Dear colleagues:

On June 14, you will make one of the most important decisions of your working life. We want you to have a thorough understanding of what you are being asked by the Company to approve and the impact it would have on you, your family and your future. We hope that you will see the Guild is being honest with you and giving you a much fuller understanding of what is at stake.

1. Outsourcing.

The most important phrase in Publisher George Hearst’s May 22 e-mail is this one: “Certain areas would be more efficiently handled elsewhere.” That means the Company wants to outsource jobs out of the Capital Region. The publisher then adds “if the need for outsourcing arises…”


The impression he is trying to create is that the Company has no plans to immediately outsource jobs. This is false. Why would the company cancel our contract, cut off our dues collection and threaten an impasse over language it has no immediate intentions to use? In fact, the Company is making plans to outsource work. It has admitted that it will phase in layoffs until September to give itself time to put in place the system for doing work that is now being done at the Times Union.


The TU has steadfastly refused to say what positions would be outsourced or even what positions it would not outsource. The reason is simple: The TU bosses know that if it shared this information with you, your colleagues would stand up and plead for you not to vote to outsource their work. If, for example, the TU told you that it planned to lay off all the district managers and artists in editorial and advertising and outsource their work, you would balk at agreeing. The company hopes by not attaching names and faces to its outsourcing language, it can get you to vote for it.


But we’ve already seen indications of the Company’s intent. You’ll hear directly from district managers, editorial and advertising artists and others who believe their jobs are on the line. One day in the newsroom, Projects Editor Bob Port sat talking on the phone (though he has his own office with a door) with a freelance writer. He told the person there is no money in the budget now for freelancers but “if the Times Union severs its relationship with the Guild, would you be available?” In other words, Port was already making plans to hire freelancers to replace existing staff positions. The Company also has advertised for a “freelance” ad salesperson for its magazines.

In his e-mail, Hearst also states that the launch of the magazine division created new jobs. The only new jobs created were two exempt positions who were at first supervising no Guild employees. When the union filed a grievance, the Company moved one existing Guild employee part-time into the magazine division. No new Guild positions were created, and work was moved out of marketing/specialty publications where Guild members work. All the writing is done by freelancers or the exempt editor. In fact, the magazines are a perfect example of what the Company would like to create: Exempt editors overseeing freelance writers with freelance advertising salespeople selling the ads.

2. Seniority.

      In his memo, Hearst complains that the Guild proposal would have made “very few exceptions” in allowing layoffs out of seniority. In fact, the Guild proposed that 10 percent of those laid off could be out of seniority. If the Company thought that percentage too low, it could have responded by proposing a higher percentage. Instead, Hearst wants to be able to lay off anyone no matter how long or loyal their service. 

     We believe that employees who have worked for the TU several decades are owed a measure of security. While Hearst’s proposal and e-mail says seniority would be one factor, Hearst himself at the bargaining table said “Seniority should not be a factor.” It was a revealing moment. We respect our younger colleagues and appreciate their contribution, and we heard their pleas that we create some ability to carve out exceptions.
      But there is another, more basic reason we believe the Company should not lay off the most senior workers. One of the drivers, Maurice Barbera, took a buyout rather than being forced into a job he didn’t want. He told the Guild that because he was leaving 1 ½ years before he would hit retirement age, his pension was being cut in half. That’s right. Employees who have worked for the Times Union for decades and are laid off before they reach retirement age will suffer a severe loss in the money they expected to live off of in their final years. Of course, George Hearst does not discuss this in his e-mails.

3. Wages.

      The proposal would not increase your base pay. It would give you a $500 bonus this year and next, which would be swiftly eaten up by the increase in health-care costs. (See next item.) Hearst states in his memo that “the Guild proposed a wage cut” and then states the Company didn’t want to do that when you were being asked to “do more with fewer resources.” This is a deliberate distortion. The Guild proposed the wage cut, at our members’ request, to reduce or eliminate the number of layoffs. Hearst deliberately ignores the union’s attempts to cut the number of layoffs or the fact that the Company was content to lay people off and not offer buyouts until the Guild pushed the issue.

