


Greetings
As the current Business Manager/Financial Secretary of IBEW 

Local 824, it is with great pride that I am able to present to our 

members and guests a celebration of our 50th Anniversary as a Local 

Union with the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers.

Since February 1963, our officers and members have stood together 

through good times and bad times. From the very first Executive Board 

and officers elected, our Local Union has continued to be a leader in 

the Tampa Bay area and across the country among all workers in the 

telecommunications industry. For every benefit negotiated by former 

and current leaders of our Local Union, we have all been able to enjoy 

life with our families.

We must never forget that even though we work for a Fortune 500 

company, we would not be able to enjoy our everyday lives without 

the IBEW!

I want to thank the committee members who gave up their time 

to make this event memorable for all of us: Dan Wagner, Danny 

Alfonso, John Glye Jr., Michelle Agne, Erik Jones, Pam Elleby, Dora 

Mullis, Zaida Menendez, Patrese Canty, Fred Lauper, Felicia Archie, 

Keith LaPlant, Sue Jerome, Tom Huston, Maria Williams, and one of 

Local 824’s charter members, Jean Harden.

In solidarity forever,

Robert J. Prunn

This book was proudly produced by Union HisTories:

Head Historian ...................................................................................... Calvin Jefferson

Art Direction ................................................................................................... Andy Taucher

Layout and Design .................................................................... steven Demanett

www.unionhistories.com

Special thanks to Curtis Bateman, Manager and 
Curator, IBEW Museum, for his assistance with the 
research for this history book.
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A Half Century of Solidarity
The 50-Year History of Local No. 824 of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers

Today representing thousands of telecommunications-

industry workers throughout West Central Florida, IBEW 

Local 824 has actually been a part of its great union for more than 

two decades before being chartered by the International Office 

in 1963. Originally four smaller locals comprised of workers of 

the Peninsular Telephone Co. in Tampa, those members worked, 

trained, celebrated and negotiated together as employees first 

of Peninsular and then of the General Telephone Co. after it 

purchased Peninsular in 1958.

One of those forerunner locals, the all-female telephone 

operators Local 1285, was chartered by the IBEW on November 

10, 1941, in Tampa. The plant clerical, traffic and accounting 

workers Local 1062 received its charter October 

29, 1948, in St. Petersburg; its president, Mrs. R. 

S. Adney, wrote in the minutes of the other all-

female local’s first meeting held the very next day, 

“The charter was anxiously signed by each member 

present.”

A commercial and revenue accounting group, Local 

1627, was chartered January 10, 1950, also in Tampa. 

The telephone unit of Local 108, Unit B, completed 

the union representation within the phone company, 

bargaining for inside and outside plant employees.

By the 1960s, the separate locals’ members were 

collectively represented by a single negotiating 

committee, System Council T-2. But by then, it had 
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the unions, told The Tribune. “The company’s uncompromising 

attitude has driven work morale to an all-time low.”

The unions and General Telephone had signed a two-year 

agreement in September 1961 (which would expire June 15, 1963) 

but not before Local 1627 – and presumably the other locals – 

during its June 2 meeting held a discussion “regarding company 

statements on work stoppage and how it would affect vacations 

and retirement plans and also company propaganda techniques 

regarding pending negotiations,” meeting minutes documented.

With storm clouds building on the horizon, the system council 

before the end of 1962 was already discussing forming a single 

local union, as Local 1627 Vice President Louise Green eagerly 

told her membership during their December 7 meeting that year.

The Merger
Representing about 75 percent of all General Telephone Co. 

non-managerial employees, or about 2,800 workers, at the 

beginning of 1963, the four IBEW unions were not in the best 

collective condition. Recounting the 

merger of locals 1285, 1627, 1062 and 

108 Unit B in the January 1964 IBEW 

Journal publication, Blalock, then 

Local 824’s press secretary, 

noted that while Local 

become clear that the General Telephone 

Co. unionized employees would require 

a more consolidated effort to better 

champion their causes.

Local 1062 President Rose Blalock 

during her local’s January 17, 1962, 

meeting outlined a proposed plan for a 

full-time business manager and assistants 

to be supported by a per-capita tax of up 

to an 85-cent increase from all member 

locals of System Council T-2. “This 

would mean a full-time business manager 

to work for the local,” she told members. 

With the plan, the local president and vice 

president would be delegates to the system council, which would 

elect the business manager and assistants, she explained. “Sister 

Blalock commented on the company’s intention to badger the 

locals out of existence and that the use of three full-time reps 

would strengthen the locals,” meeting minutes reported.

Later that year, the unions, by then representing about 3,000 

employees of General Telephone, were filing “grievances by 

the dozen ... every week,” according to an article in The Tampa 

Tribune. In particular, the unions submitted a complaint of unfair 

labor practice against the company to the Tampa National Labor 

Relations Board because “the union has learned that the company 

plans to use a maneuver to remove service assistance from the 

bargaining unit,” the newspaper stated.

“After months of negotiating, jockeying for position and 

narrowly averting a strike in 1961, relations with the employer 

are worse in 1962 that last year,” Robert E. Mount, chairman for 

National Telephone Conference, 
February 12-14, 1963

General Telephone Co.
service truck, 1965
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108 had a union hall and fulltime officers and staff, only Local 

1285 brought any money to the table – but only about $7,000. 

“One local was in debt, and the men from Local 108 brought 

only themselves,” she wrote. “The first office, located at 1212 

N. Florida Avenue in Tampa, consisted of one small office, three 

cubicles and a room barely large enough for executive board 

meetings. Monthly membership meetings were held in the IBEW 

Local 108 hall.”

Regardless, the locals came together less than two years after the 

General Telephone purchase of Peninsular, and on February 1, 1963, 

they were singularly chartered by the IBEW as Local Union No. 824.

In her column to the Journal – the first from the new local – 

Blalock gave a self-described “bird’s eye view” of the situation 

that led to the amalgamation of the four locals:

These locals were coordinated through a System 

Council which, for a time, proved to be satisfactory, but 

due to the ever-changing policies, rules and regulations of 

the company, conditions became more difficult and finally 

impossible to negotiate with the company because of 

their efforts to pit one group against another. It seemed 

then, after much deliberation and counseling among 

the union leaders, there was no other alternative but to 

unite in one solid front to deal with the management of 

General Telephone Co.

There then began the mountainous task to swing 

our contingencies into action and complete the project. 

This took many weeks of careful planning and work, 

consequently in February 1963, at a Telephone 

Operations Conference held in St. Petersburg, we 

were chartered and became Local Union 824.

The officers of this new local, located in Tampa, Florida, 

worked strenuously, many long hours, compiling records 

and organizing the new local.

The new 824 jurisdiction covered a radius of about 70 miles, and 

because General Telephone’s home office was located in Tampa, the local 

opened its new office there, too, according to Blalock. The local then 

divided its territory into four divisions, with area meetings held monthly 

in addition to the general meeting, which was always to be in Tampa.

“This plan is indeed satisfactory as it aids in keeping our people 

well informed on what is going on and this is the supreme desire of 

the leaders of the new local,” Blalock wrote. “From February until 

June, the stewards, officers and board members were in the throes of 

organizing and preparing the members for the negotiations that were 

scheduled for June. Conditions had improved in the union and we 

were well on the way to becoming one of the largest and most tightly-

knit groups of telephone workers in our state.”

