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An Analysis of the West Coast
Longshoring Productivity Trends
by Garland Keesling, Ph.D.*

INTRODUCTION

CONTEMPORARY proponents of wa-
terfront modernization advocate that
a port’s contribution to the national
economy is a function of the port’s con-
sistent ability to improve cargo-handling
productivity. Cargo handling efficiency,
in turn, is primarily a function of the
technologv and vprevailing work prac-
tices governing the standards and pro-
cedures associated with the loading and
discharging of cargo tonnage. It is advo-
cated that the elimination of restrictive
work practices and the improvement in
capital investments would lead to trend-
ed improvements in port-wide longshor-
ing accidents, average annual earnings
of registered longshoremen, technologi-
cal expenditures, and ship turnaround
time. The favorable evolution of these
maritime factors are beneficial in attract-
ing additional berth tonnage and thus
are decisive elements in the port’s abil-
ity to handle greater cargo per gang
hour and dollar invested.

Assuming these factors are realized,
the normalization of labor-management
relations would necessarily follow — a
state of affairs that has yet to complete-
ly materialize in the West Coast long-
shore industry.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The year 1948 represented a major
turning point in normalizing the rela-
tions between the ILWU and the Water-
front Employers’ Association, the fore-
runner of the present day Pacific Mari-
time Association (PMA). Plagued for
years by ideological and political con-
flicts, the ILWU’s leadership was en-
lightened as to the changes evolving on
the Pacific Coast waterfront. Concurrent
with the sharp change in the union’s
bargaining policy was the WEA’s com-
plete philosophical change in recogniz-
ing Harry Bridges’ legitimacy as presi-
dent of the ILWU and a commitment to
bargain in good faith.1
_ Following a severe five month collec-
tive bargaining struggle the parties

*Assistant Professor of Transporta-
tion and Logistics, College of Business
Administration, Memphis State Univer-
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agreed to a settlement on November 25.
The terms of the agreement reflected
the “new look” unprecedentd in the long-
shore industry. Important operational
provisions provided for the prohibition
of strikes and lockouts as unresolved
disputes were to be submitted to bind-
ing arbitration. The preservation of
ILWU’s institutional security was grant-
ed an extension as the hiring hall pro-
cedures were left intact pending court
litigation and the grievance procedure
was expedited with the union assuming
a more responsible role in preventing
unauthorized work cessations.

During 1949, a further extension of
the “new look” was achieved with the
successful merger of the Waterfront Em-
ployers’ Association and the Pacific
American Shipowners Association into
the Pacific Maritime Association. The
new employers’ association assumed the
responsibility of centralized negotiations
with both the merchant marine seamen
and longshoremen engaged in West
Coast operations.

The interim years between the ‘“new
look” of 1948 and the provocative nego-
tiating sessions preceding the 1959 con-
tract settlement were characterized by
generous concessions in the area of com-
pensatory as well as non-compensatory
matters. Probably more important than
the negotiated terms of contract was
Bridges’ efforts to unite forces with the
International Longshoremen’s Associa-
tion with the intent of formulating an
unprecedented national longshore bar-
gaining policy. These efforts were clear-
ly evident in repeated ILWU postpone-
ment of contract negotiations in an at-
tempt to coordinate bargaining sessions
with that of their East Coast counter
part.2 In a final attempt to achieve na-
tional longshore bargaining, the presi-
dents of the ILA and the ILWU met in
Washington, D.C., prior to the ILWU's
1959 negotiations. Failing to reach
agreement, Bridges returned to the West
Coast and initiated a revolutionary ap-
;l);ggcsh to contract negotiations in July,

An analysis of the background leading
up to the 1959 negotiations reveals the
parties had informally launched a dis-
cussion on the efficiency of cargo han-
dling over the previous two years. Due
to high labor costs associated with long-
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shore cargo handling, the ILWU recog-
nized the inroads being made by truck
and rail transport in the ctrtage of coas-
tal and intercoastal cargo. They also
realized that changes in operating proce-
dures were inevitable and failure to con-
form could have possibly meant the in-
tervention of the government, resulting
in a series of settlements failing to
measure up to ILWU expectations. Fol-
lowing an extensive study of likely
trends in the shipping industrv, an in-
formal decision was made in 1957 to per-
mit the ship operators and stevedores to
“buy out the property rights” of regis-
tered longshoremen previously achieved
through negotiated restrictive work prac-
tices.4

