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“PEOPLE NEED WATER AND SEWERAGE,” says Rick 
Carter, Local 12’s training director. “Most people 
take running water and indoor plumbing for 
granted.” That is, until something fails. Then they 
realize the critical role that plumbers play. Some 
folks, however, don’t have ready access to life’s most 
basic needs. For example, one in three people live 
without a sink or a toilet–that’s 67 times more likely 
than other Americans–on the Navajo Nation, a vast 
swath of land that spans Arizona, Utah, and New 
Mexico. Plumbers are rising to the challenge. 

The United Association (Local 12’s parent organi-
zation) organized the Wash Station Challenge over 
the summer. The goal was to construct 20 outdoor 
wash stations targeted for remote areas in Navajo 
Nation. As part of the UA effort, volunteers at Local 
12’s training center built two of the units. 

The UA first got involved with the Navajo Nation 
two years ago when it partnered with the Interna-
tional Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Foundation 
(IWSH) and the DigDeep organization’s Navajo 
Water Project to build a water tank, septic system, 
bathrooms, and more in New Mexico. 

“It was like that show, ‘Restaurant Impossible,’ ” 
says Tom Bigley, director of plumbing services for 
the UA. “I called it ‘bathroom impossible.’ But we 
got it done. It was very rewarding.” Bigley serves on 
the board of the International Association of Plumb-
ing and Mechanical Officials (IAPMO), and IWSH is 
the association’s public charity. 

Last year, Plumbers Local 400 in Wisconsin helped 
develop and build a prototype wash station. Its suc-
cess led to this year’s Wash Station Challenge. Amid 
the pandemic, the Navajo Nation has experienced 

Continued on page 8

some of the highest infection rates in the U.S. With 
running water scarce on the reservation, people have 
limited ability to wash their hands and help prevent 
the virus from spreading. The wash stations are in-
tended to support and enable handwashing in local 
communities and remote households to help halt 
COVID’s spread and promote public health and hy-
giene awareness. 

“When Harry Brett and Tim Fandel learned what 
we did, they offered to help with future projects,” 

Bargaining in 
good faith
Earlier this year, members of the Greater Boston 
Plumbing Contractors Association and Plumbers 
Local 12 sat across from one another and ironed out 
the details of a four-year contract. The document 
they developed specifies the terms and conditions by 
which contractors employ the Local’s plumbers and 
includes issues such as wages, benefits, and safety 
practices. The process for the meetings, which in-
cluded representatives of both management and labor 
that negotiated on behalf of their groups, is known as 
collective bargaining, and the result of the negotia-
tions is a collective bargaining agreement. 

The collective bargaining process is at the very 
heart of what unions are all about. It is one of the key 
attributes that distinguishes Local 12 members and 
the union’s affiliated contractors from their counter-

Continued on page 7

Courtesy of DigDeep

HOW DO YOU GET WATER 
TO THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE?

Local 12 volunteers build wash stations 
for Navajo Water Project
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Helping vets get the services they need
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AFTER SERVING THEIR  
COUNTRY AS MEMBERS OF  
THE MILITARY, MANY VETERANS 
RETURN HOME AND SEEK  
CAREERS IN THE BUILDING 
TRADES, INCLUDING PLUMBING. 
QUITE A FEW LOCAL 12  
MEMBERS ARE VETERANS.  

Sometimes, it can be difficult 
for them to make the transition 
to civilian life. Vets may not be 
aware of services that are avail-
able to them or know how 
to access them. That’s 
where Mike Degeis comes 
in. 

An employment and out-
reach specialist with the 
U.S. Department of Veter-
ans Affairs, Degeis has been 
busy connecting with Local 
12 members and other con-
struction workers. Based in 
Bedford at the Edith Nourse 
Rogers Memorial Veterans 
Hospital, he began making 
the connections about two 
years ago as part of the VA’s 
Supported Employment En-
gage and Keep (SEEK) pro-
gram. In that time, he has 
helped about 150 veterans, 
approximately half of which 
are in the building trades–includ-
ing around 35 Local 12 members. 
One of them is Shawn Ingraham. 

“As a veteran you can feel iso-
lated when you come home,” 
says Ingraham, a fourth-genera-
tion Local 12 member. “You real-
ize it’s not what you thought it 
would be.” A Marine Corps vet 
like Degeis, he says that the VA 

rep has been instrumental in pro-
viding support and acting as a li-
aison with the agency. 

“Mike put together a group for 
Local 12 veterans,” Ingraham ex-
plains. “It’s been very therapeutic 
for a lot of us.” Less than one-
half of 1 percent of the U.S. pop-
ulation are active-duty military 
personnel, and a small percentage 
of those see combat. Ingraham 
was deployed to Afghanistan 
from 2011 to 2012. “We’re part 

of that fraternity. We need the 
community, and Mike’s been 
great at creating it for us,” he 
adds. 

