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Don’t think it
matters to pi-
lots who the
next U.S. presi-

dent will be? Think again.
Even if you don’t like any of
the presidential candidates,
take a moment to look be-
yond the person who will oc-
cupy the White House. In-
stead, think about who might
be named U.S. Transporta-
tion secretary, FAA adminis-

Decades later, in return
for support from ALPA and
other influential airline la-
bor groups, President John
F. Kennedy appointed a la-
bor-friendly individual to the
Civil Aeronautics Board (the
U.S. government agency
that was then responsible
for accident investigation
and economic regulation of
the airlines), shifting the
majority vote of the five-
member board to a pilot-fa-
vorable world view.

These examples demon-

The Pullman lesson
Before the days of pilots and
airlines, the United States
depended heavily on the rail-
ways for transportation and
interstate commerce. Al-
though railroad workers
were often organized, the la-
bor movement had yet to
recognize the value of court-
ing friends in government.

In 1893, employees of
the Pullman Palace Car
Company were required to
live in what was called “Pull-
man City,” a 3,000-acre plot

much of U.S. railroad traffic
and posed a direct threat to
businesses that relied on
this industry for delivery of
their products.

On July 2, an injunction
from a federal court declared
the strike illegal. When the
strikers did not return to work
the next day, the federal gov-
ernment intervened more di-
rectly. President Grover Cleve-
land (a Democrat) sent
troops to break the strike,
and heads were literally
bashed in the process. ARU
President Eugene V. Debs
was arrested and subse-
quently imprisoned for disre-
garding the injunction.

While those leaders were
brave, heroic figures, one
would believe the outcome
of this incident would have
changed if Debs or the other
involved labor leaders had
established a relationship
with President Cleveland or
members of Congress. But in
the wake of this tragedy,
unions began to see the light.

A broader perspective
American labor leader
Samuel Gompers was presi-
dent of the American Fed-
eration of Labor (AF of L)
during the Pullman affair. In

Lessons Learned

trator, and National Media-
tion Board member. The
president appoints those
who most affect pilots’ lives.

ALPA’s founder, Capt.
Dave Behncke, knew this
all too well. He developed a
close working relationship
with the New York mayor
and influential national poli-
tician, Fiorello La Guardia.

Behncke persuaded La
Guardia to help the Associa-
tion exclude pilots from the
1933 National Recovery
Administration Code, which
would have allowed airline
managements to institute
exceptionally low rates of
pay and dangerously high
monthly flight-time limits
for pilots.

strate how valuable a friendly
White House and Congress
can be to organized labor,
and how an unfriendly or un-
engaged government can be
equally devastating—espe-
cially to airline pilots.

“We know from our history
that the attitude and actions
of the White House can
make or break you,” says
ALPA’s president, Capt. John
Prater. “Our profession and
our airlines are under assault
with threats to cabotage and
foreign-ownership rules, pro-
posed changes to safety and
security regulations, exces-
sive and burdensome taxes
and fees, and the bankruptcy
code. No one yearns for
change more than pilots.”

south of Chicago. Salaries
were low, and unsafe equip-
ment and working condi-
tions left hundreds injured or
dead. Employee wages were
slashed by 25 percent with
no dispensation offered for
rent and little lenience of-
fered to “debtors.”

On May 11, 1894, 3,000
Pullman workers, many of
whom were members of the
American Railway Union
(ARU), declared a “wildcat”
strike. On June 20, the larger
ARU, having given the mat-
ter its full consideration,
served notice that beginning
June 26 its entire member-
ship would no longer work
trains that included Pullman
cars. This boycott crippled

Political action gives ALPA an edge.

By John Perkinson
Staff Writer

ALPA’s founder, Capt. Dave
Behncke, right, developed
a close working relationship
with New York’s mayor,
Fiorello La Guardia.
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watching this and other la-
bor events unfold, he real-
ized the value of making po-
litical connections. He devel-
oped a three-pronged
strategy as a means of ap-
plying political leverage on
the labor front. He worked to
fulfill the following goals:
• Promote an independent
labor agenda.
• Seek out candidates who
would support labor issues.
•  Mobilize union members
to vote for these union-
friendly candidates.

Gompers’ strategy
worked. The AF of L helped
start the National Civic Fed-
eration, an alliance of busi-
nessmen willing to work
with unions and moderate
union leaders. During World
War I, Gompers worked with
President Woodrow Wilson
to avoid labor unrest and
help maintain the United
States’ wartime production.