IBEW Vice President G. X. Barker 
presenting Local 824 officers with 
their charter during the National 

Telephone Conference in
February 1963.
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Article 1. Section 1.
This organization shall be known as 

Local Union 824 of the International 
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 
with headquarters in Tampa, 
Florida. Local 824 shall have 
jurisdiction over all telephone work 
... when performed by employees of 
The General Telephone Company 
of Florida and/or Business Phone 
Systems, a division of General 
Telephone Company of Florida.

Local Union No. 824 shall 
cover the “A” and “BA” types of 
membership.

While the new local’s March 1, 1963, meeting was filled with the 

ordinary procedures of most any union meeting – the payment of bills, 

the induction of new members and even a report on an AFL-CIO 

dance scheduled for March 15 that would help with the purchase of 

wheelchairs and crutches – the conversation eventually turned to 

contract negotiations. Following a discussion on arbitration and “the 

company’s interpretation of the contract on vacation,” Robert E. Mount, 

now Local 824’s president and business manager, informed the meeting 

To aid in that progression, the local adopted its bylaws, which at 

their outset clearly defined the local’s purposes and goals:
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that while the company had paid for three members from each local 

union for negotiations in the past, because they were now one local, the 

company would only pay for three people, meeting minutes recorded.

“A discussion followed from the members on negotiations,” the 

minutes concluded.

 The Strike
Local 824 sent a letter to the General Telephone Co. in June 1963 

stating the local’s desire “to negotiate certain changes in conditions, 

wages and hours,” Blalock recalled in the January 1964 IBEW Journal. 

“We were scheduled to meet and begin in what can be termed, as time 

went on, an experience that was bought with sweat and tears.”

The company likewise informed the union of its desire to make 

certain changes, generally announcing that it sought “simplification” 

of the agreement “to more readily administer the affairs of the 

company.” At the time, a number of items that had to be changed 

as a result of the merger and not necessarily pertaining to working 

conditions or rates of pay were cleared up.

But that was the apparent end of cordial relations, as the ensuing 

negotiations, described in the following excerpts taken from reports 

of the chief negotiator and the press secretary’s notes, would lead to 

what one Tampa newspaper editorial labeled “the worst strike in the 

history of the Florida West Coast.”

As the negotiations wore on, it became evident to the 

union that the company was engaging in a game, as it was 

practically impossible to obtain an answer on any item 

that the union presented. The company seemed to be only 

taking under advisement those propositions made by the 

union. It was the intent of the union to be realistic in its 

presentation and not to demand an outrageously large 
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money figure with the hope that it would be bargained into 

something less, but rather the union made a proposition 

that was almost the amount of wage increase that has 

been negotiated throughout the country during the past 

years for the great majority of Telephone Workers in the 

nation. Having experienced this type of negotiations 

in many instances, the chief negotiator cautioned the 

company against going down the road toward a package 

or combination settlement. The package settlement used in 

many negotiations becomes devastating to a union.

The full impact of 

the company’s objective 

came when they began 

unfolding their demands. 

This struck the union’s 

committee with a 

tremendous blow, as what 

the union had warned 

against was happening as 

they were submitting to 

the union a combination 

of propositions referred to 

as a package settlement. 

Thus began the breakdown 

between the union and the 

company negotiations, as 

it was a take-it-or-leave-it 

situation at this point. The 

union then, recognizing 

that the company was acting 

in an unrealistic manner and was adamant on all points, 

began a campaign aimed at arbitrating the issues between 

the parties. The president of General Telephone Co. stated 

that the company would never arbitrate and irrespective 

of the public interest or in the interest of settling the strike, 

arbitration never became a reality.

While the Federal Mediation Service was brought into the 

negotiations at that point, the union’s bargaining committee 

had instructed its negotiator not to compromise on any of the 

local’s issues. Its key concerns were part-time help; foremen’s 

classifications being deleted and their wages being frozen; 

overtime distribution and equalization in the plant department; 

Local 824 strikers hold up victory 
signs in 1963.

Local 824 strike ad, 1963
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leaves of absence for union officers; and gaining better wages.

“Room for bargaining on the issues was not existent and in 

meeting after meeting, found the parties utterly deadlocked,” 

Blalock wrote. The union’s committee and executive board, 

“realizing that they had reached the end of the road with the 

company since the company had indicated they would not move 

from their firm final proposition,” then asked the membership if 

it wished to strike against the company.

Local 824 sent a letter to members notifying them that a strike 

vote would be held on June 29, during which more than 94 percent 

of the membership voted to strike rather than accept the company’s 

proposals. Meetings were still scheduled with the company and 

various attempts were made to inject certain union issues into 

the contract, according to Blalock’s Journal 

article. During discussions on July 8, 9 and 10, 

federal mediators attempted to find a middle 

ground – but even those efforts “made no 

difference to the company and they remained 

absolutely adamant with respect to any 

gesture toward the union,” Blalock wrote.

(In fact, General Telephone Co. President 

Fred Learey would eventually tell the 

Tampa Tribune in a July 13 article that the 

company was “not interested in arbitration 

as long as the normal channels of collective 

bargaining are still open.”)

Late in the afternoon of July 10, the 

union’s negotiating committee decided the 

strike that the membership had approved 

should begin. IBEW Local 824 walked out 

against the General Telephone Co. on July 11, 1963. 

“There began 62 days of blood, tears and sweat,”
Blalock reminisced.

The Tampa Tribune on July 12 estimated that 65 picket lines 

patrolled the phone company’s buildings throughout the six-county 

area in which the company served 356,000 customers. “The strike by 

members of the IBEW cut manpower to a minimum,” the newspaper 

reported. “The switchboards, operated by management employees, 

were able to handle only emergency long-distance calls. Repair service 

was also restricted to emergency cases.”

Robert E. Mount, the local’s president and business manager, 

blamed the company for the destruction of phone cables the day the 

strike began, disabling scores of telephones. “Management is making 

it look like it is the union who are the bad guys when actually it is 

themselves who are the bad guys,” he said.

It was an opening round of destruction and violence that would 

become commonplace during the strike. That initial report revealed that 

shortly after the strike began, cables were cut in Hillsborough, Pinellas, 

Polk and Sarasota counties and in Bradenton, a picketer was allegedly 

struck by a company truck, though he was not seriously injured.

The next day, the Tribune told of more vandalism throughout the 

six-county area served by the phone company, which resulted in the 

cutting of 36 major cables as well as many smaller ones. That included 

the cutting of a Tampa fire alarm cable and three high-priority military 

phone cables as the strike went into its third day.

On July 13, Local 824 announced it was offering a $10,000 

reward for the arrest and conviction of any telephone company 

personnel apprehended damaging telephone equipment. The 

reward came as an answer to a $5,000 reward offered by the 

company for information leading to the arrest of anyone caught 

Members Beat
Strike Charges
During the historic nine-

week-long strike against General 
Telephone Co. in 1963, three IBEW 
Local 824 members, Katheryn 
Prather, Cullie Mobley and Donald 
Belcher, were arrested at Prather’s 
Tampa apartment on September 1. 
City police said they had found a 
submachine gun, two high-powered 
rifles, a silencer and ammunition at 
the apartment while Mobley and 
Belcher were there.

But three years later, the United 
States government dropped federal 
charges against Prather, Belcher and 
Mobley “because it had no other 
choice,” a March 15, 1966, article in 
the St. Petersburg Times reported.

A court originally declared a 
mistrial on October 27, 1964, after a 
federal jury deadlocked on a decision 
in the trial of the three former Local 
824 members. Judge Albert Reeves 
declared dismissed the panel when 
the jury foreman told the judge the 
panel was “hopelessly deadlocked,” 
The Tampa Tribune reported on 
October 28. A new trial was then 
ordered for the three defendants.

