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Dear Starbucks Shareholders: 

We write to you as fellow Starbucks Corporation (the “Company” or “Starbucks”) shareholders to urge you 
to vote against the re-election of Directors Jørgen Vig Knudstorp and Beth Ford at the 2026 Annual 
Meeting of Shareholders on March 25, 2026, for sustained oversight failures of labor relations. 

Beginning in late 2021, baristas at Starbucks locations across the U.S. have been seeking to organize a 
union and reach a first contract. Their initial efforts were met with what National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB) Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) Michael Rosas characterized as “egregious and widespread 
misconduct demonstrating a general disregard for the employees’ fundamental rights.”1 In the first three 
years of organizing, unionizing baristas and their union filed over 700 charges of labor rights violations with 
the NLRB against Starbucks and its outside counsel, which expert analysis found to be the highest number 
in history.2  

In late 2023, following a majority-supported shareholder proposal3 and the announcement of a proxy 
contest over the issue,4 the Board strengthened labor relations oversight by establishing a new standing 
committee. In addition, Starbucks adopted a framework for engagement with Starbucks Workers United 
(SBWU), which included a goal of completing bargaining and union contract ratification by the end of 
2024.5 It appears the change was short-lived, and the Company is reverting to its old stance. Over the past 
thirteen months, labor negotiations appear to have stalled without producing a first contract; labor 
disputes have escalated; operational and reputational risks have intensified; and the Board’s newly 
formed oversight committee has quietly disappeared. The sudden U-turn on labor relations oversight by 
Starbucks’ Board is inconsistent with the Company’s turnaround strategy and commitments – and 
changes have not been explained to shareholders. 

We believe shareholder action is warranted due to: 

1. Significant labor relations risk oversight failures: In the more than four years after the first store 
unionized, labor relations are marred by historic levels of allegations of labor rights violations, 
numerous strikes, a $38.9 million Fair Workweek Law settlement, and reports of collective 
bargaining at a standstill. 

2. Board backslides on labor relations oversight amid escalating labor conflict: In November 
2025, the Board quietly eliminated the Environmental, Partner, and Community Impact (EPCI) 
Committee, and took over three months to provide an unpersuasive justification and reallocation 
of its primary responsibility of labor relations oversight. 

3. Prolonged labor conflict counter to turnaround objectives, jeopardizing long-term 
shareholder value: Starbucks’ turnaround plan depends on an engaged workforce and improved 
in-store experience, both of which are strained by ongoing labor conflict. 

Jørgen Vig Knudstorp and Beth Ford bear responsibility for the failed oversight of these issues by the Board. 
Mr. Knudstorp served as Chair of the Nominating and Corporate Governance (NCG) Committee from 2019 
through 2025 and as a member of the EPCI Committee whose primary responsibility was labor relations 
oversight. He assumed the role of Lead Independent Director in 2025. Ms. Ford joined the Board in March 
2023,6 was the Chair of the EPCI committee, and now leads the NCG Committee. As such, both Mr. 
Knudstorp and Ms. Ford have had labor relations, Board structure, and investor engagement 
responsibilities over the relevant time period. Shareholders should evaluate their performance against 
those responsibilities. 
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Rationale for voting AGAINST the re-election of Directors Jørgen Vig Knudstorp and Beth Ford 
 

1. Significant labor relations risk oversight failures: 

A.  After over four years, Starbucks has not met its stated goal of reaching a collective bargaining 
agreement with SBWU, as baristas continue to unionize. 