Wilson rewarded
Gompers by appointing him
to the Council of National
Defense, where he con-
vinced the president to es-
tablish a wartime labor
policy that, for the first time
in U.S. history, outlined gov-
ernment support for trade
unions and collective bar-
gaining. Gompers also
served as president of the
International Commission
on Labor Legislation at the
Versailles Peace Conference
at the end of the war.

Gompers leveraged this
relationship to legitimize
trade unionism in the eyes of
the government, and union
membership soared into the
millions during this period.

Modern history
Fast forward to 1992, when
then-ALPA President Randy
Babbitt announced, “For the
first time in our 61-year his-
tory, the Association is en-
dorsing a presidential candi-

date—Gov. Bill Clinton.… As
you can see from his re-
sponses to questions posed
by us, he supports the goals
and principles of organized
labor. He wants a ban on
permanent replacement
workers, and he under-
stands and agrees with our
views on cabotage and for-
eign control of airlines.”

Babbitt went on to say,
“We broke from our tradition
of nonendorsement be-
cause now is the time to
take a stand against policies

therefore somehow above
the hurly-burly of labor poli-
tics. Pilots must see them-
selves for what they are, a
seriously threatened seg-
ment of U.S. labor.”

Both sets of comments
ring eerily familiar in today’s
airline industry in which
today’s airline pilots face
even greater challenges.

What a difference an
administration makes
The Clinton administration
of the 1990s was a boon to

than 60 recommendations
for reviving the U.S. airline
business. The report’s pro-
posals covered three areas:
technological and institu-
tional changes to promote
efficiency, particularly in re-
gard to air traffic control; re-
ductions in taxes and user
fees to make airline opera-
tions more profitable; and
the government’s encour-
agement of airlines to take
advantage of current and
new global markets. Al-
though some of these is-

that have caused more than
one-fifth of the U.S. airline
industry to file for bankruptcy,
… against government sup-
port of antilabor elements …
against trade policies that
would devastate U.S. work-
ers and the U.S. economy.”

A United pilot, Capt. G.D.
“Jock” Savage, commented
in “Pilots’ Forum,” “The old
‘association, not union’ atti-
tudes will no longer suffice
in today’s union-busting envi-
ronment. We can no longer
afford the elitist affectation
of being a ‘professional’ and

U.S. airline pilots and the in-
dustry as a whole. Consider
this:

“One item that has the
potential to have the great-
est impact on the airline in-
dustry since its deregulation
in 1978 is the Clinton admin-
istration’s formation of a 22-
member national commis-
sion to study and make rec-
ommendations on how to
rescue our air transportation
system,” said then-United
MEC chairman, Capt. Roger
Hall, during a March 9, 1993,
presentation to the United
Airlines Union Coalition.

The National Commission
to Ensure a Strong Competi-
tive Airline Industry, which in-
cluded Babbitt as a mem-
ber, provided Clinton and
the Congress with more

sues have seen real
progress, not all of the
Commission’s recommen-
dations have been fully
implemented.

Managers have often
had free reign on the airline
industry when supportive
presidents were in office.
However, during Clinton’s
administration—at ALPA’s
urging—the Department of
Transportation rejected
Frank Lorenzo’s bid to oper-
ate ATX (a low-fare, East
Coast operation) as an air-
line, citing past safety and
regulatory compliance prob-
lems experienced by air-
lines that Lorenzo had pre-
viously run.

According to an April 6,
1994, New York Times ar-
ticle covering the story, “The

The Clinton administration
was instrumental in supporting
ALPA’s One Level of Safety.
The DOT used the Association’s
slogan on its banner during its
press conference.
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agency said both Eastern Air-
lines and Continental Air-
lines, while they were owned
by Texas Air and controlled
by Mr. Lorenzo, ‘experienced
operational, maintenance,
and labor-related problems
that were among the most
serious in the history of U.S.
aviation.’”

ALPA did everything it
could to keep the nefarious

Administrator David Hinson
held a press conference at
DOT headquarters on Dec.
14, 1995, to announce two
final rules on commuter air-
line operations and training
that raised the safety stan-
dard of Part 135 operations
to the Part 121 level.

Next, Clinton lifted a ban
President Ronald Reagan
had placed on hiring air traf-
fic controllers who partici-
pated in the Professional Air
Traffic Controllers Organiza-
tion strike of 1981. At ALPA’s
urging, Clinton also signed a

Politics Matter:

Political

Appointees

Must Do

More than ‘a

Heckuva Job’

By Edward Wytkind
President of the
Transportation Trades
Department, AFL-CIO

Come Novem-
ber, your
safety, security,
and day-to-day

job as a professional airline
pilot will be on the U.S. presi-
dential ballot.

