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Women

Will Sue
Bell Over
Equal Pay

BY SUSAN MORSE
Free Press Staff Writer
A multimillion-dollar sex
discrimination suit is to be filed
shortly against Michigan Bell
charging the-state's fourth-
largest employer with failing
to promote and provide equal
pay to more than 80 female e
clerks throughout Michigan.
The women — engineering
layout clerks who draft plans
for the placement of new tele-
phone poles and cables — claim
they have traditionally been
paid some $70 a week less than
their male counterparts who

the same duties.

The women say that they
have also lost out on salary-
based benefits such as cost of
living increases, life insurance
and pensions and that they face
promotion restrictions not
shared by male employes.

MICHIGAN Bell, which
employes 29,000 people state-
wide, denies the charges of sex
discrimination, saying its pay
and promotions are based on
job title and performance, not
on sex.

A Michigan Bell spokesman
said Friday that the jobs whose
pay the women are comparing
are two different jobs with dif-
ferent duties, that are not as-
signed on the basis of sex.
However, he could not say how
many, if any, telephone com-
pany engineering layout clerks
were male.

He said the company would
not discuss the women'’s
charges further until the mat-
ter reaches court. ;

THE CLASS action lawsuit
stems from a discrimination
complaint filed with the Equal
Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC)in 1973 by
34 female clerks.

In 1975, the EEOC said
there were grounds for the
women's complaint and urged
the parties to settle. Michigan
Bell offered a $500,000 cash
settlement but no change in
salary. Twenty-four of the
original 34 complainants ac-
cepted the offer, but the others
balked and went to see an at-’
torney.

The attorney, Jessica
Cooper, agreed with the dissi-
dents. The company's offer,
she told them, didn't even
cover the women's loss of pay
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over the four years since they
filed their complaint. “That
amount didn’t come close to the
amount of damages I think this
company is liable for," she said.

ONN May 6, the women
were granted the right to sue in
U.S. District Court. Michigan
Bell's settlment offer was
withdrawn.

Ms. Cooper says the suit
will name as plaintiffs the 10
women who came to her for
help after filing with the
EEOC. The court will be asked
to consider some 70 others as
part of the same class. About
100 other clerks in the state
u‘/l?uld also be affected by the
suit.

Together, Ms. Cooper esti-
mated, the women will be seek-
ing close to $6 million in back:
pay alone and an additional
sum for the company’s alleged
failure to promote under Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act and
the federal Equal Pay Act.

SALLY GERLACH, 48, of
Berkley will be one of the 10
women named in the suit. Mar-
ried with two children, she has
worked 2215 yearsat Michigan
Bell, the past six of those -as
anengineering layout clerk.

Mrs. Gerlach, who says she
became a feminist in the
process of pressing her com-
plaint, says she never really
considered the fairness of her
pay until she spoke with an-
other clerk in 1972 or 1973.

“You know, quite frankly,
up until that time it had never
dawned on me that if they were
willing to pay a man $75 more
than they were paying me, I
should even question it,” she
said.

When she learned that the
National Organization for
Women (NOW) had filed a
major sex discrimination suit 1

against the Bell system in 1972,
Mrs. Gerlach began attending
NOW meetings. She wrote to
state union locals for help and
says she got none. She talked
with company officials when
they were going over their af-
firmative action program,

She told their reaction:
“They said, ‘Hey, you can have
any of these traditionally male
jobs." We said, ‘We don't want
traditionally male jobs. We
have a highly skilled job now
that we like and do well and
would like it to be assigned a
wage scale that shows you ap-
preciate this." ”

When there was no re-

sponse, Mrs. Gerlach said, she
and the other women filed
complaints with the EEOC.
Two years later, the agency
validated their complaint, and
the women thought they had
won.

“We felt we proved it,” she
said. ‘‘Consequently we
thought, ‘Now the government
is going to fight for us." How
did we know? ... We're naive."”

When the company offered
the cash settlement, she said,
she and some of the other origi-
nal complainants were upset
about the company’s attempt
to equalize male and female
salaries. “The difference they

were offering amounted only
to the difference between the
two salaries for nine months.”




