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Respectfully, I suggest that all of us take a 
moment of pride to reflect on what Local 17 has 

meant to you and your families. Personally, I feel a 
great deal of gratitude and respect for the life this organization has afforded 
me and my family, and for that I am eternally grateful!

There are not many institutions that live to see their 125th anniversary. 
How we arrived at this very point in time was no accident.  The history told 
in this book is rich with our struggles and triumphs. Our forefathers knew 
and understood clearly that if they worked hard, educated themselves and 
came together in solidarity, that they could provide a better life for their 
kids. They were right and our history proves it!

I will let the pages of this book tell the story of our past. Please take 
the time to read this fascinating story of our history, and allow me the 
opportunity to say a few words about our future.       

It’s not hard to see what’s going on in this country as it relates to organized labor. We have always 
stood up against those that try to harm us. But it takes more than just the willingness to fight. We have 
to be smarter than we have ever been in our history. That means truly living by the I.B.E.W. Code of 
Excellence, holding each other accountable for working safely. It also means raising the bar in terms of 
educating ourselves.  Local 17’s members have fought like hell to get what they have and will have to 
fight like hell to keep it.

So I will throw down the gauntlet to all of you and to all future members of this great union. Do 
not allow anyone to harm this local, including those in our own rank and file. Our strength lies in our 
ability to be the very safest, best trained and most efficient work force, period!   

Stand up, brothers and sisters, but do not stand still. We will be better than we have ever been, 
because you and I will demand it.
Yours in Solidarity,

Dean Bradley, Business Manager/Financial Secretary
I.B.E.W. Local No. 17

BEST WISHES AS WE CELEBRATE 125 YEARS!

The Officers and Staff of I.B.E.W. Local 17: (top row, left to right) Rudolph Bartlett Jr., Executive Board Member; Chuck Dortenzio, Safety 
Director/Executive Board Member; Ryan Olechnowicz, Continuous Improvement Customer Satisfaction Representative/Assistant 

Business Manager; Mike Kozlowski, President/Assistant Business Manager; Dean Bradley, Business Manager/Financial Secretary; Adam 
Kimbler, Assistant Business Manager; James Shaw, Grievance Committee Chairman/Assistant Business Manager; and Jeff Mitchell, 
Assistant Business Manager; and (bottom row, left to right) Jeff Lacombe, Recording Secretary; Tom Ford, Executive Board Member; 

Dean Ayers, Vice President; Don Stone, Executive Board Member; Michael Pittman, Chief Steward/Executive Board Member;  
Russ Bowlby; LCTT Instructor; and Winston Likert, LCTT Instructor.

CONGRATULATIONS, BROTHERS AND SISTERS! 
NOW, LET’S CONTINUE THE FIGHT ...



“From its very beginning, Local Union 17 was a 
force for improvement in the trade to be reckoned 
with, both in its immediate jurisdiction and 
within the national organization.”

– “The Evolution of a Trade Union,” John E. Nolan, Wayne State University, 1978

It was National Brotherhood of Electrical 
Workers founder and president Brother 
Henry Miller himself who travelled to 

Detroit in early 1892 to organize the city’s 
electrical workers into the fledgling union. 
History has it that the 39-year-old Brother 
Miller, who had organized the National 
Brotherhood – which would soon become 
the International Brotherhood of Electrical 
workers (I.B.E.W.) – in 1891, “rode in on the 

bumper of a freight train because the infant 
labor movement could not afford to supply its 
leaders with the salaries and expense money 
that are now taken for granted.”

Regardless, nine of the city’s lineman had 
applied for and were granted a charter on March 
11, 1892, by the national organization, which 
designated the group as Local Union No. 17, 
being just the 17th Brotherhood of Electrical 



Workers local in the country. At that time, the 
Detroit group’s members were linemen and 
tree-trimmers employed primarily with the 
Detroit Electric Light and Power Company 
and the Detroit Bell Telephone Company.

Very early in the history of the former, which 
would eventually become the Detroit Edison 
Company, “linemen and some other workers 
joined the I.B.E.W. …. It was generally known 
that when the company hired a man in this 
department, he joined the union,” according 
to Kilowatts At Work: A History of The Detroit 

Edison Company. In fact, from the beginning, 
the company maintained an informal but 
“satisfactory” relationship with the local, their 
deals sealed with little more than “a gentlemen’s 
agreement” until the early 1940s.

What’s more, the local’s own by-laws spelled 
out that the young union offered as much to its 
employers as to its members:

“The object of this local Union shall 
be to promote by all proper means 
the material and intellectual welfare 
of its members; to establish and 
maintain an adequate wage for our 
labor; to require of our members skill, 
intelligence and character; to protect 
our employers from the inexperienced 
worker; to advance the principles 
and practice of conciliation and 
arbitration in the settlement of any 
differences with our employers.”

Likewise, a Detroit Edison publication, A 
History of the Overhead Lines Department, 

LOCAL 17 ORIGINAL CHARTER MEMBERS
William Shuart
Timothy J. Linehan
Frank J. Coleman
Andrew P. Byrne
Cleveland M. Moore
Fred C. Hughes
Jesse F. Kitchen
Daniel E. Ellsworth
Charles H. White

Detroit Edison Illuminating employees, likely including some Local 17 members, along with future automobile 
industry legend Henry Ford (top row, third from right), who was working as an engineer with the company, in 1893.

I.B.E.W. Local 17 charter, dated March 11, 1892



in 1953 pondered the association between 
employer and employees: “The Department 
may not have had any Union discussions when 
its work first started back in 1890 because it 
was not until March 11, 1892, that Local 
17 … was chartered …. From that date on, 
however, the Department has had organized 
union employees in the field operations and 
has had many informal discussions with them 
relating to working conditions and wages, so 
we can truthfully say that our relations with 
unions have been of long-standing.”

Nevertheless, 100 years after the local was 
chartered, Local 17 Brother John E. Nolan in 
the local’s anniversary program he compiled in 
1992 reflected on his local’s extremely daunting 
yet highly obligatory beginnings:

“At that time, the electrical industry 
was in its infancy and, being new 
and exciting, it attracted men of 
vision and courage. These men, 
however, were subjected to some of 
the worst conditions. Long hours, 
terrible working conditions, seven 
day work weeks, work in any weather 
conditions, no training programs of 
any kind, and an average wage of 10 
to 20 cents per hour were the rule of 
the day. Some statistics support the 
fact that one out of two men who 
entered the industry did not survive 
the first year.”

“As can be seen, there was a crying need 
for the formation of an organization 
that would squarely face and overcome 
the conditions prevalent at that time. 
Local 17 was to prove equal not only 
to that task but to carry on the battle 
of the working man and woman even 
until today.”

Those men were initially led into the relative 
unknown by the local’s first officers, President 
William C. Shuart, Recording Secretary I. B. 
Miller and Financial Secretary E. J. Lane. The 

membership met every Monday evening in 
Hoffman’s Hall on the corner of Congress and 
Randolph streets in downtown Detroit; but 
seeing a need to discuss their condition more 
often, by March 1983 they were meeting on 
the first and third Thursdays of each month 
at the Building Trades Council Hall at 224 
Randolph Street in the city.

From the onset, the local’s determination to 
gain better conditions for its members and the 
outside electrical industry within its jurisdiction 
was unmistakable, and with good cause. Wages 
for linemen in those early days were about $52 
per month at the top of the scale, while many 
workers received as little as $1.50 a day.

What’s more, one of the earliest topics of 
dispute between Local 17 and its employers 
focused on unsafe working conditions. In 
one particular example, as the June 13, 1893, 
Detroit Free Press newspaper described it, “The 
press secretary of No. 17 and J. D. Hawkins, 
manager of Detroit Citizens’ Street Railway, 
have had a controversy through the press relative 
to the iron tie wires holding the feed wires of 

the electric street railway lines in position on 
the iron posts.”

While the union maintained that the ties 
were dangerous where detached telephone wires 
came into contact with them, the company 
denied that the 500 volts running through the 
ties could kill – although a horse had recently 
died after coming in contact with a detached 
telephone wire.

Subsequently garnering a membership of 100 
only a few months after it was chartered, Local 
17 went on the offensive almost immediately. 
In September 1892, union trimmers and 
linemen of the Detroit Electric Light and 
Power Company successfully went on strike 

By 1886, the major power company in Detroit was the 
Edison Illuminating Company, which brought to the city its 
first central power station, “Station A” on the corner of State 
Street and Washington Boulevard, on November 8, 1886. 
Meanwhile, Detroit was also experiencing fast growth in its 
telephone and telegraph industries.

Local 17 members pose on Labor Day 1897.

March 11, 1892 The first public basketball game is 
played in Springfield, Massachusetts.

April 15, 1892 General Electric Company is formed 
and incorporated in New York.

July 10, 1892 The first concrete-paved street in the 
nation is built in Bellefountaine, Ohio.

October 12, 1892 The U.S. “Pledge of Allegiance” 
is first recited in public schools during Columbus Day.

October 18, 1892 The first commercial long-
distance phone line opens from Chicago to New York.

May 5, 1893 The New York Stock Exchange 
collapses, starting the financial panic of 1893 and a 
four-year-long depression.

September 27, 1908 The Ford Model T is first 
manufactured at the Piquette Plant in Detroit.

April 6, 1917 The U.S. Congress declares war on 
Germany and joins the allies in World War I.

December 18, 1917 Congress  sends the 18th 
Amendment, advocating prohibition of alcoholic 
beverages throughout the United States, to the states 
for passage.

1892

1893

1908

1917



when three trimmers were discharged without 
cause. The Brotherhood’s Electrical Worker 
journal later reported that “ten days and the 
loss of about as many thousands of dollars 
sufficed to bring the company to terms and to 
give the union official recognition.”

Soon after in early 1893, about 30 armature-
winders working for Detroit Citizens’ Street 

Railway and who were members of the local 
“made a demand for increased pay, and, 
probably fearing a strike, the company granted 
the demands before the movement went too 
far to cause any trouble,” that year’s February 
issue of the Electrical Worker announced. At 
the time, the company employed about 350 
men who were fitting out many of the Citizens’ 
Street Railway lines with electricity.