Prather also was charged in a 
state court with firing shots at a 
microwave relay dish at the top of 
the General Telephone building. She 
was convicted on the state charge, 
but the verdict was later reversed by 
the Second District Court of Appeal, 
which ruled local law-enforcement 
agents did not use proper legal 
procedure in securing and seizing the 
weapon used in the alleged shooting, 
according to the newspaper.

Local 824 members picket outside 
GTE headquarters in 1963.
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damaging phone lines, the newspaper stated.

There was a bomb threat made to the company on the 10th day of the 

walkout, and during the whole of the strike, as The Birmingham News 

documented in its September 7, 1963, edition, the hostilities did not wane:

Some kerosene bombs went off on July 11. ... There were 

fires. Men and women were manhandled. Noses were 

broken. Ribs were cracked. Masked men raided private 

property. Dynamite was planted. Shotguns were fired. 

A car was used as a weapon. At least 850 cables were 

mysteriously slashed in those first 50 days. ... 41 telephone 

poles were cut down or burned. At least 65 men were 

arrested on charges ranging from dynamite to throwing 

eggs and liquid at employees.

On August 5 ... someone entered the Lakeland main 

office building and cut the cables completely through. At least 

9,000 phones were knocked out in downtown Lakeland.

During the strike, relief items, surplus commodities and foods 

were donated by friends from all over the country, but at the end 

of the sixth week, there did not seem to be enough to go around 

and signs of disintegration in the membership began to appear, 

according to Blalock. Seeing this, the union leaders, realizing 

the “economic chaos” plaguing members, began to try to reach a 

compromise by making minor changes in the union’s proposals.

After long discussions between the union and the company in 

early September, a back-to-work-agreement was reached and 

submitted to the Local 824 membership. They, in turn, approved 

the agreement in a massive vote, and the strike was over on 

September 9, 1963.

Mount said in the St. Petersburg Times the following day that 

the local voted to accept the company’s last contract offer by 
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63 DAYS IN ’63
A memoir by Jean S. Harden, Charter Member, IBEW Local Union 824

When IBEW Local 824 was chartered on Feb. 1, 1963, at the Desert Ranch Motel in St. Petersburg, its new officers could not have imagined what they would experience in the following months. After General Telephone Co. acquired Peninsular Telephone Co. in 1961, the company name was changed – as was the corporate culture. In 1962, the four unions agreed to extend the current contract for one year, and in 1963 they bargained as one union for the first time. Negotiations, led by IBEW Director of Telephone Operations M.D. Murphy, began May 13 and did not go well, and after several weeks, talks were deadlocked. General Telephone President Fred Learey refused attempts to arbitrate contract issues, but the union gained public support because telephone customers recalled Leary’s recent willingness to arbitrate telephone rates in hopes of an increase.
The union called for a strike, which commenced on July 11, 1963. Would our members believe we were on strike? Well, they did.
Those were the days of the old switchboards; there was no direct dialing, and all long distance calls were handled by operators.  For the first few weeks of the strike, the officers and board members were housed in the Floridian Motor Hotel, three people to a room. There was no per diem. Very often, breakfast was coffee and a PB&J sandwich. A burger from The Goody-Goody Drive-In, located a block away, was a typical lunch. Later, those not part of the negotiation committee returned to their respective areas with instructions to monitor picket lines and keep up the morale of union members.
General filed for and was granted an injunction to limit the number of picketers at one time and to prohibit verbal exchanges between picketers, the few strikebreakers and management.  Some law-enforcement officers engaged in attempted intimidation and humiliation. Several strikers were arrested and marched down the street in their bare feet.  Other law-enforcement officers were supportive.  One board member was alerted by her detective brother that police were looking for a gray-haired woman suspected of some type of mischief. The next day she appeared with red hair.
While picketers in Lakeland marched up and down Tennessee Avenue, somehow the cable vault was accessed and cables were cut, with the exception of the cable to Lakeland General Hospital. It was considered somewhat of an inside job involving a supervisor sympathetic to his men. After that, one striker wore a sign: “I’m a Splicer not a Slicer.”GTE supervisors in Winter Haven ordered food that upon delivery was accepted by strikers. The food containers were left on the ground in the hot sun. Only after the bugs and ants had their fill, the supervisors were advised to come claim their food delivery.An operator was arrested for allegedly firing a rifle from Room 1627 of the Floridian Motor Hotel at the microwave tower on the top of the General Telephone building at 610 Morgan Street. Other charges included possession of a bomb and possession of a submachine gun, and two men were also arrested. The three became known as Ma Barker, Machine Gun Kelly, Baby Face Nelson. None of these workers were convicted and all were reinstated. In later years, at least two of them retired from GTE, one from a management position.President Learey had organized the General Telephone Company Chorus to perform at civic events. One of his worst moments was hearing the chorus sing, “We Say to Hell with General Tel” to the tune from “The Bridge on the River Kwai.” Reportedly, Learey stated that it brought “tears to his eyes.”  Murphy’s retort to Learey is not printable.Strikers lost two months of pay and two months of accredited service but prevailed on the more important issue of job security. The union officers’ leave-time policy enabled the union to avoid revolving-door business managers, thereby maintaining stable leadership. The union could not have survived without the General Telephone Federal Credit Union and the solidarity of other unions that contributed money and offered work to members.A strong bond developed between strikers as installer-repairmen marched side by side with operators, and a more cohesive membership emerged as a result. In the 50 years since, Local 824 has weathered contentious GTE/Verizon negotiations without another strike.

a slim margin. The vote was the largest in the local’s history – 

including the vote that had authorized the strike.

“I’m not exactly happy with the outcome of the vote,” Mount 

announced in the newspaper. “The contract offer accepted by the 

union membership is not much better than the offer made by the 

company before the strike.” He personally voted against the contract.

The resultant two-year agreement provided for an automatic 

wage increase after the first 12 months of the contract. It also 

gave union members seniority rights for overtime again; certain 

foremen’s classifications received increases in wages, which they 

would not have had in the beginning when the company insisted 

on doing away with that classification; and the wages of those 

who held the jobs were frozen.

Other gains included transportation for all females who worked 

night tours. Part-time help was to be restricted to a certain 

percentage, and if and when a lay-off occurred, part-time workers 

would be dismissed first.

Meanwhile, General Telephone’s Learey, who had at one point 

described the strike as the “most vicious” strike in telephone 

history, appeared in the article as being pleased with the agreement. 

“The new contract is a good, sound working agreement with 

benefits for both sides,” he said. “It should enable us to strengthen 

our labor-management relations during the next two years.”

The Aftermath
“No, we feel the strike was not lost, as our loyal unionists 

have been more closely drawn together than ever.”
When Local 824 Press Secretary Rose Blalock closed her 

January 1964 IBEW Journal entry with those thoughts, she had 

strongly justified them, noting that the local by then consisted of 

Continued on Page 2218





rehabilitation and reorganizing programs, and bowling leagues 

had been organized “to bring about social gatherings.” Stewards 

training groups were also being arranged to educate the local’s 

newer and younger people on the local’s working agreement and 

the processing of grievances.

The contract was signed on Monday, September 30, 1963. But 

during the local’s October 4, meeting, Mount reported it was 

experiencing many difficulties as members returned to work. 

The problems included some members having to fill different 

classifications – chief operator clerks working switchboards, 

for example, and strikebreakers working in positions for which 

Local 824 members were trained.

Mount also advised the membership, “If it is pertaining to 

work, acknowledge the ‘scabs.’ We don’t have to socialize with 

them.” The names of the strikebreakers were read at the meeting 

to present charges against them for crossing the picket lines.

