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BACKGROUND

Attacks on Federal Employee 
Collective Bargaining Rights
The IAFF opposes efforts to undermine the collective bargaining rights of federal employees.

More than 700,000 Americans work as civilian 
federal employees, including federal fire 
fighters, at the Department of Defense (DoD). 
Since 1962, these employees have have had 
their voices heard in grievance and arbitration 
matters – rights that were later expanded on 
and codified to establish the framework of 
today’s labor-management relations in the 
federal government.

On January 29, 2020, President Trump 
issued a letter to the Secretary of Defense 
granting unilateral authority to determine 
if the presence and recognition of labor 
unions within the Department of Defense 
are inconsistent with national security. This 
new memorandum provided the Secretary of 
Defense and other department officials with 
the blanket authority to waive the collective 
bargaining rights of DoD civilian employees.

A fair collective bargaining process is a 
cornerstone of American labor law and 
a right afforded to employees within the 
federal government. No president has found 
it necessary to issue a blanket exemption of 
all Department of Defense employees from 
collective bargaining since enactment of the 
Civil Service Reform Act of 1978. In fact, during 
the 58 years since fire fighters first achieved 

recognition at the DoD, unionized federal fire 
fighters have worked in partnership with DoD 
officials to find solutions and improvements 
in all types of matters facing the department. 
These partnerships have allowed DoD fire 
fighters to successfully assist in securing our 
nation and our national security interests. 
Federal fire fighters have worked hand in hand 
with agency officials during threats to the 
nation with a singular focus of preserving our 
government and protecting American citizens.

As the world becomes more dangerous 
and protecting our nation’s military remains 
paramount, fire fighters on military bases and 
DoD facilities need a voice in their workplace 
to do their jobs. Silencing their voice will hurt 
their ability to serve and protect as effectively 
as possible. Congress should reject any efforts 
to undermine the collective bargaining rights 
of federal employees at the Department of 
Defense or elsewhere.


