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Experiences 

Machinists 
vs. 

Mismanagement 
at Eastern Airlines 

*IAM 100 Leaders Interviewed 
by Paul J. Baicich 

Mismanagement has been raised to a high art at Eastern Airlines. 
Since 1983, Fortune magazine has conducted a survey measuring 
the "most and least admired" corporations. Eastern Airlines (EAL) 
has consistently been among the "least admired'—near the bottom 
oi Fortune's list in such categories as "innovativeness," "quality 
of management," "ability to attract, develop and keep talented 
people," and "use of corporate assets." Clearly, something has been 
wrong at EAL. And, union members there tried to do something 
about it. 

Eastern is a company which for the last few years has had 
increasing passenger loads and growing revenues. Yet management 
has consistently maintained that it could only make ends meet 
if employees gave up wages and benefits. As a result, management 
has put enormous pressure on the workers—union and non-union 
alike—to make concessions. Indeed, these same management 
complaints against labor costs have been heard throughout the 
airline industry. This industry-wide chorus—accompanied by the 
onslaught of deregulation and new, non-union carriers—continues 
while mergers in the industry proceed apace. 

• Paul]. Baicich works at Washington National Airport and is recording secretary 
of IAM Local Lodge 796. 
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By and large, one airline union after another has given into the 
demands for concessions, but the scene at Eastern produced a new 
twist. Rather than simply give up wages and benefits, unionists 
questioned management's priorities in squeezing wages to create 
savings. Instead, they insisted on searching elsewhere in the 
corporation for real waste. District 100 of the Machinists took the 
lead at EAL, and they were followed by the other two unions on 
the property—the Air Line Pilots Association (ALPA), representing 
the pilots, and the Transport Workers Union (TWU), representing 
flight attendants. 

The crucial event in this story was the EAL bankruptcy scare 
of late 1983 and its outcome. Machinists agreed to an 18% cut 
in wages for one year in exchange for stock ownership and a say 
in running the airline. This contract approach was pioneered by 
the IAM, and ALPA and TWU made parallel arrangements. (See 
Labor Research Review No.'s 4 and 5 for background on the 
struggles that preceded this agreement and for a debate on the 
pros and cons of the Machinists' contract.) 

Among the tenets of the IAM-EAL agreement, which the union 
called "Programs for Positive Action," were a number of items that 
enabled the union to address the issue of mismanagement. Some 
of them were: 

• A union right to review and approve the company's business 
plan. The business plan for 1984, an outline of Eastern's goals 
for the year, was somewhat revised with the intention of 
identifying non-essential and potentially wasteful expenditures. 
This union right was for one year only. 

• Unlimited access to all company financial information. This 
valuable tool provided union access to details concerning the 
company's condition and finances. The company made this 
information available, both voluntarily and upon request, at least 
until mid-1985. 

• A right to participate in the design of new facilities and in 
redesigning existing ones. This created a union right to address 
poorly conceived facilities, but at most stations management 
behaved as if this proviso had never been agreed upon. 

• A seat on the Board of Directors. Union representation on the 
Board provided official, public recognition of the company's 
agreement to allow union participation in decision-making. It 
increased union knowledge of the company's plans and its ability 
to react to them. On the downside, it forced the Board's 
Executive Committee to make important decisions without the 
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full knowledge of the entire body, thereby excluding the employee 
representatives. It also created situations where union represen­
tatives were prevented from making public the discussions and 
decisions of the Board. 

• A revision of lead/supervisory responsibilities. In order to reduce 
the number of supervisors, there was an effort to confer more 
responsibility, accountability and decision-making on the 
unionized "lead worker" on each workcrew. At locations where 
the union structure and traditions were strong, the IAM was able 
to take advantage of this provision. 

• The creation of an ''employee involvement" program. This was 
a QWL-type operation with all its attendant risks. It was most 
successful when it worked in tandem with the following item. 

• A policy of "contracting-in" work. The major thrust of this 
important policy was the union desire to bring additional work 
in-house, leading toward more job security for the unionists at 
EAL as well as savings for the company. 

