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public, and the lack of

Razzle Dazzle

By RICHARD STEIER

‘The 40th anniversary of the city welfare
strike was marked last month by a total
lack of attention from the city’s general
interest news media.

This was not surprising to several veter-
ans of that 28-day walkout who are still
involved in the city’s soclal servxces net-
work as either employ- [
ees Or union represen-
tatives. As much as
anything, their lack of
visibility to the general

respect this translated
to in dealing with city:
officials, was what sent
8,000 workers to the
picket line on Jan. 4, |

1965.

The battle for a mea- .

sure of dignity and somé understandmg of
the way that conditions hampered their
efforts to-help clients kept them on strike

" despite threats of firing that were actually

carried out, some financial hardship, and
the kind of weather riot conducive to union
protests.

‘We Stood Up, United’

_ After it was halted Jan. 31 by the city’s
agreement to have a special panel consid-
er both salary and working condition is-
sues, the employees returned to work two
days later—a Monday—not certain how
many of their demands would be met.
They knew, however, according to some of
those interviewed last week, that they had
made their point.

“We stood up, united, for what we be-

“lieved in,” said Sybil Alexander, who at
the time held the Social Investigator title .
-that has since been replaced by Case-

worker, and today is a Supervisor 2 in the
Adult Protective Services Brooklyn Field
Office on Livingston St.

dJohn Talbiitt, who is executive assistant
to the president of Social Service Employ-
ees Union Local 371 of District Council 37
—which combines the two unions involved
in -that 1965 strike—said that workers’
feelings about how they were treated by
management were summed up by one of
the prime slogans on the picket line: “End
rule by fear.”

Mayor Robert F. Wagner halted the
walkout by agreeing to a recommendation
by a special task force he created estab-
lishing a five-member fact-finding board.
It consisted of two city officials, two union
officials, and a neutral member with a
special expertise in the social work field,
who served as its chairman.

‘A Strike That Changed City

Working with uncommon speed for such
proceedings, the panel held day and night
hearings and on March 4, 1965 issued a
contract award.

The most tangible aspect of it was pay -
raises of between 9.44 and 11.57 percent,
depending on the job title, and the cre-
ation of a three-step salary plan for the
affected workers. Those who were working
towards master’s degrees became eligible
for a pay differential based on the credits
they had amassed.

Just as important, steps were an-
nounced that would ease the burdensome
caseloads that sometimes were twice the
maximum permitted in New York State.’
Staff handling cases involving children
was increased as part of the award, and
pools of personnel were created to shift
workers into particular nelghborhoods»
when average caseloads in those areas
reached untenable levels.

Some of the strikers said they beheved
conditions had gotten so bad because of the
lack of public sympathy for the clients they
served, which bred a corresponding indif-
ference to the work that they were doing.

‘They Thought We Helped Bums’

“The majority attitude of the public,”
Ms. Alexander said, “was that those on
welfare were lazy bums and we should not
do anything for them.” As. the employees
who made decisions on granting public as-
sistance and who were supposed to verify -
that recipients continued to qualify for it,
she said, “The public saw us, and maybe
the city saw us, as bleeding-heart liberals
giving away the tax revenues.”

And so there was not the mixed reaction -

- that might have accompanied a job action

by police or Teachers, who could generate
public sympathy because their work was
appreciated, offsetting resentment at the
inconvenience their striking could cause.
It was that much more ironic, then, that
the bhiggest changes that resulted from the
strike affected those other employee
groups in ways they would never have
imagined.

The five-member factfinding panel
chaired by a neutral was created because
the two unions—Local 371 of District
Council 37 and the Social Service Employ-
ees Union—had balked at the old manner
by which the city handled such disputes: a
panel whose tiebreaking vote went to the
Mayor’s chief negatiator.

The tripartite setup, with a neutral par-
ty sorting through the advocacy of the la-
bor and management designees on both
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contracts and grievances, be-
came formalized with the
creation of the Office of Col-
_lective Bargaining a year lat-
er. This form of even-handed
dispute resolution was as
much a factor in most city

" willingness to for-
sike the strike as their pri-
mary contract weapon as
was passage of the Taylor
Law in 1967 that imposed
harsh penalties on strikers
and unions alike.