Then on April 1, Local 17 held a largely 
attended meeting to discuss “the feasibility 
of establishing an apprenticeship system and 
also … the matter of wages.” The next day’s 
Free Press explained, “It was thought that the 
apprenticeship system would not only be of 
service to the members of the union but would 
be of material benefit to the company which 
employs the men.”

Local 17 was also set on influencing the growth 
and advancement of Detroit’s electrification and 
illumination as a way of protecting the union. 
To that end, in early April 1893 the local sent 
a resolution to the city’s committee on public 
lighting that stated, in part, “The appointment 

of C. A. Newcomb as a member of the Board 
of Electrical Commissioners would be very 
detrimental to the best interests of organized 
labor in Detroit, as his antagonism to labor 
unions has been demonstrated on more than 
one occasion recently.”

Early on, adhEring to thE Union CaUsE

As early as 1894, Local 17 members 
were aware that they needed to win 
at the ballot box in order to maintain 

the gains they made at the bargaining table 
and, therefore, they became involved 
in political action. That year, the 
local union participated in a Trades 
Council convention to draw up “a 
strong, workingman’s platform” 
for the November election and 
nominate candidates pledged to 
support that platform.

Meanwhile, in mid-April the local 
completed arrangements with the Street 
Railway Employees’ Association whereby 
about 30 electrical workers employed by the 
City of Denver’s streetcar companies joined 
Local 17.

In June the following year, the I.B.E.W. began 
investigating the need for a second local in the 
city that would consist of inside wiremen – 
which Local 17 had earlier protested, claiming 
that Detroit was not large enough for two 
locals. However, the wiremen were organized 
into Local No. 77 on June 16, 1894. (Perhaps 
proving Local 17 correct, Local 77 would go 
defunct a short time later on September 1, 1895; 
but soon after, Local No. 58 was chartered on 
April 13, 1914, to represent inside wiremen 
and is still in full operation in 2017.)

Local 17 was further frustrated that year 
when its treasurer, Brother John Dyer, ran off 
with $110.30 of the local’s funds. 

Out in the field, Local 17 linemen continued 

the work of changing the city’s lighting system 
to the city power plant in summer 1895. The 
job would be completed by the fall.

By that time, most all of the tree-trimmers 
in the city, “with exceptions perhaps of two,” 
were members of Local 17, according to the 
July 1895 Electrical Worker. One year later, the 
journal reported that the local was “holding her 
own nobly in spite of the obstacles that have 
been in her way, and they have been many.”

But that year, Local 17 displayed that it was 
truly adherent to the union cause when it joined 
other labor groups in a boycott of the Detroit 
team of the Western League of Baseball, whose 
ballpark displayed signs advertising non-union 
cigars. After one month, the signs were taken 
down and replaced with advertisements for 
union-made stogies.

Local 17 was also prominent in the first 
Labor Day parades held in Detroit. In the 1896 
parade, for example, the local had two floats, 
each of which was drawn by four horses and 
included poles, wires, lamps and telephones. 
To the great disappointment of the members, 
the floats did not win a prize and the local had 
to be content with an honorable mention from 
the judges.

Work was good for the local into 1897, 
during which the Detroit Telephone Company 
built an exchange, “and as a consequence, the 

I.B.E.W. founder and first president Brother Henry 
Miller, who helped charter Local 17, reportedly 

went without food and deprived himself of other 
necessities and instead used his earnings to 
travel the country in order to organize local 
unions in various cities. Brother Miller passed 
away on July 10, 1896, while working as 

head lineman for the Potomac Electric Power 
Company when he was electrocuted and fell 

from a pole. He was only 43 years old.I.B.E.W. Founder 
and President 
Henry Miller

Detroit Edison Company line crew, circa 1900

For 125 years, Local 17 has practiced brotherhood 
off the job as well as on, holding social events to bring 
its members together and provide fellowship. These affairs 
began on a small scale, with the local’s first recorded party 
– held to celebrate the granting of the local’s charter – 
being held at the vice president’s home on April 25, 1893.

The program included “speeches by labor orators, music, 
dancing and social games, followed by refreshments.”

When Local 17 held its second birthday party, the celebration 
was moved to a public hall, and the evening included waltzing 
contests with prizes donated by businessmen. The affair 
reportedly was also a financial success.

Just as its brothers did back in the 1890’s, Local 17 had 
provided social affairs for its members since then, ranging 
from dances to trips to distant places.



city was full of linemen, 
good, bad and indifferent,” 
the local reported in the 
May Electrical Worker. 
Subsequently, early that 
year Local 17 appointed 
a committee to formulate 
a wage agreement and 
present it to the company, 
which accepted the offer 
after a “few conferences,” 
making Detroit Telephone 
“strictly a union concern” 
– after which the local 
initiated 56 new members 
in April and May alone.

Local 17’s early 
success was specifically 
recognized by the National 
Brotherhood when in 
the fall of 1897 it held its 
national convention in 
Detroit, just five years after 
the host local had been 
chartered. During the weeklong meeting, Local 
17 provided entertainment during the evenings 
that included a trolley party to Mt. Clemens 
resort, a smoker and a cycle trip around the 
town and Belle Isle Park.

Afterwards, Local 17 and the Brotherhood 
continued its steady growth as the 19th 
Century drew to a close. In 1899 during its 
sixth convention, the national union changed 
its name to the International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers and later that year chartered 
the first Canadian I.B.E.W. local.

aftEr i.B.E.W. split, foCUs on organizing

Through the course of six years beginning 
in 1907, the I.B.E.W. endured a 
bitter internal struggle during which 

a large number of locals across the nation 
formed a competing faction of the union. 

Driven by discord between linemen locals and 
wiremen locals, disgruntled office-seekers and 
a former grand treasurer removed from office 
in 1907 because of “irregularities,” as History 
of The I.B.E.W. recounts, the “Reid-Murphy 
Split” elected J. J. Reid as its president and J. 
W. Murphy as its secretary during a special 
convention in 1908.

The splinter locals rejected current I.B.E.W. 
President Frank J. McNulty and Secretary 
Peter W. Collins as leaders of the union and 
held their own convention in 1911 – while the 
original Brotherhood was also meeting.

While there are no records indicating that 
Local 17 sided with the Reid-Murphy faction, 
a representative from the local did not attend 
the McNulty-led I.B.E.W. conventions in 
1909 and 1911 (although a Local 17 agent 
was in attendance in 1905 and again in 1913 
– the conventions immediately before and after 
the split, respectively). The local also does not 

appear in any of the official I.B.E.W. directories 
during the years of the separation.

A court decision in February 1912 declared 
the 1908 Reid-Murphy convention illegal and 
its actions void, and nearly all of the locals that 
had broken away attended the I.B.E.W.’s 12th 
convention in Boston in 1913.

In fact, by the time the two sides met in Des 
Moines, Iowa, to discuss the cession of hostilities, 
the I.B.E.W. had already received requests 
from several local unions and representatives of 
District Councils “connected with the seceders” 
asking to “re-affiliate,” President McNulty 
revealed in the June 1914 Electrical Worker. 
During the meeting, a “Tentative Agreement” 
to allow the Reid-Murphy locals back into the 
I.B.E.W. was further interpreted for the leaders 
of the split.

Despite the many challenges, in 1916 Local 
17 membership had risen to 800 and it boasted 
100 percent organization at Edison – including 
foremen, linemen, troublemen, splicers and 
helpers; 90 percent at Bell; and “a scale second 
to none in this vicinity,” as wages had doubled 
and even tripled in some instances. Bell linemen 
who had earned $1.50 a day maximum 25 
years earlier were making between $3.70 and 
$4 per day.

A year later, Local 17 proudly announced a 

A Local 17 Detroit Edison Company line crew at work circa 1903.
Local 17’s World War I service flag in early 1918 was 

adorned by 303 stars, each representing a member who 
was serving in the U.S. armed forces. (The local reported 
at the time that it expected to place another 200 men “at 
Uncle Sam’s disposal.”)

Local 17 linemen working for the Detroit Edison Company at work circa 1910.



general wage increase for Edison, Public Light, 
police and fire-alarm workers, with linemen 
and splicers raised to $5.28 per day, meter 
installers to $4.40 per day and foremen to the 
previously unheard-of sum of $40 per week. All 
other electrical workers received a 10-percent 
increase that brought them from 40 cents to 50 
cents per hour.

When the United States entered World War 
I, Local 17 members worked on the home front 
and on the battlefields. By 1918, the local had 
303 members serving in the armed forces and 
countless others working for government military-
production projects in and around Detroit.

Organizing remained a priority at that time, 
as well. The local was so determined to reach 
100-percent organization in its industries in 
1918 that it offered members “cold cash” for 
bringing in an applicant to the union.

In May, the local focused on organizing about 

50 linemen with the Detroit United Railway 
Company. It was able to report good progress in 
the June 1918 Electrical Worker: “We were making 
such wonderful progress with this proposition that 
the company saw fit to call all of their employees 
and increase their salaries.” Linemen received a 
raise from $4.25 to $5 per day and troublemen 
from $4.50 to $5.25 per day.

The local’s threat to strike the telephone 
company that November also resulted in an 
amicable agreement for union employees 
in February 1919. After several months of 
negotiations with State of Michigan and City of 
Detroit officials, scales for telephone members 
were increased to 62 cents per hour for linemen, 
70 cents per hour for cable-splicers, 68 cents 
per hour for instrument installers and 74 cents 
per hour for troublemen and testmen.

At the end of World War I, the local was able 
to find jobs for all its returning servicemen, 
and in 1919, the local reported that all of its 
members were employed.

from dEprEssion to a ‘plEasant’ yEar

Local 17 made great strides during 
the 1920s, and by the middle of the 
decade, it numbered more than 500 

linemen and 50 cable-splicers. By 1925, the 
local’s territory covered from 10 to 60 miles in 
all directions out of Detroit and all of its line- 
and cable-work jobs were 99 percent organized.

Members working for the Detroit Edison 
Company, the Public Lighting Commission 
and Detroit Street Railway at that time were 
making $1.12 per hour, while those employed 
at Edison were working 48-hour weeks. 
Troublemen were up to $1.22 per hour, and 
in the local’s City of Detroit Police and Fire 
departments, members were paid on a yearly 
basis equivalent to the lineman scale.

Overtime at the Edison Company was time-
and-a-half for Sundays, holidays and other 
overtime, except after 9 p.m., when double-
time was paid. At the city departments, 

June 28, 1919 The Treaty of Versailles is signed, 
ending World War I.

