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Less than a year old, Tinker Air Force Base’s Alternative Dispute Resolution Program Office is helping employees resolve issues and disputes and doing it well.  Tinker’s ADR program is based on the planned design for all ADR offices in the Air Force. 

“Joseph McDade, Secretary of the Air Force, General Counsel’s Office stated that he wanted Tinker’s ADR program to be the ‘poster program’ for all bases,” said John Bilbury, III, program manager.  

Bilbury believes he chose Tinker largely because the Tinker program design is outside of the typical design – not actually a part of the Equal Employment Opportunity Office nor restricting itself to complaints of discrimination and labor disputes.  “In addition to our program design, I think the size of Tinker, the amount of complaints we’ve handled, the working relationships we’ve established with the EEO office, JAG, Personnel and the other offices, affected by the different kinds of disputes, have helped to make us number one.  Everything has been cohesive and works so much better than some of the other programs.”

Tinker’s ADR program office has handled 110 labor disputes since March with almost a 70 percent resolution rate.  “This makes us a frontrunner in the Air Force,” said Leigh Ann Bryson, program assistant.  

The Alternative Dispute Resolution program creates and maintains good working relationships, said Tinker Installation Commander Maj. Gen. Michael E. Zettler.  “In many cases, this program means the difference between a formal grievance and a friendly solution.  Many problems can be resolved by the parties involved when they sit down at a table and discuss them.  ‘Team Tinker’ isn’t just a saying, it’s a state of mind.”

PULL QUOTE  --   “Discourage litigation.  Persuade your neighbors to compromise whenever you can.  Point out to them that the nominal winner is often a real loser in terms of fees, expenses and waste of time,” said Abraham Lincoln.


According to Bilbury, ADR takes on different forms and techniques.  “The one we presently use most at Tinker for labor disputes is mediation.  Mediation means that the complainant, the respondent and a neutral third party meet together in a room to talk out the dispute.”



To this end, the Labor Relations Officer negotiated an agreement with the American Federation of Government Employees.  “The union, our Local 916, is fully behind this program.  Many times we’ll get a referral from them in the form of a filed grievance.  At the point of filing this grievance, the union encourages the individual to seek mediation first.  This doesn’t affect the established time line of the grievance process and mediation through ADR and doesn’t take away from the grievance process.  If they go through the mediation process, but don’t come to resolution, the grievance process kicks back in.”


As part of the established charter, ADR strives to resolve all disputes, and not just discrimination, grievances and discipline problems, at the lowest possible level.  “When you think about it, you’re saving a lot of money in litigation, time and getting a good working atmosphere,” said Bilbury.  “A grievance may hang over the work place for years, but mediation can resolve the issue immediately and the work goes on.  It’s like a second bite of the apple – if ADR works, the issue is resolved; if not, the complainant can still go back through the grievance process.”


At the point the referral comes to the ADR, Bilbury or Bryson contact the complainant and ask the employee if he or she would like to mediate.  “If the answer is yes, our process starts,” said Bilbury.  “We do an in-take from the complainant or complainants and go from there.  An in-take session is where we sit down with the individual(s) and write up exactly what the issues are.  Our job is to do the in-take, make a determination if the problem is appropriate for mediation and, if so, assign an Alternative Dispute Resolution mediator.”  The ADR Program Office also takes cases on a walk-in basis.


The ADR program now has 36 collateral mediators from organizations on base.  “We call them collateral because they have a regular job, but do the mediation as volunteers,” said Bilbury.  


Mediators go through a 40-hour training process for certification and then through on-going education to stay current on laws and regulations.  Bryson said ADR also has access to other outside mediators.  “In addition to the 36 mediators already on board, we have access to a Shared Neutrals Program from the Federal Executive Board in Oklahoma City,” said Bryson.  “Then, if we still need more, there are some contractors with the Air Force who can come in and perform more complex mediations or those involving partiality.”


The ADR program presently mediates labor disputes including grievances, unfair labor practices and agency grievances.  “But in addition to work place disputes, the program is designed to accept and provide ADR services for a variety of other types of disputes that may involve contracting, environmental, tort claim-type disputes and things of that nature,” said Bryson.  

Employees help expedite the program by notifying the ADR office as soon as an issue occurs.  “We need to stress to everyone that for this program to work to the best of its ability, we need people to contact us with their grievance, dispute, or issue as soon as the problem occurs.  The sooner the better!  Don’t wait two or three weeks, because the time frame of 14 days for labor disputes to get the mediation set up and an agreement made is short.  This time frame was a negotiated item established in the memorandum of understanding with the union.”


The ADR program offers numerous benefits to the workforce not normally available through the more formalized processes.  “Such as during a mediation process, you don’t have to necessarily have to stick to the formal issue, as you do during the more formal grievance or Equal Employment Opportunity processes,” said Bryson.  “When you’re talking in mediation, you can get into things about the issue that could have led to the pending issue.  You’re not as limited in your discussion.  In addition, your remedies are often much more creative in mediation than they would be otherwise through the more formal processes.  You can get your problem resolved and maintain ownership in terms of your remedy.”


The settlement agreement established through the mediation process becomes a binding contract between the complainant and respondent.  “When everyone signs off and the settlement authority signs off, it’s a done deal,” said Bilbury.  “If a settlement agreement comes back for non-compliance, we refer the issue to upper management and at that point, it’s their issue to enforce compliance.  If their chain of command doesn’t work, then I refer it to my chain of command – the commander’s office.”


Bryson said that everyone wins by using the ADR program.  “This program is neither pro-employee nor pro-management – it’s neutral.  It can be a win-win situation for both the supervisor and employee because they both get to ask for remedies.  As a voluntary process, ADR is a great option for the workforce and management.”


The ADR program has a current resolution rate of approximately 67 to 68 percent.  “The current industry standard is 70 percent and that’s the goal of our program – to make it to the industry standard,” said Bilbury.


Tinker’s ADR program office has already received approximately eight inquiries from other Air Force bases and four from other federal agencies.  “These requests are typically concerning our program design and how we do our work place disputes,” said Bryson.  “It makes us feel pretty good.”


“Leigh Ann and I are available to come to any office to talk about the ADR program,” said Bilbury.  “We’ll discuss how the program works, conflict resolution and make sure everyone knows we’re here to help.  The basis for the whole idea of Alternative Dispute Resolution is to open up the channels of communication.  At some point a barrier has been built and we want to tear down that barrier.”


ADR not only saves time and money, it saves relationships.  “We work to preserve the working relationships in the shops,” said Bryson.  “Often, disputes stretch beyond the immediate people involved to others in the shop.  This affects productivity and effectiveness.  If we can resolve the issue early, then everyone can get on with the business of doing the work and keeping Team Tinker alive.” 


The ADR Program needs a few good men and women who would like to participate as mediators.  Anyone interested should contact the ADR office at 736-2151.

