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Whether the International Executive Board properly denied Appellant Scott 
Houldieson’s Ethical Practices Codes complaint against his Local for failing to conduct 
regular membership meetings due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
FACTS 

 
Scott Houldieson is a member of UAW Local Union 551 located in Chicago, Illinois.  

The Local represents employees working at Ford Motor Company’s Chicago Assembly 
Plant.  According to its most recent LM-2 Report, Local 551 had 5,715 members and dues 
revenue of $4.4 million in 2020.  The Local’s assets were $1.9 million at the end of 2020.  
Local 551 is scheduled to hold general membership meetings on the third Saturday of 
each month at its union hall.1  Eighty members are required for a quorum to conduct 
business at a membership meeting.2  According to Appellant, the Local has struggled to 
achieve a quorum in the past.3 

 
1 Record, p. 13. 
2 Record, p. 23. 
3 Record, p. 100. 
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In early March 2020, International President Rory Gamble issued a letter to all 
UAW local unions requesting that they suspend meetings and events until April 15, 2020 
due to COVID-19.4  In response, Local 551 suspended its monthly membership meetings.  
The Local continued to conduct Local Executive Board (LEB) meetings, although the 
Record does not indicate whether those meetings were conducted in-person or remotely.5 

 
At a meeting on June 24, 2020, the LEB voted to continue to suspend all union 

meetings.6  The minutes state: “Bro Jason made a motion that all Union Meetings be 
postponed due to the Occupancy Restriction with the current Covid-19 Legislation with 
support.  Motion carried.”7 

 
On August 4, 2020, Houldieson submitted a letter to the LEB requesting that the 

Local resume holding its regular membership meetings.8  He noted that four meeting 
dates had passed since April 15, 2020 without conducting a meeting.  He argued that the 
Local was required to hold regular membership meetings under Article 37, §4 of the UAW 
International Constitution and the Ethical Practices Codes, as well as Article V, §1 of the 
Local 551 Bylaws.9  He wrote: 

 
“There are options that will allow us to hold membership meetings while also 
keeping our members safe from the spread of coronavirus.  For instance 
membership meetings could be conducted outdoors or using an online 
platform such as Zoom or Webex.”10 
 

 The LEB addressed Houldieson’s request at a meeting on August 27, 2020.  The 
minutes state: 
 

“Scott Houldieson has submitted a formal request to schedule Union 
Meeting.  Bro Coby made a motion to dismiss based on the guidelines from 
the State Of IL, the city of Chicago and the CDC guidelines with support.  
Motion carried.”11 

 
4 Record, p. 84. 
5 Record, p. 11. 
6 Record, pp. 11-12. 
7 Record, p. 12. 
8 Record, p. 13. 
9 Article 37, §4 states in relevant part: 

“Each Local Union, other than an Amalgamated Local Union, and each unit of an 
Amalgamated Local Union, shall hold a regular general membership meeting at least once 
a month unless the Local Union or unit of an Amalgamated Local Union provides in its 
bylaws for general membership meetings at least once every three (3) months. Where a 
Local Union or unit of an Amalgamated Local Union holds general membership meetings 
every three (3) months, it shall be required to establish a Workplace Council which shall 
meet and serve as the membership body in each of the intervening two months.” 

The Democratic Practices section of the Ethical Practices Codes states: “Membership meetings shall be 
held regularly, with proper notice of time and place and shall be conducted in an atmosphere of fairness.” 
10 Record, p. 13. 
11 Record, p. 16. 
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Although the meeting minutes do not reflect any discussion about the possibility of 
conducting membership meetings using an online platform, the Recording Secretary later 
advised the International Union that “the board discussed that those were not feasible 
options.”12 
 
 The Local Recording Secretary informed Houldieson regarding the LEB’s 
determination in a letter dated August 31, 2020.13  She explained that the request for 
meetings was dismissed based upon regulations issued by the State of Illinois, the City 
of Chicago, and CDC.  She also wrote: 
 

“While we understand the Constitution and our by-laws, this is an 
unprecedented time.  The safety of our members is a priority.  As soon as 
we get the go ahead from the State, and the City of Chicago, we will resume 
our meetings.”14 
 

The letter did not address Houldieson’s suggestions that the Local conduct its meetings 
outdoors or through an online platform. 
 
