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Tue QFM Company anp e Union

QFM Company began in 1820 in Laconia, New Hampshire, as a family-owned
and operated furniture manunfacturer. It was headed by Herman Sweeny, one of
the early serdders in Laconia, The company grew to 30 employees by 1920, bur ar
that time, Ben Franklin Sweeny, Herman's son, decided to move the firm to
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St. Louis, Missouri-—a location more central to the firm’s market. Barely surviv-
ing the 1930s depression, QFM was one of the first companies to convert its
manufacturing processes to the production of war materials. 'The company pros-
pered during the war, and afterward, Sweeny decided to expand, sell stock pub-
licly, and focus on producing metal and plastic-laminated farniture. With the
production experience it had gained during the war and with its location some
distance from the predominantly wood-furniture manufacturers, QFM Company
faunched a new era for itself in 1946,

By 1970 the St. Louis plant of QFM Company had 1,300 employees and was
producing 450 dinette sets, 200 sets of lawn tables and chairs, and 300 bar stools
and miscellaneous furniture daily. During the 1971-1973 furniture hoom with its
cxpectations of continuous growth, QFM's new president, Gerald Brooks, decid-
ed that a new, modern plant and more diversity in the product line were neees-
sary to meer the expected demand, Taking iuto consideration location, material
supply, transportation, markets, labor costs, and other factors, Brooks decided o
build the new plant in Dallas, Texas. This plant was to specialize in the new
product lines, and the St. Louis plant was to concentrate only on dinette sets.
In 1972, 200 employces were transferved from St. Louis, and another 200
were hired from the Dallas—Fort Worth area, The Dallas plant startedt with no
union and 400 employces. In 1993 the founder’s granddanghter, Bethany Sweeny,
became plant manager, and the plant size grew to the current 894-employec
non-union workforee,

The company pays its IDalias employees at least $3 less per hour than it pays
the St. Louis employees in comparable jobs which the company has always arrib-
uted to the lower cost of living in the Dallas-Ft. Worth area. The 5t. Louis plant
continues to produce 450 dinctte sets per day, mostly for chain retailers (e.g.,
Wal-Mart, Babcock Home Furnishing, Home Depot), and employs about
1,000 employces in the bargaining unit represented by the IWU., During the
past year the St. Louis plant has begun producing high-end custom weod enter-
tainment centers designed to carer to consumer demand fueled by high definition,
tiar panel televisions and home theater sound systems. Initial customer reaction
to the new product line has been positive. Employment levels at the St. Louis
plant have remained relatively stable over the past 30 years.

The company has invested in modernizing plant equipment and production
methods at both the St. Louis and Dallas plants since the mid-1980s. The Dallas
plant has started producing a new high-end product line—dinette sets under the
Eagle brand name aimed at capturing higher income consumer demand. Con-
sumer response has been positive, and the Dallas plant’s future fooks very prom-
ising. With increasing imporr competition, the company is investigating the
possibility of locating a production facility in China or Mexice, but no final de-
ciston has been reached yet on whether to initiate such an expansion. Throughout
its history, QFM Company has prided itself on being a progressive employer,

The Industrial Workers United {IWU) first sought o represent QFM employees
at the St. Louis, MO plaut in 1975, The building of the Dallas plant, increas-
ing employment at the Dallas plane rather than at the Sr. Louis plant, and
employee complaints about lower than average area wage rates were all issues
in the 1975 representation election campaign at the St. Louis plant. After a heat-
ed campaign by both management and the Union, NLRB investigations of unfair
labor practices, and challenged ballots, the union lost the election by a vote of
497 to 481, Twe years later, the union returned and won an NLRB-supervised
representation election by a vote of 611 o 375. The election campaign was bit-
ter, and the negotiations that followed were even more contentious, After a
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six-week strike, the company and union reached agreement on their first labor
contract. There have been nine subsequent contracts negotiated between the par-
ties without the occurrence of a work stoppage. The current labor agreement cov-
ering the St. Louis plant is ¢lose to its expiration date, prompring the union to
notify management requesting the company renegoriate the terms of the existing
contract, Although company officials have expressed a desire to rerarn o the era
when management and fabor trusted each other, worked cooperatively, and
shared matual goals and benefits, the union's leaders are taking a wait-and-sce
attitude, believing that actions speak londer than words.

The company’s insurance carvier recently announced a 15 percent increase in
the annual health insurance policy premium cost covering bargaining unit mem-
bers to take effect on April 15, 2008. The current {about to expire) contract calls
for health insurance policy premium costs to be split, with the employer paying
90 percent and the employee the remaining ten percent of the total premium cost.
Currently, 75 percent of bargaining unit members are covered under a family
health care plan at an amnual premium cost per employee of $2,970, Twenty-
five percent of bargaining unit members have single employee coverage ar a
total annual premium cost of $1,412 per employee. Union members believe the
company could easily afford to absorb the announced 15 percent health insur-
ance premium cost increase without having to pass any of the increase along
to bargaining unit members.

The upcoming negotiations will determine the company’s commitment o jm-
proving labor relations at the plant, The union believes it is entering negotiations
in a strong bargaining position with 95 percent of the bargaining unit now
enrolled as union members.
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