Signed, sealed and delivered

AFMC and AFCE sign a labor agreement cementing labor-management partnership

By Tech Sgt. Carl Norman

AFMC Public Affairs

WRIGHT-PATTERSON AIR FORCE BASE, Ohio (AFMCNS) - The commander of the Air Force's largest civilian workforce and the union council president representing them signed a new master labor agreement here March 21, cementing the fruits of a newly formed labor-management partnership.

Gen. Lester Lyles, Air Force Materiel Command commander, and Scott Blanch, American Federation of Government Employees Council 214 president, signed the MLA during ceremonies at the officers club here. 

The 35,000-plus civilian AFGE Council 214 employees ratified the contract Jan. 11. With that accomplished, the contract went through a mandatory Defense Department statutory review and received the thumbs up Feb. 28, according to Ray Rush, AFMC labor and employee management relations chief.

The master labor agreement is the contract between AFGE Council 214 and AFMC. It governs matters affecting bargaining unit employees' working conditions, to include use of official time for union representatives.

Since AFMC employs the lion's share of Air Force civilian employees - 51 percent at last count -- it's the only major command with union recognition at the command level, AFMC civilian personnel officials said. Union negotiations are conducted at the local activity level in all others.

It took AFMC negotiators a mere six weeks, versus six years for the previous version adopted in 1998, to finalize the new MLA and present it to union members for ratification, according to Jim Barone, AFMC personnel director who was management's chief negotiator. He said speeding up the process was a product of AFMC and AFGE's commitment to a strong partnership.  

The partnership Barone referred to is a Partnership Council formed in June 1999 between AFMC and AFGE Council 214. Lyles and AFGE, AFL-CIO, national president Bobby Harnage met in May 2001. Their discussion centered around building stronger ties through active partnership councils at the command and base levels.

Barone said the Partnership Council, with the support of Lyles and Harnage, focused on a different approach to negotiating this MLA. In previous negotiations, command labor relations folks were the lead and all the labor relations officers, one from each of the covered bases in the command, were at the table along with all of Council 214's union presidents from the respective locals. Approximately 20 people were called to the negotiating table.

This time, Barone said command officials wanted a member of senior management, who's above the fray of the day-to-day labor relations activities, in charge to actually lead the negotiations. He also said officials recognized that things would not get done efficiently if there were too many people in the room. So, they narrowed the number to an even dozen - six from AFMC management and six from labor.

Barone explained that command officials also agreed they weren't going to overhaul the MLA.  "We were going to tweak it," Barone said. "It was a good framework to start from."

In all, only 18 of the MLA's 39 articles were modified or rewritten. The rest were untouched.

Another significant action resulting from the management-labor partnership was developing partnership principles - "statements about how we want to deal with one another - trust and respect one another, value the partnership," Barone said. "We all agreed to go over those at the beginning of each negotiation session, reinforcing that we're committed to the partnership which is bigger than any particular issue."

With that commitment and focus, negotiators forged ahead, deciding to use interest-based bargaining versus traditional negotiation. This put-all-your-cards-on-the-table approach ultimately saved a lot of time. 

"You can imagine in traditional negotiation, you don't put all your cards on the table," he said. "You're kind of looking for a Cadillac but will settle for a Chevy; but you've done a lot of horse trading to get from the Cadillac to the Chevy which is really what you were looking for."

In interest-based bargaining, he said, negotiators lay all their interests on the table and decide which are mutual interests and work to see how those can be solved while still possibly accommodating exclusive interests.

"If you don't have trust, interest-based bargaining isn't going to work because you're putting all your cards on the table and not holding back," Barone said. "You're committing that when you have an agreement on one part, you put it to bed and don't reopen it unless we have mutual agreement to do so.

"The partnership council helped build that trust and that's what we operated under. The partnership council gave us a personal awareness of one another and we developed trust by working together in that."

That trust is something Lyles said he's pleased to see happening.

"It all gets back to my basic premise of open communication -- treating everyone the same, being willing to listen to all sides of an argument and not just assuming either the bargaining unit or the government is right or wrong in any particular case," Lyles said. "When you have the opportunity to sit and freely discuss things, eventually a solution or compromise is found and everyone is very happy. I've been very pleased to see how all that has taken place."

Scott Blanch, Council 214 president agrees, saying union bargaining team members had good, open discussion and have a solid understanding of what the contract means.

"We've come a long way," Blanch said, referring to labor-management relationships. "We used to spend more time fighting each other than getting the job done. But when we take the time to put our interests on the table and respect each others interests, we've proven we can appreciate each other more and do great things for the command."

Barone credits AFGE Council 214 and management team members for coming to the table and representing their interests very well.

"There were times we wondered 'are we going to get there, are we going to reach an agreement?' In the end, we did a great job of that.

"We were successful because of the way both teams approached this. Council 214 as well as management lived up to the commitment to use interest-based bargaining to focus on interests and put the interests of our people above our personalities and personal interests. I think we've demonstrated that you can achieve a lot more through partnership than you can through adversarial relationships."