The breskthrough to further develop-
ments actually came in 1958, which es-
tablished the ground work for permitting
greater flexibility in operations while
simultaneously protecting the job securi-
ty and earnings of longshoremen. The
1959 contract set the stage for the in-
famous 1960 Modernization and Mechan-
ization Agreement by establishing a $1.5
million “mechanization fund” for the
fully-registered workforce as an induce-
ment for accepting the introduction of
labor-saving devices and recognizing the
longshoremen’s entitlement to indemnifi-
cation for their surrendered property
rights. Negotiated in late July, 1959, the
three-year agreement provided for an
immediate eleven-cents-an-hour raise in
the straight wage rate, effective July 28,
and for an eight-hour daily guarantee
effective January 1, 1960. Reopenings on
wages, hours, and the mechanization is-
sue were scheduled during the second
and third contract years, with the sec-
ond reopener including an examination
of vacation benefits.5

Three years of negotiations, augment-
ed with the testing of the ILWU’s good
faith in a conformance and perform-
ance program, finally culminated in an
agreement on October 18, 1960. After
five months of intensive negotiations, a
supplemental agreement on mechaniza-
tion and modernization was consum-
mated.6 The settlement provided for the
continuance of the mechanization fund
with the employers agreeing to a lump
sum payment totaling 27.6 million dol-
lars, financially apportioned at five mil-
lion dollars per annum over a five-and-
one-half year period.?” The fund was es-
tablished to indemnify fully-registered
longshoremen affected by the anticipated
reductions in work opportunities aris-
ing from the introduction of automated
technology and changes in restrictive
cargo handling practices.

In exchange for these benefits, the em-
ployers were permitted to introduce new
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labor-saving machinery, and to possess
considerable latitude in adjusting exist-
ing work methods and utilizing man-
power. Continuation of the sling load
limit of 2,100 pounds was permitted in
situations where manning, methods and
working conditions were the same as in
19378 In all other circumstances, sling
load limits were negated for changed op-
erations or where new commaodities or
operations had been introduced—subject
to safety and speedup constraints.?

Employers were relieved from restric-
tions and working rules governing first
place of rest and multiple handling. Pre-
vious practices which resulted in the re-
quirement of unitized or palletized cargo
to first touch with the skin of the dock,
depalletized, or repalletized while in
transit to or from the ship’s hold were
eliminated. This provision eliminated un-
necessary cargo handling and permitted
teamsters to load directly from pallet to
truck and unload from truck directly to
pallet.

The principal changes in the general
provisions regarding gang size and man-
ning were evidenced in the reduction of
gang members from previous practices.
Instead of the customary eight holdmen
assigned to tend each hatch, four hold-
men would constitute the minimum gang.
Variations of the minimum gang size
were permissible when -circumstances
warranted the placement of additional
longshoremen to the gang.!® Further-
more, greater flexibility in rotating the
dockworkers was granted under provi-
sions of the agreement.

The agreement, scheduled to termi-
nate on June 15, 1962, was extended to
July 1, 1966, with subsequent reopenings
on all negotiable issues, designated an-
nually on June 15, excepting pensions
and mechanization.11

Negotiating a new contract was not
as laborious in 1966 as in 1960. The is-
sues confronting the parties were not
as complex and novel as in earlier years.
The implementation and experience with
the mechanization fund had been tested
over the preceding five-and-one-half
years as had the precedence of the union
either forfeiting or relaxing specifie
work restrictions. The 1966 agreement
was in general a reaffirmation of the
basic principles and further clarification
of the issues addressed to in the amend-
ed 1960 settlement.