When the COVID pandemic 
hit, the group temporarily 

stopped its regular meetings. But 
Ingraham says that Degeis contin-
ued to keep in contact with him. 
“It’s kind of like a buddy check. 
It goes a long way.” 

Degeis 
says that 
the VA has 
long had an 
education 
program 
that helps 
pave the 
way for vet-
erans to at-
tend college. But veterans who 
went directly to work sometimes 
fell through the agency’s cracks. 
The relatively new SEEK pro-
gram is a way to help ensure that 
vets get the care and resources 
they need to help them remain 
healthy and employed. Beyond 
the support group, Degeis works 
individually with vets to assist 
them as necessary. 

As Degeis explains, it’s impor-
tant that they continue to have a 
mission. If vets encounter some 
challenges in their lives, it may 
affect their ability to hold onto a 
job. That could lead to a spiraling 
cascade in which they not only 
lose their job but can no longer 
afford housing. 

“They held themselves in high 
regard at one point of their lives 
when they were protecting the 
USA,” says Degeis. “Now they’re 
a homeless vet without a job.” 

Before it gets to that point, he is 
there to support both the vet and 
the employer. The agency will do 
whatever it takes to meet the vet-
eran’s needs and to keep him or 

her on the 
job. That 
might mean 
mental 
health serv-
ices 
through the 
VA, or it 
might mean 
making 

arrangements with other medical 
providers or agencies. 

Sometimes, more than jobs and 
housing are at stake. The SEEK 
program also helps address the 
high suicide rates among veter-
ans. “We can’t wait for veterans 
to be in crisis mode,” Degeis says. 
“We want to be proactive.” 

The agency will also help vet-
erans with less urgent and more 
practical matters. It might be ed-
ucational benefits or a VA-backed 
home loan, for example. Ingra-
ham says that when he went from 
the Marine Corps into the Re-

We can’t wait for 

veterans to be in  

crisis mode. We  

want to be proactive.

Veterans’ benefits for apprentices
Many members of the military 
pursue careers in the building 
trades after they complete active 
duty, and Local 12 counts quite a 
few vets among its members. 
There are resources available to 
support veterans, such as the VA’s 
SEEK program (see article in this 
issue). They are also entitled to 
G.I. Bill payments while they are 
participating in apprenticeship 
programs. 

People may be aware of G.I. 
Bill benefits that help returning 

members of the armed forces at-
tend college. But the military’s 
educational program extends to 
trade apprentices as well. Veter-
ans and members of the National 
Guard and Reserve as well as 
spouses and dependents of de-
ceased or disabled veterans can 
apply for financial payments to 
help support them while they 
participate in approved appren-
ticeship programs. Local 12’s 
training center is a VA-approved 

Continued on next page

Continued on page 4

Five-year-old Lucas Pereira, son of 
Local 12 Administrative Assistant 
Courtney Pereira, reaches for a 
ripe apple. In October, more than 
1,400 members and their families 
joined together at Honey Pot Hill 
Orchards in Stow, MA for Local 
12’s annual apple picking event.

Mike Degeis and his son, Quincy.

The Pipeline December 2021.qxp_Layout 1  11/12/21  2:55 PM  Page 2



to staff up as neces-
sary. 

Diamond’s growth 
and success over a rela-
tively short amount of 
time has been all the 
more impressive given 
that it has been operat-
ing amid the pandemic for nearly 
half of its existence. “When 
COVID hit, my business strategy 
and timing couldn’t have been 
any worse,” Gerrior says. He fo-
cused on colleges, hotels, and 
hospitals, all of which were 
among the hardest hit by the pan-
demic. 

In response, Gerrior branched 
out and targeted nursing homes, 
public school systems, and other 
markets. He has also started 
working with cannabis grow fa-
cilities and adds that the emerg-
ing industry looks promising as a 
source for work. 

Despite the disruption caused 
by COVID, between positive 
word-of-mouth and Gerrior’s 
marketing efforts, Diamond has 
continued to grow. In fact, he 
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Diamond shines bright with plumbing division 
months into the business. Ger-
rior next hired an employee to 
work in the office and built a 
space above his garage to accom-
modate the expanded team. 
Work continued to roll in. Dia-
mond is now 19-persons strong 
and operates out of office space 
in Weymouth.  

The plumbing division wasn’t 
so much by design as by circum-
stance. “It was customer need,” 
Gerrior says. “We rarely do bid 
and spec work for plumbing.”  

Instead, Diamond’s existing 
HVAC clients 
would ask him 
if he could 
handle plumb-
ing projects. 

At first, Gerrior partnered with 
another union plumbing contrac-
tor. But when the demand for 
plumbing work grew to the point 
that it could be sustainable, he 
added the plumbing division. Di-
amond now employs five Local 
12 plumbers. 

As an example of a client driv-
ing demand for plumbing serv-
ices, Gerrior points to the 
Newton Marriott. When the 
hotel reached full capacity, it 
wasn’t able to generate enough 
domestic hot water or pressure 
for guests on its upper floors. 
One of Diamond’s biggest HVAC 
customers, the Marriott came to 
Gerrior seeking help with the 
water problem. After diagnosing 
the issue, the shop did some re-
piping and added redundancy. 
“That was years ago,” Gerrior 
says. “The hotel hasn’t had any 
guests complaining about the lack 
of hot water since.” 

