
A Lear n in g  Ex p er ien ce a t  JFK 
By Rene Foss, NYC Council 91 
 
The Delta Air Lines flight  at t endantsÕ representat ion elect ion is now in its final days.  
The result s of t his elect ion will not  only  im pact  Delta f light  at t endants,  but  Northwest  
flight  at t endants as well.   I  seized t he opportunity  to part icipate in a v isibility  
cam paign at  JFK Internat ional Airport  in New York last  week so I  could spread the 
word about  union representat ion. 
 
I  worked wit h three other  Northwest  flight  at t endants and four  New York-based Delta flight  at t endants 
who want  t o be represented by AFA-CWA. We had perm its t o stand out side t he Delta crew  lounge to 
answer quest ions, share inform at ion and chat  with our Delta counterpar t s.  I nit ially, I  thought  m uch of 
this work would involve educat ing t hem  on facts about  our cont ract  and our  union.  I n the end I  was 
surprised to d iscover that  I  was t he one who received the educat ion.   Boy,  did I  learn a th ing or two.   
 
I  feel com pelled to share with you som e of what  I  discovered about  the way t hings work at  Delt a Air  
Lines and how I  cam e to further  appreciate and understand why we m u st  have union representat ion if  
and when we m erge w it h Delta.   
 

SENI ORI TY 
 
FOR BI DDI N G: 
This subj ect  was an eye opener for m e.  Delta flight  at t endants do not  have open access t o their  
senior it y list !  Sect ion 20 ( Senior it y)  in our  contract guarantees us the right  to v iew and challenge our  
senior it y  list .   At  Delta,  j unior flight  at t endants som et im es receive t rips t hat  should have been awarded 
to m ore senior f light  at t endants.   The com pany will choose,  for one reason or  another,  certain f light  
at t endants for a part icular  t r ip even though their seniority  doesnÕt  warrant  holding t hat  t r ip.   I f  you 
want  to ascertain whether  or  not  you could have held t he t r ip there is no way to invest igate because 
you do not  have access to that  inform at ion.   
 
There is no published book with the m onthly f light  at t endant  t rip awards, like weÕre afforded in our  
cont ract , Sect ion 6.C.4.  (Post ing of Bid Awards) .   Even if  you were able t o find out  t hat  a junior  person 
held a t r ip for which you bid, there is no recourse:   you cannot  grieve it ,  you will not  be com pensated 
for it  and you really  canÕt  com plain about  it .  
 
I f  t he com pany wants a part icular  f light  at t endant  on a t rip for  any reason ( language qualified,  nice 
personalit y,  or any reason under the sun)  scheduling can award the t rip without  regard t o senior it y. 
 
FOR REDUCTI ONS I N  FORCE:  
With regard t o seniority  in case of furlough,  under our contract,  in Sect ion 14 (Reduct ion in Force and 
Recall) ,  legally b inding fur lough language states that  fur loughs are offered in seniority  order , but  
forced in reverse seniority  order .  However, at  Delta there is no contract and f light  at tendants can be 
furloughed in any order . I n fact , prev ious furloughs have result ed in language-qualif ied flight  
at t endants being skipped,  with m ore senior  f light  at t endants being involuntar ily  laid off.  
 
There are no Òbum ping right sÓ per se at  Delta Air Lines.  I n the event  Delta should close any base Ð a 
possibility  in a m erger because of base redundancies in New York,  Los Angeles and Boston -  t hey could 
sim ply be furloughed,  wit hout  the opportunit y to exercise senior it y  and t ransfer  to another  base,  as we 
current ly  have in our  cont ract  Sect ion 14.C. (Reduct ion in Force Ð Base Excess)  and Sect ion 12 (Filling 
of Vacancies) .   Wit hout  our cont ract  protect ing us,  m anagem ent  could sim ply  announce it  is closing a 
base and if  you happen t o be based t here,  you would be subject  to involuntary  furlough.   At  Delta Air 
Lines:  
 

When it  com es to b id d in g , seniority  doesnÕt  always count . 
 
When it  com es to l ay o f f s, seniority  doesnÕt  always count . 
 

 



COMPANY CONVENI ENCE LEAVES 
 
We have negot iated w it h Northwest  and established a cont ractual program  to address occasional 
tem porary overages in staff ing known in our  cont ract  as Convenience Leaves of Absence (Sect ion 18 Ð 
Leaves of Absence) .   Legally  binding language benefit s t he com pany by allowing it  to have fewer f light  
at t endants on the payroll for a predeterm ined durat ion.  I t  also benefit s the f light  at tendants by 
allow ing us an opportunity  t o have a known per iod of t im e away from  fly ing for  personal reasons.  We 
will return to our  jobs Ð and cont inue t o accrue senior it y  while off payroll -  when the leave expires.  
There is specif ic binding language in our  cont ract  regarding cancellat ion of leaves and our  right  t o 
exercise seniority  in that  event . 
  