Firing an Empty Threat

This state law was more
effective than the draconian
Condon-Wadlin Act that it
w,mv_momm., which made strik-
ing a firing offense for public
workers. :

The weakness in the old
law became evident durin
the welfare strike: how coul
you fire 8,000 people from
jobs that the city tradi-
tionally had S.os_uwm filling
because of miserly salaries
and poor working conditions?

Unhappiness over those
conditions became clear
months before the strike ac-
tually began, as many work-
ers then represented by Lo-
cal 371 voted to disaffiliate
and join the more-militant
SSEU in October 1964. Al-
gocm.r.booﬁ 371 retained
bargaining rights for Welfare
Department supervisors and
clerical staff, the SSEU now
represented Social Investiga-
tors, as well as Children’s
Counselors, Homemakers
.m:m.moBm Economists, giv-
ing it a clear majority of the
agency's staff,

The union election got the
attention of Jerry Wurf, the
firebrand who had long run
DC 37 and had recently
taken over as president of its
international union, the

American Federation of

State, County and Municipal
Employees.

It also elevated a youn
Social Investigator named
Viani, who had become an
activist in Local 371. At a
meeting ,MBBm&m«&w after
the local’s defeat in the rep-
resentation election, its
leadership was castigating
the tactics and the character
of its SSEU rivals when the
29-year-old Mr. Viani inter-
rupted to state that Local
371 had lost the vote on the
merits because its leaders
were “out of touch” with the
rank and file. This touched
off a flurry of internal dis-

utes that ended in the
eadership’s resignations and
his taking over as president
of the logal.

‘Respected Their Anger’

egocgmﬁummmomwoac.
ists :mm Mr. Viani would
eventually play an important
role in the willingness of
workers to go on strike for an
extended period. But so

" would the frustrations felt by

older workers in the system,
many of whom had families
and therefore were more
likely to feel the financial
pinch that would accompany
a work stoppage.

Fred Smith, who became a
Social Investigator in Octo-

ber 1964, not long after he
was graduated from New
York University, said that
while he had little experi-
ence within the system, “I
just knew that the older %mo.
ple were very dissatisfied be-
cause they were treated very
shabbily. T saw myself as a
rookie guy and I felt if the
people who were more experi-
enced felt this sense of indig-
nation, I had to respect it.”

Some-of those involved,
like Mas. Alexander, had: al-
ready developed a taste for
putting themselves at risk
for the promise of a better,
more just existence.

After growing up in Hot
Springs, Ark., In 1958 she
enrolled at Allen University,
an all-black college in Co-
lumbia, S.C. When she vis-

ited the state capital build-

ing a short time. after
arriving, she recalled, “We
were told that one side was
for whites and one side was
for everybody else.”

Not long afterward, the
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.
and his top assistant, the
Rev. Ralph Abernathy, came
to Allen to:speak, “and the
next «Esw I knew we were'on
a picket line to desegregate
lunch counters.” Television
coverage of one protest
prompted a call from her
mother in Hot Springs to re-
mind her that this wasn’t
why she was attending col-
lege. :

‘Have to Stand Up’

Ms. Alexander thought
otherwise, however, and she
carried the lessons she
learned as an undergraduate
to New York after:getting hér

vestigator in 1962 assigned
to the Brownsville Welfare
Center in Brooklyn.

° “That mentality came with

me,” she said. “You either

degree, becomirig a‘Social In-

you believe in or you fon’t
get anyplace.” :
That welfare center on
Bradford St. became a win-
ter Wm«raasm lace for neigh-
borhood residents who got
little or .no heat in their
homes—many of whom were
not welfare clients—from the
time the center opened to the
late-afterncon_ hour when it
closed.

That didn’t mean it was a
refuge with many amenities.
“The front porch fell off,” Ms.
Alexander said, noting that
the ancient building had pre-
viously housed one of Brook-
lyn’s first public schools.
“There were holes in the
floor.”

