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We are living in unprecedented times: a never-ending pandemic, an
economic downturn, poverty on the rise, unchecked corporate power,
and a war that is devastating the most vulnerable people on the globe.
And all the while, climate change continues to ravage our communities. 

Moments like this demand that we envision the future we want for our
communities. We must work together in solidarity to rebuild, recover,
and renew. 

I am proud of the work ALIGN has done this year tackling some of
these critical systemic challenges. 

We’ve strengthened this incredible wave of worker and climate
organizing by passing bills that help workers directly, from disclosing
secret productivity quotas and fighting retaliation in unsafe
workplaces to transitioning away from fossil fuels, while creating
career jobs in clean energy. 

Our success comes from the long-standing alliance of labor and
community, working together to make the impossible possible. This
year’s awardees are key leaders in our mission and our movement, and
possess the vision to tackle what this moment demands. 

Thank you for joining us to celebrate our honorees and our
accomplishments this year as we continue to build a just, sustainable
future for New York.

- Maritza Silva-Farrell,
   Executive Director
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ALIGN’s Movement Builders Awards celebrate leaders from labor, community and
business who have been instrumental in building a movement to secure good jobs,
vibrant communities, and an accountable democracy for all New Yorkers.
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Climate Champion Honorees

Rahwa Ghirmatzion is the executive director of
PUSH Buffalo, a community organization that
works at the grassroots to create and implement
a comprehensive revitalization plan for Buffalo’s
West Side, with more than $80 million invested in
affordable housing rehabilitation, solar installation,
green jobs training, weatherization, and green
infrastructure. Over the last decade, PUSH has
built a powerful, grassroots movement guided by
racial, economic, and environmental justice rooted
in the realities of poor and working-class people
living in Buffalo. She serves on the New York State
Climate Justice Working Group, a group created
by New York’s 2019 climate law to identify
disadvantaged communities on the front lines of
climate change that will be a focus for state
climate investment. 

James Shillitto is President of Utility Workers
Union of America Local 1-2, and Regional National
Executive Board Member Of Utility Workers Union
Of America. The Utility Workers Union of America
represents a membership of 50,000 utility
workers in municipal and publicly-traded utilities,
with over 7,000 members working in New York
State in the electric, gas, steam, water, and
nuclear industries. Shillitto has been a utility
worker for 44 years—30 as a high voltage lineman
for Con Edison and 14 as a union officer, from
Business Agent to President. Shillitto also serves
on the Clean Energy Jobs Coalition and the Just
Transition Working Group for the Climate Action
Council. 

Rahwa Ghirmatzion

James Shillitto



Economic Justice Honorees

Erica Smiley is the executive director of Jobs With
Justice. A long-time organizer and movement
leader, she has been spearheading strategic
organizing and policy interventions for Jobs With
Justice for nearly 15 years. Prior to taking up her
current position with the organization, Smiley
served as organizing director for Jobs With
Justice developing campaigns that resulted in
transformative changes to how working people
organize and are civically engaged at their
workplaces and in their communities. During her
tenure at Jobs With Justice, Smiley has served in
numerous leadership capacities including as
campaigns director and as senior field organizer
for the southern region.

Sarita Gupta is Vice President of U.S. Programs
at the Ford Foundation, overseeing domestic
work including Civic Engagement and
Government, Creativity and Free Expression,
Future of Work(ers), Technology and Society,
Disability Rights, and Gender, Racial, and Ethnic
Justice. Gupta joined the foundation in 2019 as
director of the Future of Work(ers) program,
bringing more than two decades of experience
working to expand people’s ability to take
collective action to improve their workplaces,
communities, and lives by creating meaningful
solutions. Gupta previously served as executive
director of Jobs With Justice, where she led a
network of 30+ labor and community coalitions
that changed the conversation; and was also co-
director of Caring Across Generations, a national
movement transforming the way America defines
care so all families can live well and age with
dignity.

Erica Smiley

Sarita Gupta



The Amazon Labor Union (ALU) is an
independent, worker-led union specifically
for Amazon workers. The ALU was created
by TCOEW, The Congress of Essential
Workers, after the infamous walkout to
protest unsafe working conditions that was
held on March 30, 2020 at JFK8 in Staten
Island, NY. On April 20, 2021 the ALU
launched their campaign passing out ALU t-
shirts and union literature, inside and
outside the facility and building their own
worker-led movement from inside JFK8. On
April 1, 2022, the Amazon workers at the
JFK8 warehouse in Staten Island, backed by
the ALU, became the first unionized
Amazon workers recognized by the
National Labor Relations Board in the
United States.

The RWDSU BAmazon Union campaign is the
historic undertaking to bring a union voice to
over 6,000 workers at the Amazon
distribution center in Bessemer, Alabama.
The workers there are standing up to one of
the most powerful corporations on the
planet. They are intent on improving their
working conditions and fighting back against
an employer that monitors them so closely
that many are afraid to take bathroom
breaks. The results of the first election were
thrown out by the NLRB owing to Amazon’s
outrageous and illegal behavior, and the
results of the second are still considered too
close to call. Regardless of the results, these
Amazon workers and their campaign with
the RWDSU has ignited a match that has the
entire labor movement on fire, opening the
door to further organizing across America
at Amazon and elsewhere. 

Amazon Labor Union RWDSU BAmazon Union

Amazon workers organizing 
from New York to Alabama
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