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Tr a n s p o r t a t i o n

Of all the deceits, threats and
false promises that are part of cor-
porate efforts to suppress voter
turnout in union elections, few
sink to the level of Delta’s current
campaign to distort the benefits
of seniority in a union contract.

Delta is trying to convince
employees that there is little dif-
ference between Delta’s idea of
seniority, and seniority as con-
tained in the IAM-Northwest
Airlines contract. 

Nothing could be further

from the truth.
The key difference is this:

With a contract, the employee
owns his or her seniority rights
throughout their career, but with-
out a contract, Delta owns those
rights; lock, stock and barrel.

The Union Difference
Seniority is traditionally used

to determine shifts, choose vaca-
tions, select days off and secure
opportunities for promotion.
While long-term employees may

also accrue additional pay based
on the number of years worked,
the opportunity to work a shift
that suits their families’ needs
can have a far greater value.

Few benefits carry as much
heft as contractually-guaranteed
seniority, particularly in the tur-
bulent airline environment, with
the near-certain prospect of addi-
tional mergers, bankruptcies and
layoffs.

And yet, Delta wants to mis-
direct attention about how work
groups will be integrated once
Northwest’s and Delta’s opera-
tions are fully merged. Legally,
integration of seniority lists for
each classification must be done
in a “fair and equitable” manner. 

This “fair and equitable”
legal requirement has become
the foundation of Delta’s claims
that there is little difference
between seniority with or with-
out a contract. 

Enforceable Rules
Federal law may require

seniority lists to be merged in a
“fair and equitable” manner, but
it is totally silent on how that
seniority is to be applied once
established. Lacking a legally-
binding contract, with language
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unions to oppose the carrier’s effort to suppress workers’ voting rights. 



spelling out precisely how and
when seniority is to be applied, a
worker’s seniority is little more
than a number on a list.

For years prior to last year’s
merger announcement with
Northwest Airlines, Delta
employed a seniority system that
provided telling examples of
how a company-owned seniority
system would operate. 

In the event of a layoff, a
Delta employee had no option
to exercise his or her seniority
beyond the borders of the sta-
tion where he or she was
employed. By contrast, the
seniority language in the IAM-
Northwest contract guaranteed
the right of employees to exer-
cise their seniority across the
entire system, rather than a sin-
gle location. 

This single difference
between Delta seniority and IAM
seniority could mean the differ-
ence between a paycheck and an
unemployment check. 

The guaranteed right of recall

after a layoff is also absent from
Delta’s idea of a seniority system.
Without a contract, a Delta
employee must rely solely on
management’s discretion for any
recall to work following a layoff.  

Guaranteed Rights
The current IAM-Northwest

agreement guarantees fur-
loughed employees a right to
recall to their prior location, 
not at the discretion of manage-
ment, not in some random
order, but according to their
seniority, period. 

The assurances by Delta
management that committees of
employees and arbitrators will
govern the integration process
should provide little comfort for
Delta and Northwest employees. 

Employee committees out-

side of the union context are
free to make suggestions, but
the company is free to ignore
those suggestions. And while
arbitrators provide some
degree of neutrality, operat-
ing under the “fair and equi-
table” standard, arbitrators
have erased decades of work-
ers’ seniority when union
representation did not sur-
vive a merger. 

Even after an integrated
seniority list is established,

nothing, in the absence of a con-
tract, prevents a company from
altering the benefits and modify-
ing terms that are traditionally
derived from seniority. 

A strong, secure seniority
system is a basic right of any
union-represented employee.
With it, every day, every year
on the job is credited, respect-
ed and valued. Without it, an
employee must rely on man-
agement to always act in a fair
and impartial manner – a tall
order indeed. 

The Machinists union is fighting to protect seniority rights for Northwest
and Delta workers as the two carriers continue to merge. 

“Seniority is an important right,
and it’s only truly enforceable in a
union contract,” said Northwest
Airlines Customer Service Represen-
tative Erin Marker of Local 1833 in
Minneapolis, MN.
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