The local had 185 members resign from the union during the 

strike, 20 more had left the company and approximately 200 

employees were not expected to return. During its November 

1, 1963, meeting, Financial Secretary Glatys Harsin reported 

that as of October, membership was down to 2,314 members, 

approximately 500 less than before the strike, resulting in 

financial losses of approximately $1,500 per month.

Despite the setbacks, the fledgling local was 

determined to prevail.

“Our road back is a rough one, but we 

intend to win out over odds that now are 

way out ahead,” Blalock proclaimed in 

the January 1964 Journal. “With strong 

determined leadership, coupled with the 

Labor Day Dance - 1963

support of our loyal members, we will be out in front again soon.”

By the end of that year, those prognostications were beginning 

to ring true. On July 16, Local 824 held its elections and its new 

officers — including Robert L. Benton and Edward A. Hoffman, 

respectively, in the distinct positions of president and business 

manager — were installed at the July 26 regular meeting by 

outgoing President/Business Manager Mount.

A bylaw change was made to separate the offices of the business 

manager and president “because of the great responsibility of 

both positions, for at this time and for some time to come the job 

is too much for one person to assume successfully and the health 

and welfare of our leaders must be protected,” Blalock explained 

in the September 1964 Journal.
Blalock went on to highlight some of the other progress being 

made within the local:

The very capable and willing worker Vice President 

Jerry Kane will head the organizational and solicitation 

of membership work to be done in the local. He will also 

assist our business manager ... to reorganize the steward 

structure. They plan to hold regular meetings for the 

stewards and to conduct additional training in order 

that our youthful members, who are now in the majority, 

may be taught trade unionism, the principles upon which 

unions were founded and what they stand for.

The local had met with the company in March and submitted a 

program to the members and employees proposing a better major 

medical plan, which the membership accepted and by September was 

in full effect. “There is an additional cost to the employees of course, 

but in an over-all picture, we now have far better benefits than we 

have had for many years,” Blalock wrote in the Journal.

Continued from Page 18
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What’s more, that year, the union had initiated 147 grievances 

and eight arbitration cases – winning 80 percent of them. In that 

atmosphere, Blalock continued her article by announcing:

The union-management relations have been revamped 

and from all indications, there has been an all-out effort 

on both sides to promote good faith, heal old wounds and 

install in the company’s mind the fact that our leaders are 

responsible, sincere people whose sole purpose is to promote 

better wages, hours and working conditions for our 

members as well as support their methods of production 

and help the company progress in order to make profits 

that pay our salaries.

Ups and Downs
For the next decade and a half, IBEW Local 824 would experience 

spectacular peaks and valleys, dizzying highs and lows, both within 

its membership and when dealing with the General Telephone Co. 

In that environment, the local as early as 1964 was already warning of 

the dangers of automation in that “many of us won’t have jobs 10 years 

from now ... (and) 80 percent of us could be replaced right away with 

automation” as membership stood in 1966 at around 2,700. By 1978, 

however, the local had more than 7,000 members after peaking a few 

years earlier at over 8,000 – over the years filling McKay Auditorium 

at the University of Tampa for their local-wide meetings.

In the mid-1960s, too, Press Secretary Blalock acknowledged in 

the January 1965 IBEW Journal, “The business of the local is looking 

upward as good will and relations with management are moving 

steadily ahead, and though last year’s road was rough and rugged, 

with a steady hand now at the wheel, we have driven through many 

pit-falls and are coming out full speed ahead.”

IBEW Local 824 member Jim 
Haislop, an installer repairman, was 

named Mr. America in 1968 and 
competed against the likes of Arnold 
Schwarzenegger that year and the 

next for the Mr. Universe title.

IBEW Local 824 Officers
Robert Mount, Business Manager/President
February 1, 1963 to  August 1964
(A bylaw amendment separated the offices of Business Manager and President in 1964)

Business Managers
Edward A. Hoffman
August 1964 to August 1967
Robert L. Benton
August 1967 to August 1985

Presidents
Robert L. Benton
August 1964 to August 1967
Wesley Ward
August 1967 to September 1968
Edward F. Nelson
September 1968 to December 1981
Pete Thacher
January 1981 to August 1985
Harvey G, “Greg” Pelt
August 1985 to December 1986
Harrison Thornhill
January 1987 to July 2009
Erik Jones
July 2009 to current

Business Manager/Financial Secretaries
(A bylaw amendment combined the offices of 
Business Manager and Financial secretary in 1985)
Robert Askew
August 1985 to August 1988
Robert L. Benton
September 1988 to September 1991
Guy Langlais
October 1991 to September 1997
Danny L. Johnson
October 1997 to September 2006
Henry “Doug” Sellars
October 2006 to July 2009
Robert J. Prunn
July 2009 to current

IBEW Local 824's original officers pose during the National Telephone 
Conference in February 1963 shortly after the local received its charter 

from the IBEW. Seated in the front row, they are (from left to right) 
Treasurer J.J. Gilbert, Financial Secretary Glatys Harsin, Recording 

Secretary Lillian Fletcher, Vice President Dorothy Johnson and President/
Business Manager Robert Mount. (Standing behind the officers are IBEW 

Vice President G. X. Barker, IBEW Telephone Operations Director M. D. 
Murphy and International Executive Board Member A. W. Schmidt.
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But during the local’s January 6, 1978, general meeting, Benton, by 

then the local’s business manager, was warning the membership, “We 

have had people demoted to lower jobs, some to plant clerks. The 

company has told me the short six-hour tours in traffic are ridiculous. 

We must get unified to maintain these and our identity. We will be 

out in all areas to try to keep what we have gained over the years.”

As eager as ever to display its pride, the local during its July 3, 1964, meeting 

approved spending $250 to sponsor float in the St. Petersburg Labor Day 

parade, part of a long tradition of participating in Labor Day events.

It was back to more imperative business the following year, when the 

local’s negotiating committee met with the General Telephone Co. 

19 times before the local signed a new, two-year working contract on 

September 10, 1965. New Press Secretary Jo Anne Wolfe described 

the proceedings in the December 1965 Journal:

When the committee felt they had something that could 

be recommended to the membership, they held meetings in 

each of the four divisions in order to discuss and explain 

the proposed contract. Voting on the contract was held on 

September 7, 1965, at which time the contract was approved 

by 90 percent ratification. General Telephone Company 

of Florida claims that there are $1,500,000 dollars in 

wages and benefits for 3,900 employees. September of 

1966 will reflect another wage increase provided for in 

the contract. January 1, 1967, Pension Benefits will be 

increased over an eight-year period. General Telephone 

Company previously deducted half of the Social Security 

from the pension. Regular part time employees are limited 

to a 25-hour work week. An occasional employee will now 

be used in Traffic and Commercial or Accounting with 

limitations set forth in these particular departments.

Since its inception in February 1963, 
IBEW Local 824 has strongly supported 
its Committee On Political Education, or 
COPE, the nonpartisan political arm of the 
local. COPE solicits and receives voluntary 
political contributions from Local 824 
members and others to use for state- and local-
election activities “deemed by the committee 
to be in the best interest of the local union.”

Contributions help fight anti-worker 
legislation such as “right to work” and bills 
that would damage workers compensation, 
OSHA, striker replacement and family 
leave.

During Local 824’s early general meetings, 
as noted in the local’s April 10, 1964, meeting 
minutes, its leaders “urged us to support 
COPE.” The program’s benefits were realized 
immediately; for example, in the local’s July 
1969 newsletter, The Local News, Business 
Manager Robert Benton, while mentioning 
the benefits members receive from the 
General Telephone Co., pointed out that 
social security, workmen’s compensation and 
unemployment compensation were legally 
required by law — “Thanks to our COPE 
friends in Tallahassee and Washington.”