 By letter dated September 13, 2020, Houldieson filed an Ethical Practices Codes 
(EPC) complaint with the International Executive Board (IEB) against the LEB for its 
refusal to conduct membership meetings.  Houldieson argued that the LEB’s response to 
his request completely ignored the alternatives to in-person meetings inside the union 
hall.  He wrote: 
 

“Because I understand the limits on gatherings suggested by the CDC and 
imposed by the State of Illinois and I want to keep our members safe, I 
offered alternative methods for holding union meetings under these 
unprecedented circumstances.  Those methods included holding the 
meeting outdoors if weather allows, or alternatively utilizing online platforms 
such as Zoom or Webex.  Companies, other local unions, UAW Councils 
and conventions as well as other organizations have successfully used 
these platforms during the pandemic.”15 
 

He noted that the Local had used the parking lot for outdoor events, such as a candlelight 
vigil honoring George Floyd, summer shutdown shift parties, and COVID-19 testing.  
However, he recognized that the change of seasons made the outdoor option less viable.  
Thus, he requested as remedy that the Local conduct its meetings using an online 
platform.16 
 

 
12 Record, p. 23. 
13 Record, p. 18. 
14 Record, p. 18. 
15 Record, p. 19. 
16 Record, p. 20. 
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 The IEB denied Houldieson’s EPC complaint in a decision dated November 19, 
2020.  The IEB discussed the restrictions on gatherings in place under local, state, and 
federal guidelines and the UAW’s policy that it should adhere to those guidelines.  The 
IEB wrote: 
 

“. . . once it is determined that large scale nonessential gatherings are 
permitted in the state of Illinois, then the local union is empowered to restart 
its regularly scheduled membership meetings.  We are mindful that the 
UAW International Constitution grants exclusive autonomy to a local union 
in its decision-making process, as long as determinations are not in conflict 
with the same constitution.”17 
 

In support of its decision, the IEB quoted Article 37, §4(c) of the Constitution as stating: 
“A Local Union or unit may by appropriate action postpone meetings . . .”18  However, the 
IEB omitted the final clause of that provision.  Article 37, §4(c) reads in full: “A Local Union 
or unit may by appropriate action postpone meetings during the summer months.”  The 
IEB also quoted the first sentence of Article 38, §7, which provides: “The Executive Board 
shall be empowered to represent the Local Union between meetings of the Local Union 
when urgent business requires prompt and decisive action.”19 
 

As far as Houldieson’s request that the Local conduct its meetings through an 
online platform, the IEB took the position that this decision was solely in the hands of the 
Local. 

 
“. . . we will not intervene in the local union’s decision to finance alternative 
forms of conducting meetings as espoused by complainant, i.e., Zoom or 
Web Ex.  The decision rests solely with the local union in accordance with 
the constitution.”20 
 

 On November 20, 2020, President Gamble issued a letter to all UAW locals on 
behalf of the IEB.  Gamble requested “that all local union meetings and events continue 
to be suspended until April 15, 2021, due to . . . Coronavirus concerns.”21  He wrote: 
“Local Union meetings may be permitted virtually using on-line meeting programs such 
as Zoom and Microsoft Teams.  In either case, approved local union by-laws must be 
followed.”22 

 
17 Record, p. 30. 
18 Record, p. 30. 
19 Record, p. 30.  Article 38, §7 of the International Constitution reads in full: 

“The Executive Board shall be empowered to represent the Local Union between meetings 
of the Local Union when urgent business requires prompt and decisive action. In no case, 
however, shall the Executive Board transact any business that may affect the vital interests 
of the Local Union until the approval of the membership is secured, or of the Unit Workplace 
Organization in the case of an Amalgamated Local Union.” 