The first Starbucks store to vote to unionize with SBWU was in late 2021 and the unionization effort quickly 
spread across the US. Currently, over 11,000 baristas are unionized with SBWU. The momentum towards 
unionization has not slowed with 125 additional stores unionizing in 2025.7  

Despite Starbucks setting a goal to ratify a first contract in 2024,8 a collective bargaining agreement is yet 
to be reached. Reports indicate that negotiations are at a standstill. SBWU reports Starbucks has not 
offered any new economic proposals since Spring 2025, when workers overwhelmingly rejected the 
Company’s offer.9 Starbucks says that it stands ready to return to the table and reach a mutually 
acceptable first contract.10  However, if the Company is genuine in its commitments to “the principles of 
freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining,”11 “engag[ing] constructively and in good 
faith with the union,”12 and “bargaining with Workers United and to reaching agreements,”13 then it is 
incumbent on the Board to ensure the bargaining process is being properly overseen, that obstacles to 
progress are identified and addressed, and that management’s approach is aligned with the Company’s 
stated commitments.  

B. Prolonged conflict with unionized baristas poses risks to the Company.  

Starbucks recognizes the risks of the current state of its labor relations. In the most recent Annual Report, 
the Company acknowledges, “work stoppages and other disruptions have the potential to negatively 
impact our operations, third-party providers upon whom we rely to deliver product, our sales and customer 
flow in impacted locations, our costs, and can also have a negative impact on our reputation and brand. In 
addition to strikes, Starbucks has faced adverse media coverage and customer boycotts for its alleged 
anti-union conduct.”14 

Scheduling and staffing are cited as top, unresolved collective bargaining issues by SBWU.15 In December 
2025, New York City announced a $38.9 million settlement with Starbucks for over 500,000 alleged 
violations of the Fair Workweek Law, affecting more than 15,000 workers — the largest labor law 
settlement in the city’s history. The violations took place during a three-year period (2021–2024), 
overlapping with all of Mr. Knudstorp’s and some of Ms. Ford’s tenure, during which the city’s Department 
of Consumer and Worker Protection determined the Company had cut workers’ shifts and assigned shifts 
to some new hires without first offering these shifts to current employees. It also determined that 
Starbucks had failed to provide regular schedules for some employees. 16   

In the first three years of the unionization effort, workers filed over 700 unfair labor practice (ULP) charges, 
the NLRB issued over 135 complaints, ALJs delivered over 60 decisions against Starbucks, and workers 
participated in numerous strikes.17 After a joint commitment to build a “constructive path forward” with 
SBWU in February 2024, the filing of new charges and strike activity briefly abated, but are now on the rise 
again with workers filing more than 125 ULPs, including charges of failure to bargain in good faith and 
retaliatory firings, since January 2025 and launching three strikes (the latest is ongoing).18 

2.   Board backslide on labor relations oversight amid escalating labor conflict:  
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A. Elimination of the EPCI Committee raises governance red flags. 

The Board created the EPCI Committee in November 2023 and the committee charter listed labor relations 
oversight as its primary responsibility.19 That December, the Board emphasized that the Committee would 
augment independent oversight, promote accountability, and oversee adherence to labor rights 
commitments in the Company’s Global Human Rights Statement and recommendations from an 
independent assessment of Starbucks’ labor practices related to these commitments.20 

The Committee’s mandate was reinforced in the Company’s January 2024 proxy statement, which stated 
that the EPCI Committee was responsible for overseeing “policies and practices related to labor 
relations[.]”21 

Despite these representations, by November 2025, approximately one year into Brian Niccol’s tenure as 
Chair and CEO, the Board quietly eliminated the EPCI Committee without initial explanation.22 The Board’s 
subsequent justification, approximately three months later, provided in a brief footnote in the 2026 proxy 
statement, asserted that the change was intended to “simplify” the Board’s oversight structure and allow 
remaining committees to focus more efficiently on matters driving long-term shareholder value.23 

This explanation is unpersuasive. The Board’s own governance standards state that committees are 
established or maintained when particular risks require enhanced oversight.24 Efficiency alone does not 
explain why a committee created to address ongoing, unresolved labor risks was dissolved while those 
risks persist. This inconsistency and abrupt reversal raise legitimate concerns about whether the Board is 
retreating from the focused, independent oversight it previously deemed necessary. 