There was never any question 
in his mind that Diamond would 
be a union shop. “I joked that it 
if my business wasn’t union, I’d 
never be able to sit with my fam-
ily for Thanksgiving dinner,” 
says Gerrior. Coming through 
the union, he says he knows 
how important the benefits are 
to the guys in the field. Now as 
a contractor, Gerrior appreciates 
having the labor pool available 

Like his father and his grandfa-
ther before him, Brian Gerrior, 
Jr. would have been happy work-
ing in the field as a union pipefit-
ter for his entire career. But fate 
intervened, and he ended up 
opening his own HVAC and re-
frigeration shop, Diamond Me-
chanical, four years ago. Last 
year, he expanded his growing 
company and added a plumbing 
division. 

Gerrior’s grandfather emi-
grated from Nova Scotia and 
worked on the fish piers in 
Boston cleaning and preparing 
the catch. 
When the fish 
company 
needed some-
body to work on its refrigeration 
units, his grandfather stepped in 
and was able to learn the trade 
on the job.  

“It was a big transition for 
him,” Gerrior says. “He came out 
of Canada with nothing.” 

His grandfather later joined 
the union. Gerrior’s father and 
uncle followed in their dad’s 
footsteps. Brian Gerrior, Sr. put 
in 39 years in the field and also 
taught at Pipefitters Local Union 
537’s training center. 

Gerrior, Jr. started working in 
the trade at age 19. For 11 years, 
the third-generation pipefitter 
mostly helped manage the me-
chanical systems on site at Boston 
Medical Center for Emcor Serv-
ices. Work-related injuries side-
lined him, however, and he 
transitioned to outside sales for a 
union company. That gave Ger-
rior a new perspective on the in-
dustry as well as the skills to 
consider opening his own shop. 

He took the leap, and at age 
32, started Diamond as a one-
person operation. Gerrior 
worked in the field most of the 
day and did all of the estimating, 
billing, and other administrative 
and sales work at night in his of-
fice–a spare bedroom in his 
house. Finding success, he 
brought on a pipefitter about six 

added the plumbing division as 
well as a building automation di-
vision in September 2020, right 
in the middle of the pandemic. 

While service has been Dia-
mond’s specialty, Gerrior has 
been adding construction projects 
recently, such as handling the do-
mestic hot water for the Liberty 
Hotel in Boston. He hopes to 
generate more construction work 
and continue to expand the busi-
ness. To that end, he is looking 
for additional space and wants to 
purchase a building to serve as 
the company’s new headquar-
ters–its fourth in four years. Plan-
ning for the future, Gerrior says 
that the office would include a 
prefabrication shop. “I’m hoping 
the next move will be good for at 
least ten years.”

SPOTLIGHT ON 
DIAMOND  
MECHANICAL

serves, some of his paperwork 
got mixed up. He discovered the 
problem when he tried to set up 
vocational rehab services. Rather 
than attempting to wade through 
the bureaucracy, he turned to 
Degeis who was able to intervene 
and sort everything out. 

“We have a lot of members 
who are appreciative of the help 
Mike provides,” says Barry 
Keady, Local 12 business agent. 
He has been working with 
Degeis to help spread the word 
about the SEEK program. The 
pair have visited several job sites 
to make introductions, and 
Keady has set the VA rep up with 
general contractors so he could 
meet with more veterans in the 
field. 

Keady notes that veterans are 
highly valued in the trades. 

“They’re generally more mature. 
They know where they are going 
in life.” Because of their military 
experience, vets work well as 
part of a team–a desirable trait 
for the kinds of large-scale proj-
ects on which Local 12 members 
often work. “They are natural 
leaders,” Keady adds. The busi-
ness agent praises Degeis and the 
SEEK program, saying that it has 
been very effective. 

Degeis hopes to replicate the 
success he has had with Local 12 
and other building trades and ex-
pand the program to other em-
ployers. He’d also like to use the 
example he has set in the Boston 
area and take the SEEK program 
national. “We’d like to show 
other VAs how to do the same 
thing with their union partners.”

Services for veterans
Continued from preceding page
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GBPCA event celebrates industry

Keynote speaker, HYM Managing Director Tom O’Brien, PCA Execu-
tive Director Jeremy Ryan, and PCA President John Marani at Industry 
Appreciation Night.

Typically, the Greater Boston 
Plumbing Contractors Associa-
tion presents its Industry Appre-
ciation Night every two years. 
The biennial event was supposed 
to take place last year, but as with 
so many things, the pandemic 
disrupted the schedule. If there 
was any apprehension that peo-
ple might be hesitant to attend 
the large-scale celebration be-
cause of COVID, those concerns 
were roundly laid to rest when 
Industry Appreciation Night 
came roaring back this year. The 
PCA welcomed a huge crowd of 
more than 450 people to the En-
core Boston Harbor in Everett on 
October 1. 