As you vote for president,
you are empowering one
person to name all the politi-
cal appointees who run the
agencies that affect pilots:
the Department of Transpor-
tation, the Federal Aviation
Administration, the National
Mediation Board, the Trans-
portation Security Adminis-
tration, and the National
Transportation Safety Board,
among others.

For professional airline pi-
lots and union members,
politics matter. The number
of jobs in Washington that
change with the advent of a
new administration is stag-
gering. And the power the
new appointees wield in the
form of carrying out the
White House’s mission for
their agency is enormous. So
as we near the end of ap-

our resources into fixing er-
rors, not fixing the blame.”

Helping the airlines return
to financial stability while
protecting airline employees
was a common theme dur-
ing the Clinton years, but
how would the president re-
spond to pressures to keep
major U.S. airlines operating
during collective bargaining
disputes?

Bad news at American
The American Airlines pilots,
represented by the Allied Pi-
lots Association, were in a
bargaining deadlock with
their management the night
of Feb. 15, 1997, the end of
a 30-day, cooling-off period
before the pilots could de-
clare a strike. The Transpor-
tation Department an-
nounced that a strike could
cost the U.S. economy as
much as $200 million per
day. Kenneth Hipp, a media-
tor assigned to the negotia-
tions, told the press, “There
are major problems that
have to be resolved be-
tween now and midnight.”

Minutes after the APA de-
clared a work stoppage,
Clinton, using his authority
under Section 10 of the Rail-
way Labor Act, intervened
and ended the strike, declar-
ing a Presidential Emergency
Board. Clinton’s PEB was
the first presidential inter-
vention in an airline labor
dispute in 31 years.

The PEB is a controversial
device. After a 30-day cool-
ing-off period in the contract
negotiations process, the
Act specifies that the Na-
tional Mediation Board can
notify the president that, in
its judgment, the labor dis-
pute “threaten[s] substan-
tially to interrupt interstate
commerce to a degree such
as to deprive any section of
the country of essential
transportation service.”

“We broke from our tradition of

nonendorsement because now is the time

to take a stand against policies that

have caused more than one-fifth of the

U.S. airline industry to file for

bankruptcy….”—President Randy

Babbitt, on ALPA’s endorsement of Bill

Clinton in 1992.

Lorenzo from reentering the
U.S. airline industry, including
running an ad in Roll Call,
the Capitol Hill newspaper
covering Congress, stating
that letting Lorenzo run an-
other airline would be like
letting 1980s-era, convicted
insider-trading moguls
Michael Milken and Ivan
Boesky “return to the
scenes of their crimes.”

The Clinton administra-
tion was instrumental in sup-
porting ALPA’s “One Level of
Safety,” a campaign that
pushed for FAR Part 135
commuter airlines, flying air-
liners with 10 or more pas-
senger seats, to fall under
the same rules that apply to
FAR Part 121 operations
with airliners that have 30 or
more seats. ALPA had been
pressing for this kind of regu-
lation since the 1970s.

The campaign was a suc-
cess. Transportation Secre-
tary Federico Peña and FAA

law that prohibited the
states where employee pen-
sions were earned from
reaching beyond those bor-
ders to tax retirees who had
moved—a practice known as
source taxing.

Rodney Slater, Clinton’s
second transportation sec-
retary, announced in a Jan.
14, 2000, press release
that the president had ap-
proved “an important ad-
vance in gathering aviation
safety information to pre-
vent accidents before they
occur through a key govern-
ment-management-labor
partnership.” That advance
was the Aviation Safety Ac-
tion Program (ASAP), an
agreement among the FAA,
the airlines, and the unions
to “encourage voluntary re-
porting of safety issues to
the aviation industry and
the FAA by pilots, mechan-
ics, airline dispatchers, and
flight attendants—putting
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crop of negotiators continue
to give away the store to our
trading partners? Or will we
have trade representatives
who put U.S. pilots and other
workers first?

The next president will ap-
point a TSA administrator
who will determine if we’ll fi-
nally get a universal biomet-
ric screening system for avia-
tion workers. This program
has been 20 years in the

tion rules? Or will we have an
FAA that understands why it’s
foolish to continue “pilot
pushing” and, instead, seeks
to modernize the rules?

