NATIONAL POSTAL FRACTION PERSPECTIVE ~  June, 1976

Postal workers have come under a head-long assault by the USPS in the
last year. Every tradition and work rule that made a post office job
- bearable is under attack by postal management. Ieanwhile, the press
ig filled with stories. about the ”pestal dinosaur" on the verge of -

extinction. The union leaders are in a state of panic, talking tougher

" but Cllnglng more tightly to management. Rank and file poqtal workers,
reviving from the knock-out blow of the 1975 contract defeat, have
begun to- organlzo and ralse thelr volices 1n protest

What follows is a framework for undersfandlng these eventu, and a
‘proposal for revolutionaries organlzlng in-the rank and file postal =
~. workers movement. - i oo

i The crisis of the Postal Service

-The - postal def1c1t for the year ending June 30 1976 w1l¢ be about = -
© $1.4 pillion, almost as guch as the five prevmous ‘yedrs combined, The
cause of the deficit and the decline in service is the general econ-
omic crigis. Inflatlon has driven up.all postal costs, MNail volume
dropped off significantly during the 1974-75 dppression. Congress,’

traditionally. respon81ble for subsidizing the postal deficit, is under
polltlcal and economlc pregsure to hold down its share.

Because of this crisis, the USPS has recently come under attack from-
’government leaders and the media, The postal "experiment" has alleg-
edly failed. Some, like Treasury Secretary Simon, favor rev131ng the
private express statutes to allow for private competition in first
class mail, - Others favor a return to dlrect Congre581onal control

- over the post offlce

- But- contrary to the belief of many- peonle, 1nclud1ng many postal
workers, there is no major conspiracy to destroy the postal service at
this time. No . section of big business is prepared to take on the )
postal service and take over its functions. The electronic technology
required to repace written communications is too expengive and in-
accessible, Certain companies guch as UPS and private delivery ser-
vices, will compete with the USPS for.-a portion of its business. But

'vthere is no substitute avallabTe for the system as- a whole.

What' all the pOSUal crltlcs can agree om is that the _postal service
must be “"rationalized". ILarge-volume mailers are speaking through

* ' +their mouthpieces in media and govermment to demand efficiency and.

”‘an end to "feather-bedding." To them, the traditional work standards, -
‘:'espeﬁlally the relatrvely flexible work day of the mailhandlers and-

. carriers, means "swollen payrolls.™ Even the liberal magaz1ne New
_Republic attacked "feather-bedding" and the no- layoff clause in



a recent issue. The postal gervice 1s necessary for big bu81nesm.
Tt's smooth functionaing translates into profit marglns for them.

- Even a delay of one day can mean millions of dollars in lost interest
in check clearance, for example. Therefore, "rablona11z1ng" the
UQPS is an 1mportant goal of blg business,

Their program of ratwonadlzatlon will involve some service Cuts.
But these cuts will be carefully selected to protect service to
big mailers, Saturday deliveries, for instance, may be ‘sacrificed
because most businesses don't rely on Saturday mail in any case,
Rate structures will begin to favor business more -and more. The
Postal Rate Commission has already approved a proposal that will

- reduce first class rates to 12¢ for large-volume mailers. For
’first class mail, thlq is an unprecedented and important s+ep.

The program also involves mechanlzatlon.f Despite problems with
integrating machinery, especilally in the bulk centers, this is an
important part of the long-run cost-cutting program, 85% of

- postal costs are wages and salaries (of course, that includes -

Icvel 36's, ete.). Cubtting this pereentage reduces the impact
that an organized workforce can have over postal costs. Finally,
machines -such as the LSM's help USPS reglment and speed up the
Jorkforce.

BLt the key to ”“1tionalization" is the current produotivity drive
ceainst pos+al workers, Postmaster General Benjamin Bailar's
.program ig to, maintain service at a level consistent with big business
needs while cutting back the workforce. Over the last four

years, 35,000 jobs have been-cut, out of about 700 000. USPS

nopes to cut 50,000 more in the nex+ three years., This includes
25,000 through combining carrier routes, 35,000 through. forced
transfers, and 6,000 through the 31081ng of small offlces.

A1l of. the attacks on worklng conditiong are part of this drive:
route adgu&*ments, through Kokomo and more standard methods;
speed-up for inside workers (e.g., overtime cutbacks, re-posting
and reverting Jjobs, and re-writing work standards through P,I.P.
“and’ other methods?}); forced transfers, resulting in dis- location
and voluntary lay-offs; harassment, as a way to break militancy and
force resignations; closing and conso‘1dat1ng small post offices;
tightening up on sick and annual leave, resulting in resignations
~and terminations. -A significant part of this program is designed
to cut the workforce without directly viclating the no-layoff
. clauge -- forced. transfers, harassment, and the hiring freeze
ares prime examples, )

Turmoll in the Union Bureaucracies’

The USPS offensive has led to significant developments in the major
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i posta1 union bureaucraCLes over the last six months. In the NAILC,
~a group _of local presidentvs calling itself the "Ad Hoc Committee”
met. Led by New York President Vince Sombrotto, the group called
on the national union leaders to respond more energetically to the
attacks. ‘In the APWU a szimilar group of local presidnets met and
pleaded with the national union leaders to "do something."

