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APWU HISTORY

Postal workers
were inflamed with
the same organizing
spirit as other work-
ers. Late in.the 19th
century, they began
to band together in
order to fight for fair
wages and improved
working conditions.

Conditions in
the post offices at
that time were ex-
tremely unhealthy,.

dangerous and dismal, Buildings were dank, poorly lit,
crowded and unventilated. Many workers contracted
typhoid and other diseases from the unsanitary environ-
ment. Railway Mail Service eiployees faced the added
dangers of frequent rail accidents resulting in numerous
deaths and serious injuries each year.

Postal employees were required to work long hours
of overtime without additional pay. They were expected
to stay on the job until all work was completed — some-
‘times as long as 18 hours — and to work every other Sun-
day without extra compensation. The average salary for
postal clerks at the turn of the century was $818 a year,
with some workers earning as little as $100 a year,

Since the Post Office had been established by Con-
gress in 1794, postal workers were appointed to their po-
sitions through the spoils system by politicians in return
for political favors. Even after the first civil service law
was passed by Congress in 1883 requiring competitive




exams for workers in the larger facilities, most appoint-
ments and promotions continued to depend on political
influence, personal favoritism — and sometimes bribery.

To discourage the organization of unions, the Post
Office management tried to infuse workers with an image
~ of themselves as different from other workers. They were
- professional civil servants, white-collar “government of-

ficials” who supposedly had little in common with blue-
collar skilled craftsmen, industrial workers and unskilled
laborers. Management fostered the view that it would be
demeaning for them to join a union. |

But how else except by unionizing were postal-work-
ers to change their miserable working conditions and to
improve their intolerably low wages? With their pay and
conditions set by Congress, organized postal workers’
earliest efforts were aimed at securing more favorable
legislation by sending representatives 10 plead their cause
in Washington. These first efforts were scattered and not
very successful. The Postmaster General in 1895 issued &
“gag order” torbidding employees of the Post Office from
coming to Washington to influence legislation. The pen-
alty for disregarding this order was removail

”




AFL Charters First Clerks’ Local

The American Federation of Labor (AFL}, which was
growing by leaps and bounds, stood ready to welcome in-
to its fold federal emplovees, particularly postal workers,
who would join the fight for the 8-hour day. In response
to a request from a small group of clerks in Chicago, the
AFL chartered Federal Union #8703 in 1900 — the first
union of federal employees to affiliate with the Federation.

In 1902, in response to the vigorous lobbying under-
taken by the fledgling postal worker unions, President
Theodore Roosevelt issued an executive order denying
basic constitutional rights of all postal and federal em-
ployees by forbidding them to solicit members of Con-
gress for wage increases or to influence any other legis-
lation. '

This "gag rule” was followed in 1909 with another
under President Taft prohibiting postal workers from an-
swering any questions concerning their working condi-
tions that might be posed by Congressional representa-
tives. -

Despite these obstacles, several organizations of
postal workers representing post office clerks, letter car-

Legislative Gains

In 1912, the Lloyd-LaFollette Act was passed, re-
scinding the previous “gag rules” and establishing the
right of federal and postal workers to organize unions.
The year 1916 saw the adoption of the first Federa] Em-
ployees Compensation Act for workers injured on the job.
In 1920, Congress voted the first Civil Service Retirement
Act providing retirement for clerks at age B5. A 10%
nighttime differential was won in 1928. However, in spite




of these legislative gains, little progress was made to im-
prove overall wages.

During the 1920’s postal workers’ salaries fell behind
those of comparable workers in private industry. In the
years of the Great Depression the job security of federal
employees made their positions the envy of millions of
unemployed workers. As part of an effort to curb govern-
ment spending, postal workers were forced to accept a
15% pay cut and one month's furlough. Additionally,
when -the Wagner Act was passed in 1935 guaranteeing
most workers the right to bargain collectively through
representatives of their choosing, postal and federal em-
ployees were specifically excluded from its coverage.

During the '20s and '30s motor vehicle employees,
maintenance wWorkers and special delivery messengers em-
ployed by the Post Office joined together to organize
unions to protect and further their interests and concerns.

rs WORD SOme wage in-

ensive campaigning, lobbying and




letter-writing. But their experience during the Eisenhower
Administration led to increasing dissatisfaction and frus-
tration. In spite of promises to the contrary, wage in-
creases voted by Congress were repeatedly vetoed by
President Eisenhower. The limited power of the unions to
effectively improve the lot of postal workers was apparent.
The Post Office did not recognize the unions as the repre-
sentatives of the workers; wage increases were blocked
by Presidential veto; there was no grievance procedure
through which disputes could be resolved.