1920 Detroit’s WWJ begins commercial broadcasting 
of regular programs, the first such radio station in the 
United States.

January 25, 1924 The first Winter Olympic Games 
are held in the French Alps.

October 29, 1929 The “Black Tuesday” stock-
market crash begins the Great Depression.

1930 The Detroit-Windsor Tunnel opens to 
automobile traffic.

March 3, 1931 The Star-Spangled Banner is 
approved by President Herbert Hoover and Congress 
as the national anthem.

1935 In the midst of the Great Depression, the United 
Automobile Workers of America (UAW) is organized 
in Detroit.

June 25, 1938 The Fair Labor Standards Act is 
signed into law and establishes the national minimum 
wage, overtime pay and the prohibition of most 
employment for minors.

September 1, 1939 World War II unofficially begins 
in Europe when Germany invades Poland.

1919

1920

1924

1929

1930

1931

1935

1938

1939

Local 17 linemen at work in March 1914.

Damaged electric-line poles on South Street in Detroit on November 30, 1919.



overtime paid time-and-a-half and double-
time for Sundays and holidays.

In 1927, Detroit again hosted the I.B.E.W. 
for its 19th National Convention, during which 
the I.B.E.W. Pension Plan was established to 
provide retirement benefits for all members of 
the international organization. (In retrospect, 
the plan’s 20-year continuous-good-standing 
requirement prevented the union from a greater 
loss of membership during the Great Depression 
that was about to hit two years later.)

But later that year, an unprecedented lull in 
work within the local’s jurisdiction resulted 
in Detroit Edison laying off 50 linemen and 

nine cable-splicers in September and more 
the following month. At the same time, the 
local also put out a warning in the October 
1927 I.B.E.W. Journal to “members of the 
Brotherhood who are out of employment that 
it would be a waste of time for them to come 
to Detroit as we are trying to place our own 
members on jobs, if any.”

By the end of the year, all of the local’s 
members were employed again – although 
there was “no boom on.”

As conditions stabilized over the next two 
years, Local 17 in early 1929 purchased the 
very first union hall it owned, a building at 

6120 Trumbull Avenue in Detroit. The local 
moved there soon after from its previous 
meeting location at 55 Adelaide Street, where it 
had been the previous four years, before which 
it spent the first half of the decade meeting in a 
building at 274 East High Street.

However, Local 17, the I.B.E.W. and the 
entire nation would shortly after be plunged 
into the depths of the Great Depression after the 
stock market crashed in October 1929. Almost 
immediately, layoffs took place throughout 
Detroit, and the local warned members of the 
union from other parts of the country not to 
come to Detroit looking for jobs.

Concerned about the welfare of its own 
members, the local declared in a resolution 
adopted in 1930 that men 40 and 45 years old 
were being denied work and “relegated to the 
scrap heap.” The local, therefore, resolved that 
the State of Michigan should establish an old-
age pension system to aid those older workers.

As the Depression neared its conclusion in 
1938, conditions for the local were still “not so 
hot,” it reported in the August Journal. Edison 
workers were down to 32-hour weeks and 
there was no new work for them coming in the 
immediate future.

That year, the I.B.E.W. added “B-member” 
designation to the local in order for lower-
level members to not have to pay into benefits, 
with the hope of attracting more members 
into the local.

Local B-17 and its entire membership pulled 
through the Depression and late in the 1930s 

Local 17 members working for Detroit Edison dig holes and raise utility poles in 1919.

Local 17 purchased its first “home” at 6120 Trumbull 
Avenue in Detroit and moved into it on June 1, 1928. The 
new union hall came with a $14,000 mortgage, for which 
each member assessed himself $20, paid in $5 quarterly 
installments over the following year, to help pay for it.

Wires for upper and lower signal lamps, 220 volt danger lights and 220 volt service meet 
at a traffic tower at Woodward and Michigan streets in downtown Detroit in April 1922.



launched an intensive organizing drive, which 
Business Manager C. M. Hedgecock kicked 
off with an “inspirational talk on the need 
of organizing everyone in the business.” As a 
result, the local’s press secretary was able to 
record in the January 1941 Journal that the 
previous year was “a pleasant and kind one for 
most of the members.

But at the time, the I.B.E.W. in Michigan was 
also fighting a “bitter battle” against some “very 
unscrupulous” contractors, who were doing 
their own inspections – and had even drawn up 
legislation through which they hoped to have 
a law passed that would appoint them as the 
electrical inspectors in rural areas. To combat 
the situation, most of the locals throughout 
the state, including Local B-17, formed the 
State Association of Electrical Workers, which 
was successful in “arousing sentiment against 
the contractors’ bill,” the  local reported in the 
March 1941 Journal.

Edison rElations ‘rEdUCEd’ to papEr

Prior to July 1941, Local B-17 and the 
Detroit Edison Company had engaged 
in “informal bargaining on wages and 

conditions of labor for overhead linesman of 
the company and for men in certain other jobs 
which called for its type of craftsmanship,” as 
Kilowatts At Work explained. That is, there 
had never been a written contract between the 
employing company and the employees’ union.

Local B-17 and Detroit Edison entered into 
their first formal agreement on July 1, 1941. The 
pact was simply a letter addressed to the union 
and signed by a vice president of the company, 
and set forth wage schedules and certain working 
conditions; it also recognized the union as the 
sole bargaining agent for lineman, cable-splicer 
and store department employees.

Kilowatts At Work put the historic event 
into more succinct terms: “The long-standing 

practices and relationships were reduced to 
written contract for the first time in 1941.”

More than 50 years later in 1992, the local’s 
100th anniversary program reflected on the 
legacy – to date – of that first written contract:

“Since that date, the agreements 
have become much more formalized, 
much more wordy and much more 
detailed as to practices. The formal 
negotiations and formal agreements 
have not, however, disturbed our 
good relations. As a matter of fact, 
they have probably served to enhance 
our good relations, because we have 
been able to discuss matters with 
them more freely and both the 
company and the union have become 
much more familiar with each other’s 
labor-management philosophy.”

Although less than a year old, the Local 
B-17 stores department of Edison workers was 
included in that agreement and had made great 

strides by then. Concessions in the department’s 
first contract included wage increases for all 
members and 10 days of sick leave every six 
months. (Just a year later in December 1942, 
the 250 members in the stores department 
earned additional raises of between 5 and 10 
cents per hour.) 

When World War II once again brought the 
United States into war following the December 
7, 1941, Japanese attack on the U.S. Naval base 
at Pearl Harbor, Local B-17 members again 
pitched in, either serving in the military or on 
the home front. Soon after, the local was able 
to report in the Journal that it had plenty of 
work for its “larger-than-usual” membership 
and was in a “very healthy condition.”

However, the local, like many other 
American Federation of Labor (A.F.L.)-
affiliated locals in Detroit, was also fighting 
another battle within its jurisdiction in the 
early 1940s, as the Detroit affiliate of the rival 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (C.I.O.) 

Detroit Edison workers string wire for the Navarre-Brownstone 
powerline along the Pennsylvania Railroad in August 1922.

A Detroit Edison Company “Spowart 

Digger” on a four-wheel-drive truck, 1930

A fleet of Detroit Edison line trucks, September 1930

A Detroit Edison tractor-and-semitrailer line truck, 1930



was continually raiding its membership. As 
the provocations persisted, in late January 
1944, Local B-17 demanded “exclusive rights” 
to provide linemen to the Public Lighting 
Commission, while it also formally charged 
that the State County and Municipal Workers 
union had been raiding its membership, the 
Free Press reported on January 25. 

After Local B-17 issued a threat to strike, 
the Public Lighting Commission on January 
31 “informally agreed” that any of its 
foremen who “engaged in raiding practices, 
intimidation or union enlistment practices” 
on Commission property would be subject 
to suspension or dismissal, the newspaper 
reported on February 1. 

The local continued to make strides that year, 
as on December 4, 1944, it signed an agreement 
with the Detroit Street Railway Commission 
that provided a new wage scale and working 
conditions and a 2-cent-per-hour “productivity 
incentive bonus.”

For the balance of the war and the 1940s, 
the local remained busy with work while also 
reaping additional gains. Bolstering the union’s 
condition, signatory contractors Day and 
Zimmer, L. E. Myers Construction, Utilities 
Line Construction and Hoosier Engineering 
were performing the majority of the work 
on Detroit Edison construction projects 
throughout 1946 and into 1947.

By that year, the outside lineman’s rate 
had been increased to $2.25 per hour and 
contractors were contributing 1 percent of their 
overall payrolls to the I.B.E.W. Pension Fund. 
Additionally, members of Local 17 employed 
by the City of Detroit successfully negotiated a 
wage increase to $2 per hour.

Following lengthy negotiations after the 
contract between the local and the Edison 
Company had expired in March 1947, 
after which the local accepted a temporary 
6-percent wage increase, Edison members went 

to arbitration for their contract in September 
1947. Ultimately, the arbitrator awarded a 
9-percent pay raise to $1.95 per hour, effective 
June 30, 1947.

Finishing out the prosperous though war-
torn decade, Detroit Edison began a new 
apprentice training program in early 1949. 
Then on August 5 that year, the company and 
Local 17 reached agreement on another new 
contract covering the 1,200 Edison employees 
who were members of the I.B.E.W.

all ‘aBlE-BodiEd’ mEmBErs Working

After several favorable contacts had 
been negotiated within the past year, 
conditions for Local 17 into and 

through the 1950s would remain, for the most 
part, very positive.

Detroit’s Department of Street Railways 
Commission approved a new contract with 
Local 17 on April 4, 1950, that granted 
three-week vacations to employees. Those 
members had been busy installing a new 
overhead trackless trolley system on some 
of Detroit’s primary streets.

Indeed, the entire Local 17 membership 
was enjoying steady employment. 
Contract work for Detroit Edison 
overhead lines and smaller jobs had also 
peaked at that time, and the local reported 
in the October 1950 Journal that “all able-
bodied members are working.”

The local’s ongoing intensive campaign 
to organize the employees of the city’s 
tree-trimming contractors engaged in line-
clearance work Detroit Edison properties 
was also highly successful before year’s end. 
After winning a National Labor Relations 
Board election at the Asplundh Tree Expert 
Company by better than 2-to-1 majority 
in the fall of 1950, all line clearance 
contractors in the local’s jurisdiction were 
working under a union contract.