20 Record, p. 30. 
21 Record, p. 88. 
22 Record, p. 88. 
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By letter dated December 1, 2020, Houldieson appealed the IEB’s denial of his 
EPC complaint to the Public Review Board (PRB).  On February 3, 2021, Houldieson 
submitted to the PRB copies of a petition signed by 274 members of Local 551.23  The 
petition reads: 

 
“We, the members of UAW Local 551, call on our Executive Board to 
resume union meetings immediately and safely by utilizing one of the online 
platforms.  Most of the rest of the world is doing its business, including 
meetings, online.  Our union can too.  The UAW Constitution requires 
holding union meetings.  We have the ability to do it safely using an online 
platform like Zoom.”24 
 

 Following its initial consideration of this case, on March 2, 2021, the PRB 
requested additional information from the Local regarding its consideration of online 
alternatives to in-person union meetings.  Specifically, the PRB requested further 
documentation and explanation of the LEB’s decision that online meetings are not 
feasible, as well as information regarding cost and the membership’s access to necessary 
technology.  In response, Local 551 indicated that it had no additional documentation but 
that the LEB had discussed holding meetings online on August 27, 2020 and again at a 
special meeting on March 3, 2021, which was apparently prompted by the PRB’s 
questions.  The LEB estimated the cost of Zoom meetings at $2,000 annually and 
indicated that “cost is not a factor.”  The Local also indicated that it did not have any 
information regarding the membership’s access to technology.  
  
 In its response to the PRB, the LEB again maintained that online meetings were 
not feasible.  The LEB indicated that privacy was a major concern and that the Local could 
not control whether a non-member might listen to an online meeting along with a member.  
They also indicated that it would be difficult to provide private invitations to an online 
meeting to over 5,000 members.  Lastly, the LEB expressed the view that an online 
meeting would be contrary to the International Constitution, the Local Bylaws, and 
Roberts Rules of Order. 
 
 Appellant Houldieson responded to the Local’s representations to the PRB.  He 
quoted the Local Bylaw provisions regarding meetings and argued that they are silent 
with respect to the mode or location of meetings.  He also questioned the concern for 
privacy, claiming that the Local did not have a practice of verifying membership status 
when conducting in-person meetings.  Houldieson cited the example of UAW Local 1700, 
which has over 7,000 members, and has conducted membership meetings via Zoom 
since October 2020. 

 
 
 
 

 
23 Record, pp. 50-80. 
24 Record, p. 51. 
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ARGUMENT 
 

A. Scott Houldieson: 
 
Union democracy is the bedrock of our Union.  That is why it is written into the 

Ethical Practices Codes.  The throttling of democratic practices leads to unaccountability.  
Lack of accountability has led to our Union being involved in an embarrassing, years-long 
corruption scandal which has already cost millions of dollars.  Even more disheartening, 
the corruption scandal has tarnished the name of the Union I hold dear -- a Union that 
had long maintained a sterling reputation as free from corruption. 

 
In its decision, the IEB did not properly cite or apply the International Constitution.  

The IEB cited Article 37, §4(c), but the quotation of that provision was incomplete.  Article 
37, §4(c) is not a long section.  In fact, it is only one sentence: “A Local Union or unit may 
by appropriate action postpone meeting during the summer months.”  The IEB left off the 
last four words of the section.  This is an attempt to twist the intent of this section of the 
Constitution.  We are obviously no longer in the summer months. 

 
The IEB decision has also ignored Article 46, §1 which states: “The funds of each 

Local Union shall be used to defray all necessary expenses which must be approved by 
the Local Union in regular meeting.”  The decision cites part of Article 38, §7 but leaves 
out the part which states: “In no case, however, shall the Executive Board transact any 
business that may affect the vital interests of the Local Union until the approval of the 
membership is secured, or of the Unit Workplace Organization in the case of an 
Amalgamated Local Union.”  It is difficult to conceive that, over the course of an entire 
year, no business that may affect the vital interests of the Local would need to be 
approved by the membership.  This is especially true of the health and safety concerns 
of essential workers during the current crisis our country faces. 

 
It is troubling to have the IEB in its response refer to local union meetings as 

“nonessential gatherings.”  Many UAW members, including those at Local 551, are 
considered essential workers.  We gather in large numbers at the Ford Chicago Assembly 
Plant every day.  To have our Union leadership refer to the democratic rights of dues-
paying members as “nonessential gatherings” is illustrative of their continued disdain for 
union democracy.  Union meetings are essential. 