Following more than two months of
intense negotiations, an agreement was
successfully consummated on July 2, and
signed by the parties on July 6, 1966.
The major terms of the five-year settle-
ment provided for a substantial wage in-
crease of ninety cents, the largest ne-
gotiated in longshore history. Other
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compensatory items provided for the
continuance of the mechanization fund
with its vesting. disability, and death
benefits.12 Agreeing to an annual pay-
ment of 6.9 million dollars, or 34.6 mil-
lion dollars over the five-year contrac-
tual period, an inducement for volun-
tary withdrawal of the older dockwork-
ers was embodied in the vested benefits
providing for a pavment of thirteen
thousand dollars, payable at retirement
in a lump sum or prorated monthly to
longshoremen sixty-two years or older
with twenty-five or more years of serv-
ice in the industry.!® A ten-year month-
ly pension was adiusted from one hun-
dred sixty-five dollars to two hundred
thirty-five dollars for dockers at age
sixty-three. with prorated smaller
amounts for longshoremen with less
than twenty-five vears of service, pay-
able to those retirine once the new con-
tract was effectuated. As a deterrent to
those contemplating postponement of re-
tirement in the hopes of doing better
under the next agreement, punitive
terms were introduced to reduce a long-
shoremen’s vested benefits by $83.33 per
month for each month he remained in
the workforce bevond the date he be-
came qualified for the full vesting bene-
fit. up to a maximum of three thousand
dollars.}4 The ten-year pension agree-
ment was subject to a cost-of-living re-
view on July 1, 1971.

Manning and peripheral areas were
the central issue in 1966. The new agree-
ment eliminated work area demarcations,
or gear priority, enabling greater utili-
zation of longshoremen possessing spe-
cialized skills where needed.!5 Skilled
longshoremen who refused work com-
parable to their skills level were dropped
from the skill classification and were
denied future promotion and training
considerations. The contract terms
shg.htly altered the terms defining the
basic gang.16 In addition, there was no
longer a wage guaranty to support out-
of-work longshoremen, and no one was
guaranteed a job.17

The ILWU caucus convened, and
agreed on July 20, by a vote of fifty-two
to thirty to recommend ratification of
the new contract to the membership. On
August 4, the rank-and-file by a coast-
wide referendum vote approved the ne-
gotiated settlement.

The various collective bargaining
agreements were scheduled to expire at
midnight on June 30, 1971. Having been
unable to resolve a serious impasse,
since commencing negotiations in No-
vember, 1970, the negotiating sessions
were to drag on past the termination
date, prompting the ILWU to engage in
a one hundred thirty-four day work stop-
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vage embodying all ports except in Alas-
ka—the first major strike since the
“new look” of 1948. Principal issues sub-
stantially contributorv to the impasse
and the resultant July 1, coastwide
strike centered around four key issues:
jurisdictional claims to containerization,
work guarantee, employment of steady
skilled longshoremen, and wages. Sve-
cificallv, the container issve involved a
demand bv the ILWU to handle exclu-
gively all Sea-Land Service, Incorporated
containers engaged in any new or ex-
panded freight station facilities. Work
guaranty was entangled in the determi-
nation of the annual employer contribu-
tion to the mechanization fund. The
PMA was desirous of an annual ceiling
of six million dollars, while the ILWU
refused to accept the concept of a ceil-
ing. The controversy surrounding the
employment of skilled longshoremen on
a steady basis was essentiallv a prob-
lem of contractual language. The PMA
demanded adequate assurances to insure
their right to steady deployment of
skilled dockworkers, particularly when
the assignment pertained to the handling
of expensive and complicated cargo
equipment. Wage negotiations reached
an impasse regarding the amount of the
concession for the second vear of an
agreement. Both parties had agreed to
a five-dollar-an-hour basic rate for the
first year of the proposed contract. The
parties were ten cents apart for the sec-
ond vear: the PMA offering five dollars
and forty cents an hour, while the ILWU
gema&ded five dollars and fifty cents an
our.