Pleas Unanswered

There was also an over-
whelming number of clients

‘to visit to ensure that they

still qualified for welfare and
that they were being proper-
ly serviced. “I started out
with 60 cases [the state max-
imum at the time] and
wound up with 135 the first
year,” Ms. Alexander said,
“Of course we complained—
our supervisors complained.
They were told there was
nothing they. could do; they
couldn’t and didn’t hire any
more workers.

“We learned to survive,”
ghe continued. If seven or
eight of her clients lived in
the same apartment build-
ing, she would make appoint-
ments to meet with all of
them in one dpartment to
speed the interviews.

Stu Leibowitz, who made
the salary presentation_for
'SSEU before the fact-finding
‘pané] and now is president.of
the DC 37 Retirees” Associa-
‘tion, remembered “visiting
an apartment where the re-
frigerator had no door: It was
a mother of 10, and I asked

“her, ‘How 'do you manage
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Workers Look Back on ’65 W elfare Strike That Changed City

ishables?’ She said, ‘I have to
cc% fresh every day.’

“And that was eating up
her [welfare] grant,” Mr.
Leibowitz continued. “I was
able to get her a new refrig-
erator, .vmnmcmo I had a good
supervigor. But there were
other supervisors who would
sweat their workers: ‘Why do
they need this? In order to
get clients their money, you
had to go through rings and
«mwmm to prove they deserved
1t,

The feeling that they
themselves were being ne-
glected led some staffers to
identify more closely with
their clients than with the
agency that employed them,
several of those interviewed
said.

“We felt we were dispos-
able,” Mr. Leibowitz re-
marked. “If they didn't like
you, you could be taken from
one location and bounced to
anywhere in the city. We had
no say in transfers then, The
welfare centers were usually
in the worst facilities: aban-
doned schoocls and factories,
It seemed nobody cared. And
to top that off, we weren't
getting paid,”

At that time, starting pay
for Social Investigators was
$5,750 a year. Someone with
two years’ experience in the
agency and a college degree |
earned $6,000, Mr. Leibowitz ,
said; those same qualifica-
tions could get you a Proba-
tion Officer’s job that paid

-$2,000 more.




Unions’ Demands

. The two unions were seek-
ing raises in salary maxi-
mums of as much as 25 per-
cent, a reduction in the
maximum allowable caseload
from 60 to 50, a cut in work-
weeks . from 35 hours to 30,
and the hiring of an addition-
al 1,000 Social Investigators.

The city countered by of-
fennﬁ a $300-a-year increase
for all positions. It refused to
negotiate on working condi-
tions such as hours, caseload
and staffing.

In early December of 1964,
a union meeting was called
at Manhattan Center to dis-
cuss gtrike preparations.
“Before the meeting,” Mr.
Talbutt recalled, “a chant
started: ‘No contract, no
work,” and it went on for 10.
minutes, It shook the rafters.
I knew: right then that the
strike was solid.”

. Some of the workers were
single with no commitments;-
others had families to sup-
port, making them unlikely
candidates to welcome an ex-
tended walkout and the lack

of a steady paycheck that

would result. But the pros-
pect that the city would in-
voke the Condon-Wadlin Act
and fire them held no terror
for the activists, several of
them said. ;

Didn’t Fear Job Loss

“First of all, we were

* young and stupid,” noted Mr.

Leibowitz, who was 23 at the
time. “We were college-edu-
cated, and if you had a de-
gree you weren’t going to
have a problem getting an-
other job in those days.”

“They had a constant
shortage of staff,” Mr. Tal-
butt said of the Welfare De-
partment. “I went to Mexico
in July 1963 knowing I would
have a job waiting for me
when I came back. Unless
you were a complete screw-.
up, they wanted you back.”

Ms. Alexander said that
years earlier, a grand-aunt
had advised her “to put away
enough money to take care of
you for six months in case
anything happens.” In slight-
ly more than two years work-
ing in the system, she had
saved enough to sustain her
for a three-month strike, if
necessary.