Fast forward to 2012, and COPE was 
still impacting the political landscape in 

Florida. Notably, IBEW Local 824 COPE 
Chairman Jason Smith was able to attend 
a “day of action” in response to a March 21 
Senate Judiciary Committee hearing held 
to determine if the proposed purchase of 
Spectrum by Verizon wireless would be a 
threat to competition or consumers.

(The hearing was called in response 
to Verizon’s FCC application to purchase 
Spectrum from Comcast, Time Warner 
and Cox Communications. Also in the 
application was a request to collaborate 
with these competitors by allowing each to 
sell the others’ products in their own stores, 
Smith explained.)

In response,  IBEW members met 
with senators and their staff to explain 
the importance of competition and the 
importance of FiOS as the next generation 
of great communications infrastructure.  

“Recognizing how bad this deal would 
be for consumers and employees whose jobs 
depend on a continued commitment to the 
expansion of the next generation fiber optic 
networks, IBEW leadership called for a 
day of action in Washington, D.C.,” Smith 
wrote. “As your COPE chairperson, I was 
honored to attend these meetings on behalf 
of IBEW 824.”

Political Clout through COPE

26



Wages in the Plant Department for groundman classification 

were $2.13 and maximum for an equipment technician was $3.29; 

traffic department operators started at $1.32 and maximum was 

$2.015; and commercial department ranged from $1.38 an hour 

for a clerk to $2.395 for a service representative.

To better communicate with members, following those 

negotiations and the new agreement, the local established a 

monthly news bulletin of grievances, arbitration cases and 

contract interpretations.

In 1966, with approximately 2,700 members in all departments 

and craft employees of General Telephone, Local 824 was paying 

its recent good fortune forward; the local sent $100 to the Lakeland 

typographical Union for its strike on several occasions and also 

an additional $1,000 to System Council U-19 in Alabama for its 

strike, according to the November 1966 Journal.

By 1967, the local was offering cancer insurance coverage to its 

members. That year, the local also negotiated a wage increase for all 

employees in the bargaining unit, ranging from 4 cents to 13 cents 

per hour, depending on the classification, effective September 22.

The local’s new Monthly News Bulletin announced in its 

January 1968 issue that the months of March and April would be 

designated as COPE (Committee on Political Education) months 

to bolster participation in the political fund. During its regular 

meeting on May 3, the local even offered additional prizes to 

members who sold the most COPE tickets.

Meanwhile, membership continued to grow, reaching a then-all-

time high of 3,250 members as of June 1, 1969. “At our regular 

meeting on June 6, we took in 100 new members, the most we 

have ever accepted in any one month,” Wolfe announced in the 

August Journal.

Local 824 GTE employees, 1976

The membership accepted “by a substantial vote” on August 

23 another new, two-year agreement, which union and company 

officials signed on September 2. “Your negotiating committee 

spent many long, hard hours and weeks of work to secure the wages 

and benefits provided under this agreement for the membership,” 

Business Manager Benton wrote in September issue of the local’s 

new newsletter, The Local News. “... we believe this contract provides 

substantial gains to our membership as a whole.”

Benton also informed membership at that time that General 

Telephone union employees’ wages had fallen behind those of 

the other telephone companies in the state of Florida. With that 

contract, those wages became comparable with Southern Bell, 

United Telephone and Southeastern Telephone; in a number of 

classifications, the General Telephone wages exceeded those of 

other companies, according to the business manager.

Among the many improved benefits, most Local 824 members 

in wage progression schedules were to get four or five increases 

during that agreement. Vacations were improved, and effective 

January 1, 1970, an employee who completed 20 years of service 

any time during the calendar 

year would receive four weeks 

of vacation. There was also 

considerable improvement in 

the hospitalization plan for 

employees and their dependents.

By the end of the decade the 

local had purchased property, as 

it desperately needed to build an 

auditorium for its meetings. In the 

October/November 1969 Local 
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News, Benton stated, “We rented space from other groups in 

Tampa for six years and the time has come when it is impossible 

to secure the needed space on the dates we need.”

That, along with other additional costs, gave rise to discussions and 

studies to increase membership dues. At the local’s regular meeting 

on December 5, a proposed increase of $1 per month in union dues 

was passed. Of those additional duties, 75 cents per member per 

month was to be transferred to the local’s building fund and 25 cents 

per member per month would remain in its general fund.

Benton declared in the December 1969 Local News, “This 

additional income will enable us to begin to formulate plans 

for construction of a building on our property that will provide 

adequate space for our meetings.”

Also in 1969, the local fought the company on more grievances than 

any other year in its brief history, Benton reported in the January/

February Local News, with approximately 185 filed that year 

compared to 92 the year before. The overwhelming majority 

of those grievances were on equalization of overtime for plant 

forces and job bidding.

“The members were urged to contact
the non-union members 

to get them into the union.”
By 1973, membership was down to 76 percent of all General 

Telephone employees, and Local 824 turned to its members to turn 

the trend back around, meeting minutes divulged. Just two years 

before in 1971, that membership had set a record with 71 percent 

of them voting to reject a contract offer from the company, minutes 

from the local’s November 5 general meeting noted – but the local 

and company reached an agreement by the end of that year.

Unsatisfied with other issues, the local’s Western Division in 

early 1974 staged a walkout and by March had filed about 200 

grievances, Benton reported during the March 1 general meeting.

Remaining proactive, Local 824 in August purchased the six-

story Western Union Building in downtown Tampa to renovate 

and move its headquarters there, the August 21, 1974, Tampa 

Tribune reported. The purchase price for the 44-year-old building 

at 500 Twiggs St. was $200,000. Local 824 at the time was 

headquartered at 6603 Chelsea St., where it owned 5 acres and 

an office building; that site was later put up for sale.

(Three years later in April 1977, a civil suit filed by Michael Asher on 

behalf of other Local 824 members claimed the local’s membership was 

not advised of a lease agreement with Western Union that continued 

until the year 2005. Under the agreement, Western Union continued 

to have possession of the building and collected rent from other tenants 

while paying $7,000 a year to the local, which was making $8,600 a 

year mortgage payments for the building. But in an 877-page report, the 

DOL cleared the officers of any wrongdoing, stating “the investigation 

disclosed no embezzlement of union funds and to reportable transactions 

by union officers or employees.”)

Local 824’s original union hall, 1970s
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Another strike was imminent after Local 824 informed General 

Telephone Co. on August 19, 1974, that the labor contract with 

its 8,400 union workers would be canceled in two weeks, an 

August 21 Tampa Tribune article reported. The local called a 

mass meeting for August 22 at the Fort Homer Hesterly Armory 

and also scheduled a strike vote for August 24.

The two-year contract between the local and company, set to 

expire August 23, provided for a reopening of negotiations for 

wages and pension considerations at any time; back on August 

5, the union and the company had reopened the contract at the 

union’s request, but discussions were terminated after negotiators 

were unable to reach a new agreement.

While Benton had stated during that time that the local was 

better unified than ever before for negotiations and a new 

agreement was eventually reached, during a September 19 special 

meeting, he proclaimed there was “a lot of dissension among the 

membership.” In fact, he was booed off the floor when he tried to 

explain the new contract to the membership.

