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African Episcopal Church 
of St. Thomas celebrates 
life of Octavius V. Catto

Ayana Jones
TRIBUNE STAFF WRITER

The leadership of District 1199C has 
been removed from office by its nation-
al union, the National Union for Hospital 
and Healthcare Employees (NUHHCE).

On Thursday, a trustee and a deputy 
trustee were appointed to lead the local 
union, which represents thousands of 
Philadelphia’s health care workers.

Chris Woods, District 1199C’s former 
president, said NUHHCE placed 1199C 
into trusteeship for not paying the 
required “per capita” tax on members’ 
dues.

“I’ve watched other locals not pay per 
capita tax and there’s been no charges 
filed,” Woods told the Tribune.

“The way this process goes with the 
dues is such a flawed system, so you’re 
always going to be behind. You can’t 
really control the employers. You do the 
best you can to get them to send the dues 
on time and when they come in you pro-
cess it and you send it to where it’s sup-
posed to go.”

He dismissed the trusteeship and 
issues surrounding the per capita tax as 
a political move.

“It’s not about per capita. It’s political,” 
Woods said.

The NUHHCE or other local union 
representatives could not be reached 
for comment as of the Tribune’s dead-
line.

Woods said he’s been facing issues 
since he became the union’s top offi-
cial in 2019, replacing longtime presi-
dent Henry Nichols in 2019. Nicholas 
was regarded as a dominant force in 
the area’s growing health-care indus-
try, building Local 1199C to more than 
11,000 members.

“Once Henry moved into emeritus, I 
knew there wouldn’t be a lot of people 
happy that a young guy such as myself 
would take over powerful union like 
1199,” said Woods, who is 36. “I’ve been 
going through this for a long time.”

He spoke about those challenges 
during a press conference held Friday 
afternoon in front of 1199C’s union hall.

“Me and my team have accomplished 

a lot, but during this time I’ve probably 
been fighting through multiple attacks of 
harassment (and) slander and it’s been 
a very traumatic experience to endure,” 
said Woods.

“These folks have tried to break me but 
they have not been successful. This is just 
a minor detour.”

During the news conference, he was 
flanked by elected officials, union lead-
ers, family and 1199C members who 
showed up in support.

“This is not the end for me,” Woods 
said. “This is just the beginning. I’ve 
given this union a lot of my time, my 
effort and my sweat. I’m proud of the 
work that I’ve done. I stand behind the 
work that I’ve done. I wish 1199C nothing 
but the best.”

Woods began to work with Local 
1199C in 2007. He has worked on state-
wide campaigns to organize child-care 
workers, long-term care workers, nurses 
and behavioral-health technicians.
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National union removes 
leaders of District 1199C

Chris Woods, the former president of AFSCME District 1199C, was flanked by family members, supporters and elected 
officials during a news conference Friday in front of the union hall. —TRIBUNE PHOTO/AYANA JONES
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A small group opposed 
to the Lower Merion School 
District’s plan to clear 13 
acres of woodland and 
hundreds of trees in Villa-
nova for new middle school 
athletic f ields gathered 
Thursday to issue a public 
rebuke of local off icials 
and demand that they find 
another site.

“A lot of the neighbors 
have very, very grave con-
cerns about the nature of 
how all of this occurred, 
how the school district came 
to this conclusion. And ulti-
mately, for all of us, a big, big 
issue is safety,” said Andrew 
Abramson, who lives across 
the street from where a field 
entrance would be.

Because t he area has 
na r row st reet s a nd no 
sidewa lk s, members of 
the community anticipate 
hazards from traffic. Along 
with the safety concerns 
come fears of environmen-
tal degradation.

“Lower Merion is losing 
all of their green space. We 
cannot afford to lose one 
more tree. These are mag-
nificent, magnificent trees, 
and the neighbors are very 
concerned about what will 
happen to our neighbor-
hood,” said Ann Gelfond, 
whose backyard is adja-
cent to the ongoing con-
struction of a new middle 
school.

The Thursday morning 
gathering had been intend-
ed as a precursor to a meet-
ing of the township Zoning 
Hearing Board Thursday 
night at which the various 
parties planned to testi-
fy. But that portion of the 
zoning meeting was post-
poned shortly before the 
small rally began, due to 
procedural issues stemming 
from ongoing litigation.