4. Health care.

      In his e-mail, Hearst absurdly begins by stating “Reducing everyone’s health insurance costs is a priority to us.” This is some way to introduce the fact that he wants you to pay a whopping 5 percent more for health insurance come January 1. If the current rates remain the same, and they rarely do, that would mean you would pay more than $300 additional for health care next year. And there is no guarantee the Company won’t seek to raise the deductible beyond $750 in 2011. (Hearst, by the way, believes the new health-care system is a great benefit and improvement over the previous plan despite the hardships caused by the deductible and the problematic repayment process.)
5. Overtime.

      Again, Hearst fails to give you a full understanding of the Company’s proposal. He says overtime would begin after 40 hours a week, rather than 37.5. What he doesn’t explain is that your boss could tell you to work 10.5 hours one day and to go home three hours early the next, and you would get no overtime. This would wreak havoc with employee’s everyday lives and child-care situations while saving the Company a mere $15,000 a year.

6. Days Changed Off Without Your Consent.

      The Company could change your days off once a year without your consent. Again, Hearst misleadingly says “the parties have agreed” without giving the full context of that agreement. The Company was told the Guild was tentatively agreeing to this language but that agreement was “highly tentative” and based on the Company moving on its own proposals. That never happened. Frankly, this is one tentative agreement we regret making and would seek to pull because the Company failed to live up to its end of the bargain. Again, this would give the Company an ability to intrude into your life.

7. Sick day bonus eliminated.

      The Company would no longer give you a day’s pay for never calling in sick. While we said this change seemed counterproductive and likely to encourage people to take sick time, it was a relatively minor give.

8. No more health insurance buyout for married couples who both work at the TU.

      If a married couple both work at the TU, they could both get health care and the Company would have to pay two premiums. We thought it made sense for one spouse to get a buyout as the Company was seeing a savings. The Company was adamant about not offering buyouts to people whose spouses work at the Times Union. It will cost a small number of people thousands of dollars a year.

9. Non-Christian holidays.

      The Guild sought to allow our Jewish and Muslim colleagues the ability to take off the two major religious holidays each year. The Company would only agree to allow them to swap one holiday of their choosing for Christmas.

10. Dismissal pay.

      The Guild agreed to language that someone guilty of gross misconduct not be eligible for severance pay.

11. Guild titles.
       The Company conceded that the title of director of news research was no longer an exempt position because the two people she supervised retired and were not replaced. The title of ‘rack techinician’ was an acknowledgement that the person who was fixing and monitoring the newspaper racks was no longer a driver, as he was classified. This resulted in no change in pay, and the person has now taken a buyout.

12. Sick-day transfer.

      This is the best benefit we were able to negotiate. Guild members will be able to transfer up to three unused sick days to a colleague who is seriously ill or who has suffered a serious injury and who has exhausted his or her own sick days. It was the Guild leadership, who George maligns in his e-mail, that brought this issue to the table.

13. 401(k) contribution.

       We never understood why the Company had previously insisted on capping how much you could contribute to your 401(k). That cap would now be lifted.
14. Pay upon termination.

      This merely puts into writing the longstanding practice that accrued and unused makeup and personal days be paid upon termination. 
15. Editorial cartoonist.

      This corrects a longstanding injustice. When the position of editorial cartoonist was moved from exempt to the Guild, the Company refused to allow the cartoonist to get paid for his work being published in the New York Times, Newsweek or elsewhere. The dollar amounts were minor, and the Company continued to insist even when the Guild proved that the payment was an industry standard. As a result, the Times Union for years has not had its cartoons republished anywhere else. We’re glad the Company has finally seen the absurdity of its position, but it should not have taken years or been part of a contract settlement.

16. Sick leave notes.

      The previous language said the Company could require an employee to get a doctor’s note for being out sick. With the new health insurance requiring employees to pay an upfront deductible, we thought it unfair that the Company could insist on sending an employee to the doctor and the money would have to come out of the person’s pocket. This would require the Company to pay, but the member must first notify the Company if there will be costs not covered by insurance.

17. Internships.

     The Company will provide information on how many interns are hiring, where they are working, etc. A minor gain not worth anything as a trade for what the Company would get in this agreement.

18. Statement upon discharge.

      If someone is fired, the Guild will be told why without having to ask.

19. Blogging agreement.

       Reached midcontract, this side letter states that employees who blog on their own time will be overtime for the time spent. This was an acknowledgement that no one has to drive back to work to post a blog entry.
We hope you find this a much more thorough discussion of the Company’s proposal than the one provided by the publisher. We are sorry that he did not give you a complete view of the impact voting yes could have on you. 
