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Appellants argue that serious errors occurred during general elections conducted 

by UAW Local Union 1781 so that their races should be rerun.  
 

FACTS 
 

Joseph Spencer was a candidate for president; Kara Ace-Cobb was a candidate 
for recording secretary; and Julia Curry was a candidate for financial secretary during 
general elections conducted by Amalgamated UAW Local Union 1781 on April 17, 
2014.1  Amalgamated Local Union 1781 consists of two units:  Blue Cross Blue Shield 
of Michigan (BCBSM) and Blue Care Network of Michigan (BCN).  The races for 
president, recording secretary, and financial secretary of Local 1781 produced the 
following results: 

 

                                      
1
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President 
 
Joe Spencer 211 
Tina M. Gates 275 (Elected) 
 
Recording Secretary 
 
Kara Ace-Cobb 183 
Mennen Gibbs 292 (Elected) 
 
Financial Secretary 
 
Julia Curry 129 (Runoff) 
Stephanie Thornton 182 (Runoff 
Debra Harris 58 
Desiree Johnson 1122  
 

A runoff election for financial secretary took place on May 1, 2014, with the following 
results: 
 

Financial Secretary 
 
Julia Curry 176 
Stephanie Thornton 202 (Elected)3 
 
Joe Spencer submitted a protest to the April 17, 2014 election during a general 

membership meeting on April 21, 2014.  In support of his protest, Spencer complained 
that the election committee had committed a number of errors.  Spencer asserted that 
the nominations period for the general election should have concluded at least thirty 
days prior to the election.  Spencer also pointed out that there were several errors 
regarding dates and polling places in the flyers distributed to the membership by the 
election committee.  Spencer maintained that the election committee failed to verify the 
eligibility of members with the local financial secretary Desiree Johnson.  He further 
reported that the election committee failed to obtain correct addresses from the financial 
secretary when mail sent to members regarding the election was returned to the local.4 

 
Spencer asserted that the entire election process gave an unfair advantage to 

candidates from the BCN unit.  His protest states: 
 
“There were also an unfair advantage and interference at the BCN work 
site.   

                                      
2
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3
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4
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Security was called on us saying our music was loud on April 16, during 
our meet and greet.  Once security arrived, per security stated the music 
was not loud. 

I was reported to Labor Relations on April 16, 2014, because I was just 
reminding employees of the meet and greet in the BCN cafeteria, but 
employees of the Elite Team from BCN were allowed to campaign on 
company time at BCBSM.”5 

As a result of these disadvantages to BCBSM candidates, Spencer requested that the 
ballots cast by BCN employees be disqualified, or else that the entire election be rerun. 
 

On April 23, 2014, Kara Ace-Cobb submitted a protest to the general election 
conducted on April 17, 2014.  Cobb’s protest was based primarily on her claim that the 
Elite Team at BCN had an unfair advantage during the election campaign.  She also 
charged that Elite team supporters intimidated voters who supported Independent 
caucus candidates.  Her protest states: 

 
“Voters Intimidation:  The Elite Team on April 17, 2014, at BCN and 
BCBSM used intimidation against the voters.  The Elite Team used 
intimidation toward the Independent candidates at the meet and greet at 
BCN.”6 

Cobb also maintained that voters in Utica and South Lyon were not advised of their 
polling places until the day before the election.  Her protest states: 
 

“Election Nomination/Acceptances:  Utica & S. Lyon allegedly was not 
aware of voting and their polling place until the day before elections.  
Allegedly, postings were removed and voters were not aware nor had an 
opportunity to vote.”7  

Cobb also requested that all BCN ballots be disqualified and that a new election be 
conducted in South Lyon and Utica.  Her protest states: 
 

“Therefore, I am requesting a new election or BCN votes to be voided due 
to voters’ intimidation, and unfair advantage to campaign.  Also requesting 
South Lyon & Utica to have an opportunity to vote due to the 15-day 
posting requirement not met.”8  
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6
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7
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8
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Cobb and Spencer submitted the following statement signed by themselves and two 
other employees in support of their protests: 
 

“On April 9 & April 16, 2014, we had our meet and greet in the BCN 
cafeteria and we were told both times from BCN employees that they were 
instructed by the Elite Team not to come to meet us.  We also had 
members of the Elite Team stalking us in the BCN cafeteria.”9 