The next President will ap-
point leaders who will de-
cide whether America will
have a first-class FAA. A criti-
cal ATC staffing shortage
was exacerbated by an Ad-
ministrator who ran
roughshod over collective

select to appoint qualified,
competent public servants.
We’re not picking just one
person—we’re choosing that
leader’s vision and the full
cast the leader assembles
to carry out that vision.

Politics matter. Our en-
gagement matters. Over the
next nine months, we will
help decide the direction of
the United States and the
U.S. airline industry. 

making. Will we get new
leaders who allow a hodge-
podge system to continue?
Or will we have a TSA that
streamlines access proce-
dures, delivers one level of
security, and ensures that
airline workers are treated
fairly?

The next president will ap-
point FAA leaders who will de-
cide if airlines can continue
to force pilots to work tired.
The FAA’s rules are inad-
equate and antiquated. And
the pressure to increase pro-
ductivity has ratcheted up in
this post-bankruptcy era. Will
we continue to face stone-
walling from an FAA that
sides with airlines and re-
fuses to change flight-limita-

“The next president will appoint

negotiators who will determine whether

foreign carriers can control U.S. airlines.

The future of this industry hangs in the

balance as we enter the second stage

of the U.S.-EU Open Skies agreement.

Will the next crop of negotiators continue

to give away the store to our trading

partners? Or will we have trade

representatives who put U.S. pilots

and other workers first?”

—Edward Wytkind

bargaining rights. Critical air-
craft maintenance—some
estimates say 25 percent of
all work performed—is now
outsourced to foreign sta-
tions that are not required to
test their workers for drugs
and alcohol, are not subject
to strict FAA oversight, and
are not required to follow
any security rules. And the
safety needs of domestic air-
line workers have been
shortchanged. Will we con-
tinue to have an FAA that ig-
nores congressional man-
dates and refuses to bargain
with workers in good faith?
Or are we going to have an
FAA that works with its em-
ployees to deliver the safest
aviation system possible?

It’s up to all of us to
choose. And, we are entrust-
ing the chief executive we

AF
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pointees of the caliber of
Hurricane Katrina “you’re do-
ing a heckuva job, Brownie,”
it’s worth revisiting impor-
tant issues at stake and
how leaders in the next ad-
ministration will tackle these
issues.

The next president will ap-
point National Mediation
Board members who will pre-
side over labor/manage-
ment relations including bar-
gaining disputes and organiz-
ing drives. The current NMB
has ignored the rights of
workers. For example, pilots
of Atlantic Southeast Airlines
had to wait five years before
the NMB, at ALPA’s urging,
took steps to bring the pro-
cess to a successful conclu-
sion. By contrast, in 1998,
President Clinton and his
NMB refused to intervene in
the Northwest Airlines ALPA/
management dispute. The
pilots were permitted to exer-
cise their rights without gov-
ernment intervention, and
eventually a successful
agreement was reached.

Will we have another
president and appointees
who subvert the law and ex-
acerbate the deteriorating
state of working America?
Or will we have an NMB that
ensures the right to organize
and bargain collectively and
helps resolve labor-manage-
ment disputes?

The next president will ap-
point negotiators who will
determine whether foreign
carriers can control U.S. air-
lines. The future of this in-
dustry hangs in the balance
as we enter the second
stage of the U.S.-EU Open
Skies agreement. The Bush
administration’s appointees
have attempted an end-
around our ownership and
control rules. Will the next

The AFL-CIO’s Transporta-
tion Trades Department
(TTD) consists of 32 affili-
ated unions, including ALPA,
that together represent sev-
eral million workers in all
modes of transportation.
TTD advocates on behalf of
its member unions before
Congress and the executive
branch, including federal
agencies, to protect good
jobs, defend workers’ rights,
enhance transportation
safety and security, and en-
sure adequate funding for
the U.S. transportation infra-
structure. For more informa-
tion about TTD, visit
www.ttd.org.
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Upon notification, the
president may, “in his discre-
tion, create a board to inves-
tigate and report on such dis-
pute.” The PEB typically has
30 days to work with the two
parties to develop a pro-
posed agreement for their
consideration. The delivery of
this proposal is followed by
another 30-day cooling-off
period. During this entire pe-
riod, both management and
the employees must main-
tain the status quo, which
means that they continue to
be bound to the terms of the
previous contract.