Soon after, the local gained 32-cent-per-
hour increases, time-and-a-half and double-
time for all overtime and other concessions 
for its new tree-trimming members.

Building on its momentum, 1951 was 
an extremely busy year for Local 17, 

December 7, 1941 Japan attacks on Pearl Harbor, 
Hawaii, naval base, killing 1,177 sailors and Marines.

August 7, 1942 U.S. Marines land on Guadalcanal 
in the Solomon Islands in the first American offensive 
of World War II.

August 6 and 9, 1945 the United States drops 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

June 25, 1950 The Korean War begins; fighting 
ceases July 27, 1953.

March 13, 1957 The Federal Bureau of Investigation 
arrests labor leader Jimmy Hoffa under a bribery 
charge.

November 1, 1957 The five-mile long Mackinac 
Bridge opens on November 1.

August 21, 1959 Hawaii is admitted to the United 
States as the 50th state.

November 22, 1963 President John F. Kennedy 
is assassinated in Dallas, and Vice President Lyndon 
Baines Johnson is sworn in as president.

July 2, 1964 President Johnson signs the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits employment 
discrimination.

March 8, 1965 3,500 U.S. Marines land in South 
Vietnam, the first U.S. troops on the ground for the 
Vietnam War.

1941

1942

1945

1950

1957

1959

1963

1964

1965

Since 1946, Local 17 has had its own blood bank.

The very first written contract between Local 17 (Local B-17 at 
the time) and the Detroit Edison Company, dated July 1, 1941.



while all members were enjoying maximum 
wage increases permitted under Federal law 
after the local conducted successful contract 
negotiations. I.B.E.W. employees of Detroit 
Edison, the largest employer of Local 17 
members, installed 29 new 4,800-vol overhead 
circuits as well as 125 miles of 24/40 KV lines 
during the year. 

Meanwhile, the new Edison hospitalization 
and surgical insurance was proving very 
beneficial. The insurance paid 96 percent of all 
hospital bills in full for Local 17 “A” members.

On June 12, 1951, the local unanimously 
approved a $1 increase to all “A” members’ 
dues in order to continue the local’s pension 
plan.

Later that year, the local’s over 100 City of 
Detroit linemen and cable-splicers gained a 
20-cent-per-hour wage increase, bringing their 
scale to $2.60 per hour. The new agreement also 

put into place “working conditions inherent in 
civil-service jobs.”

While times were good for Local 17, in 
1952 the Detroit Edison company faced its 
first major strike when the C.I.O.-affiliated, 
3,500-member strong Utility Workers Union 
of America Local No. 223 walked off their jobs. 
The strike situation was especially difficult for 
Local 17, which had a standing contract that 
included a no-strike pledge that would be 
honored by the local. In the end, Local 17 
members did not break the strike.

Department of Street Railways “hailed a ‘new 
era’ of labor relations” after it formally adopted 
new working rules and pay raises for members 
of five unions, including Local 17, totaling 
over $1 million on August 25, 1953, the Free 

Press reported the following day. Local 17 – and 
electricians I.B.E.W. Local 58 – received pay 
increases beginning September 1 that were “in 
line with pay in private industry.” All Street 
Railways employees also received 
six guaranteed paid holidays per 
year, whereas Local 17 members 
previously were not paid for a 
holiday if it fell on their days off.

Detroit Edison negotiations were 
also successful, as journeyman 
lineman rate was increased to $2.58-
1/2 per hour plus cost-of-living 
adjustments based on the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics consumer price 
index. Scales for linemen with the 
four line contractors working on 
Detroit Edison properties were at 
$3 per hour in 1953.

The local’s construction program 
was very heavy at the time, 
including work on the new St. Clair 
steam electrical generating plant 
that would be completed in 1954. 
The job required the construction 
of power transmission lines and 
substations and distribution circuits.

Perhaps most notably, however, 

Local 17 members in 1953 
worked on the largest 
international power exchange in 
the world when Detroit Edison 
and Ontario (Canada) Hydro 
created the electric power 
interconnection at Delray-
Windsor and Marysville-
Sarnia. The Delray-Windsor 
link was made on August 31 
and the Canadian link was 
completed on September 14, 
with a line of 120,000 volts.

With a membership of over 
780 at Detroit Edison, Local 
17 maintained its strong 
construction program into the 

following year when construction of the River 
Rouge, Michigan, coal-fired steam electric 
generating plant began.

Local 17 formed a Military Service Committee in 1951 
to help support its more than 70 members who were 
serving in the U.S. armed forces at the time. As part of its 
service, the Committee sent checks to the members in the 
military, who numbered more than 100 the following year. 

A Local B-17 Detroit Public Lighting Commission 
crew in 1941: (back row) Roy Schonce, Fred Carl, 

Charles Hogan, Art Globke of City Employees Local 
77, Jack Murray and Charles Levans; and (front 

row) James Donnelly City Employees Local 77, Joe 
McCarthy and Harold Capron.

The most modern line truck being used in Detroit in 
1941, manned by members of Local 17 working for 
Detroit Edison: Charles Hogan (stooping over), Roy 

Schonce (handling the coil of wire), Charles Levans, 
Charles Murray (in center) and Bill Cavareta (driver).

Local 17-Detroit Edison apprentices in 1949: 
(standing, left to right) L. Plyler, G. Winner, W. Porter, 

E, Renner, J. Stratton, R. Rowney, B. Tourneur, R. 
Rowe, R. McDonald, A. Crachiola, W. Hall, R. Peake, 

J. Venniz and W. Kaiser; and (kneeling) E. E’Neil, 
E. Szutkowski, J. Beaudett (instructor), R. Holland 
(driver), R. Pettibone (instructor) and J. Dinning.

Local 17 members of the Detroit Edison “A” crew at Maple Warehouse 
in the late 1950s: (standing, left to right) “Thurmy” Proctor, Jim Brown, 

Bill Sullivan, Walt Gotz, Bob White and Joe Marcotte; and (kneeling) 
Willy Cannon, “Pappy” Jorae, Ed Arbuckle and Bill Guilder.

An overhead lines truck used by Local 17 
crews working for Detroit Edison in the 1950s.



By 1956, Local 17 had a membership of about 
2,400 who were covered by six separate labor 
agreements and had moved into newer areas of 
better service for its members. For example, the 
local by that time had organized ordering 
unit meetings that were supplementary to 
its regular union meetings. 

That June 1, I.B.E.W. Local No. 1325, the 
line board dispatchers of the Detroit Edison 
Company that was chartered on August 11, 
1942, and numbered about 20 members in 
1956, was merged into Local 17.

The next year, Local 17 also began representing 
employees of the City of Wyandotte.

striking for BEttEr Conditions

In the midst of an unquestionable 
period of prosperity, I.B.E.W. Local 
17 called its first strike in 65 years 

when its 80 commercial-construction lineman 
members walked off their jobs at 8 o’clock in 
the morning of August 13, 1958. The local had 
been negotiating since April with the members’ 
Detroit-area employers of the American Line 
Builders Chapter of the National Electrical 
Contractors Association (NECA) over wages 
and conditions in a new contract.

Efforts by a Federal mediator to resolve the 
dispute to replace the agreement that had 
expired in June “proved fruitless,” the Free Press 
reported that day. During the walkout, power 
installation jobs along both the John C. Lodge 
and Edsel Ford expressways and at the Selfridge 
Air Force Base were affected.

Some 30 hours after it began, the strike was 
settled on August 14 after both sides agreed on 
a new settlement.

Into the 1960s, Local 17 maintained its 
momentum with each of its units: Detroit 
Edison Company, Utility Line Construction, 
Commercial Line Construction, Line 
Clearance and Thumb Electrical Cooperative 
in Ubly, Michigan. (The Detroit’s Department of 
Street Railways streetcar services was discontinued 
in April 1956 with the decommissioning of the 

The Local 17 credit union was organized in 1956.

Local 17 tree-trimmers working for Detroit Edison in 1957.

Local 17 members during the 17-week-
long strike against Detroit Edison in 1968.



Woodward line, and the department formally 
became the Detroit Department of Transportation 
in 1974 under the Detroit City Charter.)

But Local 17 linemen seeking higher pay 
from the Detroit Public Lighting Commission 
staged another walkout in the form of a “two-
day wave of absenteeism” on June 3 and 4, 
1963, the Free Press reported on June 6. The 
days off were an attempt by the 30 linemen to 
force the Commission to reopen its 1963-1964 
budget, which allowed the workers a five-cent 
hourly increase. The linemen returned to work 
after the commission promised the issue would 
be presented to the city’s mayor and council.

One of the more problematic difficulties with 
which the local had to deal at the time was the 
State of Michigan’s Hutchinson Act, which 
provided that city governments do not have to 
recognize the authority of a union to bargain. 
In fact, while the Public Lighting Commission 
linemen were attempting to negotiate a new 
contract with the city in June 1963, they were 
forced to bargain through the Building Trades 
Council of Detroit instead of directly through 
their own union.

Regardless, good times continued for Local 17, 
which was enjoying full employment and was 
actually in need of more linemen through much 
of the 1960s. In mid-1964, the local settled a 
two-year agreement with Detroit Edison for 
a 4-1/2-percent increase for 1964-1965 and 
another 3-percent raise for 1965-1966.

The workload for Local 17 “reached an all-time 
high” in early 1965, Press Secretary Reece Living 
announced in that year’s May Journal. It was a 
theme he would regularly repeat in his articles 
throughout the coming two years – in fact, in the 
April 1966 Journal, he even noted that the line 
contractors at Detroit Edison were “going on six 
days a week with double time for overtime.”

Another strike by 735 lineman and other 
employees of Detroit Edison began on June 1 
after the members of Local 17 had voted, 492-to-

3, on May 19 in favor of the action. The linemen 
had earlier rejected the company’s offer of a 
3.4-percent increase in pay in a new agreement.

After six days, the linemen returned to work on 
June 7 after voting to accept a new contract calling 
for an increase of 53 cents per hour in wages and 
fringe benefits. Brother Living then proudly 
announced in the November 1966 Journal:

“Our strike is over and Local 17 has 
come out on top, where it belongs. It 
took hard work, cooperation and the 
sacrifices of every member of the local. 
Her experience in dealing with a strike 
was very limited, but with competent 
leadership and the cooperation of the 
membership put together, we could do 
nothing but win.”

