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Death warrant: Tearful UAW leaders sign off on axle plant closings

BYLINE: Thomas Hartley

When words failed, tears told the story.

In the recent American Axle Manufacturing & Holdings Inc. 
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strike, news accounts duly reported main elements of the labor dispute: company demands for deep pay cuts and reduced benefits for workers and - when concessions weren't enough - orders to close Buffalo and Tonawanda plants at the cost of 1,400 jobs. 

In their impersonal and objective way, the reports failed to capture the shattered emotions and dashed dreams of rank-and-file workers and union leaders during the 87 days the UAW strike lasted from Feb. 26 to May 22.

The experience created a recurring nightmare for them, say United Auto Workers union officials George Jemiolo, Scott Adams and Kevin Donovan. They led the union bargaining team in negotiating a new strike-ending, four-year contract.

"I'm still going through it. I still see the faces of the people I worked with," said Jemiolo, bargaining committee chairman of UAW Local 424 at the Buffalo plant.

"We've had two suicides, four or five guys dropped dead - one of them 47 years old in front of me - and there's been probably a thousand percent rise in the divorce rate. It's been an emotional roller coaster for everyone," he said.

For Donovan, the UAW's 56-year-old assistant regional director, the American Axle negotiations in Detroit "were the hardest I've ever gone through."

Adams, the area director, said the bargaining talks were worse than any of the 62 others in which he had been involved.

Jemiolo's signature made it official, but the fate of the Buffalo gear and axle plant on East Delavan Avenue - a huge, 1 million-square-foot facility - was sealed when production, which had fallen to 20 percent of capacity, was stopped in December.

At Tonawanda forge, even though its production also was at an unsustainable 20 percent, union leaders thought they could save it. At one point in contract talks they even believed they had a deal.

But in the end, with the closing of the doomed facilities imminent, the only thing the three men could do was negotiate the best deals possible for their members.

And sign the plants' death warrants.

When the time came, the three battle-tested veterans of more than 100 contract negotiations broke down. Unable to speak, they wept.

The emotional thunderbolt came as a release from the frustration of dealing with what they said was a "perfect storm" of forces that have been squeezing the auto industry in Western New York and the United States.

It was a devil's brew concocted of long absences from their families during Detroit bargaining - up to 100 days for Adams and Jemiolo - the emotionally whipsawing nature of the talks, and a knowledge that falling auto sales, a slumping economy, weakened dollar and increasingly hot foreign competition and pressure on American Axle to cut costs had boxed them into an untenable position.

But the hardest impact came, they said, with the realization that they were presiding over the end of a way of life - not only for hundreds of union members and their families, but other businesses, neighbors, communities and the Buffalo region.

The closing agreements contained negotiated financial packages for the approximately 100 rank-and-file members still left at the Buffalo plant and about 510 at the Tonawanda facility. The packages included $140,000 for employees with 10 years or more of service, and $85,000 for those with less than 10 years.

The union bargainers believed it was a fair "soft landing" for workers. But when it came time for Jemiolo and Donovan to affix their names on the documents, the full force of their action and its impact crashed down on them.

"I didn't even cry at my father's funeral, but I lost it when I had to sign that agreement April 30," said Jemiolo, a hardened union veteran who served 33 years in elected positions for Local 424. "You know the consequences when you have to make a decision like that, and when I signed, it was like ripping my heart out."

On that day, Adams remembers Jemiolo, who missed his daughter Lauren's junior prom because he was in Detroit, saying to him, "I'm about to sign away my other family of 40 years."

Afterward, a weeping Jemiolo was unable to speak. Adams said he led him from the room.

Jemiolo also headed the union's national bargaining team in the recent negotiations. The talks involved six American Axle plants - three in Western New York and three in Michigan with a total of 3,650 UAW members, including 650 in the Buffalo area.

Donovan's turn came the following day, on May 1, when he put his signature on the agreement confirming Tonawanda Forge's closing in 2009.

"I don't remember ever crying, but I did then. It took me two or three tries to gather myself. I still break down thinking about it. I am now," he said, eyes brimming as he spoke of signing the papers two weeks earlier.

The forge plant is special for Donovan. Before rising to the regional level of the union, he worked there, even serving at one time as president of UAW Local 846.

Tonawanda also is where his son Kevin Jr., a machine operator, has worked for more than 13 years.

In addition to Donovan, who is based in Amherst, the forge supplied several other local and regional UAW leaders. Included were former regional directors Tom Natchuras and Tom Fricano, and former area director Tom Monaghan.

The East Delavan Avenue plant, which was part of GM's Saginaw Division before becoming American Axle in the mid 1990s, opened in 1923.

Like so many other plants of the 1920s and later, there were employee picnics, Christmas parties, bowling leagues, an orchestra and assorted other social events such as a "girls dinner dance" and "men's stag outing."

"We were like a family. There were good friends there," said Jemiolo, 59.

By the time production at the Buffalo plant was halted seven months ago, about 700 workers had taken buyouts, They left Jemiolo, Local 424 President Fred Dojka and less than 100 other employees as the last of a plant workforce that totaled 1,800 just a few years ago.

By July 1, all of them will be gone, the manufacturing equipment and machinery will have been auctioned, and the plant will be left to its ghosts.

On a recent visit to clean out mountains of files and historical memorabilia in the union office at the plant, Jemiolo said in a voice both bitter and sad, "There are more rats in the building now than people."