Pres. Bilbey and the APWU executive board responded by announcing a
"break” from USPS management and launching a media cempéign. The
campaign, soon joined by the NALC, has stressed postal mis-management ~
and the fact that postal workers are not to blame for disintegrating
service.  They propose the solution-of a higher Congressional subsidy
t0-USPS. While cuperficielly a move toward militancy, two aspects of B}
the campaign indlcate bhat the bureaucracies are ¢irmly locked into ~

a rightward path: 1) the money for the APWU campaign will drain

its entire strike Pund and 2) they have thrown their siupport

behind a 100% pro-management senate bill which provides for a 10%

subsidy and a "blue ribbon commission" to study postal operations,.

In the NALC, this strategy by the bureaucracy has not been nearly

" “enough to protect their status quo. With its rank and file receiving
~ the brunt of the current specd-up and with memories of a victory .
- through militancy in 1970, the crisis has deeper consequences for the
bureaucracy. In kay, Rademacher announced that he ‘would not run

for the presidency this year, implying that dissent with the-

union wag the reason. The rest of the bureaucracy. has split, and
~two members of Rademacher's team have announced their candidacies

. for national president. One is Gus: Johnson, former president of

"~ the New York branch, apparently Rademacher's hand picked successor.
The other 1s Joe Vacca, former Cleveland branch pre81dent, currently
a natlonal vice-prasident.

Waiting in the wings as the third presidential candidate is Sombrotto.
With a split bureaucracy, he is in an excellent. position to-win

on his "rank and file" ticket. Sombrotto has retreated considerably
since he associated himself with the 1970 strike mevement. His own
carriers in New York are now faced with the loss of 15% of their

- routes due to cuts in downtown deliveries. Sombrotto has done
nothing to stop these cuts. His role in national union affairs has -
‘degenerated from building a national rank and file network to buidling
‘a campaign machine for himself, For example, as the possibility of

a strike in Seattle loomed in May, his branch refused to congider
conrete sympathetic action to back up Seattle carriers.

Nonetheless, Sémbrosto still represents a progressive force that-

we must support. He is still willing to fight for a more democratic
- union, and has taken the lead in opposing Rademacher's restructuring
- proposals that would further bureaucratize the union. = He stands

- as the one person who can at this time break the hold of Rademacher
politics over the union, giving real rank and file forces room

to organize. His victory would raise the expectations of carriers
everywhere, which could translate into independent rank and file
action. We must support him on these groundsg, continue to :
criticize him for his current activity, and warn against his probable
sellouts once he is elected, .
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The Ranhs Rev1vo

~-The 1975 contract defeat had a deadenlng effect on rank and f11e
activity and morale, Management won what amounted to a wage cut,
and they secured a green light to implement the current productlv1ty
drive, USPS came out of the contract period cocky and aggr9831v
The union leaders crowed about how they had helped save the post l
servce, The large vote in favor of contract ratifieation demoral-

" ived militants.- The rank and file groups built before or during
the contract fight fell apart or degenerated, -

Two ma jor fagiorerhave re-opened the struggle. One 1is the general
attacks resulting from the economic squeeze. The Postmaster's
~letter to all employees in November 1975 was the official announce-
ment of a new level of attacks. All workers, inside and outside,
have been hit hard., The other: Factor 1s the opening of most of
the bulk centers. The BNMC's are generally staffed by .younger
workers; many of whom were .forced to *ransfer from their homes in
‘other cities. BMC management, learning lessons from UPS, has es+abllsh-
‘ed a get-tough attitude toward work rules, breaks, etc, Safety
conditions are terrlole, forced overtime has been very heavy. 1In
addition, the union gituation 1s generally very fluid, with younger
militants thrust into leadership positions in the APWU and the
ha;lhandlers locals.,.