 
The LEB’s failure to conduct membership meetings is also a violation of the 

Democratic Practices section of the UAW Ethical Practices Codes, which states in part: 
“Membership meetings shall be held regularly, with proper notice of time and place and 
shall be conducted in an atmosphere of fairness.”   Union meetings can be held safely by 
utilizing the same tools that company executives, UAW councils, other UAW local unions, 
and federal and state courts have utilized to continue safely conducting business.   The 
proper remedy is to welcome UAW local unions into the 21st Century and require them 
to utilize online technology that is widely available to safely insure union democracy.  If 
training is required, the International Union should conduct training for local union officers. 
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B. International Union, UAW: 

 
The International Union is sensitive to the issues raised by Houldieson’s appeal 

and does not take them lightly.  However, we are living in dangerous and unprecedented 
times, and the International Union’s approach to local union meetings in light of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, set forth in both the IEB’s decision in the instant case and in 
President Gamble’s November 20, 2020 letter to all local unions, attempts to strike a 
careful balance between a number of important concerns, including the health and safety 
of members and the community, applicable governmental directives and standards, local 
union autonomy and local union democracy.  For the reasons explained below, the 
balance struck by the IEB -- requiring that in-person meetings be suspended but 
permitting each local to determine for itself whether online meetings are feasible -- is a 
reasonable one, and this Board should affirm the IEB’s decision. 

 
With respect to in-person meetings, the IEB’s refusal to order Local 551 to hold 

such meetings in contravention of State of Illinois and City of Chicago directives, or CDC 
guidelines, was plainly appropriate.  The IEB cannot order the Local to violate state and 
city orders, and considering the UAW’s institutional support for following CDC guidelines 
and health and safety best practices in our members’ workplaces, it would be 
inappropriate to require a local union to act inconsistent with these guidelines in carrying 
out its own business.  Houldieson seems to tacitly recognize this, as his appeal to this 
Board no longer appears to request that the Local hold in-person membership meetings 
where they would violate state and local orders or CDC guidelines.  Instead, he focuses 
his appeal on online meetings. 

 
Regarding online meetings, Houldieson argues that his local should be required to 

conduct its monthly meetings via Zoom or similar software.  While the IEB does not 
disagree that Local 551 may conduct its meetings via an electronic platform, the IEB has 
declined to require it to do so.  As the IEB explained, that decision is within the autonomy 
inherently granted to locals under the Constitution.  Moreover, although the instant case 
involves Local 551, it has implications for all local unions.  The IEB’s decision, and its 
directives to locals, including President Gamble’s November 20, 2020 letter, are sensitive 
to the diversity among locals and their members in terms of their financial and 
technological capabilities. 

 
Utilizing online video platforms may carry a cost depending on the number of 

participants and frequency of usage, which may be easily within some local unions’ 
budgets and out of reach for others.  More importantly, to conduct an electronic meeting, 
all participants need access to a computer, smartphone or tablet, and a reliable internet 
connection.  While Houldieson appears to take these things for granted, unfortunately 
they are not a given for all locals and members.  If the IEB were to require locals to 
conduct membership meetings online, and some members were unable to participate due 
to lack of access to necessary technology, those members would be denied equal access 
to the meeting.  For all of these reasons, the IEB decided that rather than dictating that 
Local 551, or any other local, must conduct meetings online, each local should be 
permitted to determine for itself whether conducting remote meetings is feasible until in-
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person meetings are once again safe and permissible under applicable governmental 
directives. 

 
C. Rebuttal by Scott Houldieson: 

 
Union democracy is not just window dressing for the UAW.  It is a foundational 

premise that creates a responsive and accountable union.  When the UAW becomes 
autocratic and unaccountable, it is too easy to stray from our mission of fighting for our 
members and for the working class.  We find ourselves in the middle of extraordinary 
times for our members and Union.  The health and safety of our members need not be 
sacrificed to conduct essential union business. 

 
The fact that we find ourselves in the midst of a global pandemic is part of the 

reason union meetings are so important.  Local 551 members gather by the thousands to 
build Ford Explorers and Lincoln Aviators.  The health and safety of our members is put 
at risk every day.  We have been deemed to be essential workers in the COVID-19 
economy.  We have had no communications from the Local on the severity of COVID-19 
outbreaks in our plant.  Union meetings would give our members the ability to get answers 
rather than relying on rumors.  The Local would also be able to encourage following safety 
protocols. 