Assistant Business Manager Charlie Griffin was able to address 
GTE headquarters building, 1980s

the membership, informing them that the negotiation committee 

felt the contract contained all the money the local could get “short 

of a strike,” according to meeting minutes. But the members told 

him “they did not want to hear what he had to say” and the meeting 

was adjourned early “because of the disturbance on the floor.”

Given a chance to speak in the October 1974 Local News, Benton 

told the membership, “Many people may not think the increase is 

reasonable, but when you compare it with the increases most of 

your friends outside are receiving, it looks very good.”

But soon after, General Telephone Co. filed a lawsuit for $850,000 

in damages against Local 824, the IBEW and members of the local 

for wildcat strikes in Tampa, St. Petersburg and Lakeland as the 

membership acted out its displeasure. The federal suit was settled 

by November 1975; general meeting minutes from that month 

noted that the international office said it was a fair settlement, with 

no admission of guilt by the local and a $3,000 fine.

As the decade wore on, however, the local’s situation became 

more ominous, as Benton revealed during its August 5, 1977, 

general meeting:

In three cuts, Sarasota traffic office will be cut dead, the 

more senior operators are not being transferred to Dart 

and the other offices. The Lakeland directory assistant 

operators will cut to Winter Haven next month. The 

outside forces, management and security, are nitpicking 

now, so be careful. The cable department they are trying 

to deplete; expect trouble. We have more cable contractors 

than our own cable men in Sarasota now. The CWA people 

will go out as things are now. Western Electric people are 

working in several offices in our area. They will be assigned 

certain doors to picket in our General Telephone buildings. 
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New Hall Dedicated to Glatys Harsin
It is quite evident to anyone who has known 

Glatys during her active employment in organized 
labor, that all of her efforts have been spent for the 
betterment of organized labor and working people.

On January 8, 1982, IBEW Local 824 paid tribute to member Glatys D. 
Harsin when it dedicated its new building on Chelsea Street in Tampa (which it 
had officially opened on May 8 the year before) to her during the local’s general 
meeting. Harsin was then toasted with champagne by Executive Board members 
and all her peers afterwards.

The April 1982 IBEW Journal gave the following testimonial of Harsin when 
announcing the dedication:

On November 10, 1941, Glatys D. Harsin was initiated into 
Local 1285 as a long-distance operator with the Peninsular Telephone 
Co. During membership in Local 1285, she served as steward, crew 
steward, financial secretary, president and business manager. She 
served three years as international representative reporting to the 
director of telephone operations.

After her resignation from the international staff, she returned 
as a very active member of her local union. In February 1963, the 
four local unions on the property of General Telephone Co. merged 
into Local 824, at which time she became tbe full-time financial 
secretary. During her 10 years as financial secretary, she also served 
as secretary of the Hillsborough County Central Labor Union and 
executive board member of the Florida AFL-CIO. She went to work 
full time with the Florida AFL-CIO Women’s Auxiliary director. 
She served in that capacity for over six years until her retirement.

During the years of Glatys’ membership in organized labor, she 
performed too many functions to count — no one individual would 
have the mental capacity to remember.

We had received telegrams telling us we are to report to 

work, if not, the officers will be charged with a secondary 

boycott. The company stated the forced overtime, plant 

forces, sickness disability benefits, workman compensation, 

on-the-job injury, and demotions will be big items for the 

company in negotiations.

 

The Technology Effect
“New high-technology telephone equipment … 

has reduced the number of people needed 
to run the company’s functions .... 

Computers now handle many of the jobs 
previously done by people.”

Amid an announcement to cut about 360 jobs in 1992, GTE 

(General Telephone & Electronics), at that time the Tampa 

Bay area’s largest employer, made that statement 

in the February 29 Tampa Tribune. “We 

realized that we must reduce the number 

of employees in order to operate more 

competitively in today’s marketplace 

and strengthen our business for the 

future,” GTE General Manager Peter 

A. Daks said at the time.

As technological advances brought faster 

and more efficient modes of operation with the 

1980s and ‘90s and into the 21st Century, its effects 

would be felt in just about every job position represented by IBEW Local 

824. Numbering over 7,500 members working for GTE and GTECC 

(General Telephone & Electronics Communications Corporation) in the 
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early 1980s, IBEW Local 824 would see its numbers decline dramatically 

over the next two decades and a new millennium.

The local by 1983 was the largest local in the IBEW’s Fifth District 

and the second largest local in the union; but by August 1984, Business 

Manager Benton had to report to the local, “We are in trying times 

with GTE due to the changes with regulations.” While no one was 

losing their jobs at the time, there were many adjustments taking place 

with service representatives.

With the local celebrating its 20th anniversary in February 1983 

with a picnic at its new union hall and the building being dedicated 

as a Red Cross disaster relief center in April, Press Secretary Preston 

Boone proclaimed in the August IBEW Journal, “The first half of this 

year could very well be the best Local 824 will ever see.”

The effects of the telephone industry’s 

deregulation by the FCC and increased 

efforts by GTE to consolidate offices 

and personnel forced the local into 

“many meetings” with the company 

“to insure that employee rights are 

not violated,” Boone reported in the 

September 1983 Journal. The closing 

of some satellite offices also forced 

some members to travel long distances 

to their new reporting locations – in 

some cases as much as an additional 60 miles.

The press secretary went on to describe some of the evolving features 

of the changing telecommunications landscape that would affect the 

Local 824 membership:

With new offices come more modem equipment, new 

forms of operation and different job responsibilities. One 

Local 824 members picketing in 1987.

such move involved three separate DART (Dispatch, 

Assignment, Repair and Testboard) centers to be joined 

into two operation centers. The repair function was moved 

to downtown Tampa involving numerous employees and 

changing the repair reporting number to a 1-800 number. 

This number change alone has decreased the calling 

volume 40 percent; thus, an excess of employees there.

The Dispatch, Assignment, and Testboard sections were 

combined at another location. This office is the first such 

center of its type and will control the Tampa South Area. 

Other such centers are in the process of planning stages. 

Bringing these employees together enables the Company 

to use individuals who normally handled one particular 

area to be used to man positions with heavy work loads 

in another area. This was impossible to do before. What 

long-term effect this will have remains to be seen.

One consequence of the shifting setting in which Local 824 was 

finding itself came on October 14, 1983, when an amendment to 

the local’s bylaws combined the offices of business manager and 

financial secretary.

At the time, deregulation also made a tremendous impact on 

telephone companies nationwide. With that, GTE implemented 

concepts that included consolidation of many offices, which saved 

the company millions of dollars by their reports. “What hasn’t 

been considered is the increased expense put on our members 

by mileage incurred by reporting to new work locations, change 

in work schedules, attitudes, changed job responsibilities and 

excess of employees in certain job functions,” Boone bemoaned 

in the April 1984 Journal. “Added to this is the leasing of the 

Toll Network AT&T.”

Supporting the 
Community

that Supports 
Local  824

Throughout its history, IBEW 
Local 824 has been an active and 
willing participant within its 
community. From programs that sent 
a child to the Salvation Army camp in 
the name of organized labor in 1965 
to teaming with Verizon in May 2011 
for their “Kindness Tampa Bay” effort 
to collect 20,000 pounds of food for a 
hunger-relief organization, the local’s 
membership has always answered the 
call to assist those in need.

Along the way, the local has also 
participated in charitable causes 
ranging from donating food and 
toys for families as part of its annual 
“Christmas Needy Family Project” 
to donating yearly to the Muscular 
Dystrophy Association, and from 
purchasing tickets for the Fraternal 
Order of Police Circus to support the 
Morning Star school in the 1970s to 
making contributions to the Egypt 
Temple Shrine Circus.