Julia Curry submitted a protest to the runoff election on May 8, 2014.  Curry’s 
protest to the runoff election also referred to advantages enjoyed by BCN candidates.  
She reported that BCN candidates were permitted to campaign at BCBSM, but when 
she went to BCN to pass out campaign literature, she could not get in.  She complained 
that BCN candidates were introduced to the employees at BCBSM in Detroit, but that 
she was not given a similar opportunity to meet the employees at BCN in Southfield.  
Her protest states: 

 
“The current and elected officers and reps escorted Stephanie Thornton, 
my opponent, a BCN employee, to meet all UAW employees on each floor 
at Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Michigan.  I was not afforded the same 
option by the chair and reps at the Blue Care Network location.”10   

Curry argued that her opponent Stephanie Thornton should not have been permitted to 
run in the election because she filled out the wrong acceptance form.  Curry also 
complained about errors in the instructions given to the members about where to cast 
their votes. 
 

The election committee submitted its report on the general election to the 
membership of Local Union 1781 at a general membership meeting on May 19, 2014.11  
The minutes of that meeting report that Election Committee Chairperson Shonda 
Boynton and Co-Chair Shirley Madison responded to the protests on behalf of the 
election committee.  Boynton pointed out that the election committee has no control 
over rules imposed by management.  She asserted that it is not the function of the 
election committee to insure that all of the candidates have equal access to the 
membership.  In any event, Boynton declared that it would be improper to disqualify the 
ballots cast by members of the BCN unit.  The minutes report the following comment on 
this point: 

 

                                      
9
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10
 Record, p. 58. 
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 Record, pp. 62-67. 
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“We’re amalgamated.  We’re both BCN/BCBSM.  BCN helped you win.  
Can’t disqualify BCN votes b/c we’re amalgamated.  Takes both to run this 
ship.”12 

The meeting minutes indicate that Shirley Madison addressed the protestors’ 
complaints about errors in the election notices.  Madison asserted that all of the errors 
identified by Spencer were corrected.  Madison denied that the financial secretary had 
not verified member eligibility.  The minutes report the following response to this 
complaint: 

 
“Shirley:  Financial verified info before we even get it.  She gets the info 
from the Company on a disc.  The financial works with the E/C.  
Certification was done by her.  If you didn’t get a notice, it is not updated 
w/HR.  Brother Joe, if anything was missed, I fixed it.  You brought it to my 
attention.  I put notices on every union board.  I even let Joe know b/c he 
told me I missed some.  I fixed them.  Re:  Mailings.  If error, we fixed the 
board.  The mailing is a courtesy, per Eunice Stokes.”13 

With respect to the charges of intimidation, Madison pointed out that the election 
committee members cannot control the behavior of other adults.  Madison insisted that 
the election committee did everything possible to assist the voters.  She stated that the 
election committee was not biased toward candidates from either unit.14  
 

In response to Julia Curry’s complaints about the runoff election, Madison stated 
that the election committee does not aid or assist in conducting political campaigns and 
some candidates will always be better at it.  Madison pointed out that access to the 
worksite is something the candidates have to arrange with human resources.  Madison 
responded to Curry’s argument about Stephanie Thornton signing the wrong 
acceptance form by stating that Thornton’s intention to accept nomination for financial 
secretary was clear.  The minutes report: 

 
“Wrong form for Stephanie 

Shirley:  I called Eunice Stokes.  I explained to her the situation.  She said, 
what was the intent?  She (Stephanie) said “financial secretary.”  And it 
was written.  The intent was obvious.  I called Tony Feyers & he looked @ 
them too & he was clear.  I showed no favoritism.”15 
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 Record, p. 63. 
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 Record, p. 64. 
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 Record, p. 65. 



PRB CASE NO. 1724  Page 6. 

