through NLRB-supervised secret-ballot elections even with the continued prospect of management 
interference, intimidation, bullying, and litigation. 

Green Valley Ranch, a AAA Four Diamond Award-winning property, is the first boutique luxury resort 
built off the Las Vegas Strip, according to the company. Green Valley Ranch has approximately 495  
hotel rooms, 2,295 slots, and 48 gaming tables and is owned and owned and operated by Station 
Casinos, the third-largest private-sector employer in Southern Nevada with 10 casino hotels and 10 
casino taverns in the region. Red Rock Resorts (NASDAQ: RRR) became the parent company of Station 
Casinos through an IPO last year. The company is controlled by Frank and Lorenzo Fertitta, who own 
10-to-1 super-voting Class B shares of Red Rock Resorts. In addition to Boulder Station, Palace Station,
and Green Valley Ranch, the company’s other casino-hotels in Las Vegas include: Red Rock Resort,
Palms Casino Resort, Santa Fe Station, Sunset Station, and Texas Station, Fiesta Henderson, Fiesta
Rancho.

ABOUT THE CULINARY UNION: 

Culinary Workers Union Local 226 and Bartenders Union Local 165, Nevada affiliates of UNITE HERE, 
represent over 57,000 workers in Las Vegas and Reno, including at most of the casino resorts on the 
Las Vegas Strip and in Downtown Las Vegas. UNITE HERE represents 270,000 workers in gaming, 
hotel, and food service industries in North America. 

The Culinary Union is Nevada’s largest immigrant organization with over 57,000 members - a diverse 
membership that is approximately 55% women and 56% Latino. Members -who work as guest room 
attendants, bartenders, cocktail and food servers, porters, bellmen, cooks, and kitchen workers- come 
from 167 countries and speak over 40 different languages. The Culinary Union has been fighting for fair 
wages, job security, and good health benefits for working men and women in Nevada for over 82 years. 

CulinaryUnion226.org / @Culinary226 

### 
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