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FMCS, NLRB and NMB Chiefs Discuss Trends in Labor Relations

CHICAGO, IL. - The nation’s top three labor relations agencies, the Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service (FMCS), the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), and the National Mediation Board (NMB), joined forces today to discuss future trends in labor relations and collective bargaining.  

In a rare joint appearance at the 12th National Labor-Management Conference being held here, FMCS Director Peter J. Hurtgen, NLRB Chairman Robert Battista and Chairman Ed Fitzmaurice of the National Mediation Board, shared the stage today to discuss their agencies, issues faced at the bargaining table, and challenges in the world of labor relations.  The panel was moderated by NLRB Board Member, Wilma Liebman. 

In remarks to be delivered during the panel discussion, FMCS Director Hurtgen addressed the impact of issues such as technology and rising health care costs on collective bargaining across the country. He said technological change is having a profound impact on smaller companies and is seriously affecting workforces at companies of all sizes, as employers embrace technology as a way to produce more with fewer employees.  The result is a difficult set of issues for both sides, he said. Companies need to stay competitive in order to remain viable. Unions meanwhile must look to protect job security for their members.

As for the most common issue at the bargaining table, “health care is certainly the most vexatious issue I see,” said Hurtgen.  He said that almost 50 percent of the FMCS’s cases last year dealt with health care as an issue, alluding to the 141-day supermarket strike in Southern California as a prime example in which the parties’ main point of contention included health care cost apportionment.  “With the rising costs in health care, the parties are really reduced to fighting over that which is beyond their control.  They are simply pushing costs back and forth, from one side to the other, making it a very frustrating process for all involved.”  

In prepared remarks, the FMCS Director also described new initiatives by his agency to provide dispute resolution systems to unionized workplaces to handle conflicts away from the collective bargaining table.  “As a federal agency with 50 years of collective experience in alternative dispute resolution, we are now trying to help unionized workforces by assisting in designing systems that employ ADR techniques to resolve workplace disputes,” said Hurtgen.  Hurtgen referenced his agency’s new initiative, DyADS (Dynamic Adaptive Dispute System), recently piloted in a hospital in Ohio.  

(-more-)

“There are numerous workplace complaints, ranging from statutory claims of discrimination to personality conflicts, that are not typically resolved in the collective bargaining arena, which can turn into protracted disputes, poisoned relationships, and a devastating impact on employee morale,” Hurtgen said.  The FMCS has developed DyADS, where FMCS mediators facilitate discussions between the parties to build a dispute resolution system that is efficient and resolves workplace disputes. 

The U.S. Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service, created in 1947, is an independent U.S. government agency whose mission is to preserve and promote labor-management peace and cooperation. Headquartered in Washington, DC, with 10 district offices and more than 70 field offices, the agency provides mediation and conflict resolution services to industry, government agencies and communities.
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