Joint Statement on Violence turns 25

t’s been a quarter century since

the NALC, other postal unions and

the U.S. Postal Service joined, with
one voice, to confront the issue of
violence in the workplace.

A cluster of fatal shootings in postal
facilities in the late 1980s and early
1990s left several postal employees
dead or injured, many more trauma-
tized, and postal unions and man-

then-NALC President Vincent Sombrot-
to), management organization leaders
and the postmaster general, the Joint
Statement on Violence and Behavior in
the Workplace declared that “grief and
sympathy are not enough.

“This is a time for candid appraisal
of our flaws and not a time for scape-
goating, finger pointing or procras-
tination,” it read. “It is a time for
reaffirming the basic right of

.2

w
Ty

JOINT STATEMENT ON VIOLENCE AND BEHAVIOR IN THE WORKPLACE

We all grieve for the Royal Oak victims, and we sympathize with their families, as we have
grieved and sympathized all too often before in similar horrifying circumstances. But grief and
sympathy are not enough. Neither are ritualistic expressions of grave concern or the initiation of

investigations, studies, or research projects.

all employees to a safe and
humane working environ-
ment. It is also the time to
take action to show that we
mean what we say.”

“The United States Postal Service as an institution and all of us who serve that institution must “The Joint Statement was
firmly and ivocally commit to do everything within our power to prevent further incidents of
work-related violence. i
a watershed document in the
This is a tme for a candid appraisal of our flaws and not a time for scapegoating, .
fingerpointing, or procrastination. 1t is a time for reaffirming the basic right of all employees to a effort to deal with workplace
safe and humane working environment. /¢ is also the time to take action to show that we mean what we say.

We openly acknowledge that in some places or units there is an unacceptable level of stress in
the workplace; that there is no excuse for and will be no tolerance of violence or any threats of
violence by anyone at any level of the Postal Service; and that there is no excuse for and will be no
tolerance of harassment, intimidation, threats, or bullying by anyone.

We also affirm that every employee at every level of the Postal Service should be treated at all
times with dignity, respect, and fairness. The need for the USPS to serve the public efficiently and
productively, and the need for all employees (o be committed to giving a fair day's work for a fair
day’s pay, does not justify actions that are abusive or intolerant. "Making the numbers " is not an excuse
Jor the abuse of anyone. ‘Those who do not treat others with dignity and respect will not be rewarded
or i. Those whose le behavior continues will be removed from their positions.

We obviously cannot ensure that however seriously intentioned our words may be, they will
not be treated with winks and nods, or skepticism, by some of our over 700,000 employees. But let
there be no mistake that we mean what we say and we will enforce our commitment to a workplace
where dignity, respect, and fairness are basic human rights, and where those who do not respect
those rights are not tolerated.

Our intention is to make the workroom floor a safer, more harmonious, as well as a more

violence,” NALC President
Fredric Rolando said. “It
affirmed that everyone has a
part to play in maintaining a
work environment in which
everyone feels safe.

“No level of violence in
the workplace is tolerable,”
Rolando said.
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productive workplace. We pledge our efforts (o these objectives.
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The Joint Statement on
Violence (M-01242), which
was posted on bulletin
boards in all postal instal-
lations, also put the Postal
Service and NALC on the
record against abusive
behavior, saying that treat-

agement struggling to find a way to
eliminate violence in the workplace.

The first step was to agree that all
parties were committed to the process.

That modest but meaningful first
step was aimed at changing the Postal
Service’s culture by encouraging every-
one involved to take responsibility for
preventing workplace violence.

Signed on Feb. 14, 1992, by the lead-
ers of the four postal unions (including

February 2017

ing others with dignity and
respect comes first. It promised to
deny rewards to those who violated
that principle and to remove repeat
offenders from the USPS.

This month, The Postal Record
takes a look back at how the Joint
Statement emerged and why it broke
ground by putting labor and manage-
ment on equal footing as partners in
the effort to assure dignity and respect
for all employees.

‘What can we do
to stop the violence?’

A spate of violent incidents, culmi-
nating in the shootings at the postal
facility in Royal Oak, MI, on Nowv. 14,
1991, set in motion the crafting of the
Joint Statement. The Royal Oak shoot-
ings came just five weeks after a simi-
lar deadly incident at a postal facility
in Ridgewood, NJ.

Within weeks following the Royal
Oak shooting, President Sombrotto
met with a group of representatives of
the other postal unions, groups repre-
senting supervisors and senior USPS
officials. It was an emotional four-hour
meeting, but it led to progress—the
representatives agreed to work on a
joint statement committing them all
to be partners with responsibility for
preventing violence.

Sombrotto, who died in 2013, wrote
about the meeting that led to the Joint
Statement in The Postal Record shortly
after it was signed.

“The need for emotional release was
especially obvious at our initial meet-
ing,” Sombrotto wrote delicately.

But the parties got past the anger
and focused on their goal, which was
“to discuss the most fundamental and
essential question these tragedies
have raised: ‘What can we do to stop
the violence?’” Sombrotto wrote. “The
issue was not, ‘Who is to blame?’
This was not a time for posturing or
finger-pointing—this was a time for
sober reflection and serious explora-
tion of what we could do to end the
bloodshed.