Mayor Wagner was re-
garded as a pro-labor execu-
tive, making it a bit harder
to convince the public that
the unions had legitimate
grievances. “But there was a
thought that things weren’t
getting any better,” Ms. Alex-
ander said, “and there were
?uestions about how far {Wel-
are Commissioner James}

Dumpson was willing to stick °

out his neck for us.”

The city responded by
‘sending out termination let-
ters to the striking workers
—*“I had two or three notices
telling me I was fired,” Ms.
Alexander said—and jailing
19 officers from the two
unions who were considered
the strike’s ringleaders.

Jail Had Its Upside

This wasn’t necessarily a
traumatizing experience for
some union officials. Mr.
Viani would later say that
his toughest moment had
come a couple of months ear-
lier on his first day as presi-
dent of Local 371, when he
entered his office and the re-
sponsibility of the job sud-
denly dawned on him, lead-
ing him to shut his door so no
one would see that he was
shaking uncontrollably.

During a roast for Mr.
Viani two months ago, city
Labor Relations Commis-
sioner Jim Hanley pointed
out, “During the strike it was
3 degrees outside, and Al
was inside, nice and warm.”

His counterpart at SSEU,
Judy Mage, also found some
consolation in being behind
bars. Mr. Talbutt recalled
her saying that after work-
ing up to 20 hours a day pre-
paring for the strike, “Jail
was a great rest.”

The news media, including
the city’s more liberal out-
lets, was not kind to the
strikers, perhaps because of

‘the 1963 newspaper strike

that badly bruised all of the
city’s eight daily papers and
would cause the demise of
half of them over the follow-
ing three years.

A New York Times edi-
torial called the walkout “a
rebellion against govern-
ment and the law.”

Except for WNBC-TV re-
porter Gabe Pressman and
New York Post columnist

, Murray Kempton, “the press

wasn't very nice,” Mr. Tal-
butt'said. s

Embrqéediby vMoVem'e‘nt’ '

But the strikers got a sur-
prisingly large amount of
suppert from national labor
leaders and civil rights
leaders: : .

“Jacob Potofsky [the head
of the Amalgamated
Clothing: Workers Union],
Harry Van Arsdale, George
Meany all came to New York
City in January '65'to get he
hind these crazy soci
ers and see whether they
could-create a:

{ through,” Mr. Viani ;

The picket line was ws1ted
by A. Philip Randolph, a pi-

1 oneer of trade-unionism as

the head of the Brotherhood
of Sleeping Car Porters, Mr.
Viani recalled. His protégé,
Bayard Rustin, who had or-
ganized the 1963 March on
Washington at which Dr.
King ‘gave his “I Have a
Dream” speech, was a con-
stant presence. Mr. Talbutt
recalled his speaking at a
union rally at Manhattan
Center 15 days into the
strike and telling the audi-

(Continued on Page 7)
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ence, “I smell victory—and [
have a very good nose.”

United Federation of
Teachers President Albert
Shanker had his union con-
tribute hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars toward a
union strike fund, Mr. Viani
said. Help also came from
AFL-CIO New York City
Central Labor Council Presi-
dent Harry Van Arsdale,
who, Mr. Talbutt noted, kad
a daughter who was a Social
Investigator and one of the
strikers.

Hall the Great Equalizer

AFSCME was not on, the
executive 'council of the na-
tional AFL-CIO, but Mr.
Wurf had an ally who more
than compensated: Paul
Hall, the larger-than-life
president of the Seafarers
Union. Mr. Hall supplied
troops for the picket line and
food and money as well. He
also, at one point when city
officials were warning of
drastic action unless the
strike ended, countered that
if they wanted to see who
was, tougher, he was pre-
pared to close the Port of
New York, a threat he was
capable of making good on.

According to Mr. Talbutt,
at one point the Mayor asked
Mr. Dumpson how long his
agency could function during
a strike without major prob-
lems in servicing its clients,
and the Welfare Commis-
sioner responded that it
could operate for a month at
maximum, “And that’s exact-
ly when they ended the
strike,” Mr. Talbutt said.