As testament to its commitment 
to assisting others, in 1991 the United 
Way honored Local 824 and its 
employer, GTE Florida, with its top 
corporate award for communications 
excellence. “Thanks to our employees, 
the community is the really big winner 
in this campaign,” Business Manager 
Guy Langlias told the The Tampa 
Tribune in a December 5 article.
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But on March 14 that year, GTE management organized an 

“unusual” day-long meeting with Local 824’s chief stewards and 

union officials “to explain in detail topics that are affecting our 

livelihood: telephone deregulation and its effects on us,” Benton 

reported in the August 1984 Journal. GTE President George 

Gage and company department heads addressed telephone 

deregulation and the company’s different mode of operation, 

noting that many ideas and long-range plans had been altered 

because of the realignment of the industry.

Some of those new concepts had already been initiated, such as 

consolidation, plans for divestiture of the toll facilities to AT&T and 

future changes yet to be finalized. Director of Sales/Planning John 

Counter further covered possible expansion into cable TV and other 

diverse areas. “Employees in attendance were served lunch and 

experienced a very informative conference,” Benton recorded.

Despite the trepidation, by August 1985, Local 824 reached 

a landmark two-year agreement with the company, although a 

record turnout of 4,594 members had soundly turned down a first 

proposal by 87 percent. The following week, however, members 

narrowly accepted a two-year contract giving them a 2-3/4 

percent raise retroactive to August 18 in addition to a 3-percent 

“special payment” and a 3-1/4 pay increase in August 1986.

In 1985, the local started a new campaign “unlike anything our 

members have ever seen,” as Boone described it in the January 1986 

Journal, with which approximately 40 members from all areas of 

the company were called on to help start a canvass program “geared 

toward opening up a voice from our members to their leadership and 

beyond.” By way of anonymous survey, members would be asked 

how they feel about themselves, their jobs, the leadership and the 

union – with the results being published for all to see.

Contract signing between
Local 824 and GTE, 1989

Always looking out for its membership, the local formed a 

Safety Committee in 1986, which was headed by Denis Miller 

and consisted of representatives from each division “to help him 

establish our own body to deal with our own fears and concerns 

about safety,” Boone explained in the June 1986 Journal. While 

the company had a Safety Department, whose responsibility was 

to ensure the work environment was free from hazards, it was “not 

always aware of new procedures our members may be subjected 

to by their supervisor’s directions.” The new committee was to 

meet once a month to discuss safety concerns and pursue positive 

interaction with GTE on major issues.

Super Bargaining
“People are tired of having inflation eat away their raises.”
Another contentious set of contract negotiations started off the 

1990s, with Local 824’s 6,000 members again working past the 

August 18, 1990, agreement expiration date while attempting 

to improve upon wages ranging from $4.30 an hour for entry-

level janitors to $14.50 an hour for senior-level technicians. After 

overwhelmingly rejecting proposals on November 3 and January 

27, 1991, but having agreed 

during negotiations not to 

strike, an estimated 2,500 union 

members set up informational 

pickets outside the Super Bowl 

at Tampa Stadium on January 28, 

The Tribune reported that day.

“The vote sends a strong 

message to GTE that the union 

is unhappy with the proposed 9 

Local 824 members Tom Bingham and 
Sharon Ward during the University 5ESS 

in-service cutover in the fall of 1989.
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percent pay raise, over three 

years, that the company has 

offered,” union spokesman 

Gary Nelson is cited as 

saying in the November 

4 Tampa Tribune before 

making the inflation 

remark mentioned 

above. At the heart of the 

controversy was the issue 

of retroactive pay raises – 

GTE offered to increase 

the salaries of roughly 6,500 workers (including about 1,000 

non-union employees) by 10 percent in three phases ending in 

1993, but raises under the proposal would start in February while 

workers wanted them to start August 18, 1990, the date the old 

contract expired.

Two days after the Super Bowl demonstration, GTE disbanded 

the labor-relations negotiating committee and sent its members 

back to their regular jobs. The next day, January 30, with the 

company unwilling to negotiate any further, Local 824 threatened 

to strike for the first time during the five months of bargaining.

“We don’t want to strike,” Local 824 Assistant Business 

Manager Guy Langlais said in the January 31 Tribune, “because 

it would have adverse effects on customers and businesses. We 

don’t want to do that. But the company is trying to force us.”

The local and GTE soon after reached a compromise; on 

March 23, 65 percent of the local membership voted to ratify an 

agreement giving workers a 10-percent raise over the following 

2 years with raises retroactive to Feb. 3, The Tampa Tribune 

Local 824 members manning 
an informational picket during 

negotiations in the 1990s.
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reported on March 25. The company also offered to give union 

workers checks for $200 in addition to the pay raises.

Langlais revealed in the Tribune that he suggested the workers, 

who he said were not happy with the pay increase, accept the 

contract and hope to fare better in the next negotiations. “I felt we 

were pretty close to the end of the road as far as this negotiation,” 

he said. “I guess we’ll just plan a little bit earlier for the next one.”

The local’s membership took another hit in February 1993 when GTE 

announced it would consolidate its telephone operator services in one 

“mammoth center in Lexington, Kentucky, partly because of favorable 

tax laws in that state,” the February 24 Tampa Tribune reported. “The 

company said the move is related to a series of realignments within 

Tampa-based GTE Telephone Operations South Area to cut costs.”

Operator centers that would be closed over the next two years 

included those in Tampa, Clearwater, St. Petersburg, Lakeland, 

Sarasota, Temple Terrace and Winter Haven. Some 1,000 GTE 

employees, including 600 telephone operators, would be affected.

Perhaps having planned better as a result of the previous 

negotiations, Local 824 on July 24 ratified an agreement with 

GTE on a first vote and before their existing contract expired – 

the first time the union’s members approved an agreement prior 

to the previous one expiring, according to an article in the July 

27 Tampa Tribune. The contract called for a 10-percent general 

wage increase, with 4 percent the first year, 3 percent the second 

year and 3 percent the third year, as well as incentive payments.

 Langlais, then the local’s business manager, gave an uplifting 

account in the October 1993 IBEW Journal of the contract, which 

started August 1 and affected about 5,575 hourly employees: “We 

are pleased to report that out of four classification upgrade proposals, 

we were successful in gaining three. This equates to 1,125 of our 

Local 824 members being upgraded to a higher classification. The 

total package was worth approximately $60 million.”

The business manager’s April 1996 column, however, was not 

so inspirational, as the previous year proved to be particularly 

trying, as he described in the Journal:

“1995 was another year of huge changes in our industry, 

changes that sometimes have been devastating for local 

unions nationwide in terms of loss of membership and 

having work centralized in certain parts of the nation. It’s 

bad enough losing members through technological change, 

but when you see the company continue to downsize to the 

point where we can’t even take care of business anymore it 

gets pretty frustrating to all of us. Some people have termed 

this behavior as corporate anorexia.”

There were some bright spots for Local 824, Langlais noted, 

as its supply side was doing extremely well and showing a lot 

of growth. Also, January 1996 mark the month the company and 

local entered into the video cable TV business, “which certainly will 

grow the data transportation and of the business in the near future 

as well,” Langlais predicted.

