Librarians’ Contract Negotiations FAQs

How long have we been without a contract?

Almost two years.  Our contract, or “MOU” (Memorandum of Understanding) expired July 1, 2004.  Our Negotiating Team has met with Management several times since then to work out a new contract.

What’s taking so long?

Management has proposed a “side letter,” called the Economic Emergency Re-opener Letter, to be included as part of our contract. Membership has refused to accept this letter and directed the Negotiating Team—through several votes—to turn it down.  However, Management refuses to remove the side letter from the table.  So now we’re officially at an impasse in negotiations.

What’s in the side letter?

It gives the City the power to re-open our contract for negotiations—in the middle of the life of the contract—at whatever time the City should declare an economic emergency.  The purpose of those negotiations would be for Management and the Union to re-examine all financial aspects of our contract* and discuss mutually agreeable ways to solve the fiscal crisis.  If, after 90 days of discussions, the Union and Management cannot come to a mutual agreement, Management would have the power to end negotiations and unilaterally decide on changes to our contract without the agreement or approval of the Union.

*These can include wages, healthcare, bilingual pay differentials, vacation, sick leave, overtime pay, mileage and parking reimbursements, training and conference funds, workers comp and family leave.

What’s the problem with this side letter?

There are several problems:

1. Most importantly, negotiating is a legally defined process through which Management and the Union are equal partners in the decision-making process regarding wages, hours, terms of work and working conditions.  Management can turn down Union proposals, and the Union can turn down proposals from Management. Discussions with back-and-forth proposals and counter-proposals continue until both sides agree.  This is the principle of collective bargaining, which was made law with the Wagner Act in 1935.  Before that, management could—and often did—simply refuse to talk to union reps and the union had no recourse.  The City’s proposed side letter, which allows Management to end negotiations and make unilateral decisions, sends us back to pre-Wagner Act days.  It takes away our legal right to collectively bargain. 

2. It doesn’t define what constitutes an “economic emergency.”  Is it $200 million debt? Is it hard freezes on hiring?  Is it chronic understaffing?  It’s so vague that the City could easily declare such an emergency at any time.

3. The Police and Fire unions accepted the side letter as part of their contract after a change in the wording that states that any changes to the contract must be mutually agreed upon, and doesn’t include the 90-day deadline.  The City accepted their proposal and Police and Fire settled their contracts.  Our Union has made the same counter-proposal to Management, but Management has refused to change our side letter’s wording.

4. The Union is willing to discuss with Management ways to save money and deal with a fiscal crisis in the event that occurs.  But it’s not willing to sign away our basic right to collective bargaining.  It’s frankly sexist of the City to accept a different letter for Police and Fire—a traditionally male-dominated work group, and to deny the librarians—a traditionally female-dominated work group.

5. It’s very likely that Management is using this letter to test the waters for future concessions and take-aways from our contract and those of other City workers. 

What about retro pay? I heard we’ll lose it if we don’t take the side letter.

There is no longer a connection between the side letter and pay raises (and retro pay).  There was a time last year when Management tried to blackmail the Union into accepting the letter by threatening to withdraw from the table already-agreed-upon wage increases if the Union didn’t agree to the side letter.  Even in the face of that threat, membership voted to re-affirm its decision to reject the side letter.  The Union Negotiating Team took this directive back to Management. They have since dropped that threat.  The pay raises that both sides have agreed* upon are:

July 1, 2004 – June 30, 2005: 
0% increase

July 1, 2005 – June 30, 2006: 
2% increase

July 1 – December 31, 2006: 

2% increase

January 1, 2007: 


2.25% increase

*Keep in mind that anything the Negotiating Team agrees to at the table is brought back to the membership as a proposal for discussion, amendment and vote.  The membership is the highest decision-making body.

How can you say “membership” decided when no one asked me? Because I don’t attend union meetings I don’t have a voice? Isn’t that undemocratic?

Like the entire labor movement, our Union makes decisions using parliamentary procedure. There are a number of decision-making methods a body can use.  There’s consensus, where all individuals in the room (or in the entire organization) must agree before any action is taken. There’s parliamentary procedure, in which motions are proposed, debated and discussed, then voted upon, and the majority determines the action taken.  Traditionally, the labor movement has used parliamentary procedure as the most effective and democratic way to accomplish the work for which it is designed.  The fundamental purpose of a union is to advocate for the workers in the face of often antagonistic management.  This frequently requires action, so there must be a procedure for coming to a decision to act in a timely fashion.  Any union that has no process for making final decisions to act on behalf of worker issues—informational picket lines, strikes, accepting or rejecting contract proposals—is hardly fulfilling its fundamental purpose.  The consensus model, requiring every member agree on every decision, even if they’re not in attendance at the meeting where the issue is being discussed, is logistically impossible and fundamentally anti-democratic.  It allows a minority of one or a few to halt any action by voting against the majority.  With parliamentary procedure, full discussion and debate takes place in the room before votes are taken.  Both sides of the question have an opportunity to convince the other side.  Once the vote is taken, we act on the decision of the majority.  Without this method, very few unions throughout our rich labor history would have struck, challenged the bosses, or won such important gains as child labor laws, unemployment insurance, workers compensation, and the 8-hour day.  Our union bylaws also reflect this democratic method in requiring we use it for decision-making.

The Union encourages all members to be part of these decisions by attending monthly meetings. Meeting locations are rotated each month, dinner is served, and meeting agendas are published ahead of time, all specifically to enable as many members as possible to attend. 

You said we’re at “impasse.” Exactly what does that mean?

Impasse means a break-down in collective bargaining.  Since the Union and Management could not come to agreement on the side letter, the impasse process was initiated.  A City “factfinder” holds a hearing to gather information from both sides, then presents a report (also called a “factfinding”) that can be made public.  The idea is to apply pressure for a settlement.  The factfinder has no power to settle the dispute.  Our factfinding hearing has been set for April 3.

I read that the Union also filed an Unfair Labor Practice against Management. What does that mean?

It means that the Union is charging Management with violating the California state labor laws that govern public employees*.  The ULP is filed with the Employee Relations Board, which is a City of Los Angeles board.  That board decides whether the charge is warranted, and, if so, assigns a hearing officer to our case.  Then a hearing date is set, at which both sides present their cases.  The decision of the hearing officer is “binding”.  That means that decision cannot be appealed.  This process takes many months.

*The Meyers-Milias Brown Act, passed in 1968, allowed public employees in California to join unions and bargain collectively for the first time.  Before that, only workers in the private sector had the right to organize unions.

Why a petition drive?

We cannot rely solely on the time-consuming and legalistic processes of impasse and the Unfair Labor Practice case.  A multi-pronged strategy is needed to win a fair contract. Public support and pressure is needed to convince the City to withdraw the side letter or accept our counter-proposal.  The petition drive educates patrons, friends, family and the general public about our plight.  It also creates concrete evidence of the growing support for our cause—3,000 petitions so far and rising!  The public cares about the library and its employees and they’ve shown it by signing our petitions.  And public pressure works.  The petitions are addressed to Mayor Villaraigosa because he ran for office last year as a friend of union workers and with strong labor support.  Yet, he heads up the Executive Employee Relations Committee (EERC) that turned us down several times. He has the power to change this decision—the buck stops with him.
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