B. Concentration of authority heightens oversight concerns. 

The elimination of the EPCI Committee is particularly concerning in light of the Board’s 2024 decision to 
combine the roles of Chief Executive Officer and Board Chair under Mr. Niccol.25 Independent Board chairs 
are widely recognized as a governance best practice, providing stronger oversight and accountability.26 By 
returning labor relations oversight to the full Board at the same time authority has been consolidated in a 
CEO-Chair, the Board risks diluting the intensity, continuity, and independence of oversight over one of the 
Company’s most significant and persistent risk areas. 

C. Declining shareholder engagement undermines accountability. 

Effective governance depends on meaningful, good-faith engagement with shareholders on material 
issues. Starbucks’ proxy statement states it “believes that strong corporate governance involves year-
round engagement with our shareholders.”27 Yet Starbucks’ engagement with investors on labor relations 
appears to have declined. Proponents of the majority-supported 2023 shareholder proposal sought to 
continue dialogue with one or both of Directors Knudstorp and Ford during 2025 and 2026, given their 
leadership roles in labor oversight. While we received acknowledgement from management, our meeting 
requests were not accepted.  

This decline in engagement is reflected in the Company’s own disclosures. According to proxy statements, 
Starbucks reported at least 30 shareholder engagements in both 202328 and 2024,29 but only 18 in 2025.30 
Independent director participation declined even more sharply, from 30 engagements in 202431 to just 9 in 
2025.32 In addition, the Company removed its prior proxy disclosure summarizing “Key Themes from 
Shareholder Engagement,” thereby reducing transparency around investor concerns, including labor 
relations.33 Unlike the two prior years, references to labor relations in the 2026 proxy statement are limited 
and largely confined to risk factor disclosure following the dissolution of the EPCI Committee.34 
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Taken together, these changes suggest a troubling retreat from transparency, responsiveness, and 
commitment to engage on labor oversight matters material to shareholder value. 

3.   Prolonged labor conflict counter to turnaround objectives, jeopardizing long-term shareholder 
value:  

Over the 5-year period of barista organizing, the Board, including Directors Knudstorp and Ford, managed 
numerous CEO successions and turnaround plans in its effort to reverse declining performance. Mr. 
Niccol’s current turnaround goal centers on “world-class customer service, driven by the connection 
between our barista and our customer.”35 Given the well-established link between worker engagement and 
better customer service, a prolonged conflict with workers may be a drag on the Company’s overarching 
goal.   

Two strategic initiatives shared during Starbucks’ Investor Day in January included the rollout of new 
equipment and technology and 400 net new company-operated stores by 2028.36 The successful 
implementation of these initiatives, as well as the long-term success of the “Back to Starbucks” strategy 
more broadly, will depend in large part on an engaged workforce to execute on efficiency and improve the 
in-store experience. Continued conflict with SBWU may be a headwind to the strategy as SBWU continues 
to grow.  

Directors Knudstorp and Ford apparently recognized the importance of an improved relationship with 
Starbucks’ unionized workforce in 2023 and assumed leadership responsibilities for labor relations 
oversight. The fact that these issues continue without resolution raises serious questions about the 
directors’ ability or commitment to execute and achieve their stated objectives. Although we were 
encouraged by the recent improvement in quarterly results, as long-term investors we are concerned that, 
without a constructive relationship between Starbucks and its unionized workforce, sustaining the 
turnaround may prove difficult.  

-- Accordingly, we urge you to vote AGAINST Directors Jørgen Vig Knudstorp and Beth Ford. – 

Sincerely, 

Thomas P. DiNapoli, New York State Comptroller 

Mark Levine, New York City Comptroller on 
behalf of the New York City Retirement Systems 

Merseyside Pension Fund 

Shareholder Association for Research and 
Education (SHARE) 

SOC Investment Group 

Trillium ESG Global Equity Mutual Fund 
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