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Leo wei ss:

Good nor ni ng. W are in Los Angeles, California and today is
Tuesday Cctober 2, 1990 at 11:00 am. M nane is Leo Wiss. | am
i nterview ng Thomas T. Roberts who was president of the Acadeny in
1988. This project is sponsored by the Acadeny H story Coomttee

In order to preserve the accounts of activities and t he backgrounds

of Acadeny presidents.

Tom Robert s:

Let me interject. A small correction. This is Tom

Roberts. W're actually inRolling HIls, California.

| stand corrected. W're in Rolling HIIs now, but where was it

you were born Tom and rai sed, educcited.

| was born in Chicago and | lived in a suburb of Chicago
until | was ten. At that tinme, in the md 1930's ny
father died rather suddenly and ny nother brought ny
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sister and | to Southern California. She had a brother
here, who's the only one inthe famly who had a job and
that seened to be the attraction. | was raised fromthe
age of ten by ny nother in Southern California. | went
to Loyola University, attended Loyola University in Los
Angel es for one senester at the outbreak of World War 11.
After the war was over | returned to Loyol a and conpl et ed
ny under graduat e studi es. | have a degree, a Bachel or of
Business Admnistration with a mjor in Industrial
Rel ati ons. Follow ng the conpl eti on of ny under gr aduat e
studi es, whichwere financed by the d Bill, | determ ned
that | wanted to pursues a legal education, but ny
benefits had expired and it was necessary that | get a

job and go to school at night.

you tell us sonething about your mlitary service.

| was a aerial gunnery instructor in the navy. | was
fortunate enough to spend all of ny tine in the navy,
whi ch was from1942 until 1946, stateside. Mst of that
, What is
now, Merrinore Naval Ar Station in San D ego County,

tine | was attached to a training squadron at

flying the navy's version of the B-24. The navy called

it the Privateer and assigned it the designation PB4Y2.

You didn't have any |abor relations experience during that tine?
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None at all. | was on the short end of every stick that
cane along. After the war was over, and as | indicated,
| decided | wanted to go to |law school, and | needed a
job. One of ny professors at Loyola had put nme on to a
man at Douglas Aircraft and they hired ne in their
industrial relations departnent as kind of a gopher

After | had been, that was at the Santa Monica Pl ant,
after Xhad been there for a fewnonths | was transferred
to the El Segundo Plant by LAX. There | worked first as
a wage and salary analyst and next as an industrial
rel ations representative of an office out onthe assenbly
floor, dealing at the first levels of the grievance
procedure with the union representatives, who were
primarily machinists. Follow ng that | began to assi st
in the preparation of arbitration cases for Douglas and
ultimately presented cases for Douglas. That generat ed,

| think, ny interest and intrigue with the arbitration
process.

When did you first begin to think about becomng an arbitrator?

| think it was while I was in law school and going

through that experience at Dougl as.
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| would think that inthe last three of those five years

| hoped and entertained an anbition to be an arbitrator

soneday.

WAas that at Loyola Law School ?

Yes

Wien did you | eave t he Dougl as enpl oynent ?

That was in 1957. | had a friend who was practicing | aw
in Grdenia, California and he explained to ne that, only
because we were friends from school, he was going to
offer me an extraordinary arrangerment and that was he
woul d pay ne fifty dollars a week as a draw agai nst any
business | could bring into the firm But in any event,
| began working in a general office lawfirm After |I'd
been there for about eight nonths, ny friend and his
partner canme to nme and asked ne to becone a partner

which | did. In the nean tine | had applied to the
vari ous appoi nting agencies in an effort to convince them
that they shoul d put ny nane on their panels and that was

really the beginning of the arbitrating.

SO you were getting arbitration cases while you were in this |aw

practice?



What year

Yes.

was your first case?

Well, the first case | heard was in 1958. M career took
off in a spectacular fashion. M incone in 1958 from
arbitrating was seventeen hundred dol | ars. | think I
probably heard, maybe, seven or eight cases that year.
As |uck woul d have it, this is sonething of a confession,
| may not have been the greatest I|abor relations
representative for nanagement because ny best custoner,
during those early years was the machinists union, the

people | was supposed to be holding down through ny
enpl oynment at Dougl as.

D d you ever have an apprenticeship with any other arbitrator?

No, | didn't. | was pretty nuch on ny own all the way.
| actually had no relationship with any arbitrator other
than appearing in front of a half of dozen nen who were
serving as arbitrators there at Douglas Aircraft. But,
after | left Douglas, and |I don't know the reason, |
never sought out any kind of an apprenticeship or
training with them | had handled a veapy substanti al
nunber of grievances and participated in probably thirty

or forty arbitration hearings and I, right or wong, |
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felt that | could handle it w thout any nore hel p.