But the decade would close out on the heals of more prickly 

debate over a new contract, even leading The Tampa Tribune 

to editorialize in its August 21, 1999, issue, “While GTE 

union members are deciding whether to accept a contract, the 

relationship between the Tampa Bay area’s largest phone company 

and its union appears to be souring.” During the negotiations, 

some members staged an impromptu “Friday Night Drive-By” 

– as it has come to be known – one evening, during which they 

spontaneously circled the bargaining meetings office complex 

off Route 301 in about 100 cars, honking horns so loudly they 

Member Among
First Telecom 

Grads
IBEW Local 824 member Steven 

Sestito, who at the time worked with 
Verizon as a Sweetwater Central Office 
technician, was among the first IBEW 
graduates of the Pace University/
NACTEL (National Coalition for 
Telecommunications Education and 
Learning) online learning program, 
receiving their associates degrees in 
telecommunications technology in 
2002. The NACTEL graduation 
ceremonies were held May 20 on the 
PACE campus in White Plains, New 
York, with the three IBEW members 
among 22 students who graduated 
as part of the program’s second 
graduating class.

Sestito, who was 30 years old 
at the time, said  in the July/August 
2002 IBEW Journal, “The course 
was challenging at times, but between 
instructors and classmates, there was 
always help with problems. I believe 
this degree in telecommunications will 
help me perform my present job better 
and allow me to advance with Verizon.”

The innovative NACTEL 
program was created by the IBEW 
and the Communications Workers 
of America (CWA) in partnership 
with major telecommunications 
companies, including Verizon, to 
address a critical shortage of skilled 
technicians in the rapidly changing 
industry. Courses are taught entirely 
online by nationally accredited Pace 
University faculty. As of 2013, more 
than 700 students have enrolled in 
NACTEL since its inception in 1999, 
according to the NACTEL website.
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reportedly broke sound ordinances.

Union members were particularly upset with GTE for what they 

called a barrage of company-generated e-mails, including one 

that mentions the union’s voting techniques, according to The 

Tribune. An internal memo sent electronically to GTE employees 

August 18 said “a number of employees have approached certain 

GTE management regarding their concerns for the secrecy of the 

union balloting.”

Local 824 leaders said the e-mail questioned the integrity of the 

election process, including the election judge, a GTE employee 

who had overseen the process for 10 years without problems.

After working without a contract since it expired Aug. 7, 

having rejected a proposal by 84 percent vote on August 28, a 

federal mediator was called in and the local eventually won an 

improved sick-leave policy and higher late-night pay but lost its 

battle to keep 11 paid holidays. The Local 824 membership of 

nearly 6,000 on November 20 approved a three-year agreement, 

ending months of negotiations that included a federal mediator.

“A bittersweet victory, I guess you could call it,” Local 824 

Business Manager Danny Johnson said in the November 21 

Tampa Tribune. “We didn’t get everything we wanted, but it 

wasn’t a total loss.”

“I’m glad it’s over.”

Enter Verizon
A new millennium – Y2K – brought with it some drastic 

transformations for IBEW Local 824. Most markedly, 

in 2000, Bell Atlantic, the largest phone company in the 

United States at the time, acquired GTE and created Verizon 

Communications.

Verizon business technician Joe 
Torpey was one of the newest 

members of Local 824 when the local 
ratified a new, three-year contract 

with the company in 2000.
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At first, the local was not overly receptive of its new employer; 

some workers said the new company had a more corporate attitude 

than the old, family-oriented GTE, according to the August 29, 

2001, Tampa Tribune. Johnson, who was never amicable with GTE, 

the newspaper wrote, said he actually pined for the GTE days. “I 

take back some of the things I said about GTE. They weren’t the 

worst company,” he reportedly said, adding that the cutbacks on 

bottled water and cleaning crews affect worker morale.

But the local’s tune soon changed, particularly after its first 

contract negotiations with Verizon in 2002. “What started as an 

informal sit-down turned into a serious bargaining session and 

four days later, much to the surprise of IBEW members in Florida, 

an agreement was reached with Verizon on a new three-year 

contract,” Johnson reported in the July/August IBEW Journal.

Local 824 Press Secretary Doug Sellars in the October Journal 

summarized “a busy year” for the local’s bargaining: On May 13, 

a new contract was ratified with Verizon Select Services, on June 

29 a new contract was ratified with Verizon Florida and on July 

12 a tentative agreement was reached with Verizon FloridaVideo.

The honeymoon would continue three years 

later when – after a full-scale membership 

mobilization and an effective media campaign – 

the local and Verizon reached agreement on a five-

year accord. The new contract included significant 

improvements in job security, wages and benefits 

and scheduling flexibility by providing workers 

the ability to take time off in two-, four- and eight-

hour increments up to a maximum of 48 hours per year.

“It was a sea of red on Thursdays and black on Fridays,” Sellars 

wrote in the September Journal in describing the 4,400-strong 

membership’s response to the solidarity-building, color-coded 

T-shirt days prior to the former contract expiring on August 1. 

Members also set up informational pickets at three large call 

centers in Tampa, one in St. Petersburg and dozens of smaller 

shops. At the largest center, 170 members joined the picketing.

In early 2006, Verizon began ramping up its installation force as it 

launched cable TV service offering customers combined telephone, 

Internet and cable TV under one bill. The company planned to spend 

hundreds of millions of dollars to build new fiber optic data networks 

to support those offerings “and stem the loss of traditional telephone 

customers, many of whom are dropping their home phones in favor of 

cellular service,” The Tribune reported on February 7.

“We haven’t seen something as large as Verizon’s project for a long time,” 

Sellars, by then the business manager for Local 824, told the newspaper.

Thousands of Local 824 members overwhelmingly voted in late 

August 2010 to ratify a new three-year contract guaranteeing better 

benefits and working conditions. The local was also able to bargain 

85 previously unrepresented Verizon Business technicians into the 

contract that covered 3,500 members throughout the area, according 

to the September 7 Journal. A large percentage of the new members 

were employees of MCI until Verizon acquired the company in 2006.

About 85 percent of the local’s membership voted in favor of the 

agreement, which provided the new members with better health care 

benefits – including dental coverage – pension and 401(k) contributions.

Business Manager Robert Prunn said that bargaining in the new 

members was an important step in continuing to fight for workers’ 

rights at Verizon, where the company’s non-union Verizon Wireless 

division has been growing, while the number of employees assigned 

to traditional copper landline jobs has been shrinking.

Local 824 University and Carrollwood 
yard members held a “Cleanup Day” at 
the home of Brother Lonnine McCurdy 
after he left the hospital, during which 

they cut down at least 25 trees.
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C     ongratulations and Best Wishes

To IBEW Local Union 824

Its Members, Retirees, and Friends

As You Celebrate Your 50th Anniversary as a Local
 

Wishing You All the Best For a Wonderful and Enjoyable Event
on This Very Special Occasion!

These newer members were working without union 

protection side by side with our union brothers and sisters 

in the field, but they didn’t have the pensions or medical 

benefits that their co-workers had. We’re happy to bring 

these talented workers into our local union.

Getting these new members into the fold is crucial to 

cut off the bleeding of our work going nonunion on the 

Verizon Business side. We’re getting a piece of it back, and 

the fight will continue.

As it has throughout its history, Local 824 as it approached its 50th 

anniversary remained vigilant on the political front, as well. Notably, on 

March 9, 2011, the local mobilized for the statewide “Awake the State” 

marches and rallies across Florida to oppose Republican-sponsored 

legislation that threatens to roll back workers’ rights.

“I’ve never seen Florida workers as together on one issue as we are now,” 

Jason Smith, the local’s mobilization coordinator for the coalition of labor 

activists coordinating the demonstrations, told the March 7 Journal.

“We are proud of our accomplishments and
dedication of our members to this local.”

Press Secretary Preston Boone, August 1983 IBEW Journal

Local 824 and Verizon helping fight 
hunger in Tampa Bay during the Feeding 

America campaign in June 2011.
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