But the local’s most challenging labor dispute 
was ahead when on June 3, 1968, more than 
800 members began a 17-week-long strike 
against Detroit Edison while in the throes of 
another wage dispute. During the walkout, 
Local 17 Business Manager James Oliver wrote 
in a letter in the August 24 Free Press that there 
should not have been a strike as the local offered 
to go into arbitration over the agreement but 
the company had refused.

Coincidentally, the Greater 
Detroit area was struck by a 
severe storm in mid-August that 
knocked out power in multiple 
locales. In the aftermath, massive 
repair work was required, but 
Governor George Romney’s 
call for the company and union 
to settle their differences were 
unsuccessful and basic repairs 
were eventually completed by 
Edison supervisors.

“The union told Edison the 
company could not handle an 
all-out emergency and could not 
give the public adequate service 
in a severe storm,” Brother Oliver 

also wrote in his letter. “Edison assured Local 17 
that it could take care of the public and would 
take a strike, not arbitration.”

When the company brought in supervisors 
from Consumers Power Company to help 
restore the downed lines, Local 17 threw up 
picket lines at Consumers stations in Flint 
and Pontiac. Members of the Utility Workers 
union, which was under contract to Consumers 
Power, refused to cross the lines.

The union ratified a new, three-year contract 
on October 6, 1968, ending the strike. The 
agreement gave the union’s 437 journeyman 
linemen a total average increase of $1.12 an 
hour wages and benefits, while the average 
hourly hike for all of Local 17’s 825 members 
was 99 cents.

The raises would amount to more than $1.7 
million over the coming three years in costs to 
the company – which agreed with the union 
that the settlement was one of the costliest 
in the utility industry that year, according to 
the October 7, 1968, Free Press. However, as 
Brother Oliver also stated in the newspaper, 
“The contract is better than that negotiated 
with any utility in the nation.”

April 4, 1968 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is 
assassinated on the balcony in front of his room at the 
Lorraine Motel in Memphis.

July 21, 1969 Astronaut Neil Armstrong sets foot 
on the moon.

April 15, 1977 The Renaissance Center is dedicated, 
marking a revival of downtown Detroit.

August 16, 1977 Elvis Presley dies at his home in 
Memphis at age 42.

November 4, 1979 53 Americans are taken 
hostage in Iran and are held for the next 444 days.

September 25, 1981 Sandra Day O’Connor is 
sworn in and takes her seat as the first woman ever 
on the U.S. Supreme Court.

January 26, 1987 Michigan celebrates 150 years 
of statehood.

November 9, 1989 The Berlin Wall “falls” when East 
Germany declares that travel through the border to 
the west is open.

December 26, 1991 The Soviet Union is officially 
dissolved, ending the Cold War.

1968

1969

1977

1979

1981

1987

1989

1991

(Continued after the following spread.)



It had not even been a year since Local 17 was chartered when 
its members began discussing the feasibility of establishing an 
apprenticeship “system” for the local. During a largely attended 
general-membership meeting in early 1893, “much interest was 
shown in the project of education for linemen and telephone 
workers,” the Detroit Free Press newspaper reported the next day.

That concern about the technical training for apprentices and 
members has been sustained by Local 17 throughout its 125 
years. Over the years, that training has taken many forms – but the 
most vital has been the apprenticeship programs sponsored by 
and made available through the union and its employers.

BUilding on a history of Un sUrpassEd mEmBEr training
While apprentices learned their craft primarily through on-

the-job training, no formal training program existed until Detroit 
Edison Company created a new, apprentice training program in 
early 1947 (primarily to address a shortage of linemen). While 
the course shortened initial training time to two years (whereas 
apprentices had been required to be in training for three years), 
new journeymen would be on probation for four years while under 
the direct supervision of construction foreman.

The company also spent $350,000 to establish training centers 
and purchase trucks and equipment for the program and pay the 
salaries of the trainees. Instructors and their assistants were former 
lineman and members of Local 17.

A decade later on August 26, 1958, the I.B.E.W. Fourth and 
Sixth districts, which included Local 17, and the American Line 
Builders Chapter National Electrical Contractors Association (NECA) 
established the American Line Builders Joint Apprenticeship and 
Training (ALBAT) program.

Today, ALBAT covers eight states: Michigan, Illinois, Indiana, 
Ohio, Kentucky, West Virginia, Virginia, Washington D.C. and 
Maryland. Its ALBAT Area Joint Committee is comprised of eight 
representatives, four from the I.B.E.W. and four from NECA; the 
committee meets quarterly to review and establish the various 
policies, rules and regulations of the ALBAT program.

At the local union level, there is an apprenticeship committee, 
representative of both industry and labor, that is responsible for the 
testing, interviewing and performance of each apprenticeship in the 
local’s jurisdiction. This local committee is ultimately responsible 
for the quality of journeyman linemen that the local union trains.

In addition to on-the-job training, ALBAT apprentices receive 
related classroom instruction, which covers the techniques of the 
trade and also the theory behind the techniques. The program’s 
complete series of school work consists of, but is not limited 
to, mathematics, electrical theory, print reading, construction 
techniques, history of the industry, history of organization of 
the union, practical application of electricity, basic physics, and 
conduct and responsibility of the journeyman.

There is also formal instruction for the apprentices conducted 
in classroom settings on a regular basis. These classes include 
regularly scheduled instruction on specific areas of the course 
work, first aid classes, C.P.R classes, arcing demonstrations and 
an opportunity for the discussion of common problems that the 
apprentice may encounter in his day-to-day work.

ALBAT also keeps journeyman-level linemen current and up-
to-date in the newest technologies by providing skills-upgrade 
training that constantly addresses new training needs and designs 
appropriate training courses. This training includes a wide variety 

Local 17 began its very own Utility Tree Trimmers 
Training Program – a strictly local endeavor – in the early 
1970s when several members met over coffee early one 
morning to discuss problems among the Line Clearance 
Unit of the local. Ultimately, they decided that many of the 
unit’s problems could be solved with the implementation of 
a formalized training program.

At that time, there was no program in the country that 
was dedicated to training tree-trimmers specifically for the 
purpose of line clearance.

After several years, by the late 1970s classes had 
begun, a series of lessons had been developed, methods 
of evaluating the progress of apprentices were signed and 
a formal structure for overseeing the entire two-year training 
program had been put into place.

By 2011, Local 17’s commitment to training allowed 
the local to represent all line-clearance tree-trimmers in 
its jurisdiction. The local’s tree-trimmer and line-clearance 
apprenticeship program was also certified by the U.S. 
Department of Labor by then and was mandatory for 
any tree-trimmer working for one of DTE Energy’s line-
clearance contractors.

“We not only guarantee a professional and skilled work 
force, but we get the chance to educate new tree trimmers 
on the benefits of union membership,” Local 17 Business 
Manager Kevin Shaffer said in the September 2011 
Electrical Worker newspaper.

The local also launched a first-of-its-kind “tree trimming 
boot camp” in 2013 to help new tree-trimmer trainees get 
accustomed to aspects of the work, such as climbing and 
hanging from equipment.

of job-related subject matter and safety issues.
Enhancing ALBAT, Local 17’s Regional Utility Training Center 

began training its first class of lineman apprentices for employment 
at Detroit Edison in late 2009.

Then in 2014, Local 17 raised the bar on training by 
implementing several new educational programs designed to 
enhance its skills and competitiveness. Late that year, the local 
began Continuous Education Programs for its journeyman line-
clearance tree-trimmers.

Additionally, the local purchased a welding trailer for our 
substation group and a crane simulator to certify our members 
in crane operation. The local also provides enhanced Traffic 
Signal training and developed a Membership Education Program 
that would be presented to every apprentice class and to every 
member of the local. “These programs are founded on the 
principles of the I.B.E.W. Code of Excellence and an improved 
safety culture,” Business Manager Dean Bradley explained.

I.B.E.W. Local 17 training yards



Expansion amid Calls for morE WorkErs

At the close of the “Sixties” and 
throughout much of the ensuing 
1970s, Local 17 was more often 

than not flush with work for most all of its 
members and would constantly put out calls 
to other locals for more linemen. Supporting 
that condition was a large amount of contract 
construction taking place in the local’s area in 
1969 that would last for the next several years.

At that time, the local’s construction rate was 
$6.08 per hour and would jump to $6.54 an 
hour on June 1, 1969, while all overtime work 
was paid double time.

During 1970, the local would attain several 
significant accomplishments that would bolster 
its membership, including gaining jurisdiction 
over all underground work and expanding 
jurisdictional boundaries to gain all substation 
work. It was also busy negotiating contracts; 
early bargaining with the Edison Company to 
provide job security in that unit resulted in a new 
agreement that added people to the workforce 
while others were laying off employees.

Following difficult negotiations elsewhere, 
the local reached a line-clearance agreement 
that was second to none in the entire country. 
A new, three-year agreement was also reached 
with Harron Cable during that period, which 

included substantial raises and 
new benefits such as a 401(k) 
retirement plan and vision care.

Also during that time, the 
local was negotiating for 
employees of the City of 
Wyandotte and the Thumb 
Electrical Cooperative.

Meanwhile, the local had 
sold its union hall on Trumbull 
Road in 1969 and rented 
space for the next two years 
before purchasing a property 
at 18500 Grand River Avenue 

in Detroit in 1971 for its new union hall.

Although many non-union contractors were 
working in the Local 17 area during the early 
1970s, employment for the local’s membership 
for the first half of the decade was extremely 
good. Notably, distribution work remained a 
strong source of jobs for much of that time.

However, the local’s Detroit Edison cable-
splicer members left the local and transferred 
into Utilities Workers of America Local 223 
during the early 1970s.

But a three-year utility contract that included 
wage openers in the second and third years 
was approved by Local 17 on November 14, 
1971, providing a total package worth up to a 
12.22-percent increase. The membership also 
agreed to accept two weeks of vacation, six 
paid holidays, dental and optical care, a $5,000 
life insurance policy and a disability plan to 
compensate members for up to 26 weeks.

