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Campus demonstrators pressure NSU officials

Union organizers, newly elected officials and campus workers staged a symbolic protest against working conditions at Nova Southeastern University as the school reconsiders a contract for its workers.
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HANDS UP: The Rev. Robert Tywoniak, center, a Fort Lauderdale pastor, leads a prayer group of elected officials, workers and church members Tuesday at Nova Southeastern University in Davie. 

More photos
Campus workers at Nova Southeastern University and newly elected officials waged a symbolic protest Tuesday, donning gardener gloves and using rakes to pull weeds.

But when a few of the protesters led by the Service Employees International Union entered a building, NSU officials said they had gone too far with their ''media show'' and had disrupted school operations.

''To go there was a mistake,'' said NSU spokesman David Dawson. ``There are other places to do that.''

NSU employees are fighting to unionize at the private Davie school, claiming they can barely survive on low wages and little or no health insurance.

Last month, the university's president announced he planned to rebid a contract with Boston-based Unicco, which employs its 350 campus workers. A few days later, a majority of the workers voted to join a union.

Cleanup crews and janitors protested similarly last year at the University of Miami, with many of the same complaints. Eventually, university President Donna Shalala increased wages and put together a better health plan for UM's workers.

On Tuesday, Dawson repeated the university's position that it was reevaluating its Unicco contract. Among the possible outcomes: Unicco could keep the contract; another contractor could be hired; the university could bring some positions in-house; or it could do a combination of all three.

''We're looking at all options,'' Dawson said. ``There are 350 jobs that won't go away.''

Unicco recently filed notice with the state, as required by law, that the workers could see a mass layoff.

And so, a few dozen union organizers, community leaders and a handful of maintenance workers gathered in an NSU parking lot to protest. State Reps. Joe Gibbons and Ronald Brisé were among the officials to lend their support.

Rose Marie Fleuranvil, 62, spoke of how her hourly wage of $6.90 prohibits her from wiring money to relatives in her native Haiti.

''With my wage, I can't,'' said Fleuranvil, a Northwest Miami-Dade resident who has family in a small town outside Port-au-Prince.

Armed with rakes, mops, and brooms, protesters then walked to NSU's Mailman Segal Institute for Early Childhood Studies. A few entered a lobby and were told to leave. They did, but public safety officers were called, Dawson said.

''It's disruptive,'' he said. ``You had some anxious people.''

Tension between the university and union organizers was evident even after the protest ended. The Rev. Robert Tywoniak, a Fort Lauderdale pastor who has been involved in the union drive, was leaving the Mailman center when Dawson was seen pulling up in his car.

''Is that what your religion teaches you?!'' Dawson yelled, before driving away.

Dawson said he was referring to Tywoniak's interruption of the operations at the Mailman center, which offers services to autistic children.
