
National collective bargaining between rail labor and management is governed by a specific federal law, the 
Railway Labor Act of 1926. The RLA and its amendments spell out the process of bargaining that eventually 
leads to each new contract. Negotiations can take months or years because of the many steps (some of which 
have time limits, while others do not) available to both parties. This flowchart illustrates why it can take so long 
to reach a new agreement on rates of pay and work rules.
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railway labor act

Step 1 Notice is served under Section 6 of the 
Railway Labor Act by either party

Step 2 Reply required within 10 days sets time/date of ini-
tial conference, which must be held within 30 days. 

Step 3 Negotiations begin. No time limit

Step 4 Agreement reached through negotiations, if 
not, go to Step 5. 

Step 5 Within 10 days after conferences end, either 
party may request NMB mediation, or NMB 
may proffer mediation

Step 6 If mediation not requested or proffered within 10 
days, strike, lockout, or promulgation of new rules. 

Step 7 Agreement reached through mediation, if not, 
go to Step 8. There is no time limit on media-
tion; the NMB has the discretion to hold the 
parties in mediation indefinitely.

Step 8 NMB proffer of binding arbitration is offered 
by NMB or requested. 

Step 9 Agreement reached through accepting binding 
arbitration. If not go to Step 10.

Step 10 Self help strike, lockout 30 days after NMB 
notifies both parties that proffer of arbitration 
was refused. 

Step 11 NMB may notify President that it believes dis-
pute will interrupt interstate commerce.

Step 12 President may appoint an emergency board if 
he/she agrees with Step 11. 

Step 13 Presidential Emergency Board reports to 
President within 30 days.

Step 14 Agreement reached based on Emergency 
Board report, if not, go to Step 15. 

Step 15 Indefinite strike or lockout permitted 30 
days after report issued. Agreement may be 
reached.

Step 16 If no agreement, settlement can be legislated 
by Congress.

implementation of PTC on mainline tracks, and spe-
cifically recommended that Metra install such a system 
on its track. PTC installation is on the Board’s Most 
Wanted List of safety improvements. 

NTSB Acting Chairman Mark Rosenker react-
ed to the finding: “How many more accidents 
do we have to see before the railroad industry 
and the FRA are convinced that PTC is needed 
on all mainline track in the United States?” 

Other recommendations deal with 
improved training of operating crews, 
directed at both the FRA and Metra. 

Copies of the safety recommenda-
tion letters, which will be issued today, 
can be found later today on the Board’s 
website, www.ntsb.gov, under Safety 
Recommendation Letters, Rail. A copy of 
the Board’s report will appear on the web-
site in several weeks. 

On September 17, 2005, another Metra 
commuter train derailed close to the loca-

tion of the October 2003 accident, killing two passen-
gers. Safety recommendations related to this accident 
are anticipated in the near future. ■