On October 4, 1971. President Nixon
appointed a Board of Inquiry to investi-
gate the matters relevant to a pending
nationwide dock strike.l® Subsequently,
on October 8, the Board issued its re-
port and the President authorized
through the Attorney General’s office an
eighty-day injunction pusuant to the
provisions of the Taft-Hartley Act,
bringing the one hundred-day strike to
a temporary halt on October 9.20

The PMA and the ILWU reached an
accord on all economic issues on Feb-
ruary 8, 1972—the twenty-third day of
the extended West Coast dock strike. On
February 21, 1972, the ILWU ratified
the proposed agreement and terminated
an extended one hundred thirty-four day
strike. Scheduled to expire on July 1,
1973, the seventeen-month accord pro-
vided for a 34.3 percent increase in
wages and fringe benefits.21 Assurances
of a work guaranty totaling thirty-six
hours per week was provided for in a
Pay Guaranteed Plan (PGP), as was a
job security provision protecting ILWU
Class A labor in the handling of con-
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tainer cargo. The latter measure insti-
tuted a one dollar royalty tax assess-
ment to be Jevied on each containerized

long ton loaded and unloaded within a -

fifty-mile radius of each port in order
to finance the wage guarantee.

The 1973 negotiations proceeded with-
out any significant work stoppages and
ended with the consummation of a two-
year agreement. Allowing for generous
compensatory concessions, the term of
the settlement provided for a continu-
ance of flexibility in manpower utiliza-
tion, freedom to introduce labor-saving
devices in cases where the work would
not become onerous or require a speed-
up, and assurances of no strikes, lock-
outs, and illegal work stoppages, were
incorporated in the terms of the con-
tract. In turn, the PMA agreed to fi-
nance union concessions by contributing
six million dollars a year into a Pay
Guaranteed Plan with a weekly abate-
ment of $115,385 in the event the union
or its rank-and-file breached the terms
of the contract or refused to abide by
the decisions adjudicated by the joint
labor relations committee.22 The PGP
in effect continued assurances of a thir-
ty-six hour work week for fully-regis-
tered longshoremen.

Due to expire on June 30, 1975, the
parties commenced negotiations nearly
six months in advance of the exviration
date. Initiated on January 8, 1975 at the
request of the ILWU, the negotiations
would drag on for nearly seven months.
Agreed upon on July 1, 1975, the pro-
posed agreement was ratified on July 28,
by a 77 percent majority.238 The three-
year accord called for a wage package
of $2.15 an hour ultimately raising the
basic rate to $8.37 an hour for a six-hour
day with overtime for the additional two
hours.24 Significant new provisions ex-
pressed in the terms of the 1975 accord
allowed for the prorated extension in
the number of paid holidays from five to
a total of nine in 1978, Additionally, the
PGP was continued with the PMA’s con-
tingent liability equivocating twenty-
eight million dollars over the three-year
settlement with the usual weekly abate-
ment for the union’s breach of contract
compliance.2s -

PRODUCTIVITY ASSESSMENT

The availability of comprehensive data
providing for the development of a
meaningful productivity index is not
available. The dilemma is not unique.
The PMA developed a very elaborate
system of records during the period of
1960-1963,26 only to be abandoned as
statistically unnccertable due to the in-
ability to accurately quantify the com-
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plex number of variables associated with
the loading and discharging of cargo.
Existing measurements of productivity
changes are limited and unrefined. The
tonnage and cost-per-man-hour indices
fall short of indicating precise changes
in productivity given the shifts in cargo
mixes, technological innovation, and the
elimination of restrictive work cove-
nants. Limited as these indices are, they
are indicative of the magnitude of long-
shore productivity gains experienced
during the sixties and seventies, and are
in large measure explicable of the re-
movable of restrictive work practices
and the resultant introduction of more
efficient technology.

Table 1 presents quantitative data in-
dicative of the general cargo stevedor-
ing trend experienced on the Pacific
Coast during the years 1960 through
1977. The aggregate data is reflective of
several developments: (1) Pacific ports
have sustained a general growth in the
volume of maritime trade; (2) Long-
shoremen have logged proportionately
fewer hours in the stevedoring of gen-
eral cargo tonnage, resulting in the han-
dling of greater tonnage in fewer man
hours; and (3) The longshore payroll
has increased despite the fewer hours
associated with stevedoring greater ton-
nages of general cargo.