“Everyone who was there 
raved about how wonderful the 
event was and what a good time 
they had,” says John Marani, 
president of the PCA and owner 
of A.H. Burns Company. He 
lauded Jeremy Ryan, the organi-
zation’s executive director, An-
drew DeAngelo, its director of 
public affairs, and the member 

contractors who serve on the 
PCA’s committees for their hard 
work organizing Industry Appre-
ciation Night. “It was really a 
home run,” he added. 

The event is an opportunity for 
the PCA’s contractors, the Local 
12 members with whom they 
work, and their partners in the 
community to celebrate the 
plumbing industry and the re-
gion’s dynamic construction and 
development sectors. It features 
guest speakers as well as the pres-
entation of lifetime achievement 
awards, which this year honored 
Joe Valante, Sr., the founder of 
Valante Mechanical, and Vin 
Petroni, president and CEO of 
E.M. Duggan. Joe Valante, Jr., 
the president of Valante Mechan-
ical, and Kevin Walsh, executive 
vice president of E.M. Duggan, 
gave warm and moving introduc-
tions of the honorees. 

The keynote speaker, Tom 
O’Brien, founding partner and 
managing director of HYM In-
vestment Group, set the tone for 

the evening by 
highlighting 
some of the 
key reasons he 
believes 
Boston is such 
a successful 
market for 
commercial 
development 
and construc-
tion. These in-
clude the 
city’s terrific 
institutions, 
such as its col-
leges, hospi-
tals, and 
non-profit or-
ganizations, 
and Boston’s 
strong resi-
dential char-
acter. “We 
need to con-
tinue to add 
housing,” 
O’Brien said. 

“We should do it on a union-built 
basis with Local 12.” 

The developer also cited the 
city’s predictable process as a fac-
tor that contributes to its sup-
portive environment. “Capital 
wants to be involved and success-
ful here,” he said. “Projects are 
built on a schedule we all under-
stand.” O’Brien then identified 
some of the signature projects 
that HYM is building in partner-
ship with the PCA’s contractors, 
including the redevelopment of 
Suffolk Downs in Revere and 
East Boston, Bulfinch Crossing in 
downtown Boston, and a facility 
in Brookline that will be the first 
of many senior housing develop-
ments. “Working together, we’re 
going to continue to make this 

city work well and create oppor-
tunities for one another along 
with the people who work for 
us,” he added. 

Other speakers included 
Marani, Ryan, Local 12 Business 
Manager Tim Fandel, and Everett 
Mayor Carlo DeMaria. Holding 
the event at the Encore gave 
guests the opportunity to see and 
experience the magnificent hotel 
and casino, which opened in 
2019, just months before the 
pandemic forced its temporary 
closure. The resort, which was 
entirely union-built, was one of 
the largest construction projects 
ever in the region.

Honoree Vin Petroni (at right) with Len Monfredo and 
Kevin Walsh of E.M. Duggan and Everett Mayor Carlo 
DeMaria.

Honoree Joe Valante, Sr. (center) with Joe Valante, Jr. 
and Dick Valante of Valante Mechanical. education and training program. 

The military and the govern-
ment promote the G.I. Bill pro-
gram as a way for employers and 
unions to recruit and retain em-
ployees and members. Veterans, 
meanwhile, can use the funds to 
help pay their living expenses 
while they work towards their 

journeyman licenses. 

Helmets to Hardhats 
[www.helmetstohardhats.org] is 
another great resource. The non-
profit organization connects re-
turning military service members 
and veterans with training and 
career opportunities in the con-
struction industry. Many veterans 
have found their way to Local 12 
through Helmets to Hardhats.

 Information, including access to application forms,  
about apprenticeship for veterans and G.I. Bill benefits 

is available at the Mass.gov Website: 
 

www.mass.gov/info-details/apprenticeship-for-veterans

G.I. Bill benefits
Continued from page 2
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Jenna starts her career with 
Local 12

Growing up in Hanover, Brendan 
Willett says that he began helping 
out at his dad’s two businesses, 
an ice cream shop in Kingston 
and a garden center in Quincy, 
when he was a young child. He 
performed all kinds of duties, but 
especially enjoyed when he got to 
work with his hands on projects. 

“We were always building 
some contraption,” Willett ex-
plains, and recalls working on an 
irrigation system to water the 
flowers at the nursery as an ex-
ample.   

When his family had a plumb-
ing problem at their house, how-
ever, they turned to Brendan’s 
grandfather, Jake Orlando, to 
come to the rescue. A licensed 
plumber and a Local 12 member, 
Orlando did more than repair the 
family’s leaky pipes and get their 
hot water running. He also en-
couraged Willett to consider be-
coming a plumber and steered 
him to the union. In fact, plumb-
ing and Local 12 is something of 
a family tradition; Willett’s uncle 
and his uncle’s two sons (Willett’s 

cousins) are all Local 12 mem-
bers as well. They were influen-
tial in guiding him to the trade. 

