November 18, 2008

Dear Brothers and Sisters:

As you probably know by now, Idearc CEO Scott Klein sent an email message this morning to “Idearc Teammate[s]” responding to my letter to you of November 14, 2008.  Although I don’t like dueling letters, his email this morning is so misleading and confusing that I must respond.  But to understand what is wrong with Klein’s letter, I must first tell you two things about labor law.
1.  Labor law can be quite confusing and subtle differences in language can have big legal consequences.  Scott Klein’s email is playing a game using these subtle distinctions trying to make you think one thing, while really saying another.
2.  Under our system of labor law, some subjects that unions and employers bargain about are considered “mandatory” subjects.  That means that the employer must, by law, bargain with the union about those subjects.  The terms and conditions of active employees, including the future retirement benefits of active employees, are mandatory subjects.  Some subjects are “permissive” subjects.  That means that the employer and the union are not legally required to bargain over them, but may do so.  Bargaining over permissive subjects is not illegal.  Benefits for existing retirees are permissive subjects.  

Klein’s November 18, 2008 email attempts to confuse you by lumping the retirement rights of active employees with the rights of existing retirees and hopes to turn you against CWA because of that confusion.  

Klein states in his letter that Idearc has the same responsibility to retirees who retired as Verizon employees or under the prior contract as does Verizon.  CWA is glad that Klein has stated so publicly.  The problem is that, according to Idearc’s bargainers, this “responsibility” does not include retiree healthcare.  Klein’s statement about this is quite telling.  According to Klein, Idearc pays $23 million in claims for retiree medical benefits and that they do so willingly.  He does not say that they do so because they are contractually required to do so.  Thus, if for some reason Idearc becomes less willing, Idearc has advised CWA, it could cancel retiree medical benefits.  

CWA believes that Idearc is wrong and has told them so.  CWA believes that the employees who retired from Verizon or under the most recent contract are entitled to retiree medical benefits and will fight that issue in court if necessary.  The dispute with Idearc over existing retirees is the point at which existing retirees will have to pay premiums.  During bargaining with Idearc, CWA tried to raise the point that premiums kick in (as CWA has already done with Verizon).  Such bargaining is not illegal, although it is a permissive subject.
Our big dispute with Idearc about retirement benefits is not about existing retirees but is about the retirement benefits of active employees  -- your retirement benefits.  Idearc does not want to commit to paying retirement medical benefits after the contract expires for current employees who retire before 2013.  We think that is wrong.  Employees who retire during the life of the collective bargaining agreement should not lose medical benefits when the contract expires.  CWA wants to make sure that does not happen.  That question is the big dispute between CWA and Idearc regarding retirement benefits.
Scott told you in his email that he has received many notes from employees in response to his first email message, which he appreciates.  CWA says send him another email.  Tell him that you want a contract that commits to providing you with retiree healthcare when you retire and not words that look like retiree healthcare benefits when you retire in one paragraph, but takes them away in another.  
Let’s end the letters – tell Klein to send his bargainers back to the table.  

Sincerely,

Christopher Shelton

Vice President

P.S.  Scott Klein’s email address is still Scott.Klein@Idearc.com 