During this period, a number of postal clerks became
increasingly dissatisfied with the established clerks union. .
In 1959, they organized a new and unique industrial union
of postal workers which would recruit members from
every post office craft. This was the first step toward the
establishment of a progressive industrial union of postal
employees. |

Unions Win Recognition

In 1962, President Kennedy signed Executive Order
10988 which, for the first time, officially recognized the
legitimate role of federal employee unions in the work-
place. Representation elections in which 77% of the eli-
gible employees participated resulted in the certification
of six unions as the exclusive bargaining agents for each
of the postal crafts. The unions now had the right to ne-
gotiate with management -- :
concerning working con-
ditions, promotional
‘standards, grievance pro-
cedures, safety and other
matters. However, they
could not negotiate over
wages and fringe benefits.
Another major flaw of
the Executive Order was
thatnothing compelled
the Post Office manage-




ment to reach an agreement with the unions. In any dis-
pute, management otill had the last word.

The 1960’s brought anfulfilled promises of pay equity
with private industry. While the unions werIe hammering
out agreements with the Post Office, they still had to lobby
for raises in postal salaries to offset the effects of inflation.
In the government’s effort to curb spending, federal work-
ers’ salaries — once again — became the scapegoat. Low
pay and money-saving restrictions in overtime led to high
employee turnover, a heavy mail backlog and a severe
drop in morale. The workers’ frustrations mounted and
the postal unions appeared incapable of overcoming em-
ployee dissatisfaction and the increasing sense of power-

legsness.
Strike

On March 18, 1870, the situation erupted. Beginning
in New York, thousands of postal workers walked off the
job. The strike spread quickly across the country, finally
involving more than 200,000 workers. Its impact was 10
fundamentally change labor-management relations in a

major breakthrough for postal unions.




The Postal Reorganization Act of 1970 was adopted
establishing the U.S. Postal Service as an independent
government agency. For the first time postal unions had
the right to negotiate on all matters concerning wages,
fringe benefits, cost-of-living adjustments and other finan-
cial gains. Salaries and benefits were to compare with pri-
vate industry and the time to reach the top grade pay was
to be reduced from 21 to 8 years. Additionally, postal
management was required to bargain in good faith and to
- make a genuine effort to reach an agreement. Unresolved
matters were to be submitted to fina] and binding arbitra-
tion. Finally, postal workers had won most of the rights
enjoyed by workers in private indusiry since the adoption
of the National Labor Relations Act in 1935. The one glar-
ing omission was the right to strike. f

The APWU Is Born
'On July 1, 1971, five postal unions joined together to
found the American Posta] Workers Union, forming the
largest union of postal employees in the world. APWU
Tepresents 320,000 clerks, motor vehicle employees, main-

~ Union, the National Association of Post Office and Gen.

~eral Service Maintenance Employees, the National Fed.
eration of Motor Vehigle Employees, and the National As-
sociation of Special Delivery Messengers.

Strengthened by the unity and solidarity of the differ.
ent crafts it represents, the APWUJ has negotiated severa]
National Agreements since 1971, each winning improved
wages and working conditions for all postal workers. Col-
lective bargaining has now replaced “collective begging”
as the union’s primary weapon.  Nevertheless, lobbying
and political action remain a vita] part of the nnion’s pro-
gram 1o ensure that those gains won at the bargaining
table are not taken away through legisiation.
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' _THE STRUCTURE OF
OUR UNION

i

As an APWU steward it is important for you to un-
derstand how your union operates, its structure, and the
function of each department and program. We are a dem-
ocratic national organization structured to most effectively
service a large and diverse membership. Our 320,000 mem-
bers and retirees are organized in 3,900 locals that can be
found in every community, in every state and territory of
the United States. The chart on the next page diagrams
the lines of responsibility within the union.

The highest governing body of the APWU is the Na-
tional Convention which takes place every two years.
Convention delegates are elected by local unions based on
membership strength — one delegate for every 25 mem-
bers with a minimum of one vote per local. State organi-
zations also elect one delegate for every 25 members not
already represented by a local. ‘

The convention sets policy for the union. It can amend
and interpret the constitution, establish national member-
ship dues, and consider any other matters that may come
before it.