"The result has-been‘a slow growth of organization and protest by
+the rank . and -file, -Some actions have been inltlally organized'by
the local bureaucrac1es, such as the large rally in San Diego in _
“March. - Others, &uch as the Seattle strike vote and a slowdown in
the Philadelphia BNC, .arose more. spontaneously with rank and file
sentiment. Rank and file organlza+1on"has lagged behind militant
sentiment., However, from zero groups in the early fall, there is-
now- one solid group, several newslatters, and other looser groupings.
The leadership of revolutionaries hasbeen crucial 1n,bulld1ng and .
'malntalnlng these groups. -

A Two-Year Perspectlve

The two years between now and. the rnemtt contract w1ll be key for the de—'
velopment of a rank and file movement in the post office. In all
likelihood, we wil) push for the Sormation of a rank and file con-
tract coalition around the fall of 1977. In the meantime, we must
build local groups, fight the attacks, builld the Rank and File

 Postal Worker, and make som2 interventions in the national union
arena.’ ' . : :

Local groups are the foundation of our. work. Where possible, we or-
ganize ;across union lines to build a united postal rank and file
grouprln one city. The key issues will be the attaok on working -con-
ditions.- (Speed up, harassment, forced overtime), amnd the attack on
job security (forced transfers, elimination of aobs, short hours -
for subs). All groups that we participate in must become known

ag the leading fighters against racist discrimination and second
‘class.status for women. If this means brlnglng issue ‘such as Gary
Tyler or bussing into the work, then that must be done. If this means
raising issues such as maternity leave and. chlldcare, even if they
are not a central part of the new attacks, then we must do that.,
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We must see to it that the groups ‘we bulid and work in make an
active- fight against *'che,at'tacku on the work floor. The key today
is breaking through people's fears-and gkepticiam about chinging
athhlng 4t the postoiflcenv -Organizing the power of the ranks to

win. even a minor victory, -such aS the recent. "freeze-out” at the

Ltts“urgh GPO, is more crucilal than anytnlng else we do., -With -
local ‘gains uader their belts, local groups will be prepared to
‘go . into the 19?8 contract fight than they were 1in 1975.

The Rank and File Posual Worker must be utrengthemed ‘and broadened
The paper cannoz act at this point as the voice of a tightly.
organized na+1onul rank and file network. It will continue to
function in the pre-contract period as a Ttool of -a loose network

of local groups and iadividucls, It will be important in combatting
localism and lzging the groundwork for the formation of contract.
coalition in late '77. 1In ®me cages, however, such & the real
possibility of w« strike brealing out in one 01Ty, the paper ‘would
’attempt to give a more direct lead in spreading aection on a national
basis, The paper should also siriv%. to play the role of providing ;
a clear analysis of what irs happening to posual workers and why.
This must be done %o clarify our eown poritions and bring more of

our -co=workers #ijound to the slandpoint of class struggle unionism..

Up to this point, the pogtal workers we work with have demonstrated

a willingnesc to follow our lead on the pu:pose and direction of

the paper. Thisg will probably continue, caugse it is unlikely that
counter poles will emerge in the movement to challenge our leadership.
Despite this, we will have ©to go out of our way to make the -
movement as broad-based and démocxuzatic as possible, This may require
regional and national meetings, an must involve constant solicitation
of feedback frcwm be peoplz w2 vork with, .
our major interventioi on = national scale in the next period will -
be organizing a rank and file caucus at the national NAILC convention.
While we may have obrervoers and peper digiribution at the other two
conventions, we will focus on-the NAIE. Because of the less rlgld
delegate selection procedure, ¢ have about a half dozen solid

Rank and File Pogtal Vorler supporters as delegates, plug a number
of people around each of them, The rank and file caucus will be
organized as well asg possible before the convention, and will be
consolidated at the opanng70¢ the convention in Houston. VYur goal
at the convention will he ©o wage a serious campaign around two or
three key resolutions. Tentatively, they will focus on rolling back
route lengths, concretizing She pledge to strike over Kokomo,

and sanctioning and suppordting any local job actions., We may
attempt to force Sombrotto to take a stand on these resolutions,
using his claim to be a "rank and file" candidate to force him to
sanction & more militant program.,  Therc will be a special issue

.of the Rank and File Postal Worker for use at the conventions.

Orgsaization of the Fraction -
The postal work is for the first time emerging as a full industrial p
priority of the organization. This meang that we will receive more
regular support from th('organizatjon as a whole for our work. The
respongibility of <the fraction cent er viill be to provide a general
load -
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lead for the local fractions and co-ordinate national interventions.
The center will publish a regular fraction bulletin (twice or three

times a year at first), organize regional and national meetings, and
initiate general and "transitional" coverage in Workers Power.

The local fractions have recently begun to tighten ap and function-
on & esonsistent, serious level, We must continue that process by
establishing a clear division of responsibility and giving real.
fraction work to comrades who aren't in the industry. Needless to
say, we must recruit more postal workers, Given the number of our
present members and contacts who have solid bases, recruitment
should not be difficult. We should be able to do better than the
100% growth projected for our industrial fractions as a whole.,
Finally, the local fractions must begin to-organize WP sales and
¢coverage in a much more thorough manner. All major postal struggles
must be reported in WP, and we should golicit letters-from our
contacts. - e :

--P.R.



