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Southern States Millwrights were among the first work-
ers to answer a contractor’s call for assistance in mid-
April, after a tornado struck and severely damaged a 
Seneca, South Carolina, facility that is the sole man-

ufacturer of transfer cases for some Ford, Toyota, and Fiat 
Chrysler trucks and SUVs. 

With less than a day’s notice, 11 members of the Southern 
States Millwright Regional Council arrived at the BorgWarner 
plant on April 16 and began working with contractor Walbridge 
Equipment Installation LLC to remove damaged materials from 
the building and structurally stabilize it. Future phases of the 
project will include rebuilding the roof and walls and repairing 
equipment inside the 350,000-square-foot facility. Whether 
automakers could restart production of affected models as 
planned (after COVID-19-related shutdowns) hinged on the 
BorgWarner plant coming back online quickly. 

“We got that job manned in a matter of hours,” said Logan 
Brown, director of the SSMRC’s Eastern Region. “Eleven mill-
wrights and nine carpenters jumped on the opportunity and 
showed up the next day. When you call people at 5 p.m. and 
ask them to show up at 7 in the morning, and they do, it tes-
tifies to the professionalism 
of millwrights.” Most SSMRC 
members working on the 
project had to drive several 
hours from their homes to 
the BorgWarner site. 

Walbridge and millwrights 
answer the call
Ford Motor Company sent 
Walbridge, one of its pre-
ferred contractors, to the 
BorgWarner plant after the 
tornado struck April 13, dam-

aging 80% to 90% of the facility and killing a security guard. 
The roof, HVAC equipment, fire-suppression systems, and 
most of the bar-joist structures in the assembly, storage, and 
shipping areas of the plant were destroyed.

Walbridge replaced a non-union contractor that was al-
ready on site, said Casey Grasso, field operations manager for 
Walbridge. “Ford wanted us to make sure their assets were 
protected and brought back up,” Grasso said.

After reaching out unsuccessfully to another trade group, 
Grasso contacted Brown, and millwrights and carpenters 
manned the job the next day. The SSMRC usually gives mem-
bers a week’s notice before a job begins so they have time to 
arrange lodging and travel to the site.

“These guys jumped all over it,” Brown said. “Members 
know we haven’t worked in that plant. It’s a great opportunity 
to showcase our skills and professionalism and to garner mar-
ket share in the automotive sector.”

Challenges at the site
Ford was particularly concerned about production of the 
F-150 pickup truck, Grasso said. The Seneca BorgWarner 

plant is the only supplier of 
transfer cases for that mod-
el, and a March 3 tornado 
damaged the Nashville, Ten-
nessee, facility that supplies 
windshields for the F-150.

“The F-150 can’t really 
catch a break this year,” 
Grasso said in late April. “We 
just got the glass plant back 
online, and now the transmis-
sion plant gets hit.”

Production restarted at the 
Seneca facility while repairs 

Stepping up

BY OLIVIA MCMURREY, COMMUNICATIONS DIRECTOR

SSMRC millwrights helped contractor 
Walbridge restore a tornado-damaged 

automotive plant in record time.

Josh Murphy [left], a first-year millwright apprentice, helps fly materials onto the BorgWarner plant’s roof. 
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continued. Walbridge constructed a temporary roof and walls 
inside the building’s outer shell, then worked on permanent 
repairs. 

“It was a surgical demo site,” Grasso said of the first phase 
of the project. “We cleaned up and made things safe so that 
the auto plant personnel could get back in there and power 
up process equipment.”

Walbridge and its workers faced many challenges related 
to restoring a manufacturing facility after a natural disaster. 
“It’s a very undefined scope,” Grasso said. “Day to day it 
changes, just depending on what we come across. There was 
no pre-planning, just an instantaneous response – trying to 
get manpower and trying to meet the quick turnaround. You 
have absolutely zero idea when you first approach a project 
like this what the scope of the job is even going to entail.”

Counting day and night shifts, approximately 700 work-
ers, including 40 millwrights, carpenters, ironworkers, and 
200 laborers, were on the job in late April. Scaffolding erec-
tors and electrical, piping, and mechanical contractors also 
were on site. Millwrights led and assisted with rigging and lift-
ing of debris and new materials. They also demolished dam-
aged sections of the building structure.

Aaron Stone, an SSMRC member who finished his appren-
ticeship and became a journeyman millwright April 5, served 
as the day-shift steward for the SSMRC’s millwrights.

Stone said Walbridge used composite crews of millwrights, 
carpenters, and ironworkers, and he likes that setup.

“That way, if we run into any issues that would call for a 
millwright’s specialties to figure out what to do, then we have 
that,” he said. “Or if we run into something having to do with 
the structure of the building, we can ask ironworkers what’s 
the best option. And then we have the carpenters as well. 

It’s just a melting pot of trades. And if any issues come up, 
together, we can usually solve them.”

Jobsite safety
Demolition and clean up after natural disasters is inherently 
dangerous. At the BorgWarner plant, large pieces of metal 
and other debris were dangling precariously from the roof 
when work began.

“Nobody’s gotten hurt on the job,” Stone said, “which is re-
ally good for demolition work. We’ve been able to take apart 
this building in a safe manner rather than just going gung ho 
and hoping no one gets hurt.”

In addition to the usual hazards, COVID-19 was a health 
threat. Workers are instructed to maintain social distance of 
at least 6 feet, and, when they can’t, they have to wear masks, 
Grasso said. “It’s definitely more challenging as far as PPE,” he 
continued.

Stone said plenty of hand-washing stations are accessible 
at the site and those stations and portable restrooms are kept 
clean. Posters throughout the plant remind workers of the 
COVID-19 safety guidelines.

