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The UPS strike is over and there were no calamitous results.  It seemed to be a victory of labor over management.  More likely it was a victory simply for UPS employees.  Given the uniqueness of the conditions; a company so big that its rivals couldn’t fill the gap; employees who are symbolically seen as the clean cut, hard working UPS deliverymen; and a union fighting under very favorable conditions.  The outcome could have hardly been different.





Now that it is over, except for the details, there is time for reflection on the strike’s numbers and the status of the labor force in this country in general.





First the numbers.  We heard that UPS made a billion dollars profit last year.  That seems pretty big but, if you divide that by the 250 days a year the company delivers packages, it’s only (only?) 4 million dollars a day.





But that divided by the 185,000 employees is only $22 per day for each employee.  That’s not really much.  When we see the final numbers regarding the hourly raises and other benefits for the full and part time employees, probably half of that $22 will disappear. Using that figure, UPS’s profit would go down by $500 million a year.





Another number, 12 million packages delivered per day.  A 10 cents increase in price added to the delivery charge for each package would generate $300 million in profit a year.  A fifteen cents increase and UPS is almost whole again.  This additional charge isn’t going to put off  many of their customers.





So UPS will have to eventually raise prices a little to make up the difference.  This will cost them some customers and allow other shippers to grow. Financially, no big deal.  Look at the above as a math lesson in the effect of big numbers and small increments.





But what about the general condition of Labor in this country? Unemployment is way down so getting a job is much easier.  This in turn should lead to better hourly wages or annual salaries.  So far, so good.





However, there might not be much security in either hourly or salary jobs.  Recent rulings have upheld management’s rights to lay off older (or any) workers for “economic” reasons, to fire workers for refusing to work company requested overtime, and to change health or retirement benefits almost at will. The tremendous jump in the use of “temps” further erodes any lingering sense of security many workers might feel.  Not so good.





Here’s where the UPS strike might cause some workers to think more favorably about unionism.  The impact that many workers can have when they stand together might seem much better than the “you against the company” situation most downsized, layed-off, replaced-by-a-temp, or “economically eliminated” older workers may face.  





How any increase in unionism might come about, following the change from large manufacturing industries to much smaller information processing businesses, is far from clear.  I’d bet that management greed will play a big part in it.





The younger workers are a different case.  They’ve only worked under the conditions I listed above as unfavorable to the worker and see that as the normal condition.  But as they age and their family responsibilities increase, they too might want the relationship between labor and management to become a little more even.





Their present acceptance of the need for a two income family to make ends meet could change as these younger workers begin to question what it is they’re spending all their time away from home for. They might begin to question how it can be said they have a higher standard of living when their fathers or grandfathers sustained a family comfortably on a single income.





This strike could give a boost to unionism. 





  