 
In its position statement to the PRB, the International Union says that it is “sensitive 

to the diversity among locals and their members in terms of their financial and 
technological capabilities.”  The International also argues that utilizing online platforms 
may carry a cost, depending on the number of participants and frequency of usage, that 
is beyond the reach of some locals.  However, for Local 551 in particular the cost is 
minimal, especially considering the savings from the lack of travel expenses and lost time 
associated with committee meetings, conferences, council meetings, which has always 
been major cost for the Local.  Those expenses are way down because of the pandemic.  
In addition, the pricing of online platforms varies greatly.  Some are free for up to 100 
participants for limited meeting times.  These free accounts do not limit the number of 
meetings that can be scheduled.  A local that requires larger meetings will also have the 
additional resources a larger membership affords.  Larger meetings are still affordable. 

 
The International Union response goes on to say: “More importantly, in order to 

conduct an electronic meeting, all participants need access to a computer, smartphone 
or tablet, and a reliable internet connection.”  This is an incorrect statement.  Zoom 
meetings accommodate people calling in on a regular phone line.  Therefore, the 
International’s claim that members would be denied equal access does not hold up.  
Furthermore, at many local unions, including Local 551, some members are working 
during regular union meetings and excluded from having equal access to the meetings. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
 Article 37, §4(a) of the International Constitution requires that each UAW local 
union “hold a regular general membership meeting at least once a month.”  The 
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Democratic Practices section of the Ethical Practices Codes (EPC) provides that 
“[m]embership meetings shall be held regularly, with proper notice of time and place and 
shall be conducted in an atmosphere of fairness.”  As the PRB has stated: 
 

“The membership of a Local Union acts and makes decisions through 
motions adopted at membership meetings.  Such meetings, therefore, form 
an essential part of the democratic structure of the UAW.” 
 

Carthon v. Local Union 2297, 14 PRB 23, 31 (2008).  Among the important matters to be 
decided at membership meetings, Article 46, §1 specifies that the use of funds to defray 
necessary expenses “must be approved by the Local Union in regular meeting.”  The 
Constitution only allows for the postponement of regular meetings “during the summer 
months” and “by appropriate action.”  See Article 37, §4(c).  In this case, the PRB must 
assess Appellant’s request that Local 551 conduct regular membership meetings online 
and the Local’s reasons for declining to do so in light of the fundamental importance of 
membership meetings to union democracy. 
 

Without doubt, we agree with the International Union’s decision to suspend in-
person membership meetings due to the COVID-19 pandemic in accordance with federal 
guidelines and state-law prohibitions.  Despite the importance of union meetings, the 
conduct of such meetings cannot endanger the health of the membership and the greater 
community.  In addition, we do not question the International Union’s decision to leave it 
to each UAW local to decide whether to conduct meetings online, as opposed to adopting 
a blanket requirement to do so.  There may be circumstances in which equality of access 
to technology or financial constraints militate against online meetings.  

  
Nevertheless, we are called upon in this case to address the specific 

circumstances surrounding Local 551’s decision to reject Houldieson’s request to conduct 
online meetings.25  Toward the end of the summer months during which the Constitution 
permits the suspension of local meetings, Houldieson made a written request to the LEB 
to resume monthly meetings, specifically suggesting the use of an online platform due to 
COVID-19 restrictions.  He made his request with the support of hundreds of his fellow 
local union members, as demonstrated by the petition submitted in conjunction with this 
appeal.   

 
The LEB considered the request at its meeting on August 27, 2020.  The meeting 

minutes, however, do not reflect any discussion regarding the feasibility of online 
meetings, although the Local now asserts that the matter was discussed.  The Local has 
also not provided any documents or information reflecting any effort to research the 
feasibility of using an online platform in advance of its August meeting.  The LEB’s 
response to Houldieson denied his request based solely upon local guidelines prohibiting 

 
25 In its Position Statement to the PRB, the International Union argues that this case has implications for all 
UAW locals.  To be clear, this decision and order applies only to Local 551.  If any similar appeal were 
presented to the PRB from a member of another local, that case would be decided on the facts and 
arguments specific to the local involved. 
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large in-person gatherings without addressing the possibility of online meetings at all.  On 
the Record before us, we must conclude that the LEB did not thoroughly investigate or 
consider the possibility of online meetings at its August meeting. 