After his junior year in high 
school, Willett took a break from 
serving ice cream and selling 
shrubs for his father and got a 
summer job working with a 
plumber in Carver. He immedi-
ately loved it, he says. The work 
included new construction of sin-
gle-family homes, largely on 
Cape Cod. Since it was a one-
person shop, Willett got to learn 
a lot in a short amount of time 
assisting the plumber. 

The two of them handled all of 
the plumbing for the houses from 
the basement up. Watching every-
thing come together from start to 
finish gave him a good sense of 
how entire plumbing systems 
work. 

“When I went back to school I 
missed the work,” Willett says. 

He next went to work for a 
shop in Braintree after graduating 
from high school–literally. “I got 

Their journey  
to Local 12 

Periodically in The Pipeline we profile Local 12 apprentices to discover the path that led them into the trade and the 
union. Who and/or what inspired them? Why did they decide to choose plumbing as a career? Why did they want to 
join Local 12? This issue we showcase two members at either end of their apprentice experience: Jenna LeClerc  
recently graduated high school and is a first-year apprentice, while Brendan Willett is in his fifth year and will be 
working towards his journeyman license.

Brendan Willett

Brendan heeded his grandfather 
and his uncle

Jenna LeClerc

“It’s not so unusual for women to 
go into the trade now,” says 
Jenna LeClerc, a first-year ap-
prentice who joined Local 12 in 
September. Thanks to many pio-
neers who came before her and 
changing attitudes in the industry 
and society, young women such 
as LeClerc feel empowered to 
pursue plumbing. 

Her dad is a carpenter, and 
LeClerc says that she was always 
interested in his projects around 
the house. She assisted him some-
times and remembers realizing at 
a young age that she wanted to 
do work like her father. A good 
student, LeClerc found that she 
was more of a tactile learner. “I 
understood more and caught on 
faster when I worked with my 
hands,” she says. “I really like ac-
complishing something and hav-
ing something tangible to show 
for my efforts at the end.” 

For high school, she followed 
her older sister and attended 
Essex North Shore Agricultural 
and Technical School. While 
there, LeClerc studied many top-
ics, including culinary arts and 
dental assisting. “I wasn’t neces-
sarily looking at plumbing,” she 
notes. “But I really enjoyed the 
class and found the trade intrigu-
ing. It turned out to be my fa-
vorite. I wanted to learn more.” 

Having found her niche, 
LeClerc ran with it. Taking ad-
vantage of Essex Tech’s work-
study program, she spent the last 
two years of high school working 

in the field with a plumbing com-
pany based out of Gloucester. 
The young student quickly found 
herself putting in water heaters, 
fixing leaks, installing sinks, and 
doing other residential service 
work. She also got to work on 
complete house remodels as well 
as some commercial construction 
jobs, which gave her a taste of 
larger projects. 

It may be more common for 
women to enter the trade now, 
but some people are still sur-
prised by the notion–especially 
when they see a young female 
show up at their house to help in-
stall a vanity. “Some thought I 
must have been the daughter of 
the boss,” LeClerc says, recalling 
the reactions she got when she 
was 16 years old and started 
working with the plumbing com-

Continued on page 8

Continued on page 7
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Turning off the PFAS tap forever
two most common PFAS chemi-
cals. They are among the six that 
Massachusetts is targeting. The 
problem is that the country con-
tinues to import and use products 
that contain the chemicals. And 
there are more than 9,000 varia-
tions that fall under the PFAS 
umbrella. When states such as 
Massachusetts identify some that 
are problematic, manufacturers 
develop a slightly different for-
mulation. “It’s a never-ending 
game of whack-a-mole,” Bennett 
says. “It’s an untenable situation. 
They are ubiquitous.” Instead, 
regulators are starting to think 
about targeting PFAS as a class 
and banning them altogether. 

What can communities and in-
dividuals do? Bennett’s home-
town of Easton first gave 
residents $75 rebates to purchase 
home filters that are certified to 
remove PFAS. Now, the DPW has 
installed a small system where 
residents can fill up jugs and con-
tainers with filtered water. The 
town is talking about building a 
high-tech filtration system for the 
entire water supply. Its $10 mil-
lion price tag makes it a costly 
consideration for a small commu-
nity, however. 

As is the case in other commu-
nities, Easton is also blending the 
water it pumps from the town’s 
seven wells, three of which are 
contaminated. That dilutes the 
PFAS and brings it under 20 parts 
per trillion, the level the state has 
established as the cutoff. Bennett 
says many scientists think the 
limit is too high and should be 
closer to 0.1 parts per trillion. 

In addition to regulating the 
amount of PFAS in drinking 
water, lawmakers are trying to 
target the source of the chemi-
cals. There are bills in the state 
legislature that would ban PFAS 
in certain products. Other states, 
including Vermont, have imposed 
such bans. One of the items that 
contains the chemicals is pipe 
thread seal tape, a plumbing sta-
ple. Bennett says that plumbers 

should be looking for alternatives 
that don’t have PFAS. 

