
 

 

 

 

Those who don’t learn from the past are doomed to repeat it 

       On a sunny June day, 500 marching and 

chanting Local 234 members gathered in the 

City Hall Court Yard to demand that the Mayor 

force SEPTA to end a strike already in its 28th 

day.  The echoes of their chants could be heard 

down Market and Broad Streets.  Every paper 

and news show covered the strike.  We’re 

talking about 1998, when SEPTA provoked a 

40 day strike to get major concessions from the 

Local.  At the opening of negotiations, SEPTA 

demanded a complete re-write of the contract 

book, targeting both economic and non-

economic provisions in the agreement.  

       The seeds of the 1998 strike were planted 

in 1995, when the Union reached a favorable 

agreement with then SEPTA General Manager 

Lou Gambaccini.  Unlike the wannabes put in 

charge since, Gambaccini was a national 

public transit leader, recognized for his 

knowledge and experience as a transit expert, 

who also believed in labor management 

cooperation.  As a result, the 1989, 1992 and 

1995 contracts negotiated by the Local yielded 

big wage increases, better pension benefits and 

an expansion of union rights on the job.  

      In 1995, the Local reached a tentative 

agreement with the Gambaccini team that 

provided solid wage increases and big changes 

to the entire disciplinary process, but the 

SEPTA Board rejected the agreement.  Before 

they pulled the plug, Board members were 

advised that they were not prepared for a strike, 

but they provoked one anyway.  After a 10 day 

work stoppage, the Union secured all of the 

gains negotiated before the strike, plus some. 

      Soon after the walkout ended, the Board 

terminated Gambaccini and his team---the first 

step in preparation for the 40-day strike in 

1998. 

      Fortunately, in 1998, even after 40 days 

without pay, the members held strong and, as a 

result, SEPTA failed to win the concessions it 

sought.  However, the SEPTA’s Board’s anti-

union stance encouraged location managers 

and labor relations bosses to dig in for the long 

haul, to roll-back rights already won; a fight 

that continues to this day, on many fronts.   

 

       In every round of negotiations since 1998, 

the Local has had to beat back SEPTA’s 

demands for concessions over health care 

costs, the amount sick leave we get; the total 

number of paid days off; the right to replace us 

with part-time operators at less pay and no 

benefits; along with making it easier to 

discharge employees---part of SEPTA’s “roll 

them in, roll them out” employment policy.  In 

the 2021 negotiations, SEPTA tried, but failed 

to win any concessions, instead, they put the 

fight off to another day---October 31, 2023 

when the current contract expires. 

   

       However, the situation in 2023 is likely to 

pose big problems for SEPTA, if the Board 

adopts a hardline bargaining strategy.  The 

pandemic has put SEPTA on the ropes as far as 

ridership is concerned.  As a result, the 

Authority is trying every which way to expand 

the number of commuters who use the SEPTA 

system.  One such initiative involves the 

provision of SEPTA passes to employees 

working for some of Philadelphia’s largest 

employers.   With the effects of the pandemic 

continuing, the last thing SEPTA needs in 

2023 is a strike, since strikes always lead to the 

loss of riders.  If sensible minds prevail, 

SEPTA will do everything possible to avoid a 

strike.  But if the anti-union voices in 

management and on the Board call the shots, 

get ready to rumble in 2023.                
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Heroes on the Market-Frankford line  

 A rider loses consciousness and is about to fall off a train on the Market Frankford line with 

the train moving.  The rider can’t get himself back in the car.  The risk is great, but two Local 234 

members Section Officer Terence Ledwell and Shane Harvey took charge of the situation by pulling 

the rider back onto the train---no doubt, saving his life.  Their brave action is testament to the good 

character of many transit workers.  Hats off to brothers Ledwell and Harvey.  

Just Cause is an essential part of a union contract 

 Some members of Local 234 may not be aware of all of the important provisions of our union 

contract.  This article covers the “just cause” provision of the agreement. 

 “Just cause” limits SEPTA’s ability to discipline or discharge you. In a discipline case, 

SEPTA has to first prove that it had the right to establish and enforce the rule for which you are being 

disciplined.  SEPTA must also prove that the discharge is warranted, taking into account mitigating 

factors, such as your length of service and employment record.   

 Imagine if there were no limits on SEPTA’s ability to impose discipline?  SEPTA could 

discharge you because of your appearance, background, or because you make the top rate and they 

can hire someone to work for less.  Employees who are not protected by just cause can be fired for 

any reason, or for no reason.  Think about it!  An at-will employee---meaning no union protections-

--can be fired and nothing can be done about it, unless the employer’s action violates the law.    

 Sometimes SEPTA is able to meet the just cause standard.  Take, for example, an operator 

who tests positive for drugs following a chargeable accident in which a pedestrian is seriously hurt.  

The contract and the law gives SEPTA the right to conduct the drug test and to discipline the employee 

who tests positive.  If SEPTA proves its case, the employee is getting fired for “just cause.”  SEPTA 

also has the right to discharge employees for workplace violence or refusing to follow a direct order, 

but, in these cases, the just cause standard may come into play.  

 For example, the violation of a direct order can provide just cause to discharge an employee.  

However, if the employee refused to obey the order because obeying it could have created an 

imminent threat to their safety, the just cause standard would prevent them from being discharged.   

 Over the last few years, the Local has overturned discharges of union members because 

SEPTA violated: (1) the employee’s right to “due process;” (2) the principle of “double jeopardy;” 

(3) “equal treatment” for employees guilty of the same offense; or where (4) the employee had no 

notice of the rule; (5) there was a violation of the contract, for example, a discharge for a positive 

drug test when SEPTA has no right to test them; and, (6) where the “punishment doesn’t fit the crime.”  

These are all different ways in which the just cause standard plays out in arbitration.   

 In fact, the Local recently won the reinstatement of an employee, with full back pay, by 

proving that another employee in the same classification, doing the same work, who committed the 

exact same offense just weeks earlier, had not been discharged for the same infraction.   

 It is hard to explain in full the meaning of “just cause” in this short space. Many books have 

been written on the subject.  Just remember this, just cause is what stands between you and the door!  

WE MUST AND WE WILL 


