Jan. 28, 2009

Dear Mr. Harte:

I am one of seven Guild members whose biweekly severance payments ceased last week. Lacking recourse, all I can do is write this letter – raise my hand to let you know of my bitter disappointment and sense of betrayal.

I worked for the Star Tribune for 23 years, in seven different jobs – the last being in the Imaging Center. Early last spring my coworkers and I were told that four (of six) full-time jobs would be replaced by Intellitune software. Though I had enough seniority to remain, I took a voluntary buyout. I did not imagine a long future in the software-run Imaging Center, and decided to cushion the blow by protecting my opportunity for severance.

That decision was the hardest I’ve ever made. I loved my job and I loved working at the Star Tribune. I also worked very, very hard. At one time or another, I’ve been in that building each of the 24 hours of the day – either because my job demanded it, or because I demanded maximum effort from myself. At no time did I regret that effort until, perhaps, last week – when I went from being a loyal employee to a “creditor.”

I was not given the option to take a lump-sum settlement. I signed the severance agreement assuming both sides would be honored: I was relinquishing my job – to the Company’s benefit – and, in return, was given severance based on my years of service. That amounted to 46 weeks, of which 14 remain unpaid (about $15,000). As jolting as that is to my, personal, economy, I am comparatively lucky. With longer service and later exit days, some of my colleagues are owed in excess of $25,000. 

That is a life-changing amount of money to someone who is unemployed.

Ben Taylor was quoted in the Star Tribune as saying that U.S. Bankruptcy law limits – to $10,950 – the amount that can be paid to employees severed within six months of bankruptcy. This fails to explain why 42 employees who left in January, the month of the bankruptcy filing, received full severance. Nor does it explain why my agreement will not be honored, given my May 2008 departure. I find the failure of the Star Tribune to petition the court on our behalf (as it did for those departing in January) both dumbfounding and appalling. Even more offensive was the inference, by Mr. Taylor, that paying $10,950 – after reneging on severance agreements – was a grand gesture (i.e., “We are not required to pay the $10,950, but were given the authority to do it…”).

According to the Guild, the total amount owed to the seven members whose payments ceased is about $125,000. When I read, recently, that the company paid the Blackstone Group $150,000 a month plus a $4 million reorganization bonus I, literally, cried. I am aware that this is not an apples-to-apples comparison, but there’s a message here about what the company values. And it is not the collective 100+ years of service given by myself and my Guild colleagues – service which contributed to the value of a newspaper Avista once considered an asset.

Again, my point is simply to object to the lack of consideration I have been shown and to put a human face on the decisions being made in bankruptcy court. The Star Tribune may have saved $125,000, but it certainly engendered no loyalty from the workers who remain. And those, like myself, who were once the company’s best ambassadors, will do well just to swallow their bitterness – as they try to find jobs in this incredibly difficult market.

Because I believe that newspapers are critical to democracy, because I love this paper, because I love my colleagues who remain, I wish you success in restructuring. And I hope, going forward, that you’ll remember the significant and sometimes terrible contributions your workers have made.

Sincerely,

Annie Breitenbucher

