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conversation with randi  
Weingarten

Multiemployer and public employee pension funds can play an 
important role in funding infrastructure projects that put construction 
workers back to work, according to Randi Weingarten, president since 
2008 of the 1.6-million-member American Federation of Teachers 
(AFT), AFL-CIO. Weingarten spoke during the opening session of the 
60th Annual Employee Benefits Conference in Boston in October. She 
previously served for 12 years as president of the United Federation 
of Teachers, AFT Local 2, representing about 200,000 educators in 
the New York City public school system. Weingarten, an attorney and 
former high school teacher, spoke with editor Chris Vogel, CEBS, about 
infrastructure funding and apprenticeship programs.

AFL-CIO in 2011 made a Clinton Global 
Initiative Commitment to Action 
to encourage members’ pension 
funds to invest in $10 billion worth 
of infrastructure projects. How did 
pension funds respond?

Pension funds responded in extraordinary 
fashion, enabling us to reach our goal two 
years ahead of schedule. Eight public pension 
funds (like CalSTRS, Oregon, NYC Teachers, 
IL SURS) committed to rebuild our nation’s 
crumbling infrastructure and create hundreds 
of thousands of good middle-class jobs, while 
giving our pensioners a sound return on their 
investment.

What were some of the results of 
this commitment to action, in terms 
of job creation and infrastructure 
improvements?

Of the $10 billion we have allocated, about 
$3 billion has already been put to work re-
building roads like the Presidio Parkway in 
San Francisco, funding new construction like 

the Long Beach, California courthouse and a 
central utility plant for Fort Detrick Energy 
in Maryland and seeding new investments 
in a power company like Duquesne Light in 
Pennsylvania. These funds also have worked 
to retrofit public schools in states like Oregon 
to ensure that every child and teacher has ac-
cess to state-of-the-art learning environments.

That means that we have $7 billion pa-
tient capital ready to invest for the long term 
in sustainable, innovative projects that will 
put hard-working, skilled Americans back 
to work. Translated into the big picture, this 
means more than 150,000 jobs and $10.7 bil-
lion added to the GDP.

Where is organized labor going from 
here with infrastructure investing 
and involvement in public-private 
partnerships?

While our country needs these shovel-
ready projects to help set the stage for future 
economic development, we must make sure 
that the workers are not left out in the cold. 
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We want workers employed in the main-
tenance, operation and servicing of pub-
lic-private projects to keep their jobs, 
their union and their wages and benefits 
and be provided the opportunity to ne-
gotiate future contracts. We also want 
these projects to remain public, so that 
these assets remain accountable to pub-
lic scrutiny. Public-private partnerships 
built on fairness, goodwill and mutual 
respect for the workers and the union 
can succeed.

However, we oppose deals like the 
99-year lease of the Chicago Skyway toll 
road and the 75-year lease of the Chica-
go parking meters to private companies, 
which have no oversight and can raise 
toll and parking costs without oversight.

Talk about the effort by the AFT, 
some state treasurers, other 
unions, asset managers and 
Wall Street firms to use pooled, 
professional asset management 
to expand retirement security. 
How would that work, and would 
legislation be needed to make 
it possible? What are other 
retirement innovations this group 
is looking into?

We have launched a new Center for 
Retirement Initiatives at Georgetown 
University. This group will act as a trust-
ed public policy center, recognized for 
rigorous research, technical assistance 
and effective bipartisan advocacy, to 
promote retirement solutions at the state 
level in the United States.

A growing number of states—19, to 
date—are examining solutions to ex-

pand access to pooled, professional as-
set management in the private sector. 
Some states have started this process as 
a result of legislation, like in California 
and Michigan, and others like Maryland 
have formed a commission through an 
initiative of the governor.

We face a crisis in private sector re-
tirement security. The Federal Reserve 
reported recently that one in five work-
ers close to retirement has zero saved. 
Among working-age households aged 
25-64, the median retirement account 
balance fell to $2,500 in 2013 from the 
already troubling level of $3,000 in 2010. 
We need real energy, focus and solutions 
to solve our retirement crisis, and labor 
is committed to doing our part.

Some union apprenticeship 
programs in the building trades 
have had trouble recruiting 
students—especially female and 
minority students. Are you seeing 
any progress in getting students 
to at least consider vocational 
programs as an alternative to 
four-year colleges?

Yes. In fact, AFT is an active partner 
with the National Alliance for Partner-
ships in Equity, which has this as its 
main agenda. We are working to change 
the perception of career technical edu-
cation. It has too long been seen as a 
second-tier track. We know from all of 
the data out there that if the programs 
have high academic standards, are inte-
grated with the core academic standards 
and are accessible to all students, it is an 
excellent alternative or addition to a col-

lege prep program. In many of our pro-
grams, students actually get an industry 
certificate in high school, which elevates 
them in their field and gives them ad-
vanced entry into a job right out of high 
school.

How has AFT been working with 
its unions and partnering with 
other unions in building trades 
to ensure students are ready for 
training in skilled jobs that pay 
well?

As an AFL-CIO Executive Coun-
cil member, I talk with my brothers 
and sisters all the time. In November, 
AFT and the AFL-CIO cosponsored 
a Career Technical Education (CTE)/
Workforce Development Summit in 
Washington, D.C. That event focused 
on reimagining CTE.
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