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| am pleased to have this opportunity to addressNomen’s Issues Committee
of The New York City Council on non-traditional elmpment opportunities for women
in New York City. My name is Leah Rambo: | begay career as a sheet metal worker

and member of Local 28 in February of 1988.

Unlike many tradeswomen who dabbled in stereotypieak jobs before joining
the trades, | was fortunate to come to my firselaght out of high school. | went to
Brooklyn Technical High School, an engineering héghool in New York City. |
majored in electrical engineering and electronicsmy senior year | did an internship as
an electrician’s helper and the experience condmoe that my preference was working

with my hands and seeing my final product.

However, knowing what one wants to do right aftghlschool does not always
mean one has access to their dream job. Immedattelygraduating high school, | tried
to enter Local 3, the Electricians union. Afterrigerejected several times, | went to Non
Traditional employment for Women (NEW) to see #yicould help me. Unfortunately |
was too young to join their program. As | was leavihe building | met a woman who
was a Sheet Metal worker and she told me | shaudider Local 28. | had no idea what
Sheet metal was but she said it was fun and thatewaugh to convince me to try it. The
Union was pursuing recruitment efforts to increteamount of minorities in the Local

and | immediately seized the opportunity and ajlpiceLocal 28.
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After completing a four-year apprenticeship | beeaarjourneywoman in 1992.
Much of my early success was largely due to thetfeat | was assigned to work with
mechanics that were willing to teach me during mgranticeship. | learned all aspects
of the trade and have worked in a HVAC and radiatalosure shop. Since becoming a
journey woman | have worked in the field installithgcts and | have also run work as a
foreman. Shortly after becoming a mechanic | senwethe apprentice advisory council.
My creative instincts were fulfilled doing estimagiand sketching which is part of duct
design. Until recently, | worked at the apprenti@ning facility as an instructor. | am

the first female and second minority to hold thisigion.

From my experience | would say that the main pnobier women’s retention in
the trades is the general feeling that women ddalaing in construction. There are
many negative myths and stereotypes surroundingeamamthe construction trades. Itis
very similar to the negative stereotypes that festg@rejudice and discrimination that
kept Blacks and Latinos out of the constructiorustdy for many years. In one of my
early experiences, a foreman who tried to lay ni¢reély stated in my presence “we
already have a girl”. This foreman, in an effarjustify his actions, lied about the
guality of my work even though he had never seerwork. | was fortunate that another
foreman on the job who had seen my work vouched®to the owner of the company.
| was not laid off that time - but there have beenasions when | knew that | had lost a
job primarily because of my gender. My experieisceot unique, several other

tradeswomen in my Local have shared numerous stofisimilar occurrences.
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The fact that women are more likely to be laidre8ults in lower earnings
compared to our male counterparts. Women arebietta maintain their union benefits
because of the great disparity in work hours. Eyaty many women leave the trades to
seek jobs which give them greater financial seganitd where they will be treated more

fairly, while being paid less.

It is my opinion that gender harassment and disoatron is the number one
reason women leave the trades. Most of time th@skenent is sexual in nature and this
makes for a hostile work environment. Some meibdeidtely bait women on site by
making off color sexual jokes and comments, andncake a woman feel uncomfortable.
Often the comments are very degrading and disrésthe®ornography is everywhere on
site. It can be found in the gang boxes, shart@frooms, any standing wall and even
on equipment. It is difficult for a General Corttiar, shop steward and foreman to say
they did not see any pornography because it isjedere. However, few will do or say
anything about it being on site. Women are eitbered to ignore it and say nothing or
be the “bad guy” and speak up. | think very few me&muld be able to work productively
in an environment where pictures of nude men imouarpositions were considered

acceptable and prevalent.

If a woman is brave enough to speak out againgvdlneography she will be
alienated from the work team or transferred to la@osite. More often she will suffer a
worse fate and will be laid off with no explanatioA few men will remove the offensive

pictures when they know a woman is coming to tle jelowever, this action is not
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without problems because the other guys who wanpittures up already label you a
problem. When she gets to the site those men a@yad and angry because if she had
not come to the job they could keep their pictutasfortunately many General
Contractors are not supportive because they just tekeep the “Men” happy so the job
gets done. They may say “keep your pictures irgtreg boxes don't let me see them”.
So the gang boxes are closed when the GC is armuhdpened when they leave. If a
General Contractor stated that pornography waacasptable at work and that anyone
with it would be fined and not allowed to returnti@ job that would solve 90% of the
problem. We really need to start looking at thistile work environment as a safety
issue the same as we would an OSHA violation. elraet more than a few men who
agree that pornography does not belong in the Wackgbut they too are scared to speak

out for fear of being harassed themselves.