Drinking water isn’t the only 
concern. In addition to ingesting 
the chemicals, people can also in-
hale them when they are 
aerosolized and absorb them 
through the skin (when shower-
ing, for example). 

Massachusetts is one of the 
leaders tackling the PFAS issue in 
the country. But the chemicals are 
so pervasive, the federal govern-
ment should ideally be involved. 
To date, the EPA has not imposed 
any regulations. That may be 
changing, however. 

In July the U.S. House passed 
the PFAS Action Act, which 
would require the EPA to set a 
federal standard for the chemi-
cals in drinking water. The legis-
lation is making its way through 
Congress. 

“The writing is on the wall. 
Eventually PFAS will be banned,” 
Bennett says. “We have to keep 
ourselves safe until we get there.” 

PLUMBERS HELP KEEP PEOPLE 
AND COMMUNITIES SAFE BY 
PROVIDING ACCESS TO CLEAN  
DRINKING WATER.  

But what happens when a com-
munity’s water supply is compro-
mised? That’s the predicament in 
which several Massachusetts 
cities and towns find themselves. 

About a year ago, the state is-
sued directives requiring public 
water systems to test for danger-
ous polyfluroalkyl chemicals, 
known as PFAS for short. 20 per-
cent discovered levels that ex-
ceeded regulations. Some, such as 
Wayland, began distributing bot-
tled water to households. Other 
affected communities include 
Natick, Randolph, and Wellesley. 

The group of chemicals share a 
carbon-fluorine bond that is 
among the strongest known to 
humans. That makes them espe-
cially effective for items designed 
to be non-stick or water- and 
stain-resistant. These include 
non-stick cookware, rain jackets, 
dental floss, and ski wax. The 
strong chemical bond also makes 
PFAS extremely persistent in the 
environment, hence their nick-
name: “forever chemicals.” They 
are often found in drinking water 
and groundwater. 

“They are very difficult to get 
rid of once they are created,” 
says Kyla Bennett, Ph.D., science 
policy director for Public Em-
ployees for Environmental Re-
sponsibility and a former scientist 
at the Environmental Protection 
Agency in Boston. PFAS have 
been linked with health issues 
ranging from cancer, develop-
mental delays for children, and 
immune problems. They have 
been shown to affect wildlife as 
well as humans. “We have to turn 
off the PFAS tap, literally and fig-
uratively, to stop them from af-
fecting us,” adds Bennett. 

U.S. manufacturers have volun-
tarily agreed to stop making the 

As with nearly everything, the 
pandemic wreaked havoc with 
Local 12’s training center. But, 
after coping with major interrup-
tions and modifications the past 
two academic years, apprentice 
classes and other programs at the 
center have returned, more or 
less, to regular operations. 

The only major concession to 
the ongoing threat of COVID-19 
is that students, instructors, and 
visitors must wear facemasks in 
the facility while they are in 
classrooms. Night classes for 
journeyman training, which had 
been temporarily cancelled, have 
resumed. 

“We are trying to get back to 
normal,” says Rick Carter, the 
training center’s director. “But I 
think we are all still in COVID 
shock. Some people are having a 
hard time rebooting and return-
ing to normalcy.” 

When the pandemic forced 
schools to close in March 2020, 
the training center switched to 
remote learning. For classes that 
emphasize hands-on instruction 
and participation, the model 
proved to be difficult. Carter says 
it was not conducive to the kind 
of high-quality training for which 
the center is known. 

In fall 2020, in-person classes 
returned. To maximize social dis-
tancing, however, the class sizes 

Training center 
back to “normal”

Continued on next  page
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The collective bargaining process

parts at non-union plumbing 
shops and the plumbers who 
work for them. The employee-
employer relationship is funda-
mentally different. 

According to both sides, the ne-
gotiations reflected the positive 
relationship that the PCA and 
Local 12 leadership have enjoyed 
for many years. Unlike the stereo-
type of labor and management 
being inherently suspicious of one 
another and, in some cases, at 
each other’s throats, the two or-
ganizations operate more out of a 
common belief that in partnership 
they can help each other succeed. 
It’s a collaborative rather than an 
adversarial relationship. 

“The best deal is one that ben-
efits both sides,” says John 
Marani, president of the PCA 
and lead negotiator for manage-
ment at the collective bargaining 
meetings. “That’s the attitude we 
went in with, and that character-
izes where we landed.” 

Tim Fandel, Local 12’s busi-
ness manager and the chief nego-
tiator for labor, expresses a 
similar view. “Our shared goals 
are woven together,” he says. 
“There is an underlying incentive 
for us to reach an equitable 
agreement.” 

That doesn’t mean it is always 
sunshine and rainbows. The two 
leaders acknowledge that the 
sides have their differences and 
separate objectives as well. While 
they might not agree on every-
thing, however, they say that they 
are always respectful of one an-
other. And when they reach an 
impasse, they resort to a time-
honored negotiation strategy: 
compromise. 