Into the next year, one of the more prominent 
projects on which Local 17 members were 
working was a 7.5-mile, 345-kilovolt, pipe-
type underground job in the City of Detroit. 
The project was actually the first of its kind in 
the local’s area.

In June 1972, a contractors’ agreement was 
finalized to give linemen 87 cents more per 

hour, effective September 1, 1971. They would 
buy two weeks’ vacation and six paid holidays 
out of that money, plus 15 cents was added to 
health and welfare – giving the linemen $7.06 
an hour to take home.

Employment remained steady in 1973, and 
especially underground work, which had been 
renewed for the local for the year. In 1974, work 
was never better for the local, which in the June 
1974 Journal was still asking for linemen and 
even some transmission men.

But after reveling in the spoils of some its most 
fruitful years, Local 17 – and its employers and 
the City of Detroit – faced some of the most 
bleak economic and employment times in their 
collective existence in the mid-1970s, beginning 
in late 1974. From that time through early 
1976, with the city’s overall unemployment 
rate reaching 25 percent at times, the electrical 
industry suffered along with the region’s auto 

manufacturing and home construction.

In that setting, cutbacks at Detroit Edison 
in late 1974 resulted in the layoff of 75 
percent of the contractors on Edison property. 
Subsequently, the Free Press reported, “One 
of the Detroit-area unions hardest hit by the 
turndown … is electrical workers Local 17, 
whose 3,000 members do little residential 
work. They have been hurt by the Michigan 
utilities’ decision to slash spending for new 
plants.”

Some 98 percent of member linemen were on 
lay off for a year beginning in early 1975, while 
about 75 percent of commercial construction 
members were out of work. During that time, 
however, many sister locals around the country 
came to the aid of Local 17 and employed 
many of its members who were willing to travel 
for work.

Following what was called the most severe 

A Local 17 Public Lighting Department unit meeting, 1970

Local 17 dedicates its new union hall at 18500 Grand River Avenue in Detroit in 1971.
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storm in Detroit Edison history, which struck 
the Detroit area with freezing rain on March 
1, 1976, Local 17 line crews were put to work 
to repair the damage. With about 1 million 
people in darkness and without energy and 
utility poles, tree branches and large trees 
pulling down miles of electrical and telephone 
lines, the union linemen were kept busy.

During that time, Local 17 members working 
under the local’s commercial agreement and in 
conjunction with the I.B.E.W. international 
power agreement were being put to work on 
construction of the Greenwood and Fermi 
No. 2 power plants. With the opening of the 
Renaissance Center in downtown Detroit in 
1977 and plans for a new stadium and rapid 
transit system, the city was on the road to 
recovery – as was Local 17.

By the middle of that year, work was holding 
up well for the local, whose linemen all had 
opportunities for employment while the local’s 
350 tree-trimmers were working steadily in 
the jurisdiction. That summer, Detroit Edison 
released more work, and even Mother Nature 
was assisting, this time with a heat wave that 
kept crews busy changing transformers for at 
least a week’s time.

For the remainder of the decade, the work 
pictured continued to “look bright,” as the 
local’s press secretary declared in the June 1978 
Journal. By that time, several of the local’s 
divisions were even scheduling six-day weeks 
to complete all of the work, for which the local 
needed at least 150 additional men to finish.

Indeed, the decade capped a strong 20-year 
run for the local. Its journeyman linemen 
working for Edison in 1979 were making 
$10.78-1/2 per hour with a benefits package 
worth in excess of $4.53 per hour, as compared 
to the $5 hourly wage and $1.20 in benefits 
they were earning in 1969.

Tree-trimmers had also improved their lot 
from a $4.50-per-hour wage and 25-cent-per-
hour in benefits that year to a total package 
worth $10.54 per hour in 1979. What’s more, 
the tree-trimmers also began a new apprentice 
program that year, which would upgrade their 
skills and significantly add to their credibility.

So, too, did the commercial-construction 
linemen of Local 17 prosper from 1969 to 
1979, by which time they were earning a total 
hourly income of $14.78 per hour, up from less 
than $7 per hour just two decades prior.

LOCAL 17 LEADERSHIP THROUGH THE YEARS
Business Managers

(The office of Business Manager was created in 1930, when it was also combined with the office of Financial Secretary.)

William P. Frost
March 1930 to June 1940
 
C. M. Hedgecock
June 1940 to 1943
 
A. J. Simpson
1943 to September 1953
 
George W. Springs
September 1953 to September 1954
 
Thomas E. Malone
September 1954 to September 1960
 

A. J. Fishback
September 1960 to November 1963
 
Clyde Bennington
November 1963 to November 1965
 
James E. Oliver
November 1965 to October 1971
 
Peter J. McManus
October 1971 to October 1985
 
James G. Davey
October 1985 to November 1991
 

Peter J. McManus
November 1991 to 1992

Robert J. Sigouin
1992 to 1997
 
Charles Kerszykowski
1997 to 2006
 
Kevin M. Shaffer
2006 to July 2012
 
Dean Bradley
July 2012 to present

Local 17 Business 
Manager/Financial Secretary 

Robert Sigouin
A formal signing of a Local 17 contract with DTE Energy circa late 1990s.



Meanwhile, Local 17 set up its own 
insurance fund during the second half of 
the 1970s to cover contract employees, who 
previously had no such protection. Just a few 
years later, the fund was providing dental care, 
optical care, major medical, hospital/surgical 
life, accidental death and dismemberment 
and wage continuance insurance for some 800 
members and their families.

Undeniably, the final few years and months of 
the decade remained busy for Local 17. Among 
its triumphs during the latter was a new City of 
Wyandotte contract, which included a cost-of-
living roll-in to the basic wage rate.

BaCk on top aftEr WEathEring thE storm

In 1980, Local 17 units operating 
under separate agreements and holding 
individual unit meetings included 

Detroit Edison units; Utility Line (agreement 
6-17-A); Commercial Contractors (agreement 
6-17-B); Utility Tree Trimmers (agreement 
6-17-UTT); City of Detroit (Public Lighting 
Department); Tree Trimmers on Bell Telephone 
Property; and Cable TV (agreement 6-17-T).

But an historic nationwide recession in the 
early 1980s adversely affected the local to the 
point where it had to lay off an office girl and 
two assistant business agents in mid-1980. The 
remaining office girls were put on a four-day 
week while all other agents were on four days’ 
pay beginning in June – although still working 
up to 65 hours per week.

“The work situation at Local 17 has 
deteriorated right along with the rest of the 
Michigan economy,” the local’s press secretary 
proclaimed in the July 1980 Journal. “It seems 
difficult to believe that only a few months ago, 
we had a call out for linemen and now we have 
men on the bench.”

Of course, the local’s difficult condition 
did not impede its members from responding 
in the aftermath of the worst summer storm 
in the history of Local 17, which hit on July 
16 and caused outages to more than 300,000 
individual customers. With over 700 miles of 
wire down and 800 broken poles in its area, 
during the second day of the storm the local 
was calling out personnel to man every piece 
of equipment they could muster. In the end, 
every unit in the local worked long hours and 
many days in heat that sometimes reached 100 
degrees to restore power.

Layoffs continued into 1981, however, as the 
economic stagnation persisted. Jurisdictional 
disputes also persisted, but Local 17 was able 
to re-establish its rights to substation work and 
switchyard work.

The local’s efforts and persistence began 
to pay off, and by the spring of 1983 after 
the recession had waned Local 17 members 
were working on a two-year, $2 million state 
highway maintenance job for expressways in 
Detroit under Harlan Electric. 

The following year, the local developed a labor-
management committee at Thumb Electric 
Cooperative, which almost immediately helped 
to resolve “a lot of issues.”

More encouraging news came in May 1984 
when a $1.3 million settlement on a Detroit 
Building Trades arbitration case was confirmed. 
Local 17 had originated the grievance for seven 
of the local’s men who were involved with a 
City of Detroit layoff while contractors were 
still on city property.

At that point, Business Manager Pete 
McManus in the August 1984 Journal 
essentially declared that the local was back on 
its feet and moving forward:

“Local 17 has in the last 10 years 
suffered some of the most devastating 
setbacks that I dare say any local 
union has in the country, but we have 
weathered the storm.”

Subsequently, seemingly continuous 
negotiations over the next 10 years produced a 
string of valuable, new contracts beginning in 
June 1984, when some 700 members ratified 
a three-year Detroit Edison agreement. The 
local began negotiations with more than 92 
proposals, while the company asked for many 
takeaways, monetary and otherwise; but after 
six negotiating sessions over 13 solid weeks, a 
deal was reached.

Soon after, a new Management-Employee 
Relations Committee (or MERC) was formed 
at Detroit Edison to replace the defunct Sub-
Curb Committee.

Then in 1985, the 6-17-B Commercial 
Construction agreement was renegotiated for 
two years with a 5-1/2-percent hike the first 
year and a 3-percent raise the second year, 
while the work picture on that agreement was 
looking “healthy.” A new Utility Tree Trimmers 
agreement that year was the best for that unit 
than it had ever been, and over 500 of its 
journeymen and apprentices were working 
as the unit hired its first full-time business 
representative, Brother Joe Coucke.

As members continued to get back to work 
and return to the local’s jurisdiction from jobs 
elsewhere, the local was once again putting out 
calls for journeyman linemen – especially for 
its line construction agreement – during 1985, 
as it would throughout the rest of the decade.

The local also realized another significant 
accomplishment in securing the new 

Local 17 members, family and friends celebrate 

the local’s 100th anniversary in 1992.



345-kilovolt-amp transmission line job in 
its area in 1987. The project would be built 
entirely by I.B.E.W. workers under the union’s 
collective bargaining agreement.

With that job under its belt, the local went 
into 1988 still enjoying nearly full employment 
for the majority of the time. Distribution 
work was “plentiful,” and the local was again 
often in dire need of linemen, who were being 
paid $19.02 per hour plus health and welfare 
and 10-percent of earnings added into the 
I.B.E.W. District 10 Pension Plan. What’s 
more, substation and lighting projects and 
private-property work continued briskly under 
the local’s commercial agreements, while the 
Public Lighting Department was also often in 
need of linemen.

Another three-year contract with Detroit 
Edison was accepted by Local 17 on April 18, 
1988, to cover the unit’s 660 employees. The 
agreement called for raises of 45 cents an hour 
in the first year and 20 cents an hour in the 
second and third years.