 
 
The minutes report that the election committee recommended that the protested 
elections not be rerun.  The members voted to accept the election committee’s 
recommendation by a margin of 56 to 3 with one abstention.16 
 

On May 30, 2014, Joseph Spencer appealed the membership’s decision to 
accept the election committee’s recommendation to the International Executive Board 
(IEB) on behalf of the three protesters.  In support of this appeal, Spencer provided 
copies of the election notices with the missing or incorrect information. His appeal 
states: 

 
“See attached errors!  General Election Notice (Withdrawals will be 
accepted March) no date?  (This is a legal document – Exhibit A), general 
election nomination notice 2014/2014 Constitutional Convention, (The 
voting site from BCN and retirees missing – Exhibit B).  The S. Lyon voting 
site was not posted until the day before the election (Exhibit D).  Official 
election result of the runoff election 2014 (voting site Marriott Hotel 4th 
floor.  Not true.  It was 5th fl – Exhibit C).  Errors after errors and no flyers 
posted at BCBSM worksite for the general membership meeting May 19, 
2014!  This was done on purpose so the BCBSM employees wouldn’t 
know if the meeting was still a go or not.  Therefore, 90% of BCN 
members showed up (which is less than 25% of the membership) and only 
10% of BCBSM showed up for the general meeting dated May 19, 2014. 
…”17 

Election Committee Chairperson Boynton and Co-Chair Madison responded to 
an inquiry from the International President’s staff regarding Spencer’s appeal with a 
statement dated August 15, 2014.  The election committee’s statement summarizes 
their report in response to the protests provided to the membership at the meeting on 
May 19, 2014.18  Local 1781 Recording Secretary Mennen Gibbs also prepared a 
statement in response to the protestors’ appeals.  Gibbs pointed out that the missing 
date for withdrawing acceptance of nomination was corrected in subsequent mailings 
and did not prejudice any of the candidates.  Her letter states: 

 
“The general election notice (Brother Spencer’s Exhibit A) did in fact not 
have a complete date listed on it for withdrawals, but the election 
committee accepted withdrawals until March 31st, therefore, any candidate 
who was interested in withdrawing had that opportunity for all of March. 
…”19 

                                      
16

 Record, p. 66. 
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Recording Secretary Gibbs stated that BCBSM members received notice of the 
membership meeting of May 19, 2014.  She described the posting of notices as follows: 
 

“The general membership meeting notices are posted every month in the 
union boards.  Brother Spencer was actually in charge of posting those 
notices while he was a chairperson.  There is no reason, on behalf of the 
local union officers, for these notices to not be posted for the May 19th 
meeting.  There is also no proof that these notices were not posted and no 
member has made any formal complaints to the local union regarding 
notification of the membership meeting for the month of May, other than in 
this protest.  …”20 

Gibbs went on to explain that the local alternates its membership meetings between 
downtown Detroit where the BCBSM unit is located and Southfield, Michigan, where the 
BCN unit is located in order to be fair to employees at both locations.  She reported that 
the April 21st meeting was in Detroit, so that the May 19th meeting was in Southfield.  
She reported that the number of BCBSM members who attended the May 19th meeting 
in Southfield was consistent with other meetings at that location.  Her letter states: 
 

“…The BCN membership represents roughly a quarter of the total 
membership, but at nearly all meetings that take place in Southfield, BCN 
is the bulk of those in attendance.  You can attribute that to member 
apathy on behalf of the BCBSM unit or simply, they don’t want to make the 
drive.  Meetings that occur in Detroit usually have more BCBSM members 
in attendance than BCN, but the total BCBSM members in attendance is 
still significantly small compared to the size of the membership.  In 
essence, the number of members from BCBSM that showed up at the 
May 19th was representative of the number of members that would be in 
attendance at any other membership meeting.  (See attached membership 
meeting notes and sign-in sheet – Exhibits A-E.)”21 

Gibbs stated that there was no evidence to support appellants’ allegations that 
Elite Team candidates were campaigning while being paid by the union.  She also 
observed that there is no substance to appellants’ claims of intimidation. Her letter 
states: 

 
“In regards to the Elite Team stalking members from the Independent 
caucus, there is no merit or foundation to these allegations.  The 
statement submitted by the Independent caucus was purely circumstantial 
and no evidence of any stalking of any kind was proven or explained.  This 
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is a mischaracterization of the members of the Elite Team and the 
allegations are unsubstantiated.”22 

In conclusion, Gibbs stated that the protestors lost their races because they failed to 
gain the support of the membership, rather than because of any errors or misconduct on 
the part of the election committee or the other candidates.  Her letter concludes: 
 