Delta does offer  som ething sim ilar  to our  Òcom pany convenience leaveÓ program , however,  unlike our 
program ,  Delta f light  at t endants are not  guaranteed a posit ion when the leave expires.  Prior  t o t aking 
a short -  or long- t erm  leave, they are required t o sign a docum ent  wit h quite a lot  of fine print  st at ing 
they can return if  there is a posit ion available for them  at  the t im e of t heir scheduled return. That  
cer tainly g ives new m eaning to t he term  com pany convenience!  I n fact  aft er 9/ 11, m any people at  
Delta signed up for  such a program  only to f ind out  that  at  the end of the set  t im e per iod t hey were no 
longer em ployed by Delta. 
 
D I SCI PLI NE 
 
Flight  at t endants at  Delta,  j ust  like f light  at t endants at  Northwest ,  can be discip lined in areas like 
at t endance,  work perform ance and reliability.   But  when a Delta f light  at tendant  is repr im anded or  
called int o the office they go in alone.  There is no witness to what  t ranspires behind the closed door. 
There is no one else to legally represent  you and there is no one to ensure the m anager is act ing 
with in com pany guidelines,  or  for  t hat  m at t er  even with in the law .   
 
I f  we lose this elect ion at  Delta, or  lose a second elect ion for  t he com bined f light  at tendant  workforce 
at  t he t im e of t he m erger, we would end up wit hout  a union and a cont ract .  Northwest  f light  
at t endants would t hen be subj ect  t o this very d ifferent  approach to the disciplinary process.  There 
would be no gr ievance procedure,  no one to represent  us when we are sit t ing across the desk from  
m anagem ent .   Fur therm ore,  Delta m anagem ent  is under no cont ractual obligat ion t o show flight  
at t endants any definit ive inform at ion on any discip linary issue.  Our cont ract  has very specif ic 
language requiring m anagem ent  to disclose the content  of com plaint  let t ers ( Sect ion 21.C. Ð 
Em ploym ent  Files) .   Delta m ay claim  you have num erous com plaint  let t ers, but  m anagem ent  is not  
required to show these let t ers to you.  I n other  words it  would be your word against  the com panyÕs. 
 

THE MOST SHOCKI NG NEW S 
 
We all have a r ight  t o our opin ion, but  I  am  dist ressed to hear a few of our  very own Northwest  f light  
at t endants suggest  that  we do not  need a union Ð even encouraging Delta flight  at t endants to rej ect  
AFA-CWA. Som e of our  own m em bers m istakenly believe we would be bet t er off without  the 
protect ions of our union.   When I  have asked why they feel t his way t hey say t hings like,  ÒI  never get  
in t rouble.Ó  While one purpose of the union is t o represent  you if  you are Òin t roubleÓ that  is j ust  a 
sm all part  of what  our  union is all about , as you have read here already.  There is so m uch m ore to the 
benefit s of being par t  of a union. 
   
After  talk ing with Delta flight  at t endants at  JFK I  began to see how vulnerable they are to t he whim s of 
m anagem ent ,  not  to m ent ion the whim s of the econom y.   I  began to appreciate m ore and understand 
the m any aspect s of our  cont ract  that  IÕve taken for  granted:   
 

1.  Our cont ract  protect s m e from  flagrant  senior it y  v iolat ions and provides m e a m echanism  for  
recourse in the event  an error is m ade.  

 
2.  Our cont ract  protect s m e from  unfair  layoffs wit h specif ic procedures t o handle a reduct ion in 

force t hat  honors seniorit y. 
 



3.  Our cont ract  protect s m e from  outsourcing,  which is a real possib ilit y g iven t hat  Delta current ly 
has a reservat ions call center  in I ndia. They have also had foreign nat ional f light  at t endant  
bases in I ndia, Poland and I srael. 

 
4.  Our cont ract  holds m anagem ent  accountable to keeping it s prom ises.   

 
5.  Our cont ract  gives m e the opportunity,  t hough collect ive bargaining,  to preserve m y job, 

im prove m y working condit ions,  defend m y right s and have a voice in m y future. 
 
We all owe a great  debt  to the f light  at t endants who have stood up against  injust ice in the workplace 
over m any years t hrough union representat ion at  our  air line and at  other carriers.   We m ust  cont inue 
that  proud t radit ion of being an equal par tner at  the negot iat ions table by retain ing our  collect ive 
bargaining right s and finally  bringing our  colleagues at  Delta int o our st rong union fam ily.   
 
Whatever the result  when the votes are counted next  week,  I  hope weÕll each be able to say t hat  we 
did all we could during t his elect ion to defend our cont ract  and prom ote the benefit s and protect ions of 
AFA-CWA representat ion am ong our  peers. 
 
rfoss@nwaafa.org 
 
 
Vo lu n t eer  at  a Vi si b i l i t y  Cam p aig n  o r  Ca l l  Cen t e r !   Con t act  g o t v @d el t aaf a.o r g . 