R e s i d e n t  S h a w n 
McMurtry said she doesn’t 
think the district has the 
students’ best interests in 
mind.

Lower Merion 
residents rebuke 
school district in 
open space battle

Resident Ann Gelfond stands in front of a pile of rubble 
behind her yard. She pointed to disturbances she’s experi-
enced for the past few three years of construction of the Low-
er Merion School District’s new middle school taking place 
behind her house, as an indication of what the construction 
of athletic fields in the neighborhood would be like. 

— KIMBERLY PAYNTER/WHYY
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After over a year of collabora-
tion and cooperation from the 
Philadelphia Police Department, 
the Driving Equality Agenda con-
sisting of two bills received final 
passage at Thursday’s City Coun-
cil meeting.

“I a m g ratef u l to my col-
leagues for voting to pass my 
Driv ing Equalit y bi l ls,” said 
Councilmember at-large Isaiah 
Thomas.

“But more so, I am humbled by 
every person who told my office 

of the humiliation and trauma 
experienced in some of these 
traffic stops. To many people who 
look like me, a traffic stop is a rite 
of passage — we pick out cars, we 
determine routes, we plan our 
social interactions around the 
fact that it is likely that we will be 
pulled over by police.”

Thomas spearheaded the bill 
to reduce the lopsided number of 
Black and Brown drivers who are 
pulled over in comparison with 
their white counterparts. The 
bill focuses on amending what 

Council passes bills 
to reduce disparities 
in vehicle stops
‘Driving Equality’ legislation would 
reduce reasons for police action

“I am grateful to my colleagues for voting to pass my Driving Equality 
bills,” said Councilmember at-large Isaiah Thomas. 

—TRIBUNE PHOTO/ABDUL R. SULAYMAN
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Ask Imam Suetwedien Muham-
mad how he knows Philadelphia 
is experiencing a historic surge 
in gun violence and he’ll give you 
three chilling answers.

By the numbers, he’s officiating 
far more funerals.

In past years, he’s averaged 
three funeral services a month. 
For the last two years, he’s been 
presiding over five a week. All of 
them for gunshot victims.

“It doesn’t look like there’s no 
end in sight,” said Muhammad.

The monthly electric bills at 
Masjid Muhammad of Philadel-
phia, the sizable house of wor-
ship he leads in Germantown, 
are another indication. They’ve 
doubled because more families 
are using the three-floor facility 
for their repasts, in part because 
it’s considered safer than inviting 
people back to the neighborhood 
where the shooting occurred.

But it ’s perhaps t he cleric’s 
final piece of evidence that’s most 
striking.

Concerned about the area’s 
dw i nd l i ng supply of Musl i m 
burial plots, Muhammad started 
reaching out to local cemeteries 

to see how much land they have 
available for purchase because he 
doesn’t want to be caught scram-
bling for space.

He’s currently in negotiations 
with four cemeteries.

“We’re definitely going to need 
it,” said Muhammad of the addi-
tional plots.

As of last Wednesday, at least 
431 people had been murdered so 
far this year in Philadelphia, a 14% 
increase compared to the same 
time in 2020, the deadliest year in 
three decades. Most of them were 
gunshot victims.

For funeral directors across the 
city, the unrelenting gun violence 
has meant more business, but 
also more emotional and phys-
ical stress as they guide family 
after family through a process 

rooted in the pain and grief that 
comes with losing a loved one to 
homicide.

The responsibility weighs heav-
ily on Muhammad, a longtime 
anti-violence advocate. Particular-
ly because so many of the people 
he buries each week are teenagers 
and young adults — lives cut short 
before they truly started.

He said that makes it that much 
harder to process it all.

“I try to give it to God, and talk it 
out with God, because it is so dis-
heartening and it’s also so lonely,” 
Muhammad said.

West Philadelphia funeral direc-
tor Michael Forrest can relate. It’s 
why he does his best to leave his 
work at the office.

Masjids, funeral homes struggle 
with Philly’s gun violence surge
Germantown imam 
averages five funerals a 
week, compared with three 
per month in the past

Imam Suetwedien Muhammad — AARON MOSELLE/WHYY
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