Successful partnership
Grasso said the project has moved more swiftly than expected, 
and he attributed part of that success to SSMRC millwrights. 
Not only were they among the first workers on site, but “they 
are adaptable and have a diverse skill set,” Grasso said. “With 
work that’s outside of their normal realm, they were still able 
to perform.”

Grasso also appreciated working with Logan Brown, the 
SSMRC Eastern Region director. “Of all the trade locals that I 
had to deal with, he was by far the most helpful,” Grasso said.

While parts of the plant were still undergoing repairs, Borg-
Warner employees resumed work on May 4. Ongoing repairs 
at the BorgWarner plant are expected to employ five SSMRC 
millwrights through at least mid-November of 2020. “It is 
amazing the work the SSMRC millwrights have done and as-
sisted in,” said Charlie Smith, business representative for Mill-
wright Local 1263. “There was severe damage literally to half 
of the facility.”

In addition to helping at the BorgWarner plant, the SSMRC is 
working with Walbridge to build an Amazon distribution cen-
ter in Lakeland, Florida. Grasso said Walbridge looks forward 
to working with SSMRC millwrights on future projects as well.  

“Walbridge has done quite a bit with Southern States Mill-
wrights and is in the process of doing quite a bit more,” he 
said. “They’ve been absolutely wonderful.”

 
 

ABOVE: Millwrights including Aaron Stone help remove a 
decommissioned fire-suppression system. RIGHT: Member Josh 

Murphy flies material onto the roof. 

What is an Investigatory Interview? 
An investigatory interview is one in which a supervisor 
questions an employee to obtain information which could 
be used as a basis for discipline or asks an employee to 
defend his/her conduct. If an employee has a reasonable 
belief that discipline or discharge may result from what 
s/he says, the employee has the right to request union 
representation. 

Examples of such an interview are: 
1. The interview is part of the employer’s disciplinary pro-

cedure or is a component of the employer’s procedure 
for determining whether discipline will be imposed. 

2. The purpose of the interview is to investigate an em-
ployee’s performance where discipline, demotion or 
other adverse consequences to the employee’s job 
status or working conditions are a possible result. 

3. The purpose of the interview is to elicit facts from the 
employee to support disciplinary action that is probable 
or that is being considered, or to obtain admissions of 
misconduct or other evidence to support a disciplinary 
decision already made. 

4. The employee is required to explain his/her conduct, 
or defend it during the interview, or is compelled to 
answer questions or give evidence. 
It is an obligation of the union to educate bargaining unit 

employees about their Weingarten rights BEFORE an oc-
casion to use them arises. An employee must state to the 
employer that he/she wants a union representative pres-
ent; the employer has no obligation to ask the employee if 
she/he wants a representative. 

Weingarten Rules 
When an investigatory interview occurs, the following 
rules apply: 

Rule 1 - The employee must make a clear request for 
union representation before or during the interview. The 
employee can’t be punished for making this request. 

Rule 2 - After the employee makes the request, the su-
pervisor has three options. S/he must either: 

a. Grant the request and delay the interview until the   
       union representative arrives and has a chance to con- 
       sult privately with the employee; or 

b. Deny the request and end the interview immediately; or 
c. Give the employee a choice of: 1) having the interview  

       without representation; or 2) ending the interview. 
Rule 3 - If the supervisor denies the request and continues 

to ask questions, this is an unfair labor practice and the em-
ployee has a right to refuse to answer. The employee can-
not be disciplined for such refusal but is required to sit there 
until the supervisor terminates the interview. Leaving before 

this happens may constitute punishable insubordination. 

Union Representatives’ Rights Under Weingarten 
You are not required to merely be ‘silent witness.’ You 
have the right to: 
1. Be informed by the supervisor of the subject matter of 

the interview; 
2. Take the employee aside for a private conference be-

fore questioning begins;
3. Speak during the interview; 
4. Request that the supervisor clarify a question so that 

what is being asked is understood; 
5. Give the employee advice on how to answer a question; 
6. Provide additional information to the supervisor at the 

end of the questioning. 
You do not have the right to tell the employee not to 

answer nor, obviously, to give false answers. An employ-
ee can be disciplined for refusing to answer questions. 

A standard statement to suggest to members is: 
“If this discussion could in any way lead to my being 

disciplined or discharged, I request that my union repre-
sentative be present at the meeting. Without representa-
tion, I choose not to answer any questions.” 

The employer will be ordered to cease and desist and 
to post a notice. Discipline that is imposed for insisting on 
Weingarten rights will be overturned. Discipline will not 
be overturned if the discipline was for reasons other than 
insistence on Weingarten rights, although information 
gained by the employer from the employee in a meeting 
during which a breach of Weingarten rights occurred may 
be excluded from a hearing on the matter. 

An employee has NO right to the presence of a union 
representative where: 
1. The meeting is merely for the purpose of conveying 

work instructions, training, or communicating needed 
corrections in the employee’s work techniques. 

2. The employee is assured by the employer prior to 
the interview that no discipline or employment conse-
quences can result from the interview. 

3. The employer has reached a final decision to impose 
certain discipline on the employee prior to the inter-
view, and the purpose of the interview is to inform the 
employee of the discipline or to impose it. 

4. Any conversation or discussion about the previously 
determined discipline which is initiated by the employ-
ee and without employer encouragement or instigation 
after the employee is informed of the action. 
Even in the above four circumstances, the employee 

can still ask for representation. Most employers will permit 
a representative to attend even when not required to. 

WEINGARTEN RIGHTS

Weingarten rights guarantee an employee the right to union representation during an investigatory interview. 
These rights, established by the Supreme Court in 1975 in the case of J. Weingarten Inc., must be claimed by the 
employee. The supervisor has no obligation to inform an employee that s/he is entitled to union representation. 