“Joseph Spencer, et al., member(s) who are protesting this election are 
upset at the fact that they lost the election to a team that simply had more 
membership support from both units (BCBSM and BCN) than they had.  
Being a sore loser or not understanding the rules of campaigning are not 
basis enough to protest an election.  Based on the statements listed 
above, the local union is requesting for the protest to be denied and the 
election results to be upheld, as the membership has already done.”23 

Acting on behalf of International President Dennis Williams, Administrative 
Assistant Allen Wilson conducted a hearing on October 24, 2014, on the appeal filed by 
Joseph Spencer.  Wilson prepared a report to the IEB based on documents provided by 
the appellants and the local union as well as testimony given at the hearing. 

 
Wilson’s report to the IEB contains a copy of the election notice that omitted the 

closing date for withdrawal of nomination acceptances.24  The report also reproduced 
the notice issued by the election committee clarifying the end of the nominations 
period.25  Wilson’s report does not contain any testimony about problems resulting from 
the original error.  

 
Wilson reproduced the statements signed by appellants accusing the Elite Team 

of intimidating behavior and stalking.26  His report also contains an additional statement 
signed by Chiquita Black-Spencer describing what she regarded as intimidating 
behavior.  Black-Spencer wrote: 

 
“On April 17, 2014, I witnessed Tiffany Bush and Stephanie Thornton 
intimidate and coerce some of the Blue Care Network employees at the 
voting site in Southfield, Michigan at Local 1781.  These employees wasn’t 
allowed to approach the representatives for the other candidates.  
Whenever they did, Tiffany Bush or Stephanie Thornton would interfere 
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 Record, p. 97. 
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 Record, p. 97. 
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 Record, p. 131. 
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 Record, pp. 132-134. 
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 Record, p. 135 
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and slapped an Elite flyer in their hand and direct them into the voting site 
where the election was held.”27 

Wilson reported that the local union representatives characterized appellants’ “stalking” 
charge as absurd, and they pointed out that there is no concrete evidence of 
intimidating behavior by any of the candidates.  The members appearing on behalf of 
the local reported that no one besides appellants raised any concerns about 
intimidation.28  
 

Similarly, the members appearing on behalf of the local union argued that there 
is no evidence to support appellants’ charge that management showed favoritism 
toward Elite team candidates.  The only specific incident cited by appellants to support 
this claim is the complaint about loud music at appellants’ meet and greet meeting.  The 
election committee members noted that they could not control management’s response 
to such complaints.  Wilson reported that the local union representatives denied Joseph 
Spencer’s claim that management constantly harassed him at the BCN site.29  

 
Wilson’s report contains a copy of the notice of the runoff election which names 

the wrong floor as the voting site.30  Wilson reported that Election Committee Co-Chair 
Shirley Madison testified that she was personally at the site and directed people to the 
correct floor.31  Finally, the election committee testified that they had received an 
updated voter eligibility list from the financial secretary prior to the election.  According 
to Wilson’s report, the local union denied that there was any problem with misdirected 
mail.32 

 
After reviewing appellants’ claims and the material they submitted in support of 

those claims, Wilson found no evidence of any significant election improprieties.  His 
report states: 

 
“…At the evidentiary hearing, the appellant strongly protested that the 
claimed intimidating actions of the local union’s candidates for office 
created an atmosphere that was devoid of a free and fair election. 
Appellant also claimed that the treatment that he and his team of 
candidates received from the company was disparate when compared to 
the treatment provided to the local union campaigners.  While we find that 
the local union’s conduct in this election may have been somewhat 
inattentive and, thereby, less than stellar, we cannot conclude from the 
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allegations, documentation, and materials produced at the appeals 
hearing that the local union engaged in any wholesale election 
wrongdoings which could be construed as outcome determinative and/or 
could have changed the results of the election.”33  

Wilson observed that no one has challenged the accuracy of the election results 
reported to the membership on May 19, 2014.  He concluded that the election results 
reflected the sentiment of the electorate of UAW Local Union 1781.  Based on that 
conclusion, Wilson denied appellants’ appeal.  
 

The IEB adopted Administrative Assistant Wilson’s report as its decision.  
International President Dennis Williams provided appellants with a copy of the IEB’s 
decision on January 26, 2015.  Spencer has now appealed the IEB’s decision to the 
Public Review Board (PRB). 