 
In response to questions from the PRB, the LEB has now provided an explanation 

specific to its rejection of the demand for online meetings.  As a threshold matter, this 
explanation should have been provided to Houldieson when his initial request was denied.  
A member should not have to file EPC charges or pursue the Article 33 appeal process 
to receive the reasons for a local executive board’s decision.  The Local now explains 
that cost was not a factor in its rejection of online meetings.  In fact, Local 551 has 
considerable financial resources according to its filings with the Department of Labor.  
The Local has also indicated that it has no basis to believe that segments of the 
membership lack access to technology.  And, as Houldieson points out, Zoom meetings 
may be accessed from a regular phone line.   

 
Instead, the LEB has explained that its primary rationale for rejecting online 

meetings is concern for privacy.  We do not believe that its concern is well-founded in this 
case.  Based on Board members’ experience with different online platforms for virtual 
meetings, we are well aware that Zoom and other online platforms provide mechanisms 
whereby the meeting host can require individuals to register for a meeting, thus allowing 
the host to screen participants, and to send the meeting URL only to those persons 
authorized to attend.  In addition, the host can require that upon logging on, individuals 
must wait in a “waiting room” until they are admitted into the meeting by the host.  These 
mechanisms should meet the LEB’s privacy concerns for most local union meetings. 

 
We understand that ensuring the security of a meeting conducted online may 

create some additional administrative burdens.  But as noted earlier, Local 551 has 
sufficient financial means such that professional assistance could be engaged if 
necessary.  To the extent that the Local is concerned that members will allow 
unauthorized persons to view the proceedings with them, it can be announced that such 
conduct is strictly prohibited and that any member who is found to have breached the 
privacy of the meeting would be subject to Article 31 charges for conduct unbecoming a 
member.  Lastly, a motion could be made that any particularly sensitive matters, such as 
discussions of ongoing contract negotiations, be tabled until in-person meetings are 
possible again.  In sum, the LEB’s privacy concerns can be adequately addressed. 

 
Secondarily, the LEB has invoked the Local’s Bylaws and Robert’s Rules of Order 

to support its rejection of online meetings, although without offering any specific analysis 
of these authorities.26  The PRB has reviewed the Local’s Bylaws.  We agree with 
Appellant that there is no language which would prohibit online meetings.  In terms of 
Robert’s Rules of Order, it is possible to make motions and vote on them using an online 

 
26 The LEB has also cited the International Constitution in support of its position, but without reference to 
any specific provisions.  The Board is not aware of any provision within the Constitution which would prohibit 
online membership meetings.  In fact, International President Gamble specifically indicated that online 
membership meetings are permissible in his November 20, 2020 letter to all locals.  
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platform.  Other UAW locals have been able to conduct business through online 
membership meetings consistent with the requirements of Robert’s Rules.  Local 551 
would be well advised to contact these locals for guidance.  Alternatively, the Local has 
the resources to obtain training for officers and staff to enable them to run an online 
meeting in accordance with Robert’s Rules. 

 
Accordingly, within 30 days of the date of this decision, Local 551 should conduct 

a general membership meeting via an online platform (unless restrictions on in-person 
meetings are lifted within that timeframe).  Thereafter, the Local should continue to 
conduct its regular monthly meetings online until it is possible to resume in-person 
meetings in accordance with directives from the International Union and governmental 
guidelines. 

 
While we recognize the unprecedented nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

disruption to regular routines occasioned by governmental restrictions on in-person 
gatherings, we observe that it is important in such times for the UAW, which is justly proud 
of being governed by its democratic principles, to continue to function in that manner 
when possible.  Under these specific circumstances, modern technologies can be utilized 
to permit Local 551 members to participate in the democratic functioning of their Union. 

 
The appeal is granted.  It is so ordered. 
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