“In many ways, the signed statement
is a remarkable document,” he wrote.
“For one thing, the document publicly
commits all of the signatories to the
proposition that any actions and behav-
ior that create or contribute to a stressful
environment are simply unacceptable.”



Sombrotto’s stature in the postal
community and his leadership abili-
ties were critical to the success of the
Joint Statement. He took his draft of
the document that would become the
Joint Statement back to the union and
management representatives, and
with only minor changes, all agreed
to sign it.

“The Joint Statement was a very
meaningful step in the right direction
to ease the tension between manage-
ment and the workers,” NALC Presi-
dent Emeritus William Young said. As
NALC vice president at the time, Young
was instrumental in winning a 1996
arbitration decision that said the Joint
Statement was binding on manage-
ment, too—meaning that dealing with
the problem required managers to take
responsibility as well, and that they
could face consequences if they failed
to do so.

In the decision, arbitrator Carlton
Snow declared that the Joint State-
ment was a binding contractual
obligation that NALC and the Postal
Service can enforce through the
grievance procedure. Snow empow-
ered regional arbitrators to enforce
the statement and to issue remedies
against postal supervisors who vio-
late it.

Where NALC has presented strong
evidence of violent, abusive, harass-
ing or threatening behavior, regional
arbitrators have been able to order su-
pervisors to apologize, to get training,
or to be removed from a supervisory
position altogether.

“Once management knew they were
also covered,” Young said, “that reined
in some of the tactics they had used.”

It also meant that the parties not
only had a commitment, they had an
obligation to uphold the principles in
the Joint Statement.

Breaking new ground

“By signing the Joint Statement,
postal management and unions
acknowledged that there is stress
in our workplace that needs to be
addressed,” NALC Director of Safety
and Health Manuel Peralta said.

“Simply blaming each other doesn’t
solve the problem. We took joint
responsibility for preventing future
acts of violence.”

How to prevent violence and
harassment has eluded many work-
places in America, and tragically,
many workers and employers in this
country feel helpless. But with unions
to speak for employees and with
an organized system for resolving
disputes in place, the Postal Service
could take crucial action.

“It’s an historic example of how
unions and employers can work
together to tackle problems,” Per-
alta said. “By working to resolve
problems and ease tension through
a process that gives workers a voice,
the Postal Service and its unions
are doing something substantive to
prevent violence in the workplace.
The grievance procedure needs to
be used to address employee dignity
and respect concerns.

“NALC was ahead of the curve with
the Joint Statement,” he added. “This
was an unprecedented action. We
didn’t wait for someone else to tell
management to do this; we negotiated
it and we made it enforceable.”

Subsequent to the establishment
of the Joint Statement, the Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Administra-
tion (OSHA) recommended that all
employers issue statements against
workplace violence.

“One of the best protections em-
ployers can offer their workers is
to establish a zero-tolerance policy
toward workplace violence,” the OSHA
recommendation states. “It is critical
to ensure that all workers know the
policy and understand that all claims
of workplace violence will be investi-
gated and remedied promptly.”

“We’re proud to have played a small
role in the development of OSHA’s
approach to workplace violence,”
President Rolando said, adding that

“the 25th anniversary of the Joint State-

ment is a reminder of our ongoing and
unending commitment to seek dignity
and respect for letter carriers in their
places of work.” pr

Need help?

EAP is always available

he USPS Employee Assistance
T Program (EAP) is available

to any postal employee, and
to family members living in the
employee’s household, to help
with life’s challenges. It’s a free,
voluntary and confidential program
that offers assessment, counsel-
ing, consultation, life coaching and
training to postal employees and
their families.

“Most carriers never need EAP, but
for those who do, it can be a lifesaver,”
NALC President Fredric Rolando said.
“For all of us, it’s a bit like insurance—
you may never use it, but it’s reassur-
ing to know that it is there for you.”

Reasons a postal employee might
turn to the EAP include difficulty
dealing with family, children, mar-
riage, parenting, divorce, care for
the elderly, child care, depression
and other emotional issues, grief or
loss, substance abuse, anxiety, job
performance, and personal or work
relationship problems.

EAP also helps postal employees
support each other or deal with the
repercussions of other people’s chal-
lenges. If you notice a co-worker who
may need help, you can contact EAP.
The counselors will help you to size
up the problem and to decide how to
approach that person to offer help,
including possibly referring the co-
worker or family member to EAP.

EAP is jointly administered by
NALC, other postal unions and USPS.
AlL EAP counselors have a minimum
of a master’s degree in counseling or
social work, as well as clinical experi-
ence in dealing with a wide range of
personal and workplace concerns.

Communications with EAP are
confidential—your privacy is pro-
tected by strict federal and state
confidentiality laws and regulations
and by professional ethical stan-
dards for counselors.

Letter carriers seeking EAP ser-
vices may call 800-EAP-4-YOU (800-
327-4968), go to eap4you.com, or
contact their local union officers for
information. pPr
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