What hurdles did you find as you were devel opi ng your arbitration

car eer?

| don't think | really encountered any hurdles. | was
very fortunate. Inthe 1950's and ' 60's, the unions were
strong and active in California and other areas of the
west. There were not that many peopl e doing arbitration
and | seened to be able to cultivate and expand ny

practice w thout any real najor problens.

Wul d you be able to recall the volunes of cases you had in your

early years? And give us an idea of how they progressed.

| think I can. | reviewed ny files, Leo, and | didn't
keep, | never Kkept track of the nunber of cases,
unfortunately, but beginning in 1963, five years after |
started arbitrating | did keep a record of the tota

nunber of hearing days in each cal endar year. By 1963,

the end of the fifth in ny practice, | was hearing a
hundred or nore, | |logged a hundred or nore heari ng days
a year and that persisted through this last year. In

sonme years, it was as high as one hundred and sixty
hearing days. In others it was down to eighty. The

average, | would think, has been since 1966 around a
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hundred and twenty hearing days a year.

So it's safe to say that by the tinme you were in practice for five
years you had a full time practice that was taking up all of your

time. You were not engaged in other professional activities at

that tinme?

No, | was still doingalittle bit of the | egal work but,

clearly, ninety percent of ny ti ne was spent arbitrating.

Alright, let's turnto your nenbership in the National Acadeny. Do

you renenber who first recommended that you join the Acadeny and

when that was?

Vell, | do. | was married in 1961 and enj oyed a honeynoon
on a pass that ny wife had earned as a flight attendant.
(ne of the stops we nade was i n Washi ngton D.C. and as we
were riding down the street | saw a sign on a buil ding
that said Departnent of Labor or perhaps it said Federal
Medi ation and Conciliation Service, | don't recall, but
| told her that that was the pl ace where |I'd been sendi ng
all ny awards and | thought I'd like to go in and see
what it looked Iike. She didn't express any interest and
| eft me on the corner there. | went inand, the director
of the FMCS at that tine was a fell ownanmed Fi nnegan, and

he was quite gracious and he turned me over to Ceorge
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Strong who was the general counsel and was in charge of
t he panel of arbitrators, that they providedthe parties.
George was very generous to nme and explained to ne that
he knew who | was because of ny awards and he said "You
certainly have joined the National Acadeny of
Arbitrators, haven't you?" And | said "Wll, what is
that and how nuch does it cost?" He explained a little
bit about it and told nme who to wite to get an
application. | did so and | nade application and was
pronptly turned down, as not having had enough
arbitration experience. So | waited tw years and

applied again and | was admtted to the Acadeny in 1963.

| know that you have had, just in the tine that | know you, nore
jobs for the Acadeny than | can count. Could you give us sone idea

of what those various conmttee assignnents and officers positions

have been?

Well, | think probably the first one mght have been
Regional Chairman of the Southern California region.
Then | served on a kind of informal, ad hoc comittee
assisting Secretary David MIler, the late David M1 | er,
with the arrangenents for the annual neeting. After
that, JimHIl, who was then president of the Acadeny,
created this kind of continuing coomttee called Future

Arrangenents and | served on that conm tt ee.
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Additionally, 1've been on the Board of Governors. I
served on the Nomnating, two Nomnating Commttees.

|'ve been a vice president.

| know you were on the Menbership Commtt ee.

| was on the Mnbership Commttee and the Executive

Conmmttee. | think that's about it.

And plus you were the president elect and president.

Yes, yes. | also served on the Legal Affairs Conmttee

for a couple of years.

Sounds |ike you ve been on one conmttee or another, or on one
assignnent or another alnost every year since you joined the

or gani zati on.

| think that's just about right and it's been one of ny
pleasures and joys in this profession, that's the
opportunity to participate inthat fashioninthe affairs

of the Acadeny.

Do you think that being a nenber of the National Acadeny affected

your caseload in any way?
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Not that | could ever see. Although, | nust say that
|'ve noticed with interest over the years the increasing
nunber of collective bargaini ng agreenents that provide
that the arbitrator that there going to use, be a menber
of the National Acadeny of Arbitrators. |If there's sone
business fallout from those clauses, | perhaps have
benefitted. But other than that, | don't, nothing has
occurred that | can nmeasure that woul d suggest to nme any

particul ar increase in business.

at | east nobody has said to you that they woul dn't sel ect you

because you were a nenber of the National Acadeny.

That hasn't happened yet.

How about your nomination for president elect. Wen did that take

pl ace?

That took place in St. Louis at the fall Educationa
Conf er ence. The, [1'Il never forget, the Nom nating
Commttee was chaired by Marian Warns and quite to ny
astoni shnent, |ate Saturday afternoon she cal | ed nme asi de
and said "The Commttee has nomnated you for president
elect and we want to confirm that you'll accept that

honor." After | picked nyself up off the floor, | said

"l certainly would."
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Was that in 1987?

