STATEMENT OPPOSING THE CONSITUTIONAL AMENDMENTS


We favor unity for writers. We don’t want anyone tampering with the credits system. And we think only people with a stake in the industry should vote on whether we go out on strike. That’s why we oppose these amendments. 


We have no beef with our counterparts in the East, and we applaud any efforts to end tensions between the two guilds. But simply ending tensions is not enough, if the  settlement hurts writers and their cause. And that, as we see it, is the problem. 

UNITY

     
“Unity” – the rallying cry of those pushing these proposals – is what we all want, but these amendments actually guarantee disunity. In this day and age, when studios own networks, cable outlets, production companies and various new media, it makes no sense to have two Boards of Directors, two Executive Directors, two staffs, two different voices representing entertainment writers. The only way we can deal effectively with the companies is with one union for writers. Yet these amendments preserve the two-union structure for years to come, solidifying the same divided house we’ve had for decades. We should be talking about merger and one union representing all writers, not an arrangement that encourages factionalism and provincial jealousies. 

CREDITS

     The amendments and the settlement agreement create a credits nightmare for long-form writers. Currently the WGA,west handles over 95% of the arbitrations – WGA East handles the few arbitrations each year that involve only East members. But say you are a WGAw screenwriter and a studio hires a WGA East member to rewrite you. Under the settlement agreement, there is a good chance your credit will be determined by WGA East. If you think the current system is a crapshoot, imagine your credit being determined by an organization that decides one or two screen credits a year, devotes almost no staff resources for credits, and would hold its Policy Review Board hearings 3000 miles away.    The same applies for legal arbitrations against the companies. The current WGAw Legal Department may seem slow, but picture your case in the hands of a staff that brings only one complaint a year. Under the settlement, that’s exactly where your case may end up. 

STRIKE VOTES AND CONTRACT RATIFICATION
     Unlike WGA,west, which has high standards for joining and maintaining membership, WGA East essentially makes you a member for life and lets you vote for life. That means on matters like going out on strike, the writers’ fate is being determined by people who are not in the industry and who would not be allowed to vote if they were in WGA, west. With all the talk about the upcoming negotiations, this problem needs to be fixed immediately. 

To give you an idea of the dimensions of the problem: in terms of health fund contributions – an accurate gauge of working writers – WGA East has approximately 20% of the writers of WGA, west. But in terms of actual voting members, WGA East has 50% of the members of WGA, west. That means a huge number of East writers – roughly 2500 – receive ballots on strike votes and collective bargaining agreements even though they are not even working in the industry. 


We are not saying that East writers are somehow inferior to west writers, not at all. But only people who have an actual stake in the industry should be voting on strikes and contracts. The settlement agreement pays lip service to this problem, by providing for a Joint Committee and then arbitration if that fails, but any changes in the current East membership standards would have to be approved by a 2/3 majority of East members. In other words, a 2/3 majority would have to vote to give themselves less power. That strikes us as unlikely. 


There is a huge money issue as well (WGAw would subsidize WGAEast even more than it does now), but we have decided not to focus on that, because these other issues – merger, credits, and strike votes – are so critical, and we would oppose these amendments even if the money were a wash.

We understand the sentiments behind these proposals: it’s unseemly for writers to squabble in public. But amending our constitutions like this is not the solution. There will be a massive campaign urging you to ratify these proposals. Obviously, we don’t have the resources of the two guilds at our disposal. But we believe writers can think for themselves, no matter how many flyers and e-mails they receive. Let’s not screw up our credits system. Let’s make sure only affected writers get to vote on strikes. And most of all, let’s move toward one union for writers, so we can address our labor problems effectively, with one voice. 

We urge you to vote “NO” on these proposals. 