The hostile work environment only gets worse wivemen are isolated on a
site. This isolation is easily achieved becauseetlare so few women in the trades. On
many sites there is only one female hired. Whesoman is alone she has no one to
share her experience with and fears complainingessine will be seen as the

troublemaker who does not play well with the team.

The physical work environment also deters a laofmen from staying in the
trades. On many sites women do not have a desigjpaivate place to change their
clothes. Even worse there are no clean bathrooohsvaen there is a port-a- potty, it

rarely has a secure lock to ensure privacy.
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The most frustrating part is that the discriminatames not end. With almost
twenty years experience in just about any othéd,fi2d person would acquire a certain
amount of respect. This is not true for many joyresel tradeswomen who still have to
go to each site proving that again and again tatcan do the work and that she does
belong there. Women’s work is constantly monitasednfairly criticized. In general
you are expected to perform at a higher standaual your male counterparts. When a
woman makes a mistake she usually loses her jobn wWie same mistake is made by a
man it is overlooked and excused. In general woanemequired to work at a higher
standard and often under different rules. Womea adtperform their male colleagues
get little recognition and their efforts often gonwticed while a less qualified man is
given a position of responsibility. | have expaded this form of discrimination more

than any other form throughout my career.

In my union there are less than one hundred (M@®)en out of about three
thousand (3000) members. Efforts are being madectait and retain minorities but
women often ignored. Less than half the total womnehe union are working and |
have not met one who has not experienced somedbdiscrimination. Most unions
often do not send or push for women to be incluoled site. More needs to be done to

actively recruit women and seek out ways to keemth

Contractors must do their part also and train teeiployees, as to what is
acceptable and unacceptable workplace behavitireyfset the standard and stick by it,

workers will fall in line. They shoulder the bulk thhe responsibility regarding what they
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allow to happen in their companies. The Forman balyas much power as the owner

gives him.

The Recent Women Re:Build NY Conference producetdgal Momentum
brought all of the construction industry togethar d frank discussion on how to improve
access to women. | was proud to speak on behafadéswomen. The future is still
cloudy for women in the building trades; we neederaecision makers committed to
making things better for women. The Re:Build Coafee has renewed some of my

hopes that women will be given a fair deal.

| think it is too easy to ignore the plight of womia our industry. Many in the
industry want to convince themselves that womelyréa not want these jobs and that it
is really a man’s work. | think this is foolishdibad for business. The building boom in
New York should be a signal that we cannot affordiscriminate against anyone who is

capable and willing to do the work.

The President and Business Manager of the Sheei Metkers, Michael
Belluzzi has shown his commitment to ensuring #llainembers are treated fairly. My
Union gave me the opportunity to enroll at Cormeliheir Diversity Program and
develop a curriculum entitled “Respect for WorkiRiversity”. This course
concentrates primarily on identifying and prevegtatl types of discrimination in the
workplace. It does this with some instructor preggons, class discussions, video

presentations on discrimination and sexual harassrhandouts and self-analysis of
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personal prejudices. The program also does awediditle VII of the Civil Rights Act

of 1964, EEOC Guidelines and Local 28 Policy andt@xt Agreement Regarding
Discrimination and Harassment. This ongoing thpag-educational course begins in the
first year of the apprenticeship and ends in tivel thThis type of training is important

for apprentices and all of the industry and it bafp to prevent lawsuits and increase

productivity in the workplace.

There certainly have been challenges in choosmané&raditional career but | do
not regret my choice nor would | trade my expereencurrently have a niece in the
trade with me. My employment as a Union Sheet Métatker afforded me the
opportunity to purchase my first home as a singls@n in my early twenties, travel the
world and enjoy a comfortable lifestyle. There iseatain amount of pride that goes with
knowing that you have had a part in building thisag city. A city that we must never
forget became great because of its ability to ageceppect, and therefore blossom from

its diversity.
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