Mist have been, Leo.
And then you took office in May of 1988.

Perhaps it was the fall of '8 and then | becane
president elect in the spring of '87, | think, and
president in the spring of '88.

| see. It was 1986. You're right.

What were the duties of a president elect, while you were in

office? D stinguishing that fromthe presidents office.

The president el ect was the nost attractive office inthe
Acadeny. The only real burden is to begin to sweat over
what your presidential address is going to be. The
presi dent does the real work. The president el ect, other
t han bei ng subjected to sone political overtures, really
has no function beyond planning, subjectively, the
programfor his or her year, after becom ng president.
Toward the end of that year, as president elect, the
nonunental task of commttee assignnents becones a
reality. Inrecent years, including ny experience, and
| was counseled in this regard by ny elders, the

presi dent el ect has attenpted to have i n pl ace al nost all
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of the commttee assignments by the tinme he or she goes
to the annual neeting, at which he or she becones
president. So that at that neeting, you should pretty
well have in mnd your committee assignnents and indeed
the four or five days of the annual neeting provides an
excel lent opportunity to talk wth people who you are
considering for certain assignnents, ascertain their
interest in whether or not they'rewlling to serve, and

so forth.

Sotheideais, that if you do your job right, by the tine you get

to be president you don't have the conmttee problem ..

The commttee ... I'msorry, | didn't nmean to step on
you. The commttee... witnesses do this don't they. |
sit there and wonder why they can't wait until the | awer

finishes the question.

That's alright.

Now | under st and. The commttee assignnents should
pretty well be in place. You're right about that but
there's always sone problens that arise in the sense of
people not being able to serve and so forth. The
designation of the commttees, ideally, should go out

within thirty days of the ascension to the presidency,
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the fornmal designation.

Ddyou find that conmttee appointnent job to be adifficult task?

Very difficult. It's the nost difficult of all the jobs
the president has, 1've found. And that's for many
reasons. You're dealingw th very real sensitivities of
sone very talented people.. Sone of whom in additionto
being very talented, are very anbitious interns of their
career inthe Acadeny. You're conscious, always, of the
needs of the Acadeny and the reality that the strength of
the Acadeny flows through its commttees and those
activities. And as you know, each year the secretary
sends out a solicitation for commttee preferences and |
believe in ny year we received sonmewhere in the
nei ghbor hood of two hundred and sixty replies. Just the
j ob of breaki ng those down and identifying first, second,
third and forth preferences for all two hundred and si xty
people, then identifying the places on the various
comittees, that by tradition, becone avail able in every
third year, or whatever it is. Then slotting people in.
Respondi ng to nor e personal i zed request s for
appoi ntments. It took up nore time than anything el se |

encountered as president.

Do you have any suggestions for people who serve as president
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elect, inthe future? Again, distinguishing between the president

el ect and the presidency.

| think, | don't have any real significant suggestions at
all. | think the best way to proceed, one that |
followed, is to begin by seeking advice fromthose who
have held the office before you. That's inmensely
val uable. One of the renarkable things about Acadeny
nmenbers is there willingness, universally, to give tine

to hel ping Acadeny officers and comm ttee nenbers.

Let's turn nowto your termas president. Wat did you consider to

be the major goal s of the Acadeny during your tern?

Vll, | initiated three major undertakings. The first
was the creation of the Coomttee on Professionali smand
Prograns. The appoi ntnent of Walter Gershenfeld as the
chairman of that commttee. ['mproud of the fact that
t hey now have produced and are indeed distributing a film
on professional ethics. That was a need in 1988 and |
think continues through today. | also reacted to
probl ens that were associated with the construction and
publication of the Chronicle, by creating a coomttee
called the NewD rections and Functions of the Chronicle.
That commttee is likewse, still in existence. I

appoi nted Ted Jones as, forner president Ted Jones, as
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t he chairman of that coomttee because, not only of his
| ong experience in the Acadeny, but also the fact that he
was the founding editor of the Chronicle. | think that,
as a result of the work of that commttee, not by any
work on ny part but the work of the conmttee, we have
i nproved the Chronicle today and | think the nenbers feel
that way. The third area which I concentrated on was
increasing overlap between the activities and
responsibilities of the various commttees that were
bei ng created and in conjunction with the then presi dent
elect, A Dyebeck, we created as a two year project, a
review of the relationship between the commttees and a
definition of their function and | appoi nt ed Howar d Bl ock
as the, now president Howard Bl ock, as the chairnan of
that coomttee, and a wonderful report cane out of their
work after two years. | think those are the three goal s
that | set and if you were to ask nme what acconpl i shnents
| could point to, | think I would refer back to the

efforts of those three commttees.

