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For the approximately 
500 Compass Airlines 
pilots, thinking outside 

the box has paid dividends 

at the bargaining table. In 
November 2013, the pilots 
announced that they had 
come to an agreement with 
the company on a new six-
year contract in less than 
a year by using mediation-
arbitration (med-arb) rather 
than the traditional Railway 
Labor Act’s Section 6 bargain-
ing process.

The difference between 
med-arb and Section 6 
couldn’t be clearer when 
comparing the process at 
Compass to traditional ne-
gotiations. While it can take 
some groups five years or 
even longer to reach a tenta-
tive agreement (TA) under 
Section 6, Compass pilots got 
a TA with management in less 
than a year. 

“Med-arb prevents either 
side from dragging out the 
process, but it requires a lot 
of focus and as much, if not 

more, preparation prior to 
opening talks. It forces you to 
be flexible and decide what 
really matters most to your 
group, and it also works bet-
ter if your contract is below 
industry average,” says Capt. 
Dan Schultz, the Compass 

Master Executive 
Council (MEC) 
chairman.

The Northwest 
Airlines MEC had 
specified med-arb 
bargaining for its 
yet-to-be-created 
subsidiary Compass 
under a letter of 
agreement ratified 
in 2006 and agreed 
to continue the 
process for the next 
round of bargain-
ing. The process 
was designed to 

achieve a new contract 
in 330 days or less, and 

that’s exactly how it worked 
for the Compass group.

After opening negotiations 
in December 2012, the par-
ties bargained directly until 
June 2013. Then mediator-
arbitrator Josh Javits joined 
the talks, helping the parties 
reach a tentative agree-
ment on almost every item 
of the new contract. The 
seven remaining items were 
arbitrated before Javits, who 
had the authority to issue 
an arbitration award based 
on industry averages at eight 
comparable peer airlines. 
The final, binding award was 
issued on November 18.

The new six-year agree-
ment includes pay raises in 
each year of the contract, 
increased vacation time, 
higher sick-time accrual, 
increased per diem, deadhead 
and minimum day pay, and 
many other improvements. 

“Instead of being trapped 
for five years while going 
through Section 6, our 
pilots can start accruing that 
increased pay and those 
benefits right away, and the 
company wins by having 
stability and fixed, known 
pilot costs,” Schultz says. “We 
believe it’s a good deal for 
everyone. In fact, we believe 
our new contract helps to 
raise the bar for other fee-for-
departure airlines out there. 
We think it’s a major win for 
our segment of the industry.” 

With the goal of a new 
contract achieved, the pilot 
group is moving on to other 
challenges. More than 300 
pilots will be leaving the 
airline in the next two and 
a half years to fly for Delta, 
thanks to a flow-up agree-
ment renegotiated when 
Delta sold Compass to Trans 
States Holdings in 2010.

The flow-up guarantees 
rapid advancement for the 
pilots not eligible to move 
to Delta, but the MEC has 
recognized that losing so 
many experienced pilot 
volunteers will create a chal-
lenge in future years. This has 
sparked an aggressive drive 
to recruit new volunteers. 
“Having the flow-up is a nice 
problem to have, but we’re 
losing many highly qualified 
people, including some of our 
officers and key committee 
chairmen,” says Schultz. 

And what about that next 
Compass contract? The MEC 
ensured that the same suc-
cessful bargaining blueprint 
will be used the next time 
around, writing contract lan-
guage that requires the union 
and the company to use med-
arb again when the agreement 
becomes amendable at the 
end of this decade.  
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CPZ at a Glance
Founded: Compass Airlines 
was created as a Northwest 
Airlines subsidiary and began 
operations on May 2, 2007

Pilots joined ALPA: 2007

Number of pilots: 
Approximately 500

Management: First owned 
as a wholly owned subsidiary 
of Northwest and then Delta, 
Compass is now owned by 
Trans States Holdings, Inc., 
which runs it separately from 
its other airlines, Trans States 
and GoJet

Operations: More than 190 
flights daily to 57 destinations 
throughout the United 
States and Canada as Delta 
Connection

Pilot bases: Minneapolis–St. 
Paul, Minn., and Detroit, Mich. 
The company will open a Los 
Angeles, Calif., domicile in 
February

Headquarters: Minneapolis, 
Minn.

Fleet: 6 Embraer 170s and 36 
Embraer E175s

A Compass E175 at New York’s 
Laguardia Airport overlooks a Delta 
A320. 




