The voices of the branches

uring this pandemic, it has be-

come both more important and

more difficult for branches and
state associations to stay connected to
their members. Fortunately, The Postal
Record already has a platform for in-
dividual branches to report local news
and address topics specific to their com-
munities. Every month, this magazine
receives dozens of submissions from
branch, state and retiree scribes all over
the country, who send in articles on
subjects ranging from describing work-
ing conditions and voicing perspectives
on new legislative proposals to congrat-
ulating retiring members and reporting
on community services.

These scribes are a valuable resource
for NALC, as they inform members
using their own experience and local
knowledge. We spoke to a sample of
scribes to get their opinions and advice
on their often overlooked but critical
role in the union. For more information
on how to become a scribe, see “How
to become a scribe” on the next page
and consult with your local officers.

Tony Rodriguez has been the
branch scribe for Knoxville, TN Branch
419 for eight years, and has continued
to fulfill the scribe role alongside his
duties as branch secretary. Rodriguez
says that his writing process can be
quite time-consuming. “I learned from
college to do a draft and then come
back later and see how it reads,” he
said. “I can do two to three drafts be-
fore I send it to the [branch] president
to review.” However, he added, the
actual time spent writing the article is
much shorter: “Once I get into the flow
of it, I can bang it out in 10 minutes.”

Rodriguez says that one of the most
challenging aspects of being the scribe
is finding ideas every month. To do
so, he taps his best resources: his fel-
low officers and the branch members
(particularly retirees). “Sometimes, I'll
use the branch meeting itself,” he said.
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He likes to highlight retirees because
of the wisdom and authority they can
bring to a column. “They are really the
core of a branch,” he explained. “They
are speaking from experience.”

The scribe says that he is always
pleased to hear from members about
his column. “They’ll come up to me and
they’ll say, ‘Good column,’ or they’ll
give me ideas,” he said. Occasionally,
Rodriguez even receives recognition
from the wider NALC community.

“Tll run into people at the [national]
convention, and they’ll say, ‘Are you the
guy from Tennessee? Great article!” ”

JoAnn Gilbaugh also has received
plenty of feedback in her 10-year ten-
ure as branch scribe for Minneapolis,
MN Branch 9. “At first, I didn’t think
anyone read them,” she admitted, so
she was surprised when she attended
a retirement celebration and one of the
retirees shook her hand and quoted
one of her recent columns. “Getting the
feedback is amazing,” she said.

Unlike Rodriguez, Gilbaugh says that
she doesn’t like to write drafts—“the
majority of the time, [the column] is
something I can do in one fell swoop,”
she said. For her ideas, she waits for
something to “strike a chord” with her.
She added with a laugh, “A lot of the
topics come from conversations I have
with people, where they’ll say some-
thing and I'll say, ‘I’'m going to [use]
that.””

Gilbaugh says that the most diffi-
cult time to write is when there hasn’t
been much happening at the branch,
adding, “I'm not good at forcing
something onto a piece of paper.” But
her favorite part about writing? “I get
to talk about things that are important
to me,” she said. “Things that maybe
aren’t being spotlighted elsewhere.

“I really enjoy the ability to remind
people that we are a union,” Gilbaugh
continued, “and give examples of how
we are stronger together.”

Leslie Hammett has written for two
branches in her 33 years as a letter
carrier—Fort Worth, TX Branch 226,
and her current branch, Las Vegas, NV
Branch 2502. In her time as a scribe,
she says, she never has been “at a
loss for subjects” to write about. “I
just need to listen to the letter carri-
ers around me,” she said. “They are a
never-ending source of inspiration.”

Hammett adds that she is constantly
thinking about her article throughout
the month, “but when I actually sit
down to write, it takes on a life of its
own,” she said. “Scribe articles bind
all of the union members together.”