Exactly when this process of experimentation came to an end 
is up for debate. Some union activists maintain that it was over 
on January 1, 1985, when management refused to let the 18% 
wage cut "snap back" to negotiated levels. While the company 
was forced to relent on this particular issue, the unilateral holding 
of wages clearly had poisoned the atmosphere at Eastern. Much 
of the workers' momentum toward correcting company 
mismanagement collapsed after January 1985. 

Choosing another date for collapse of cooperation, Charles 
Bryan, the President and General Chairman of IAM District 100, 
maintains that the "idea we had of developing complete trust 
between labor and management with a culture of co-determination 
ended with total betrayal by corporate power brokers in the night 
of February 23, 1986." That night the Board of Directors, over the 
objections of employee representatives, sold EAL to Texas Air 
Corporation. Texas Air is run by Frank Lorenzo, the airline 
industry's No. 1 union-buster. 

Despite highly irregular procedures, union charges of insider 
trading, and union attempts to make a counter-offer to buy Eastern 
through a leveraged ESOP, the deal with Texas Air was sealed at 
a sham stockholders' meeting in late November 1986. On 
November 27, 1986, "Eastern Airlines" disappeared from the New 
York Stock Exchange. It is now part of Texas Air. 

Whether one accepts the January 1985 date or the February 1986 
one as marking the demise of the Eastern experiment, the ways 
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the IAM addressed the issues of mismanagement are instructive. 
Indeed, there were even adjustments and alternate plans ham­
mered out between those two dates which illustrated the union's 
willingness to continue to address mismanagement. High on that 
list was the Efficiency Credit Team (ECT) concept, which was 
agreed upon in the revised IAM-EAL contract in Spring 1985. 

The ECT was designed to have the union identify and imple­
ment expense reductions and productivity ideas at the workplace 
in exchange for wage raises. The IAM was eager to engage in this 
plan because it had been so successful in previous "contracting-
in" and waste-finding projects. The problem was that by now 
management had caught on and was reluctant to give the IAM 
credit for savings found. Management fought crediting the union 
for cost-saving ideas at every turn, and this policy was altered in 
late 1985, allowing for minor wage increases regardless of the ECT 
crediting. 

Some critics of this entire approach have maintained that the 
union has no business interfering in what have been considered 
management prerogatives. Others maintain that getting bogged 
down in these affairs diverts union energies and talent away from 
activities which address root causes of labor's decline in the air 
transport industry—efforts like organizing the unorganized in old 
as well as new carriers, forming patterns of solidarity and coor­
dinated bargaining among the varied unions, keeping a strong 
focus on reasserting unionized industry standards, and launching 
a political campaign over our national transportation policy (in­
cluding the issue of re-regulation). 

Nonetheless, IAM District 100 at Eastern must have done 
something right. While wages and benefits at other carriers were 
often standing still or dropping, District 100 was able by mid-1986 
to deliver the industry's highest or near-highest wages. Granted, 
this did not prevent EAL's takeover by union-busting Texas Air 
Corporation. But the IAM experience at EAL between January 
1984 and February 1986 produced numerous important ex­
periments in checking mismanagement. 

The impact and significance of these experiments was the sub­
ject of a Labor Research Review interview with the following IAM 
100 leaders: Charles Bryan, president and general chairman; Russ 
McGarry, vice-president and general chairman; Chuck Conner, 
directing coordinator of the Efficiency Credit Team (ECT); and Joe 
Imperatori, Local 702 shop steward and ECT coordinator. 

—Paul J. Baicich 
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LRR: Is there anything left of the Machinists' "Programs for 
Positive Action" at Eastern? 

Bryan: The entire program remains, as it relates to being in the 
contract and still being officially in force. But by contrast to it being 
100% in effect technically by contract, it's 0% in effect as far as 
being accepted or honored by the current management. It's 
essentially defunct as it relates to the current management, and 
it really started to be ignored by the company in about September 
1985, when it was obvious the company was being geared up for 
the Texas Air take-over. 

LRR: One of the key Programs was designed to give union "lead 
workers" responsibilities previously reserved for management. 
Why was this important to the union, and how well did it work? 

