Contract survey
Frustration and uncertainty grow at the TU

By Mary Fultz


As the Times Union turns its focus to introducing new technologies and making greater use of the Web, employee frustration is growing almost as quickly as workloads.

Sales staff are pressured to push online ads. The artists and assistants in advertising must handle new technologies without adequate training that would ensure competence and efficiency. Reporters are handed video cameras on their way out the door to do interviews. 

Some comments from the surveys:
· “We need more training on new equipment in a clean and ergonomically safe environment.”

· “Much of our day is now spent blogging, which can be very valuable, but also a drain on story development, sourcing efforts etc.”

· “Advertising Artists and Artist Assistants are being forced to take on new duties using new software (especially Flash). Training is NOT being done fairly or equally (for some - NOT AT ALL).”
· “Need to practice on my own time. Certain people had the chance to have better training.”
· “We were told to focus mainly on online sales. We have a goal for that but we also have a huge print goal.”
· “Being asked to shoot video and write a story hinders my ability to write a good story. Writing good stories is the reason I'm a journalist and instead of managing a hedge fund. Reporters should not be asked to do both at the same time if we care at all about quality.”
· “As a copy editor, and lifelong photographer, I am very interested in learning how to shoot video. No training opportunities have been offered me.”
· “I want to add something more about training: It needs to be fair and equitable. Everyone should get the same kind of chances to learn about video, blogs or whatever (and not just how to use Outlook or DTI). Training has always been a problem at the Times Union. I've heard an exempt … say something like if people are qualified enough to work at the Times Union as copy editors, then they don't need training. But if there is anyone who needs it, it is copy editors who can so easily burn out with the stress and difficult hours (I'm thinking of the night crews), but also because the language changes.”

Guild members also say the nature of their jobs have changed substantially.

·  “I am a zone salesperson, which is a lower salary than retail sales. However, we now are expected to sell the same products as the full run (Retail) staff but we are still salaried at the much lower (Zone) pay. If we do not make our goals (which are often the same as full run) we are penalized in our commission plan. We are essentially doing the same job as full run at zone pay.”
· “D.M. in circulation. A monthly magazine, and four publications make it difficult.”

· “Editorial assistant/news department. We definitely need upgrades. We keep getting more and more added to our plate without any more pay, extra help, etc. One of the editorial assistant positions was eliminated so we have to rotate so many more duties in addition to our already overflowing responsibilities. We need job descriptions.”
· “EA, Editorial. Absolutely. I feel my job has evolved over the years and includes more and more: more writing, more EA work, and soon to come: even video training. Who would have thought of that even five years ago?”

· “When people are out on vacation or sick, we’re just expected to add to our workload even though we might not be trained to do the job.”

Back in October, the managers in editorial unveiled a major plan to overhaul operations under the title “Prometheus” -- whose theme is “always ready for what’s next.” Five months later, they are still not ready to provide specific information to the copy editors (the group that they say will be most affected by the changes).

·  “I'm a copy editor. We've been given no role in the shift to a 24-hour news room so far; and we've been kept in the dark about how the new system will affect our jobs; I don't know how the contract language can reflect the concerns that have emerged around this issue; it's just typical Times Union management: top down, secretive and indifferent to the input of people who actually put the paper out.”  

· “As a copy desk editor, I am very concerned about any plans for the 24/7 newsroom and the Prometheus computer system. We are not being told very much about our new roles. We are a talented group of deadline word editors, yet our skills are not being utilized and we have had no input into what will happen to our work lives. I suspect that the company will change our start times to cost me about $25 a week in differentials. I need to keep this money irregardless of my shift. Also anyone starting after 7 p.m. should get a $20 PER SHIFT premium in a 24/7 newsroom.”


The bargaining committee will be working over the next few weeks gearing up for negotiations.

Here are some of the areas that received strong positive response: longevity pay; bonuses; more vacation time and personal days; flexible scheduling; training; co-payments on health insurance; improved dental care; pension contribution and health coverage in retirement. In work place safety, air quality and cleanliness were the top-rated concerns.