Between conventions, the National Executive Board
is the highest ranking governing body. The NEB consists
of the top three national officers — the President, the Ex-
ecutive Vice President, and the Secretary-Treasurer — the
Directors of each of the craft Divisions, the Industrial Re-
lations Director, and the five Regional Coordinators,

National officers are elected by the membership. That
election is held every three years by mail ballot. Local
unions elect their own officers and conduct their own day-
to-day business. -
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While the APWU is an industrial union with members
working in the various crafts of the Postal Service, its structure
provides for a Division for each craft — clerks, motor vehicle
services, maintenance, and support services. Each Division has
its own officers and National Business Agents who are elected by
mail ballot of the members of the craft. Additionally, one
Regional Coordinator is elected in each of the five regions —
Western, Central, Southern, Eastern and Northeast — by all the
members in that region.

The APWU also has several departments and programs
under the general supervision of the President, which specialize
in certain aspects of theunion’s wark and provide special services
to the membershlp

The Legislative Department is respon-
sible for directing all activities regarding
legislation which has an impact on APWU
members and their families. The Depart-
ment works in cooperation with the AFL-
CIO and other postal, federal and retiree

SITTTTTITEIRE orsanizations to protect the collective best
et interests of all. It develops legislation,

prepares testimony in support of or in opposition to pend-
ing measures in the Congress, and also educates and mo-
tivates APWU and Auxiliary officers and members to fight
the legislative battles on the “home front” as well as in
Washington.




The Industrial Relations Department is re-
sponsible for all aspects ‘of labor-manage-
ment relations including preparation for
national negotiations, administration of
the National Agreement, maintaining rec-
_ ords on grievance and arbitration awards
and communicating to local and' regional officers regard-
ing interpretation of the National Agreement. Addition-
ally, the department serves as a clearinghouse for hand-
books and .manuals and is responsible for programs on
automation and health and safety in the workplace.

The Organization Department promotes
membership in the APWU. It provides in-
formation to prospective members on the
improved benefits and pay increases the
union has won. It offers training to local
officers and stewards in the techniques of
signing up new members and handling union orientation
for new employees. The department also develops new
member recruitment literature and other APWU promo-
tional materials. | |

The Research and Education Department
develops and administers educational
programs on the national,. state, regional
and local level. It provides training for
stewards and local officers in leadership
| — development, grievance handling, union
administration and other areas. It develops education and
training materials and instructional aids for use in local,
state and regional seminars. The department also encour-
ages general membership education on issues of concern
10 APWU members and their families.




The Human Relations Department pro-
motes APWU involvement in community
Y dctivities which improve the quality of
|- -life for all working people. It develops

2% and directs programs in the areas of equal
opportunity, retirement benefits, community services, and
workers compensation. The department provides support
for programs responding to human needs in and out of the
workplace such as alcohol and drug abuse, stress. family
counseling, and emergency assistance.

The Public Relations Department works
to promote a positive image; of the union
—to the rank and file membership through
our internal publications, to the labor
movement through regular communica-
- tions, and to the general public through
the press, television and radio. The department maintains
for the APWU a close working relationship with all the
major media, including the largest newspapers and news-
paper chains and the three major TV networks. Through
these contacts, it conveys the APWU position on iszues
and controversies to the public at large. |

COPA — APWU Committee on Political
Action solicits “voluntary dollars” from
Union and Auxiliary members to provide
financial assistance to election campaign
committees of friendly incumbent Mem-
e 2l bers of Congress and to defeat those who
consistently oppose us. The only test COPA uses in pro-
viding such financial support is an incumbent’s voting
record or a candidate’s position statements.




APWU POWER — Post Office Women for
Equal Rights — is the women’s committee
within the union established to promoie
:nvolvement and participation of women
in all aspects of union leadership and ac-
- tivity. Its goals include establishing a com-
munications network for women in the union to exchange
ideas about special concerns and problems, developing
educational programs that address these problems, and
promoting affirrhative action within the APWU.

The Postal Press Association is an organi-
sation of APWU editors, associate editors,
publicity directors and other APWU offi-
cers and representatives engaged in pro-
ducing union publications, membership
communications and other public rela-
tions materials. Its goal is to provide the tools and incen-
tive for union affiliates 1o establish their own publications
" apd to promote a more informed APWU membership. The
PPA provides training for editors, instruction in journal-
;gm techniques, and a forum for anion communicators to
chare their expertise.

The Auxiliary to the APWU is an organi-
sation of retirees and relatives of APWU
members established to promote the goals
and programs of the union. It provides
Painmme cducation ~bout the operation of our gov-
= | ernment and the responsibilities of citi-
senship, participates in the APWU Voices in Politics Pro-
gram, and provides grassroots support for the union’s leg-
{clative priorities. The Auxiliary is alse fully ipvolved in
DIOZrams initiated by the Human Relations Department.