On April 4, 1997, the APA
decided to send the latest
union-proposed agreement
to its members for their re-
view, and on May 5, Ameri-
can pilots ratified the deal.

The Northwest
difference
The Northwest pilots de-
clared a strike on Aug. 28,
1998, after exhausting all
other prescribed remedies
offered by the RLA. The strike
lasted 18 days, and manage-
ment reported that the air-
line had lost an estimated
$630 million, not to mention
a retroactive $84 million for
labor compensation.

The pilots’ Master Execu-
tive Council ratified a new 4-
year agreement on Septem-
ber 12, 5 days after it
reached a tentative agree-
ment. The TA was reached
after 3 intense days of nego-
tiations mediated by the
NMB and the Transportation
secretary.

“ALPA was completely
confident that President
Clinton wouldn’t declare a
PEB,” then-first vice-presi-
dent, and now former ALPA

president, Capt. Duane
Woerth, recalls. “We didn’t
lose one second of sleep.
Why? Because we brought
the full weight of the AFL-CIO
and our own support for
Clinton to the table. As a re-
sult, we were able to focus
all our efforts on preparing
for the strike.”

The contract provided a
12 percent pay increase
over 4 years, profit-sharing
and stock options, and pro-
tected the pilots’ long-term
job security. Additionally, the
contract allowed Northwest
the ability to compete both
globally and domestically.

“A special thanks goes to
President Clinton for his
demonstrated leadership
and for providing the neces-
sary support through his re-
sources to ensure a negoti-
ated contract settlement,”
said then-chairman of the
Northwest MEC, Capt. Steve
Zoller. “His actions have
strengthened and preserved
the integrity of the collective
bargaining process for work-
ing men and women.”

So what was the differ-
ence? Why did Clinton inter-
cede in one case but not the
other?

Babbitt speculated about
the American situation in his
March 1997 “President’s
Forum” in Air Line Pilot: “We
are well acquainted with the
need to marshal the support
of Congress and the execu-
tive branch to bear whatever
political influence is neces-
sary in such circumstances.
Our affiliation with the AFL-
CIO, our support within the
current administration, and
our collective strength in
numbers and preparedness
would have brought about a
very different scenario.”

Commenting on the
Northwest pilots’ success
sometime later, Babbitt
added, “The support we re-

ceived from Capitol Hill and
the White House during this
struggle was clearly a divi-
dend from our long-term in-
vestment in the U.S. political
process. Our access to the
White House played a piv-
otal role in the successful

outcome of this strike.
Frankly, had we lost the
battle in Washington, D.C.,
the Northwest pilots would
have reached no contract
settlement in Minneapolis.”

In essence, Babbitt made
clear that ALPA’s political
connections and the efforts
of the Association’s Govern-
ment Affairs Department
made the difference for
ALPA pilots.

“During the Clinton years,
you didn’t get an appoint-
ment to any of the key fed-
eral agencies without pass-
ing through 1625 Massa-
chusetts Avenue and getting
the ALPA stamp of approval,”
Woerth says.

Who are those guys?
Government Affairs serves
as the liaison between the
union’s pilot members and
Congress, the administra-
tion, and the federal depart-
ments and agencies that in-
fluence the airline industry.
ALPA lobbyists work with de-
cision-makers on Capitol Hill
and in the federal govern-

The ALPA Government Affairs team

manages ALPA’s Political Action

Committee, ALPA-PAC, which is used to

provide financial assistance to candidates

for U.S. federal elective office who are

committed to advancing pilots’ interests.

ment to educate them
about pilot issues and to ad-
vance ALPA’s legislative and
political agenda.

The ALPA Government Af-
fairs team manages ALPA’s
Political Action Committee,
ALPA-PAC, which is used to

provide financial assistance
to candidates for U.S. fed-
eral elective office who are
committed to advancing pi-
lots’ interests. In addition,
the Association’s grassroots
outreach program helps
ALPA pilots connect with
their federal representatives
to make their voices heard
on aviation safety, security,
and labor issues.

Famed French general
and statesman Charles de
Gaulle once said, “I have
come to the conclusion that
politics is too serious a mat-
ter to be left to the politi-
cians.” ALPA’s leaders have
long agreed, which explains
why the Association is plac-
ing so much emphasis on
the prospect of endorsing a
U.S. presidential candidate
in the 2008 elections. ALPA
members can shape the po-
litical process or let it shape
them. Pilots and their
elected ALPA representa-
tives must now decide for
themselves what the
Association’s political fate
will be. 