As an example, Local 12 came 
to the table asking that Martin 
Luther King Jr. Day be recog-
nized as a formal holiday. After 
some discussion, MLK Day was 
added to the holiday calendar in 
the collective bargaining agree-
ment. Including the paid holiday 
imposed a financial impact on the 

contractors, a point that Fandel 
acknowledges. 

Jeremy Ryan, the contractor 
association’s executive director, 
noted that he believes the 
plumbers are the first trade in 
Boston to make MLK Day a full 
holiday. “I think that speaks to 
the leadership of the PCA and 
Local 12. It’s a great thing for 
our industry.” 

The contractors proposed in-
creasing the number of miles for 
which they must compensate 
plumbers commuting to job sites 
from 50 to 75. “It was a reason-
able ask,” says Fandel, demon-
strating another instance of 
compromise at the negotiations. 
Among other items included in 
the agreement were some lan-
guage changes. For example, to 
reflect changing attitudes and en-
courage diversity, “journeyman” 
will be updated to the gender-
neutral term, “journeyperson.” 

Both labor and management 
take the “collective” in collective 
bargaining to heart. Marani says 
that it was vitally important to 
him that the negotiators repre-

senting management spoke 
with one voice for the con-
tractors. To that end, he and 
Ryan sought and welcomed 
input from all signatory 
shops, received a lot of good 
feedback, and was able to 
advocate on behalf of con-
tractors of all sizes for a variety 
of issues. 

To make the necessary conces-
sions and move the process for-
ward, both Marani and Fandel say 
that they tried to consider each 
other’s perspectives. They also 
tried to consider the state of the 
construction industry and project 
where it might be heading, which 
is never an exact science. The 
Boston area has been on a re-
markable, long-term tear since 
2009. But the industry historically 
endures both boom and bust cy-
cles. The future may be vague, but 
the agreement that they ham-
mered out provides continuity 
and certainty for both sides as 
they face whatever lies ahead. 

During the negotiations, the 
two groups looked even farther 
into the future and discussed is-

Continued from page 1

pany. “They were shocked that I 
was a student and so young.”   

LeClerc says that she didn’t 
know much about unions in gen-
eral, but one of her Essex Tech 
teachers told her about Local 12 
and encouraged her to apply. She 
was accepted and, after graduat-
ing high school in June, the 18-
year-old became a member of the 
union. 

Since joining, LeClerc has been 
working for American Plumbing 
and Heating. Among the projects 
she has worked on are the 41-
story One Post Office Square of-
fice tower in Boston, the 
multi-use, seven-story building at 
100 Hood Park Drive in 
Charlestown, and the renovation 
of hospital patient rooms at CHA 

sues that may not be of concern 
for another 20 or 30 years. Fan-
del says that even though it’s dif-
ficult to know what the state of 
the industry will be then, it’s im-
portant to start thinking and talk-
ing about upcoming concerns for 
the collective bargaining agree-
ment now. 

In the end, both sides consid-
ered the bargaining process and 
the agreement to be successful. 
“You want the person you’re ne-
gotiating with to be of good 
word,” says Marani. “Tim proved 
that he was an honest and forth-
right guy. We tried to be the same 
way.” 

Likewise, Fandel believes that 
the successful negotiations came 
down to mutual trust. “That’s 
why it works so well,” he says. 
“It’s a covenant between us.” 

Somerville Campus. LeClerc says 
she is enjoying the work, espe-
cially the pace at which she and 
the other plumbers have been 
working. 

As for Local 12’s training cen-
ter, she says it is obvious that the 
instructors really like what they 
are doing and that they are there 
to help the apprentices. “They 
want us to succeed,” LeClerc adds. 

When she made the decision to 
become a union plumber, her 
family and friends were all ex-
cited, supportive, and happy for 
her. “Even though my dad is a 
carpenter, he is thrilled that I am 
pursuing plumbing. He told me it 
was something he wanted to do.” 
LeClerc says. “Now, we are a 
well-rounded family with him 
doing carpentry and me doing 
plumbing.”

were reduced to about ten appren-
tices. That meant the center had 
to expand its schedule and present 
more classes to accommodate 
everyone. Many hand sanitizer 
stations were installed, the HVAC 
system was upgraded to improve 
ventilation, and other modifica-
tions were made. It was not ideal, 
but it was significantly better than 
conducting virtual classes. 

This academic year, the center 
is back to pre-COVID-sized 
classes and a regular schedule. 
Carter says that it’s good to put 
most of the pandemic-era modifi-
cations in the rearview mirror. 
“Hopefully we never have to go 
back to that.”

Continued from page 5

Apprentice Jenna LeClerc
Continued from previous page

Training center
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Local 12 participates in Wash Station Challenge
Continued from page 1

Bigley says. 

