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TriMet and ATU announce new 
Voluntary Leave of Absence Program 

 
Due to the deep and ongoing recession, TriMet faces a $27 million budget shortfall for the 2010-
2011 fiscal year. We have already taken these steps to close the gap: budget reductions, a 
salary freeze for non-union employees, a hiring freeze, using $7.2 million in federal stimulus 
funds and a five-cent fare increase. The remaining shortfall will be made up by reductions to bus 
and MAX service.  
 
The final service cuts proposal was presented to the TriMet board on April 28, 2010. After the 
board makes its final decision at the May 26, 2010, board meeting, Scheduling will produce a 
run cut, and we’ll know exactly how many operators are needed to offer that amount of service. 
 
There are factors besides the run cut which affect the size of the workforce, including attrition 
through retirement and other means, bump-backs, offsets from maintenance apprenticeship 
opportunities, and a new Voluntary Leave of Absence program. It is still too early to know 
exactly what gap, if any, there will be between the current number of operators and the number 
needed to provide service in the fall.  
 
We do know that the prolonged recession is hitting TriMet hard, there will be fall service cuts, 
and the Working and Wage Agreement will guide the implementation of any workforce 
reductions. 
 
Because of this situation, TriMet and the ATU are looking at alternative approaches to respond 
to the potential impact on the number of positions needed for the Fall 2010 sign-up. 
 
Effective this fall TriMet bus operators will have the opportunity to take voluntary unpaid 
personal leaves of absence (VLOAs) for the duration of one or more full sign-ups. The option 
will be available to full time and part time bus operators only. We anticipate offering the VLOA 
option for Fall 2010, Winter 2010/11 and Spring 2011 sign-ups. Employees who are interested 
in taking a VLOA will have an opportunity to declare their interest in advance of the sign-up. The 
number of available VLOAs will be dependent on the number of excess bus operators projected, 
compared to the number needed for the upcoming sign-up. 
 
For some individuals, taking a VLOA may present an opportunity to volunteer in the community, 
travel or spend additional time with family. Operators who elect to take a VLOA may be helping 
to minimize operator layoffs.  
 
Following are frequently asked questions and answers to consider in determining whether the 
VLOA is an option you want to consider. If you have additional questions, please contact your 
station manager or the Human Resources Department for assistance. 
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Frequently Asked Questions: 
 
Q1. What is the process for requesting the VLOA? 
A. VLOA requests for the Fall 2010 sign-up period must be requested between May 5 and May 
21, 2010. Request forms will be available from your station manager, operations assistant, and 
also on TriNET. Times to request VLOAs for winter and spring will be posted at a later date. 
 
Q2. What happens to my pay and benefits if I elect to participate in the voluntary 
personal leave of absence option? 
A. The VLOA is a personal unpaid long-term leave of absence. You will receive no pay from 
TriMet during the VLOA, except as described in the answer to question six (Q6) below. As with 
all personal long term leaves of absence, employees wishing to continue with medical benefits 
will be provided with COBRA information and will be responsible for payment for the COBRA 
cost of medical benefits for three full months. Information about COBRA costs and the process 
will be provided by the benefits staff, who will be available to answer all questions. 

• You and your eligible dependents will retain your transit privileges during the VLOA. 
• You will continue to have access to TEI during the VLOA; however, your access to 

general facilities will be deactivated until you return. 
 
Q3. Can I get unemployment?  
A. Eligibility for unemployment is determined by the State of Oregon; however, should you 
attempt to apply, TriMet will advise the state that the reason for absence is due to a voluntary 
leave of absence. 
 
Q4. How long is the VLOA and how does it work? 
A. The VLOA is for a full sign-up, approximately three months. If you elect this option, you will 
not be allowed to return until the first day of the next sign-up. 

• Based on seniority, operators will be able to sign for a voluntary leave of absence 
instead of signing for a piece of work that will cover the entire sign-up. 

• Once the number of available VLOAs are determined for the Fall 2010 sign-up (and 
subsequent winter and spring sign-ups), those who have declared interest will need to 
make a firm commitment to the District that they intend to take the VLOA. 

• Operators taking a VLOA will need to declare their intention to return to work prior to the 
next sign-up, and will be able to sign for work in their seniority order, as usual. 

 
Q5. What about my seniority, vacation and sick leave? 
A. You will retain seniority while you are on authorized VLOA, in accordance with the WWA 
Article I, Section 12, paragraph 2 (b): Continuity of service shall not be broken and seniority 
shall not terminate (2) by an authorized leave of absence. 

• You will not be allowed to use sick leave to be paid. Sick leave will accumulate while on 
authorized leave of absence up to 56 hours [Art. I, Sect. 9, Par. 5 (b)]. 

• You will not be allowed to use vacation time to be paid, except as described in the 
answer to question six (Q6) below.  
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• Vacation time earned will be affected in accordance with Art. I, Sect. 7, Par. 3 (c): Any 
employee who has voluntarily been absent from work more than ten percent (10%) of 
the 12-month period preceding the start of the normal vacation period shall have 
deducted from their vacation allowance one-twelfth (1/12) of their normal vacation 
allowance for each month or fraction thereof they have voluntarily been absent from 
work.  

 
Q6. What if I have already signed for a vacation during the time I want to take a VLOA? 
A. If you are approved for the VLOA, you may receive payment for that scheduled vacation 
week(s), and/or payoff of accrued day-at-a-time vacation holdback. Alternatively, you may 
coordinate with your station manager upon returning to work to reschedule your vacation days. 
 
Q7. How does this differ from current personal leave of absence policy?  
A. The primary difference is that TriMet is offering an opportunity for bus operators to volunteer 
to take a leave. The VLOA is being offered only at this time, and will not replace the existing 
policy. Another difference is that there are opportunities to receive payment for scheduled 
vacation, as outlined in question six (Q6) above. 

 
Q8. Will I be considered a current employee if applying for open positions?  
A. Yes. 
 
Q9. Can I trade into work while on a VLOA?  
A. No. 
 
Q10. How many VLOAs will be available each signup? 
A. Management will decide based on an analysis of the number of requests, the run cut results, 
the available number of operators and other factors. We expect to know by the end of June how 
many VLOAs will be approved for fall service. 
 
Q11. How will VLOAs be granted?  
A. Seniority will determine who is granted leave under the program. Operators who are subject 
to being laid off will not be eligible. 
 
Q12. If I am approved for a VLOA, can I change my mind?  
A. No. By submitting a request for the VLOA, you are committing to take the leave if 
management approves it.  
 
Q13. What if during my VLOA my circumstances change and I want to return to work? 
A. There will not be work available to you until the completion of your VLOA. You will not be 
able to return to work until the completion of your VLOA. 
 
Q14. Am I eligible for holiday pay if it falls during my VLOA? 
A. No. As with any unpaid leave of absence, employees will not receive pay for holidays that fall 
during the leave.  


