And the most important article of your union contract is . . .

Some locals have established stewards’ councils to improve the recruitment, morale and skills of the union officers who are always on the front lines. These groups can be informal, a kind of intensive union BS session about all kinds of problems, but often the groups have a structure and regular meetings, including formal training sessions or directed discussions.

An intriguing discussion among stewards can be provoked by asking each of them to identify the single most important clause in the union contract. It reveals just how each one has such a different perspective on their contract, and the functioning of the union that it represents.


This particular discussion was part of a two-part class exercise in a Grievance and Arbitration class.

 The first part of the exercise required the students to go into work with a survey to inquire how much—if any—of the union contract had been read by their coworkers and fellow union members. After all, most of the members have insurance policies, which they carefully scrutinize to see what situations are covered and what are excluded, and what—most importantly--seems vague and open to interpretation.


Just like their union contract, right?


No big surprise that an overwhelming majority of union members have barely peeked into their contracts, so it’s no surprise again that the boss is able to take advantage of the members’ ignorance, or that members will often complain—loudly—about a perceived violation when none exists.


The evaluations of the stewards ranged far and wide over the contract, so let’s see which articles the stewards selected and, more importantly, how these articles can be used to build the union.

· Seniority—some stewards regarded the article on seniority as essential because it tries to eliminate favoritism from work assignments, promotions, shift preferences and layoffs.

· Union representation—from the right to be represented by a steward to union bulletin boards, to a leave of absence for union business, this clause provides for the visible existence of the union provided and a sense of strength in the workplace

· Non-discrimination—the article specifically prohibits discrimination against a worker for “union activities,” so the stewards regarded this article as a kind of “super-protection” against reprisals from the boss for supporting the union. 

· The protection of “reasonable cause” for discharge, which once again takes away the absolute power of the boss and demonstrates the value of the Union.

· The Recognition clause, which gives the Union the right to negotiate everything in, near or related to the workplace, and the basis for all of the other articles. The stewards knew the historic importance of union recognition from listening to stories of companies that would change wages and improve conditions, so long as it was dealing with a collection of individuals and not with The Union.

· The Grievance Procedure—of course, the clause that sets up one way of attacking workplace problems

· Health and Safety—the contractual protection on the job, allowing the union to become a major force that non-union workers can only dream about

· Responsible Union-Company Relationship”—while this may seem a cruel hoax to many workers, these stewards looked at the language—included in a CWA-Verizon contract--which requires “mutual responsibility and respect” and described how this vague language worked in the Union’s favor, allowing grievances to be filed against virtually any action by any supervisor that seemed even slightly hostile to one of the members

· Shift differential—one steward even listed this clause because it recognized the hardships of working the night shift. Guess which shift this steward represented?

· Wage scales—oh, yeah, let’s not forget the money, which is after all, statistically 30% above non-union workers! 

It was interesting that the stewards mentioned all of the language articles most prominently because the stewards have to handle all the tough yardage of the contract. The wage progressions, like all of the other articles, take absolute power away from the boss, cutting back on  favoritism and discrimination: no more worry about washing your supervisor’s car. You got the time, you get the dime.

The steward’s main responsibility is building the union, not just pushing grievance forms around. Understanding the importance of each of these clauses can help a steward point out to doubting members—if your local has any—the value of the whole contract. One steward suggested a short workshop every week on a different article of the contract so the members begin to understand that the union contract is not just about money.

And which article would you select?
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