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Good morning.  I’d like to begin by thanking each of today’s witnesses for taking time out of their schedules to join us.  I would also like to express my appreciation to Chairman Andrews for organizing this hearing.    

On April 15, 2008, Delta and Northwest Airlines announced their intention to merge, subject to the approval of the companies’ shareholders and federal regulators, particularly the Department of Justice.  As Northwest Airlines is headquartered in Eagan, Minnesota, in my congressional district, the airline’s well-being and the job security of its employees are absolutely critical to me.  In the context of the proposed merger, maintaining a hub at the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport and preserving as many jobs as possible are my principle concerns.  Northwest Airlines has been a cornerstone of our community for more than 80 years and has played a positive role in Minnesota’s diverse economy.
The title of today’s hearing is the Proposed Delta/Northwest Airlines Merger: The Impact on Workers.  Let me first say that in my view, the best way we can mitigate any impact on workers is to have a strong airline that can sustain itself during uncertain economic times.  The price of gasoline and jet fuel is at an all-time high, and the airline industry is facing significant challenges to its economic viability.  In recent months, airlines have been forced to make tough decisions – including reducing services and increasing ticket prices.  The current energy crisis is permeating all aspects of our economy, and we need to put all options on the table to address skyrocketing gas prices. 

While the issue before us today deserves our full attention, it is important to note that the jurisdictional authority of the Education and Labor Committee does not, in fact, extend to cover airline mergers or labor issues in the airline industry.  Labor disputes and collective bargaining rights in the airline industry are covered by the Railway Labor Act, which sets forth procedures for negotiations, mediations, and arbitrations, and falls under the jurisdiction of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee.  That is not to say it is not important to examine these issues closely – but as we do so, we should be mindful of exactly what our role in this process is, and what it is not.
In the context of this hearing, this subcommittee generally has oversight over issues relating to employer-provided pensions.  As Members of this Committee will recall, when we debated and passed the Pension Protection Act approximately two years ago, we were successful in including language to protect the long-term pension security of tens of millions of Americans, including more than 10,000 Northwest Airlines pension participants, many of whom reside in my district.  I was also pleased to see Northwest, as well as other airlines, successfully emerge from bankruptcy last year.  I am particularly interested in hearing from our witnesses today what steps will be taken to ensure the security of pensions that have already been earned, as well as future retirement security.  

As we look forward, many decisions have yet to be made about the proposed merger.  Congress does not have a direct role in the merger approval process, which is currently being vetted by the Departments of Justice (DOJ) and Transportation (DOT).  Specifically, DOJ’s Antitrust Division is reviewing the agreement to determine whether the merger would violate laws designed to preserve industry competition, among other considerations.  These agencies may take months to review all the documents pertaining to the merger before making a final determination, and we will continue to monitor the situation closely.  
In closing, in these times of economic uncertainty and the need for a strong domestic energy policy, we all want to see a robust airline industry that can maintain as many jobs as possible, while looking for opportunities to increase and improve service for consumers, and ensure job security and prosperity for its employees.  
I look forward to hearing a broad range of perspective in today’s testimony.  I’m please we have assembled such a distinguished panel of experts in the areas o f labor, industry, and pensions. 

I yield back the balance of my time.
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