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There's probably not a steward alive who hasn't been in the position of having to tell a co-worker that a grievance is really just a "gripe."  The worker's problem may be a pain in the rear and it may even be unfair, but it appears, at first, not to be a violation of his rights.


Take another look.  Particularly look at an issue in the context of developing The Organizing Model of Unionism, which uses workplace issues -- "grievances" -- to bring more members into participation and to expand the range of workers rights.


Example: Workers fight among themselves over who gets to use the too-few spaces in the company parking lot.  The only alternative is a private lot, with dubious security, a half-dozen blocks away.  The workers want "The Union" to do something.  
Traditionally, this may not be considered a contractual dispute, which more often than not focuses on wages, hours or working conditions.  Certainly, the boss wouldn't see parking as something that could be grieved under the contract.


But the union can turn it into an issue by making it a job safety question and demanding an expanded lot, or an end to reserved space privileges for management, or reimbursement for parking fees, or security escorts.  A gripe over employee parking has been turned into a grievance.  As a result, the union is moving ahead, pulling all of the members along with it.


There are important reasons for exploring a new attitude toward grievances that don't fit the normal pattern:



1.  Heck, you may actually win one!  I am constantly amazed and delighted over the new issues that local unions have been addressing and winning.  Our workplaces are changing, and we need to change with them and take these changes as an opportunity to gain greater protection for our members.  Look at the history  of the laws on harassment in the workplace.  Over time they have been enormously expanded on a case-by-case basis.  What years ago was considered a gripe is now considered a normal protection.


2.  Another important reason to re-evaluate conventional grievances is the potential benefit of bringing a new issue to the membership.  Often an issue will excite the members and make them think of taking action, rather than simply reacting to whatever the boss does.  The sense of enthusiasm, fun and surprise is great, for everyone involved.


3.  In negotiations, we usually start out looking for more than we know we can get, and thus make the boss be the one to say NO.  It should be this way in the grievance process as well.  Raise the issue, fight it out, and make management be the one to turn it down.  A leadership which fights along with the members is a good leadership, so long as the members have realistic expectations.


The phrase "realistic expectations," incidentally, is something to keep your eye on. If the members are locked into the old servicing model of unionism, then "realistic" is understood to be whatever the boss thinks is OK or what an arbitrator might accept -- not what the members are willing to fight for.  Another way to look at it is to view "realistic" as anything you want to achieve.  Be careful here, though: the members must understand their responsibilities, and not simply expect the leadership to ride off alone and bring home victory.  No leader, no matter how good, can single-handedly make the boss roll over and play dead. The members must be united and visible, showing the boss that they're supporting their leadership.



4.  There is an old technique called "bargaining between contracts," in which one side -- labor or management -- which didn't get something in negotiations tries to get it during the life of the contract.  Employers do it all the time.  In fact, the signatures are hardly dry on many new contracts before management starts to chisel, using escape words like "reasonable," "practical," "normal operations," etc.  Remember that this road can run in both directions: unions can use grievances to pry open festering issues or, more importantly, deal with some new situation which comes up in mid-contract and which the boss refuses to deal with.



5.  Finally, it is just a great and healthy union-building exercise to challenge management's authority.  Anytime.  Anywhere.



One final note of caution: when your members pick an issue, make sure it's one which builds solidarity, not something divisive in which one group in the union makes a claim against another.  An example of the latter would be a group of younger workers deciding that vacation allocation strictly by seniority is unfair because they can't get summer weeks, so they want the union to dump the seniority principle.

 -- Bill Barry.  The writer is Director of Labor Studies at Dundalk (Md.) Community College.
