FSW COLLECTIVE BARGAINING: AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
The frustrations that FSW members are feeling with current contract negotiations are completely understandable. Monroe County administration is taking full advantage of the leverage that the existing “anti-public employee” climate and governmental financial problems have provided them. They no doubt view this as an excellent opportunity to gain additional management control and to further minimize budget expenses involved with County employees. If it is of any consolation, those have been their goals in collective bargaining with the Federation throughout our history.

Contract negotiations have never been about “fair” versus “unfair”, “reasonable” versus “unreasonable”, or “right” versus “wrong”. They are purely and simply about power, and little else. Without power, even the most skillful negotiating team will struggle mightily. If anyone among the membership believes that masterfully articulating a compelling case at the bargaining table will convince the County to change their position on much of anything, they are being terribly naïve.
The financial parameters for most public labor contracts are established primarily by the circumstances and conditions that exist at the time in which they are held. During the 1970’s and 1980’s when we were able to gain annual pay increases of 4% to 10%, it wasn’t because those FSW negotiating teams were working any harder, were any more prepared, or were any smarter than the negotiating team that represents the membership right now. 

Clearly, the climate for collective bargaining that the FSW faces today is the most challenging in our history. Approval ratings for unions among the general public nationally have plummeted. As a result, many political and governmental leaders now see union endorsement as a liability and it has influenced their support for unions and their issues. 
Labor organizations, with precious few exceptions, have lost their position as community partners and are now seen by too many as self-serving groups of special interest. The overall impact is that the power of all unions has been substantially diminished.
The Federation’s power has always been a function of these factors: 
· We do work professionally which is tremendously important to the community (even though they need to be reminded of that fact frequently).
· Our membership is diverse and well-educated. 
· We have a strong tradition of “giving back”, volunteering, and advocating for those who are most vulnerable and least advantaged in our society. 
· Although always affiliated with a national labor organization, we have retained our autonomy and our own identity.
However, our greatest strength may well be the unity, support and loyalty that have consistently been provided by the general membership to those who have taken on the responsibilities of leadership within the organization. Their commitment has always been respected and their efforts have always been appreciated. I am afraid that if we fail to continue to honor this invaluable tradition, we risk losing everything that has been gained over the past fifty years.
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