The city had proposed that
the strikers return to work
and have their grievances
decided in binding arbitra-
tion. Since the tie-breaking
vote at that time in arbitra-
tion cases was exercised by
the Mayor’s own Labor Com-
missioner, this proposal was
swiftly rejected.

No Reward for Strike’

“We were afraid,” Mr. Tal-
butt said; “we would get a de-
cision saying, “You broke the
law and therefore you can’t
be rewarded.””

The unions were amen-
able, however, to putting
their case ‘before a fact-find-
ing panel consisting of the
Mayor’s Budget and Person-
nel Directors, Mr. Wurf and
Mr. Hall on the union side,
and Charles Schottland as
the impartial chairman.

And so, on the first Mon-
day in February, the strikers
returned to work. Mr. Tal-
butt, who was an SSEU dele-

gate for the Nonresidents
Shelter on West 31st St. in
Manhattan, recalled an im-
mediate skirmish that morn-
ing. A clerical worker, who
did not belong to either of the
striking unions but had hon-
ored the picket line, was
called into the office to face
disciplinary action. “We had
insisted there be no repri-
sals,” Mr. Talbutt said, and
in case management thought
that only applied to members
of the affected bargaining

unit, the sheiter staff threat-

ened to walk back out the
door. )

“There was a different-

spirit within the workplace,”
Mr. Talbutt said, noting that
the disciplinary threat quick-
ly was scrapped.

Some of the strikers
weren’t sure that the con-

cerns that led them to walk .

off the job for a month would
be adequately addressed by
the fact-finders. )

“We felt that the tradeoff

might not have been worth
it,” Mr. Smith said, referring
to himself and his coworkers

at the Soundview Welfare |

Center in.The Bronx. “We
had lost a month’s pay and
the public wasn’t that out-
raged at what happened to
welfare workers.”

‘Downtrodden Roared’

Even the panel’s recom-
mendations, including the
creation of a three-step sal-
ary plan that would signifi-
cantly increase compensa-
tion for experienced workers,
was viewed as a somewhat
limited victory, Mr. Smith
said. The biggest saving
grace that he could see, he
said, was “that this group of
downtrodden workers had
been able to roar for a while.”

Ms. Alexander’s reaction
at the time, she remembered,
was pride that “we had made
our point. By Feb. 1, I
couldn’t say 1 was happy, but

by Feb. 1 of the next year I
was. We had real collective
bargaining; Victor [{Gotbaum]
didn’t have to go to City Hall
with his hat in his hand.”

Mr. Leibowitz, who would
later serve for more than a
decade as Local 371’s vice
president for negotiations,
quickly grasped the impact
of the factfinder’s ruling that
third-party arbitration be re-
quired to resolve contract
disputes, with provision
made for the American Arbi-
tration Association to ap-
point an arbitrator-any time
a new contract had not been
reached within 30 days of the
existing one’s expiration.

This order was modified
when OCB was created so
that arbitrators were desig-
nated by its Board of Collec-
tive Bargaining, whose mem-
bers occasionally served as
the arbitratiori panel on a
contract case.

Heart of the Matter

“The issue that kept us out
on strike was impartial arbi-
tration,” Mr., Leibowitz said.
“We wanted it for bargain-
ing; we wanted it for griev-
ances,” which the BCB also
handles.

The factfinders refused to
shorten the workweek for
the welfare employees, and
they did not address the
unions’ concerns about work-
ers being transferred with-
out their consent.

“But,” Mr. Leibowitz said,
“we survived and lived to
fight another day. The con-
tract after that was when we
got the transfer policy.”

Ms. Alexander said her
younger co-workers at what
is now the Humian Resources
Administration know very
little about the welfare
strike, and there-is no longer
the camaraderie among staff
that developed because of the
walkout.

“We supported each other
and we assisted -each other,”
she recalled. “We were - to-
gether, and the non-public
service union leaders under-
stood our struggle. I met
friends on the picket line.

“So yes, I do remember it
fondly.”




