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NEW BLACK LABOR LEADER SAYS IT’S TIME  
TO  “RE-BOOT’’ FOR GROWTH & ACTIVISM  

 
The buzz is building about the Coalition of Black Trade Unionists and its 42nd 
International Convention, which is being held this week in Orlando at the Buena Vista 
Palace. This will be the first CBTU convention led by the Rev. Terry Melvin, who was 
elected last year by CBTU delegates to succeed William “Bill” Lucy, the legendary labor 
leader who had been CBTU’s only president since its inception in 1972. 
 
This page-turning moment comes as the American labor movement tries to organize a 
workforce that is younger, more black and brown, a workforce battered by globalization, 
wage stagnation and ebbing confidence in shaky political leaders.  
 
The moment certainly is not lost on Melvin, who is also the secretary-treasurer of the 
powerful New York state AFL-CIO. “CBTU will continue to be a reliable voice for 
progressive change within the labor movement and a key player in mobilizing black 
voters on the national and local level.” However, he added, “CBTU also must – and we 
will –‘re-boot’ our own approaches to recruiting new members, building more active 
chapters and leading stronger coalitions.” 
 
An ordained Baptist minister, Melvin’s union roots go back to 1980 when he joined Local 
427 of the Civil Service Employees Association (CSEA), a statewide union in New York 
that is also affiliated with the American Federation of State, County and Municipal 
Employees (AFSCME). Three years later, Melvin became the president of Local 427, 
the youngest CSEA president ever at age 21. In 1996, CSEA President Danny Donohue 
tapped Melvin to become his executive assistant, a position he held until he was 
selected in 2007 to fill the second highest office in the New York state labor movement.  
 
More than 800 union activists and guests from the U.S. and Canada, representing 77 
international unions, will participate in CBTU’s skill-building and agenda-setting 
convention. CBTU, which is dedicated to addressing the unique concerns of black 
workers and their communities, has more than 50 chapters in major U.S. cities and one 
in Ontario, Canada. There are four active CBTU chapters in Florida (Jacksonville, 
Central Florida, South Florida, and Broward County). 
 
According to Melvin, what unions contribute to the economic stability of many black 
communities and to a decent standard of living for black working class families is 
ignored too often or under-valued by the mainstream media.  
 
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, more than 2.2 million African American 
workers -- or more than 1 out of 6 black employees – were covered by a union contract 
in 2012.  
 



Moreover, black workers who were represented by unions brought home bigger 
paychecks. The wage differential between union members and workers not represented 
by a union is substantial – 25% -- with unionized workers earning nearly $10,000 more 
per year than their non-union counterparts ($40,768 vs $31,148), plus other negotiated 
benefits such as health care coverage and retirement plans. 
 
Federal labor statistics also show that the face of the union movement is changing fast. 
Last year white membership in unions shrank by more than 500,000, while African 
American, Latino and Asian union membership surged by a combined 280,000. That 
translates into 1 out of 3 union members now comes from a community of color.  
 
Melvin observed, “Driven by demographics and economics, unions and communities of 
color have a huge stake in strengthening their alliance to challenge racism, exploitation 
and political repression. CBTU will be a catalyst to help this strategic alliance unleash its 
power.”  

The 2013 CBTU convention will feature several outstanding panels and presentations 
on the racial wealth gap, immigration reform, the drop-out crisis in the black community, 
and the pending implementation of Obamacare.  
 
Guest speakers include Randi Weingarten, president of the American Federation of 
Teachers, Rep. Benny Thompson (D-MS), ranking member of the House Committee on 
Homeland Security, and Larry Rousseau, executive vice president, Public Service 
Alliance of Canada. CBTU President Emeritus Bill Lucy will be the special keynote 
speaker at CBTU’s Awards Banquet. 
 
  