McGarry: We felt the union had lost a lot of its leverage because 
the leads in years past had been the experienced people that kind 
of brought along the people under them, almost through a type 
of apprentice program. People were able to be taught by the people 
from within the bargaining unit. Over a period of time, the leads 
were programmed by management to disassociate themselves 
from the people—we found that to be the case. And what you had 
then was an increased amount of supervision and you had the 
leads like middle-men, who were basically signing time-cards and 
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not allowed to assign people their work and also not allowed to 
provide training. 

So all the training and all the assignments and all the close work 
that would be done normally within the bargaining unit was being 
done by supervision. We got into the mode where we found we 
had one supervisor for every 4.6 people, which was totally 
ridiculous. 

We looked back and talked to a lot of the older leads and 
interviewed people at different stations and everybody said, 
"There's no respect from management for the lead because they 
have taken his responsibilities and there's no respect from the 
people because they know he isn't allowed to do anything." 

So, we thought we would try as a way of cutting down on the 
supervision—it wasn't so much to give the lead more responsibility, 
but to give him more respect and bring him back to where he was 
leading, directing and working with the people. That was the goal. 

LRR: How well do you think it worked? 

McGarry: Well, it worked better in maintenance than it did in 
ramp service. Mainly because the middle-management in 
maintenance at the time was more receptive and less apprehensive 
about their jobs. What we found in ramp service was that right 
away management perceived it as us trying to take their jobs. 
Which was a foolish assumption because it doomed the program 
to failure before it had a chance to really begin. 

We had proven to the company that the IAM could save dollars 
and be efficient. But management never seemd to grasp the 
concept, and now management seems to be turning around and 
saying to the leads, "Well, we're going to give you all the respon­
sibilities. We're not going to give management anything. And if 
the operation proves inefficient, you will be responsible for it and 
you will be disciplined for it." 

LRR: So they're turning it back on the union at this point? 

McGarry: Exactly. Management has brought in union-busting 
attorneys and, in the fashion of corporate America's thinking 
today, seem intent on crushing organized labor instead of allowing 
worker co-determination as our major competitors in Germany 
and Japan are doing. Those countries, by the way, are heavily 
unionized. 

LRR: How was the "employee involvement" program structured? 
During its brief life, was it a success or a failure? 

McGarry: First of all, I really was not heavily involved with the 
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employee involvement (EI) program when it first started out. I kind 
of picked up on it in the middle. I got involved after we had had 
some problems with quality circles (before the 1983 contract), 
where management was using it as an anti-union tool. 

So we started to develop our own program. We were trying to 
convince the people that if the union used EI towards its goals 
of collective action, more communication, more action within the 
union itself, that we could become stronger, but we could also 
better the way of life of our membership by creating a safer 
environment and improving the quality of worklife, with better 
benefits for all of us. That might have been rather idealistic, but 
that's really what we were working toward^—the "co-deter­
mination" type of thing that we gave Japan and Germany after 
World War II. 

LRR: The "employee involvement" program as such came after 
the quality circles business and was part of the 1983 Programs 
for Positive Action. And that's when you got involved? 

McGarry: Right. As I said before, we tried to restructure it and 
tried to take out the anti-union provisions. And there, once again, 
I honestly believe that the thing that hurt us the most was that 
the middle management never bought into it. You had the lower 
people on the floor who really cared that they worked in a safer 
environment and were trying. You had the leadership saying we're 
behind it. But you didn't have enough mules out there to pull the 
wagon anywhere. 

Sometimes we separate ourselves into levels where we get away 
from the floor. European unions have been successful in keeping 
their presence on the floor where people see it at all levels, and 
they feel a close assimilation to it. I think we've lost some of that, 
and I don't know how we're going to get it back in a hurry. 

LRR: During 1984, the Contracting-In Committee found many 
jobs being contracted out that could be done at lower cost by union 
members in-house. Under the union contract, how were you able 
to force management to bring those jobs in-house? Did you have 
to prove that they could be done less expensively? 

Conner: Let me give you some background on that. One of the 
reasons this whole contracting committee got established was 
because, as you know, the company kept coming to the union 
asking for concessions because they weren't making any money. 
And Charlie [Bryan] kept telling Frank Borman [then Eastern 
CEO], "We hate to keep financing mismanagement." Apparently 
over a period of years Borman decided to take him up on it, and 