 
ARGUMENT 

 
A. Joseph Spencer, on behalf of appellants: 

All of the errors in the election notices prepared in connection with the 2014 
triennial election were not fixed as claimed by the election committee.  Exhibit A to my 
appeal to the IEB was just the beginning of a series of mistakes ending with the 
incorrect posting about the polling site for the runoff election.  

 
The IEB’s decision stated that no other members complained about intimidation 

by Elite Team members.  That is not true.  We submitted a statement from the local 
union secretary, Kimberly Johnson, confirming all of the errors committed by the 
election committee and the local president’s harassment of Independent caucus 
candidates.  Hearing officer Wilson would not accept the statement, because the author 
was not identified and the letter was not signed.  We explained to Wilson that Johnson 
did not sign the letter because of fear of retaliation, but we gave him her name and 
telephone number to verify its contents.  He disregarded her statement and did not call 
her.  In addition, Alieca Green signed the statement reporting voter intimidation at BCN 
and she is the current trustee for Local 1781.  Sharon Mitchell also signed the statement 
and she is the current EAP Representative.  

 
Hearing officer Wilson acknowledged that the conduct of this election was less 

than stellar.  I just want a fair election, nothing more, nothing less.  
 
B. International Union, UAW: 

The IEB found that appellants’ objections to the 2014 election consisted of minor 
procedural deviations.  There was insufficient evidence to support appellants other 

                                      
33

 Record, pp. 143-144. 



PRB CASE NO. 1724  Page 11. 

 
 
claims.  For example, candidate Spencer claims that voters were intimidated, but he has 
not produced testimony of any voter who actually was intimidated.  He did not produce 
evidence of any voters who lost the opportunity to vote because of errors in the election 
notices.  

 
Joseph Spencer lost his bid for president of Local 1781 by 64 votes.  That is a 

significant margin.  Spencer has not established that any of the errors he has identified 
could have affected the outcome of the 2014 election.  It is clear from this record, in 
fact, that none of the errors cited by Spencer changed the outcome.  For this reason, 
the decision of the IEB should be affirmed.  

 
C. Rebuttal by Joseph Spencer: 

I did not lose by a significant margin.  I ran a stand-alone campaign with no 
caucus.  I have just a little over seven years at Local Union 1781.  The winning 
candidate, Tina Gates, has been a member of Local 1781 for over 21 years, and she 
ran with a caucus.  I won the BCBSM votes.  I would have won the BCN votes, if I had 
been given a fair chance.   

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The record shows that the election committee adequately addressed the minor 

errors and procedural deviations identified by Spencer as soon as they were notified of 
them.  Appellants misunderstood the election committee’s method of checking voter 
eligibility.  This was explained to them during the membership meeting in response to 
their protest.  Appellants’ allegation about the handling of returned mail was entirely 
speculative.  The question raised about Stephanie Thornton’s acceptance form was 
appropriately referred to the International President’s staff for an interpretation.  The 
decision to accept the form because the intent was clear was reasonable and consistent 
with UAW policy.   

 
All three appellants complained about intimidation in their protests, but there is 

no evidence of any intimidation in this record.  Appellants submitted a statement from 
Chiquita Black-Spencer to support this allegation, but the only activity she described 
was a member distributing flyers.  The letter submitted by Kimberly Johnson in 
connection with this appeal does not describe anything that could be characterized as 
intimidation.  She merely expresses her opinions and speculations with regard to 
actions taken by local union officers.  

 
Appellants’ primary complaint concerns their inability to campaign on the 

premises of the BCN unit.  It is evident that the BCN unit is more politically active than 
the BCBSM unit.  Recording Secretary Gibbs’s description of local membership 
meetings revealed that BCN members often outnumber members of the BCBSM unit, 
even though BCBSM members make up three-quarters of the total membership.  The 
appellants in this case are from the BCBSM unit, so the unit’s general lack of interest in 
union affairs put them at a disadvantage.  Such disparities are simply part of the political 
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process.  It is up to the candidates to persuade their constituents to participate in local 
union elections.  Local union election committees are not responsible to assist 
candidates in gaining access to members for the purpose of campaigning. 

 
The decision of the IEB is affirmed. 


