Seeking partnership: Union president Harnage visits Tinker

By Amy Schiess

Oklahoma City Air Logistics Center Public Affairs

TINKER AIR FORCE BASE, Okla. (AFMCNS) – 

Introduction
Workforce Shaping
Air Force/Union Partnerships Prevalent, According to Harnage
Public/Private Competitions
Harnage “Impressed” with Civilian Employee/Military Relationships
Related Links



Introduction

The national president of the American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE), Bobby Harnage, visited Tinker Air Force Base on August 3, 2001. AFGE represents the lion’s share of Air Force Materiel Command’s (AFMC) 57,000 civilian employees. Harnage’s trip to Tinker followed an invitation from Gen. Lester Lyles to tour command bases to learn more about their missions. Lyles is AFMC’s commander. Issues Harnage addressed with Installation Commander Maj. Gen. Charles L. Johnson II during his visit included workforce shaping, employee training and blue-collar pay. 

Workforce Shaping

Harnage said one of the most important concerns the Air Force and union need to address is work force shaping. With an estimated 60 percent of federal employees in AFMC eligible to retire in the next five years, officials are concentrating on filling projected vacancies.

"We have to understand the causes, not just look for the fixes," Harnage said. "You can't fix it if you don't understand the cause." Harnage listed downsizing, early outs and low salaries as possible contributions to the looming work force shortage.

"One of our problems is, this is not about recruiting just college graduates or high school graduates," he said. "We've got to bring an infusion into the work force at all levels. Just bringing in young people, you repeat this problem 30 years from now."

Harnage said he was impressed with AFMC's efforts to identify the problem. "The first time I saw the pending human capital crisis was a presentation made by this command," he said. "They were the first ones, in my mind, who really saw it coming. They were trying to do something about it."

Air Force/Union Partnerships Prevalent, According to Harnage

Harnage stressed the importance of a strong partnership between AFGE and the federal government when facing challenges and praised the Air Force's efforts to further that partnership.

"Everywhere that we had a good partnership you could see that productivity was up, cost was down, employee morale was up, there was less of an adversarial role, there were less grievances, less arbitration, less unfair labor practice charges being filed," Harnage said. "I think it's a very gutsy thing the Air Force is doing." The union leader said some benefits AFGE will continue to work on getting for employees include more training incentives, higher pay, equal raises for blue collar and white collar employees and lower health insurance premiums. 

Public/Private Competitions

"We don't invest enough in our infrastructure and we don't invest enough into our work force," he said. Privatization, or transferring work from the government to a contracted private company, is another top concern for the union and its members. "We're not saying you can't do it or it should be stopped, but let's use some common sense," he said.

"It ought to be every job competed, not just federal employees, but that contractor working out there," Harnage said. "If bringing it in-house saves us money, let's bring it in-house."

Harnage “Impressed” With Tinker’s Civilian Employee/Military Relationships

Harnage said his trip to Tinker helped him understand more about the quantity of highly skilled work accomplished here and the people who make it happen.

"I'm impressed with the relationship you have here and the things this local and this commander are working on to make things better for the employees," Harnage said. "We may have some differences, but our goals are the same. I know nobody does it better than federal employees and visiting Tinker reassures that."

Related Links

American Federation of Government Employees
Tinker Air Force Base
Bush Administration Mandates Increase in Public/Private Competitions
DoD Report on Shaping the Civilian Acquisition Workforce
General Accounting Office Report on Federal Government’s “Crisis in Human Capital” (Requires Adobe Acrobat, click HERE for a free download)