As the 1980s were winding down, distribution 
line work was still plentiful and the Public 
Lighting Department also ratified a new, three-
year contract.

However, commercial work was being hit 
hard by non-union elements – so much so 
that Local 17 was working on an additional 
classification to do traffic signal and substation 
work in order to be more competitive.

groWth WhilE maintaining ‘prospErity’
“Our call for journeyman linemen continues.”

Three additional line contractors – M. 
J. Electric, Henkels & McCoy and 
L. E. Myers – were awarded work in 

Local 17’s jurisdiction in early 1990, creating 
more available jobs for the local’s linemen. 
At the time, the local was also regaining 

more underground residential distribution 
(URD), cable-pole construction, pad-mount 
transmission and some splicing work while 
commercial work remained good and over a 
dozen substations were under construction.

Line-clearance work also remained plentiful into 
the 1990s, with six contractors employing over 
400 members and the unit in early 1991 reaching 
a five-year contract with an 18-percent minimum 
increase. Bell Line clearance, teledata, Harron 
CATV, City of Detroit, City of Wyandotte and 
Thumb Electrical Co-op units were all “running 
smoothly with …few grievances,” the local 
reported in the September Journal.

By 1991, even with a high rate of retirements, 
the local had grown from 1,600 members in 
1985 to 2,000 members.

Meanwhile, Detroit Edison was restructuring, 
but it was numerous non-union jobs that were 
being eliminated by the company. The local and 
the company agreed to another new, three-year 
contract on August 27, 1991, to cover the 630 
line members working with Edison, afterwhich 
the two sides released a joint statement that 
read: “The issues at hand were difficult ones, but 
by working together we were able to develop a 
contract proposal that would benefit Detroit 
Edison employees represented by Local 17 as 

well as Detroit Edison 
customers.”

Members ratified the 
agreement on August 
30 by a narrow 292-to-
260 vote, giving them 
successive raises of 4.5, 
4 and 6 percent with a 
wage reopener clause in 
the fourth year. However, 
the union did lose double-
time pay after 12 hours 
and a cost-of-living clause 
and other benefits in the 
new contract.

With work steady 
through the mid-1990s, Detroit Edison had 
committed millions of dollars to rebuilding 
much of its distribution and subtransmission 
systems within the local’s jurisdiction. Notably, 
the local was directly involved in the decision-
making for the project. By April 1992, nearly 
200 jobs had been created by the project, with 
another 100 more to follow.

When Local 17 celebrated its 100th 
anniversary with a banquet on September 
19, 1992, at the Hyatt Regency Great Lakes 
ballroom in Dearborn, Michigan, most of the 
local’s contract members were participating in 
some or all of the following benefits programs: 
the Electrical Workers Benefit Fund, sponsored 
by the I.B.E.W.; the National Electrical Benefit 
Fund, jointly sponsored by the employers and 
the union; the District 10 Pension Plan (a self-
contributing annuity), sponsored by the union; 
and the Local 17 Health and Welfare Plan, 
jointly sponsored by the local and its employers.

Utility-line work remained at an all-time high 
into 1993, and by August, 173 contract crews 
were working on Edison property for six union 
contractors. “Local 17’s linemen, apprentices 
and travelers from all over the United States, 
once again, have proven that the I.B.E.W. is 
the only way to go,” Business Manager Robert 

2001 Detroit celebrates its 300th anniversary.

September 11, 2001 Terrorists highjack commercial 
flights and attack the United States, including the 
World Trade Center in New York, killing 2,996 people.

October 7, 2001 The United States invades 
Afghanistan, marking the start of Operation 
Enduring Freedom.

June 4, 2008 Detroit Red Wings win their 11th 
Stanley Cup.

January 20, 2009 Barack Obama is inaugurated as 
the 44th President of the United States, becoming the 
first African-American to hold the office.

July 19, 2013 Detroit files for bankruptcy, 
becoming the largest U.S. municipal bankruptcy ever 
at $18.5 billion.

January 20, 2017 Donald Trump is inaugurated as 
the 45th President of the United States of America 
and Mike Pence as the 48th Vice President.

February 5, 2017 Heavy metal band Black 
Sabbath plays its last concert in its hometown of 
Birmingham, England.

February 6, 2017 The longest-ever commercial 
flight route lands in Auckland from Doha after 
16-hours and 23-minutes in the air.

2001

2008

2009

2013

2017

Local 17 Detroit Edison crews prepare to travel to southern Gulf states ravaged 
by Hurricane Ivan in 2004 to help repair damage to power systems there.



Sigouin crowed in the September Journal.

With the local sustaining its positive 
condition, it was able to negotiate a one-of-a-
kind agreement with Harron Cable in the spring 
of 1995 that called for a work-sharing program 
for members employed at the company.

Later that year, the local sold its union hall 
of 24 years in August. It would officially move 
to its new location at 17000 12 Mile Road in 
Southfield, Michigan in April 1996 (where the 
local remains as its celebrates its 125th anniversary 
in 2017).

In January 1996, Detroit Edison established a 
holding company, DTE Energy. The company 
explained that the name modification was 
adopted to recognize the utility’s “93-year 
heritage and commitment to customers” and 
to reflect the company’s “intent to pursue 
more aggressively new energy-related business 
opportunities beyond its southeastern 
Michigan service area.”

The second half of the 1990s was more of the 
same for Local 17, as journeyman tree-trimmers 
remained a “precious commodity” and at least 

120 crews were consistently working for DTE. 
Also to begin that period, members with the 
City of Detroit Public Lighting Department 
ratified a three-year agreement the featured a 
raise of 4 percent in the first year and 2 percent 
in each of the following two years, along with 
a 9-percent retention bonus for linemen and 
cable-splicers.

Employment held steady into and through 
the final two years of the millennium, 1998 
and 1999, for all units when the City of Detroit 
began a major project to replace approximately 
60,000 streetlights. The work required the use 
of 40 I.B.E.W. linemen and would run for 
nearly 2 years.

Then on April 12, 1999, Harron 
Communications announced that Harron 
Cable Systems would be purchased via 
Adelphia Communications of Pennsylvania for 
$1.17 billion. Following the announcement, 
Local 17 completed negotiations with Harron 
for a new, three-year agreement.

In October of that year, Detroit Edison 
acquired Michigan Consolidated Natural Gas 
Company, a major merger that created the largest 

combined electric and gas company in the Great 
Lakes region. In December, the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission conditionally approved 
the formation of a regional transmission 
organization, a first of its kind, with five major 
utilities – including Detroit Edison – seeking to 
turn over their transmission assets to a for-profit 
transmission company.

As the decade and millennium came to a close, 
Local 17 Press Secretary Bob Eckhout (while 
also still putting calls out for more linemen in 
his semi-regular announcements) was able to 
reflect on the local’s recent and ongoing good 
fortunes in a column published in the January 
2000 Journal:

“As we make the transition into 
this next millennium, may we all 
stay healthy and continue to prosper 
during these great economic times we 
have been enjoying for many years.”

‘fUll-tilt’ With trimmErs ‘roCking’

To kick-off the new ‘Y2K’ millennium, 
Local 17, the Utility Workers Union of 
America and Detroit Edison formed a 

Union-Management Partnership to allow the 
unions to be involved in certain areas of the 
utility business, including workforce planning 
and determining projects that are in the best 
interest of the customers, the union and the 
company. As part of the effort, the parties 
created the Office of Labor Management 
Partnership, consisting of three partnership 
managers and nine consultants.

As the “great” economic times and strong 
employment continued, members of Detroit 
Edison ratified a new, five-year contract 
at the end of 2000. Then in early 2001, 12 
contractors submitted bids for construction 
work at Detroit Edison for a three-year 
contract, creating even more work and an 
even greater need for linemen.

“We are engaged in one of the busiest 
construction seasons in the history of the local, 
with both powerline and commercial going full 
tilt,” Brother Eckhout announced in the July 
2001 Journal. Meanwhile, live-line tree-trimming 
work was still holding very steady for the local.

A brief slump in the economy in late 2001 and 
through much of 2002 caused a major layoff 
amounting to about one-third of the Local 17 
membership by January 2002. The local was 
still able to respond to a catastrophic storm late 
that month, which impacted approximately 
269,000 customers.

The local finished out the year strong, 
however, and headed into 2003 with steady 
employment once again. By March, the local 
was able to maintain its existing crew and 
staffing levels.

The following year was another busy one for 
members of the Local 17 powerline and tree-
trimming units, and work remained steady for 
all departments. The local also again responded 
to storm damage – that summer, in the 
south, which had been hit by the devastating 
Hurricane Charley.

With the state’s energy industry a growing 
target of deregulation efforts, including 
ongoing legislation to deregulate, Local 17 
continued working with Protect Michigan and 
the Clear Coalition. Together, those groups 
sought to correct the structural problems and 
establish an “Electric Choice” law that would 
work for all of Michigan.

Local 17 rang in 2006 with a new three-year 
agreement with the utility company, a four-year 
contract with Thumb Co-op and an agreement 
with the contract distribution employers. The 
work picture remained very good, but many 
linemen were still working down South to repair 
the damage to the electrical infrastructure there 
caused by multiple hurricanes, leaving a void in 
the Local 17 workforce and compelling many 
employers to offer steady overtime.

Local 17 members picket the DTE Energy Redford Service Center on October 10, 2010.



Nearly two year later, Local 17 completed its 
first wind-farm project in Pigeon, Michigan, 
erecting a total of 32 turbines. This project was 
slated to go primarily non-union until Local 17 
Business Manager Kevin Shaffer and Organizer 
Mike Aulseybrook were able to secure all the 
work that the local’s signatory contractors were 
equipped to handle.

Although afterwards, work started out slow 
during the first few months of 2008, The 
Energy Group, Hydaker-Wheatlake Company, 
the Gilbert Companies and Harlan Electric 
were awarded a five-year contract with DTE 
Energy. The work would be done under the 
local’s 6-17-A bargaining agreement.

However, work became relatively lean for 
the local’s contractor workforce by 2010, 
despite the October 2009 hiring of 17 crews. 
Subsequently, many of the construction 
linemen were even forced to travel for work in 
order to provide for their families.