What about the other side of the coin. What nmaj or probl ens

resulted in your greatest disappointnents as president?

| was very fortunate. | had a year of little or no
friction. There were no institutional problens in which

t he Acadeny was involved in. | can't really say that
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t here were any di sappoi ntmrents. The years surroundi ng ny
tenure seened to have presented a nunber of frictions and
probl ens but | was lucky then. | had a quiet, easy year

as president.

Nice to hear you say that. Do you think that your termof office,

either as

casel oad?

presi dent or as president elect, had any effect on your

Not as president elect but clearly it did as president.
That was by design and without any real resentnent. It
didn't represent a renmarkable or dramatic cutback,
probably about twenty five percent. One of the things
t hat happened whil e | was president was, because nost of
the partisans, the advocates in California caught on to
me. | had to stretch outside the state for busi ness.

was able to travel to and participate in regional
neetings all over the country, at no expense to the
Acadeny. | would align hearings that would permt ne to
stop off onthe way or the return, at the expense of the
parties and | enjoyed that very nuch. That was one of
the real pleasures of office for me, was the opportunity
to have that close relationship with the various regi ons
and to engage in sone exchange regarding the regional

activities, eventhe neitional activities.
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What aspect of your activities as president took the nost tinme? Do
you rel ate back again to the work of the coomttees, or was there

sonet hing el se that took a | ot of your time?

| think, on a continuing basis, nost of thetine that was
involved in the Acadeny affairs was answering the
tel ephone. It's remarkable. Hardly a day woul d go by,
wi thout two or three or four calls, either from the
secretary, who, as you know, real |y conducts t he busi ness
of the Acadeny during the year, telling ne what to do,
what | hadn't done yet, or what |I'd done wong. And al so
from menbers wth guestions regarding activities,
appoi nt ments, have you heard that, notices of sonebody
dying, conplaints about treatnment from the Regional
G ficeof the Anerican Arbitration Associ ation, things of
that sort. That really was the nost time consum ng
t hi ng. | think once | was beyond the hurdle of the

comm ttee appoi ntnents. .

In looking back at the work of the various commttees that you
appoi nted, which commttee or coomttees did you consider the nost

| nport ant ?

Vell, | think |l canidentify at least three, and | don't
assign a priority to these at all. The menbership

Commttee is extrenely inportant, | think. It's a very
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difficult task they do . It's time consum ng. It's
vital to, | think, the character and fiber of the
Acadeny, the people who are invited to join and the
peopl e who are denied admttance. So, | would think the
Menbership Commttee s inportant. Gearly the
Prof essional Responsibility and Gievance Conmmttee is
| npor t ant . There again is an active commttee that
guards and gui des the professional-ethical tone of the
Acadeny and offers all of us help and assistance on
probl ens of ethics that we all face. | think also that
the Legal Representation Commttee, that is involved in
the... assistance to arbitrators, Acadeny nenbers, who
becone involved in litigation, is very inportant. I
think those three are probably the three nost inportant
committees, although, in their own way, all the

commttees are inportant.

Now t hat you' ve had a chance to | ook back on your termof office,
what do you think is the nost inportant qualification, that you

brought to the job of Acadeny president?

That | brought? M pleasing personality. It's ny
observation, that over the years, the presidents have
each had a unique contribution to the Acadeny. Uni que
with their own background, personality and so forth. |

think that the demands of the job, or the honor, have
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changed consi derabl y since ny nenbership in the Acadeny.
Just the presence of seven hundred nenbers, as opposed to
the two hundred and twenty that were in the Acadeny when
| joined, introduces admnistrativeresponsibilitiesthat
weren't there before. The one thing, the one constant
threat and theme that |'ve seen, is the coomtnent of the
presidents to the goals and purposes of the Acadeny. |
think as long as that's with us we're going to be i n good

shape.

Do you have any suggestions for future presidents? As to what they

m ght need to do or |look forward to, in the future?

Ch, | think that woul d be presunptuous of nme. | really

don't.

Tom nowthat you' ve had a chance to | ook back over your career, as
an arbitrator, what general observations would you |ike to nmake
about the changing environment regarding policy or economc

conditions that you' ve observed, during this period of tine?

Well, | think I can say with sone conviction that |I'm
di sturbed and concerned over the political, legal and
agency i nposed environnent in collective bargaining I've
witnessed in over the last ten years. The approval by

gover nment agenci es and indeed courts for the aberration
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of collective bargaining agreenents and devices |ike
bankruptcy and t he general union bashing that |'ve seen,
has me concerned. | think that concern is founded, not
on parochial fear that if the health and vitality of the
uni ons are necessary to ny own professional pursuits but
really out of belief that the workers in the United
States, if not around the world, need the protectionthat
cane with the Wagner Act and I'm troubled by the
abandonnent of those concepts that sawthat type of |abor

| egi sl ati on.

Wth that observation, we cone to the end of the interview Thank

you Thomas Roberts.

You' re very wel cone.



