STATEMENT IN SUPPORT OF NOMINATION
“OPERATIONALIZING ADR THROUGH PARTNERSHIP”

Air Force Materiel Command (AFMC) is an Air Force major command, comprised of 10 separate Air Force installations, or bases, throughout the continental United States, including three large Air Logistics Centers.  AFMC employs the largest number of civilian employees of any Air Force major command.  As the Director of Personnel for AFMC, Mr. Jim Barone is responsible for setting and implementing military and civilian personnel policies that affect the command’s combined total of approximately 80,000 military and civilian personnel.

Council 214, American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE) , is a consolidated collective bargaining representative made up of the constituent local AFGE unions at eight of the 10 AFMC installations.  Collectively, it represents approximately 42,000 AFMC civilian employees.  The Council 214 bargaining unit is the largest in the Air Force and one of the largest, not only in the Department of Defense, but the entire federal government.  As president of Council 214, Mr. Scott Blanch exercises broad representational responsibility over a diverse from aircraft mechanics to white-collar employees from California to Florida.

Historically, AFMC and Council 214 had a contentious, acrimonious, relationship.  After the Master Labor Agreement expired in 1992, it took six years for the parties to negotiate a new contract.  This rocky road was littered with unfair labor practice charges by both sides, trips to the Federal Service Impasses Panel, and finally direct intervention by the General Counsel of the Federal Labor Relations Authority.  Partly as result of this experience, and partly because of leadership changes, the parties in 1999 decided that this counterproductive adversarial relationship had to give way to a more positive approach that emphasized partnership in deed as well as name.  Out of this major paradigm shift was born the AFMC-Council 214 Partnership Council.  At its first meeting in January 2000, the Council charted a series of initiatives designed to promote cooperation between management and labor.  ADR reform of workplace disputes topped the agenda.  Mr. Barone and Mr. Blanch agreed to spearhead the effort.  It was a Herculean task; although ADR had been sporadically used over the years, it was undefined and ad hoc.  Moreover, the parties’ long-standing history of using litigation to resolve labor-management issues was a substantial barrier to progress.  Mr. Barone and Mr. Blanch faced these challenges head-on to make ADR the centerpiece of the new sense of partnership and cooperation between AFMC and Council 214 by convincing their respective constituencies that ADR was in their long-term interests.  

Under their leadership, a comprehensive plan was designed to promote and facilitate the use of ADR across the command in virtually all workplace disputes, including negotiated grievances, administrative grievances, ULPs, EEO complaints, and MSPB appeals.  They secured resources, arranged and sponsored ADR design workshops, awareness briefings and mediation training, and used their respective “bully pulpits” to extol the virtues of ADR over traditional dispute resolution measures.  They produced joint policy letters, signed by the AFMC Commander, General Lester Lyles, and Mr. Blanch as union president, directing commanders, managers, and union officials to treat ADR in workplace disputes as their personal responsibility, to appoint responsible officials to manage their programs, to develop plans, and to promote the use of ADR across the board.  In September 2001, Mr. Barone and Mr. Blanch jointly sponsored a management-union workshop to finalize and develop the implementation strategy for the AFMC ADR plan and to help local management-union teams build their own plans.  As it happened, this workshop was held during the fateful week of September 11th.  Yet despite the trauma and disruption wrought by the terrorist attacks, Mr. Barone and Mr. Blanch exhorted the teams to complete their mission, and complete it they did.  Over the ensuing months, the AFMC ADR Plan and implementation schedule were finalized, culminating in their adoption by the full Council on 20 March 2002 and Headquarters AFMC approval the following month.   

The AFMC ADR Plan for Workplace Disputes requires every AFMC installation to have an ADR Champion and a plan for using ADR in workplace disputes.  The union is a full partner in the selection of the ADR Champion, design of local ADR plans, appointment of mediators and other neutrals, and review of settlements to ensure compliance with collective bargaining agreements.  In short, the plan’s vision is to make ADR a part of AFMC’s operational mission by resolving disputes at the lowest level possible, as early as possible, and as inexpensively as possible, in order to free the workforce to perform its primary mission: to sustain the Air Force’s national defense obligations through weapons system acquisition and logistical support.     

The significance of the AFMC ADR Plan and the efforts of Mr. Barone and Mr. Blanch to champion its adoption cannot be overstated.  AFMC accounts for most Air Force workplace disputes (61 percent in FY 2001).  The cost of resolving these disputes using traditional processes is measured in hundreds of thousands of dollars, tens of thousands of labor hours, and untold loss of productivity each year.  It is now beyond dispute that ADR, by emphasizing early resolution using collaborative processes, significantly reduces these costs, and produces better resolutions for both parties because they retain control over the outcome, compared to traditional, “win-lose” processes.  In addition, given AFMC’s preeminent role in Air Force workplace disputes, the AFMC ADR Plan is rightly being held up as the model for other Air Force major commands to follow as ADR is institutionalized throughout the Air Force.  Thus, the contributions of Mr. Barone and Mr. Blanch extend well beyond AFMC to the entire Air Force, magnifying their accomplishment.   

The AFMC ADR Plan for Workplace Disputes reflects distinctive leadership, perseverance, partnership, and personal involvement on the part of Mr. Barone and Mr. Blanch to pursue an initiative that will truly make a difference in the way AFMC manages its dispute resolution programs, enhancing the productivity of AFMC employees, enriching their working environment, and improving mission accomplishment. We strongly urge their selection for this year’s Labor Management Cooperation Award.    