“We are honored to be asked 
to help and happy to do so,” 
says Fandel, Local 12’s business 
manager. He notes that the joint 
labor-management group that 
the union has with its affiliated 
contractors provided the funds 
for the project’s materials. “It 
was very generous of them,” 
Fandel says. 

The stations, which are about 
five-and-a-half feet wide and 
deep, contain a 210-gallon water 
tank and a sink assembly with a 
drop-down steel mesh counter-
top on one of its sides. The tank 
is inside an insulated cabinet and 
includes a heating element to 

my diploma on a Friday, and 
started work on Monday,” says 
Willett with a laugh. He also got 
his apprentice license and signed 
up for classes. He worked for an-
other couple of shops, but felt 
like he wasn’t learning much at 
either the school or at the shops. 
Then Willett became a Local 12 
member. 

“The difference between Local 
12’s training center and non-
union classes is incredible,” he 
notes, adding that it is much 
more well-rounded and offers 
considerably more hands-on op-
portunities. “The local’s instruc-
tors are always available. They’ll 
do anything for you.” Paying the 
training center perhaps the high-
est compliment, Willett says that 
he hopes to teach there someday. 

Since joining Local 12, he has 
mostly worked for Jeffrey 
Peabody Plumbing and Heating 
on new construction of mid-rise 
apartment complexes. Willett 
says he hopes to have the oppor-
tunity to work on larger jobs 
such as high-rise office buildings 
in Boston. 

He praises the benefits he re-
ceives as a member of the union, 

prevent the water from freezing 
during the winter. The mobile 
units sit on steel frames with 
large wheels. 

“They look like chicken coops 
that are bound for the moon or 
like the Mars rovers,” says Bigley 
with a laugh. 

The first step in assembling 
the stations was to build their 
frames, which involved welding 
aluminum stainless steel and car-
bon stainless steel. The training 
center’s welding instructor, 
Bobby Niles, and two appren-
tices in Local 12’s welding pro-
gram came in Saturdays and 
some nights to work on the 
frame. Other instructors and ap-
prentices handled the units’ 
shells, which included wooden 

doors. The stations were built in 
the training center’s new annex 
shop. 

Some of the stations use elec-
tricity. The off-grid models that 
Local 12 built include solar pan-
els. Training center instructor 
Johnny Tierney, who is a li-
censed electrician, wired them so 
they would be self-powered. 

“There was a lot of cutting 
and fabrication to build the sta-
tions,” Carter says adding that 
they took from May to Septem-
ber to complete. “We have great 
instructors and apprentices who 
wanted to be involved and do-
nated their time.” 

The training director says that 
several partners got involved 
with the project as well. For ex-
ample, Ferguson Plumbing do-
nated the sinks and the water 
tanks. Local 12 neighbor Gilbert 
& Becker, which is a roofing 
contractor, put metal skins on 
the exterior of the stations to 
make them weathertight. When 
the units were completed, the 
company also supplied a forklift 
to load them–all 1,100 lbs. of 
them–onto moving trucks for 
shipping. 

Bound for the Navajo Nation 
in Arizona, Carter says that the 
location is “literally in the middle 
of nowhere.” Because there is no 
street address, the shipper had to 
use GPS coordinates. Once they 
arrived on site, DigDeep distrib-
uted and installed the washing 
stations. “Hopefully they will get 
years of use out of them,” Carter 
says. 

“I think everyone’s aware that 
Native Americans have been 
treated unfairly,” says Bigley. 
“Our people like to work with 
their hands, and this is a way 
that we can help. It really res-
onates.” He adds that the UA 
will continue working with 
Navajo Nation, and that the next 
challenge will likely be bathroom 
units. 

Whatever the project, Carter 
and Fandel say that Local 12 
stands ready to help. 

and says that even though he is 
only 24, he appreciates that Local 
12 is helping him prepare for re-
tirement. “Anybody with com-
mon sense should be thinking 
about retirement, even at a young 
age,” Willett says. He notes that 
he can see the difference that 
good retirement benefits have 
made for his grandfather. Both 
his grandfather and his uncle, 
Tommy Orlando, were very in-
volved with the union. Tommy 
served as the president of Local 
12.  

Starting when Willett was two, 
his grandfather and uncle would 
take him to Local 12’s Christmas 
party. “Even as a little kid, I was 
struck by the brotherhood and 
the camaraderie,” he says. Now 
that he is a member, Willett has 
made many friends within the 
union and gets to experience the 
camaraderie firsthand. “We have 
each other’s backs.”  

As he looks to the future, Wil-
lett thinks that he may be able to 
apply the leadership skills he de-
veloped while working at his fa-
ther’s businesses. “I think I’d be a 
good foreman someday,” he says. 
“No matter what I do, as a Local 
12 member, I know I’ll have a 
great career.”

Apprentice Brendan Willett

Top: Local 12 volunteers welded 
the frames for the wash stations. 
Center: One of Local 12’s stations 
under construction. Bottom: A 
wash station in use at Navajo Na-
tion. (Courtesy of DigDeep)
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