The implications of these revelations
are borne-out by the productivity in-
dices indicated in Table 1. Succinctly
stated, ILWU longshoremen are steve-
doring greater cargo tonnages per man
hour expended at a recently stable cost
per ton, and doing so at personally
greater compensatory returns, Figure 1
more clearly demonstrates this develop-
ment and provides a clearer representa-
tion of the magnitude of longshore pro-
ductivity within the industry since the
initial M & M Agreement. Moreover,
applying hourly labor costs in effect
each year to the hours saved, maintain-
ing the 1960 productivity rate, accrued
labor savings approximates nearly 4.1
billion dollars2? since 1960.

CONCLUSION

Explanations assessing the productivi-
ty gains among the Pacific Coast ports
are varied, ranging from specific im-
provements in technology to elimina-
tion of restrictive work covenants. The
influence of decasualization has unde-
niably exerted a favorable impact on the
industry. Stabilization of the labor force
is a significant contributory factor to
improved productivity and once com-
bined with the elimination of restrictive
work covenants relative to gang sizes,
manning requirements, technological im-
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LONGSHORING COST PER TON INDICES,
PACIFIC COAST PORTS: 1960-1977
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FIGURE 1

plementations, and the like, improve-
nggr;:ls in productivity are further mag-
m .

As was indicated, the general trend
of increased productivity levels in car-
go handling evolved through a period
when more tonnage could be stevedored
with fewer numbers of longshoremen ex-
pending less time per cargo ton. This
development is in part suggestive of the
decasualization programs, albeit prob-
ably less significant than the transition
in the industry’s capital investment
structure. An analysis of the 1946-1972
Pacific Coast capital investment expen-
ditures reveals nearly 71 percent of the
aggregate outlay was expended during
the 1960-1972 years with approximately
41 percent of the total allotted in the
seven year interim of 1966 through
1972.28 This compares with the United
States average of 61 percent for port
development expenditures during 1960-
1972 with an estimated 34 percent of the
aggregate apportioned in the 1966-1972
years.2? Comparatively, the Pacific Coast
region proportionately ranked second to
none in expenditures allocated for spe-
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cialized general cargo facilities during
the most recent seven year interim.30
The Pacific Coast longshore industry
has made significant progress since the
turbulent years preceding 1948. Pursu-
ant to the more progressive viewpoint
regarding the industry’s problems, the
parties have made conciliatory agree-
ments advantageous to both the PMA
and ILWU. To this end, the nation has
witnessed a general stabilization in Pa-
cific Coast labor-management relations
that has proven beneficial to fully-reg-
istered longshoremen through improved
assurances of regular employment com-
bined with increases in both the amount
and coverage relative to compensatory
and fringe items. Shipowners also have
been the recipient of marked benefits
particularly traceable to the improved
methods of cargo handling efficiency and
in overall berth throughput. As a result,
shipping interests and port administra-
tors have been able to promulgate and
exercise more definitive measures con-
ducive to sound maritime management.

FOOTNOTES

1 Heretofore, the employers had taken a “hard
line” approach to bargaining while perceiving
Bridges as a left-winger supported by Commu-
nist influence. The WEA had attempted in many
ways to purge Bridges from office—all to no
avail. The antagonistic employer-union relation-
ships were clearly evident in the West Coast
labor history between the years 1934 and 1948.
The industry experienced over 20 major port
strikes, more than 300 days of coastwide strikes,
approximately 1,300 local *job action” strikes,
and nearly 26 arbitration awards. Refer to Betty
V. H. Schneider and Abraham Seigel. Industrial
Relations in the Pacific Coast Longshore Indus-
try (Berkeley: University of California, Insti-
tute of Industrial Relations, 1956), pp. 2-3.

2 West Coast contract mnegotiations were ini-
tially suspended previous to the 1954 contract
bargaining sessions and subsequently in 1956.

3 ILA President Captain William V. Bradley
later reported that the intent of bis meeting with
Harry Bridges, the ILWU chieftain, was ‘ ‘to
make it crystal clear to Bridges that he wanted
nothing to do with him' and to ‘clear the docks’
of past rumors of ‘secret deals’ with Bridges in
preparation for forthcoming negotiations with
employers. . . . "See “Develop ts in Industrial
Relations,” Monthly Labor Review (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, August,
1959), p. 918.