The branch scribe for Southeast
Pennsylvania Merged Branch 725,

Eric Jackson, has been representing
his branch in the pages of The Postal
Record since 2009. “I try to be topi-
cal—and as direct as I am in real life,”
he said. When he started writing the
Branch Item, he also was writing daily
posts on the branch’s website, so he
learned quickly how to find writing
inspiration. In fact, the most difficult
part for Jackson is the 300-word limit.
“My columns are usually 300 words on
the dot,” he said with a laugh.

Jackson says that he views his
column as small articles embedded
in the magazine that give him the op-
portunity to communicate with many
members, even those who cannot
attend branch meetings. “I've gotten
so much positive feedback,” he added.
“[Members] will come up and tell me,
‘As soon as I get The Postal Record, 1
turn to your article.” ” The feedback
“lets [me] know that what [I’m] doing
is important,” he said.

Scott Van Derven is the president
and state scribe for the Wisconsin
State Association; he has served in the
position since his election to the presi-
dency in 2010. As state scribe, his goals
are slightly different than those of the
branch scribes. “I am generally writing
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about topics in the political arena, and speaking for our members.” Members can become scribes
because that is the focus of the state When asked whether they had any through a variety of paths. Most
[associations],” he said. He also hasto  advice to give to members who wanted branch scribes are appointed to
take a broader viewpoint than do the to become scribes, the lessons cited their positions by the president of
local branches. “I really look at [the by the scribes were as diverse as their their branch, but some branches
article] as being a state summary,” he  experiences. Bingham emphasized the hold elections for the scribe posi-
said. “I like to tell the story of what’s importance of “getting to know your tion (as with other branch posi-
happening in Wisconsin.” membership, regardless of size—that’s tions). Oth(?r bramfhes? choose to
But the roles of branch and state fold the scribe duties into another
scribe are more similar than they officer role—usually the branch
might at first appeatr, especially with president or secretary.
regard to the writing process. Like The state scribes follow a similar
Jackson, Van Derven says he struggles path. Most scribe positions are

with the word limit. “Three hundred e N s filled by the state president or
writing. “If you're thirsty, willing to .
words is hard for someone as verbose § Y & chairperson, but the role may be

asIam,” he said, adding, “You have do rest?a:’r’ch and develop your ideas, assigned to other officers as well.
to be able to self-edit, but still get the 5. foritl” Rodriguez said. Van Derven To become a retiree scribe,
message you want out there.” advised, “Be yourself and tell a story— mem bers must b‘? appointed by
Jacob Bingham is one of the newest members WE}’nt to read [a] first-person their branch president. Many of the
branch scribes—he has been writing perspective. retiree scribes are former branch
for Cincinnati, OH Branch 43 since the J ack§on a“fi Hammett focuseq on s‘cribes who now v-vrite for the Re-
previous scribe retired in September of the scrlb(n;‘artlc}es as a communica- tiree I?eports section.
2019. But even that relatively short pe- tive tool. Yog !ust have to remember, T-o find out how to become a
riod on that job has given him insight ~ YOU'te not writing for yourself, you are scribe for your branch, talk to your
into how to best represent and write writing for the union,” Hammett said. e .
for his branch. For his topics, Bingham 10 that end, Jackson said, “Stick to the L ha.s any b.y !aws ity
says, he largely plays it by ear, listen- ~ Main purpose—to get information out to the scribe position.
ing to the branch members’ concerns to your branch.”
in person and on social media. Gilbaugh agreed that the scribe’s
One of his favorite things to do with ~ main job is communication and con-
the platform is to spotlight members nection—between members and their
who have retired or done something branch, and all of the branches to each
special. “People who have done ex- other. “You have to let them know
traordinary things need to be lauded the value of being in a union,” she
for what they do,” he said. Bingham said. “There is always a theme for the
said that his favorite part of his role branch items—we can get through this
was “being the voice for my branch, together.”

getting to know the heartbeat of your
branch,” he said. “You have to write
honestly.”

Van Derven and Rodriguez both
mentioned the significance of the

September 2020 RITRCHEIN LI

23