In stark contrast, the local’s Line-Clearance 
Tree-Trimming agreement was going strong, 
with 640 tree trimmers working in early 
2010. The unit’s apprenticeship program that 
summer turned out its first class of journeymen 
since receiving recognition by the Department 
of Labor in August 2009 for its Tree Trim 
Apprentice Program.

But also during the summer of 2010, the local’s 
623 line clearance tree trimmers were locked out 
by several tree-trimming companies for nine 
days before the I.B.E.W. International Office 
stepped in and ended the contract dispute. “The 
solidarity demonstrated by our tree-trimmers 
and support given to them financially by the rest 
of our membership were awe-inspiring and a true 
testament to our membership’s determination 
and strength,” Press Secretary Dean Bradley 
wrote in the November 2010 Electrical Worker 
newspaper. “You would have never imagined 
that our local hasn’t been in a situation like this 
in 42 years by the actions of our members on 
and off the picket line.”

After months of negotiations, the 6-17-A 
agreement was finally settled by the Council 
on Industrial Relations (CIR) that summer. 
Utility and construction work were starting to 
look up slightly, too.

Indeed, Brother Bradley declared in the 
January 2012 Electrical Worker that the utility-
line workload was “picking up steam” as the 
local’s unemployed books were nearly clear of 
journeyman linemen. What’s more, in 2011, the 
local’s jurisdiction had been hit with 21 storms 
and its members were needed a couple of times 
in the eastern portion of the country to assist 
with a hurricane and an early winter snowstorm.

Meanwhile, renewable energy work kept 
commercial members working throughout 
2011, with an additional four wind-farm 
projects to be completed in 2012. Additionally, 
the line-clearance tree-trimmer workforce 
was “rocking” at the end of 2011 with 742 
members, including 135 apprentices.

Work remained outstanding at most all 
times over the next two years, with most 
work sites often working “six tens” (each 
crew working six consecutive 10-hour shifts 
followed by four days off), highlighted by a 
120-mile, 345-kilovolt Thumb Loop project. 
The local also gained a new agreement for 
the maintenance work for three of its newly 
constructed wind farms, as it started work on 
the fourth farm in the spring of 2012.

Highly committed by that time to 
the I.B.E.W.’s new Code of Excellence 
enhanced training program, Local 17 in 
mid-2014 implemented several new training 
efforts designed to enhance its skills and 
competitiveness. Later that year, the local 
began continuous-education programs for 
line-clearance tree-trimmers, and it had also 
developed a Membership Education Program 
that was presented to every apprentice class and 
every member of the local.

sECUring a Bright fUtUrE for loCal, City

On December 2, 2014, DTE Energy 
and Local 17 were already at work on 
a $200 million modernization project 

to bring Detroit’s century-old, city-run power 
grid that had not been updated in decades into 
the 21st century. But that morning, a faulty 
cable that had not yet been replaced caused 
power outages at federal buildings, courthouses 
and schools throughout the city – including 
at major institutions such as Wayne State 
University, the Detroit Medical Center and Joe 
Louis Arena.

Years earlier, as the city went into economic 
decline, the power system suffered along with it. 
As a result, in 2013, just weeks before Detroit 
declared bankruptcy, officials announced their 
intentions to wind down the city’s Public 
Lighting Department and enter into a long-
term partnership with DTE to modernize the 
grid, eventually turning over all city power 
operations to the utility.

Soon after, the process to replace or rebuild 

more than 30 substations, 500 miles of 
underground cable, 1,500 miles of overhead 
lines and approximately 62,000 utility poles 
began with Transmission Maintenance 
Construction (or TMC) serving as the signatory 
contractor overseeing the project. More than 
80 I.B.E.W. members, many of whom were 
former Lighting Department employees, were 
doing the work in 2015.

Notably, Local 17 members were working “hot” 
with lines that were still energized throughout 
most of the process, making safety a priority. 
“Our folks are the best when it comes to working 
safe, which is one reason the work is being done 
by the I.B.E.W.,” Brother Bradley, who by then 
was the local’s business manager, stated.

At the time, an additional 100 members were 
also already at work replacing 65,000 street 
lights throughout the city with energy-saving 
LED bulbs that shine twice as brightly as the 
old bulbs. The 18-month project that would last 
into 2016 replaced about 600 lights per week, 
about 40 percent of which did not even work.

Meanwhile, Local 17 in late 2015 organized a 

The Local 17 softball team that competed in the Local 17/DTE tournament in 2011.



60-member group at Traffic Management Inc., 
which specialized in work-zone safety and traffic 
management. By March the following year, the 
local had a tentative contract agreement that 
included time-and-one-half pay, wage increases 
and a richer health care plan.

The local had also ratified a “very fair” three-
year Line Clearance Agreement, raising the 
living standards of 900 of its tree-trimmers. At 
that time, DTE Energy was projecting large 
capital spending that year for line-clearance 
tree-trimming, line construction, substations 
and underground work.

By September 2016, work had slowed 
somewhat on that local’s construction side, and 
some of its journeymen and apprentices were 
traveling. But the line-clearance books were 
clear and were expected to stay that way for the 
foreseeable future.

During the last several years, Local 17 has 
been committed to a real focus on training 
and safety. What’s more, there has been an 
unprecedented investment in the electrical grid 
locally and nationally, and as a result, the local 
predominantly has enjoyed full employment, 
often with overtime.

Also in that time, Michigan became a “Right 
to Work (for less)” state in 2013, but much 

to the credit of Local 17 members, not one 
of them refused to pay his or her fair share of 
union dues.

Meanwhile, the Public Lighting Department 
closed, ending Local 17’s 100-year-plus working 
history with it, but DTE has made very sizeable 
investments in line-clearance tree-trimming 
(LCTT), line construction and maintenance.

Local 17 members have seen substantial 
increases in wages and benefits across the board 
for their last several contracts, and the local’s 
membership has grown to 2,760 leading up to 
its 125th anniversary in 2017. Financial stability 
has also come through wise investments and 
solid savings plans for the local.

In a tribute to the local’s recent successes, 
Business Manager Bradley was elected by the 
outside branch of the I.B.E.W. as chairman of 
the LCTT Coordinating Committee.

Always looking ahead, Local 17 plans to have 
its own “Local 17 Training Center,” which 
would secure its future by providing the very 
safest, best-trained and unsurpassed quality of 
workers in the industries that the local serves.

At this time in Local 17’s history, “The State 
of the Union is Good!”

May These Brothers Rest In Peace
Local 17 Members Who Made The Ultimate Sacrifice on The Job

S. Abernethy
August 17, 1916

H. Fancher
October 4, 1916

P. Brown
July 30, 1919

M. Judd
July 22, 1920

C. Cox
October 22, 1920

V. Bosner
May 20, 1921

E. Nash
June 9, 1921

W. Diehl
August 26, 1921

J. Troungo
June 1, 1922
D. Howland
June 7, 1922

H. Oming
August 14, 1923

B. Gabriel
August 15, 1923

A. Hoffman
November 1, 1924

C. Plaff
November 23, 1924

G. Murrin
August 5, 1925

H. Hawkins
September 20, 1925

C. Houck
October 2, 1925

A. Baker
October 2, 1925

J. Marshell
March 28, 1926

F. Elmer
July 2, 1927
J. Halnan

September 7, 1927
T. Nealon

July 15, 1928
G. Marsh

October 3, 1928
L. Kohler

December 18,1928

W. O’Brien
June 28, 1929

J. Kelly
December 18, 1929

G. Siler
April 4, 1930 
C. Brooks

July 28, 1930
H. Strasser

February 25, 1931
S. Bonk

August 6, 1932
R. Craig

September 8, 1932
R. Flowers

October 20, 1932
A. Smith

September 2, 1933
R. Reese

December 2, 1933
C. Drinkhorn
July 7, 1934
F. Wormland
April 26, 1935

R. Weldon
September 23, 1937

E. Southwick
December 11, 1937

C. Sury
June 2, 1939
H. Durham

November 22, 1939
G. Hardy

September 4, 1940
M. Kane

May 7, 1941
C. O’Neill

July 14, 1944
F. Senne

September 24, 1945
W. Journeau
June 18, 1946

R. Passey
July 5, 1949
L. Kiernan

August 17, 1949
R. Kin

December 9, 1952

J. Webber
May 30, 1953
M. Grundvig

June 23, 1953
B. Dayharsh

September 24, 1956
C. Wyckoff

September 24, 1956
D. Randell

June 12, 1957
S. Melton

August 6, 1958
H. Douglas

August 26, 1959
W. Clendenin

August 29, 1959
J. Risko

December 19, 1960
D. Christe

December 7, 1961
W. Anderson
April 17, 1963
H. Baldwin

October 2, 1964
F. Kuykendal

October 2, 1966
R. Yontz

June 16, 1967
A. Audet

May 13, 1969
D. Fish

July 17, 1969
E. Shelton

July 29, 1969
R. Grenier

August 13, 1969
C. Petitpas

August 13, 1969
A. Proulx

June 10, 1971
D. Barton

July 17, 1972
S. Grzywna

September 13, 1973
G. Skurtu

October 16, 1973
L. Pyne

December 5, 1973

F. Jones
January 27, 1974

T. Knight
July 8, 1974

J. Craig
July 10, 1975
E. Gerwoils
May 5, 1976
G. Giguere

May 5, 1976
B. Sanders

March 6, 1976
R. Hamann

November 18, 1977
J. Harris

December 18. 1977
A. Stewart

October 28, 1978
D. Suave

May 31, 1980
A. Toczynski
July 24, 1986
B. Anderson
April 29, 1987

A. Wark
April 29, 1991

Ronald J. Porritt
August 10, 1994

David J. Sobocinski
May 1, 1995

James P. Cole
May 13, 1996

Brian C. Snyder
July 26, 1998

Douglas R. Sayre
August 1, 1999
Terry T. Lambie

June 6, 2001
Joseph M. Smith

July 21, 2004
Michael E. Parks
August 24, 2010
George V. Ward
June 16, 2014

Albert Antanaitis
July 22, 2014

Brian J. Kellerman
September 19, 2016

“We are receiving the wages and have the 
working conditions we now enjoy because of 
the hardships and battles the old members 
put up with before many of us were born.”

– J. McCarthy, I.B.E.W. Local 17 Press Secretary, February 1941 Journal of Electrical Workers




