4 Excervts from the 1957 ILWU caucus, in-
clusive of the directive initiated to informally
study mechanization in the longshore industry,
are included in the Hearings before the Senate
Subcommittee on Employment and Manpower of
the Committee on Labor and Public Welfare,
Nation’s Manpower Revolution, Part 5 (Wash-
ington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1863), pp. 1710-1715.

5 Harold M. Levinson, Determining Forces in
Collective Wage Bargaining (New York: John
Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1966), p. 186;: Wage
Chrw:\oh;gy: Pacific Longshore Industry, 1934-70,
pp. 4,

6 A reproduction in summary form of the
Memorandum of Agreement on Mechanization and
Modernization, January 1961-June 1966, is pro-
vided by Herbert J. Blits, ed., Labor-Management
Contracts and Technological Change: Case Stud-
fes and Contract Clauses (New York: Frederick
A. Praeger, Inc., 1969), pp. 202-218.
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7 The frequently cited figure of $29 mfillion
is ineclusive of tbc $1.5 million conceded by PMA
during the contract year of 1959. The annual
856 million was to be apportioned in the follow-
ing manner: $3 million allotted for early retire-
ment, cash vesting, and death benefits and $2
million allocated in the form of a GAL From
Charles C. Killingsworth, “The Modernization of
West Coast Longshore Work Rules,” Industrial
and Labor Relations Review, April, 1962, p. 308.

8 The 2,100 pound sling load restriction was
originally negotiated in the 1937 agreement.

9 Speedup was understood to refer to an oner-
ous workload on the individual worker.

10 The employer could order supplemental men
as the class of cargo d d For le, for
bresk-bulk cargo (cargo manhandled as cartons,
bags, boxes, etc.) the gang was supplemented by
two additional holdmen on discharging opera-
tions and four additional men Jon lotdlng. nnd
additional mechanical eq it

11 The 1960 M & M nmnt was subsequently
amended in 1961 and 1962 under the re-opener
provisions. The 1961 contract settlement was ul-
timately arbitrated and the 1962 agreement was
consummated following nearly six weeks of ne-
gotiations. Terms of the settlements dealt with
compensatory items, exclusively. The 19656 con-
tract provisions, exclusive of the compensatory
items, included two fifteen-minute paid relief pe-
riods. a revision of the esll-in pay terms, and
prohibition of multiple-jobholdings resulting in
the ‘‘deregistration” of longshoremen refusing
to terminate any non-longshore jobs. (See Wage
Chronology: Pacific Longshore Industry, 1934-70,

p. 8.

12 Evidence clearly supports PMA's willing-
ness to extend the M & M Fund. Estimates of
the benefits accrued to the employers from the
removal of numerous {mpediments to change
since the 1960 agreement proclaimed a net gain
of $120 million with a decrease in the labor cost
of handling a ton of cargo by almost 4 percent.
See Max D. Kossoris, 1966 West Coast Long-
shore Negotiations”” Monthly Laber Review, Oc-
tober, 1966, p. 1067. Hartman estimates that the
overall productivity fincrease above 1960 to be
about 205 by 1963 and about 32% by 1964 and
attributes the most important sources of pro-
ductivity change were the elimination of restrie-
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Productivity gains were also
additional savings in eapital utilization with more
expedient ship turnaround, redueed work stop-
pages, expansive introduction of hanisati
and containerization, and a late 1968 successful
negotiation between the parties imvolving the
jurisdiction dispute between the ILWU and
Teamsters. For a more detailed discussion on the
jurisdictional dispute, see Phillip Ross, ‘‘Water-
front Labor Response to Technological Change:
A Tale of Two Unions,” Labor Law Journal,
July, 1970, pp. 414-416.

18 Prorating the lump sum payment meant
monthly installments of $216.67 or 3270.84, over
five or four years, respectively. Refer to Hart-
man, op. cit.,, p. 182,

14 Clearly, qualified longshoremen under the
1960 agreement improved their position by re-
maining in the workforee until July 1, 1966:
$7,920 vs. $13,000, respectively. Ibid.
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