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Contract battles heat up in S.J.

By JEREMY ROSEN and JIM WALSH
Courier-Post Staff 
Across South Jersey, several municipalities and public-worker unions are locked in high-stakes battles over new labor contracts.
And this year -- with taxes high, the economy down and state aid to towns expected to drop -- the tension at the bargaining table can be stronger than ever.
"In general, it's all difficult, because towns want to give nothing and unions are looking to maintain," said John Hamilton, who represents unionized EMS workers seeking a new deal in Mount Laurel.
"As is prevalent in today's world, we're looking for concessions," observed Steve Addezio, the public safety director in Medford, where a police contract is being sought. "We're hoping the police officers' association can agree."
In fact, police contracts -- which make up a sizable chunk of municipal budgets -- are now being negotiated in at least five local towns. Talks with police unions are under way in Camden, Cherry Hill, Evesham and Moorestown.
In negotiations elsewhere, clerical workers in Deptford face a sticking point on health care costs. In Mount Laurel, wage talks are under way for dozens of municipal employees in police communications, public works, EMS and various clerks and supervisors.
And Camden's roughly 1,180 unionized employees are waiting to replace pacts that expired more than a year ago for firefighters and non-uniformed workers.
Among local government workers, labor costs for police and firefighters account for "the largest portion of the municipal taxes," according to Bill Dressel, executive director of the New Jersey State League of Municipalities.
And when some 200 mayors from across the state met with Gov. Chris Christie last week, Dressel noted, they cheered the governor's call for "arbitration reform" to curb the increase in benefit packages.
Dressel said municipalities are bound by tax levy caps and other fiscal controls, but "it has been the norm rather than the exception for state-approved arbitrators to award raises for police salaries at rates that exceed the annual caps."
Several South Jersey towns want concessions from police unions.
"They have to understand that we can't go to the taxpayer and ask for more money while they see the benefits the unions are getting," said Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt, who wants police union members to share in the cost of health care premiums.
Contracts expired Jan. 1 for three units representing Cherry Hill police officers -- the Police Benevolent Association, Fraternal Order of Police, and Superior Officers Association. All three units pay nothing toward premiums, although members have $5 co-pays for doctor's visits and $15 co-pays for prescriptions.
Lt. William Kushina, lead negotiator for the SOA, would not say how his group's 26 members view premium-sharing.
"We know it's a trend and it's happening everywhere else," Kushina said. "We know it's coming sooner or later."
Moorestown officials want unspecified concessions from that town's police officers, said township manager Christopher Schultz. "We are in a different era and cannot continue to give the compensation packages we have in the past," he said.
The Moorestown officers' union, however, has filed for arbitration due to a stalemate in contract talks. An arbitrator has yet to be appointed.
The officers' last contract, which provided a 3.5 percent pay raise, expired at year-end 2008. Their union -- FOP Local 109 -- has 38 members, from patrolmen to senior officers.
Patrolman Jason Burk, the local's president, referred questions to an FOP attorney, who could not be reached.
In Camden, contracts with FOP Lodge 1 and the Camden Organization of Police Superiors expired Dec. 31 after a one-year extension.
City officials declined to discuss negotiations, but local leaders have stressed the need to extract savings from generous labor contracts.
"If we have no money, we can't give it away," Council President Frank Moran said last month.
John Williamson, president of FOP Lodge 1, said the current negotiations don't resemble the talks that took only three months in 2005.
"Not to nudge or knock anybody in the current administration, we negotiated (in 2005) with people that had integrity, they cared about the city," asserted Williamson. "They were interested in coming up with a fair agreement that was manageable for the employees and the city."
Also in Camden, police and fire unions are fighting a court battle over an executive order that would prevent their members from carrying over unused vacation and holidays. They contend that restriction would violate their contracts.
"We're all for trying to save the city money as long as it doesn't cut our benefits," said Ken Chambers, who represents about 165 firefighters in Camden City Firefighters Local 788.
Evesham
In Evesham, where a police contract expired Dec. 31, negotiations are expect to resume with the appointment of a new chief this week.
Acting Police Chief Mike Barth has been endorsed for the top post by former chief Joseph Cornely and members of the local union, FOP Lodge 143.
"We had two meetings with the township since the new year that didn't really go very well," said Brian Libetti, FOP Lodge 143 president.
The union wants pay raises and a new work schedule with 12-hour shifts, Libetti said. The current shift is 8 1/2 hours.
Town manager Tom Czerniecki offered no details on the previous meetings, but said the contract's length is part of bargaining.
Medford
And in Medford, Addezio said the township hopes to settle "soon" with the local Police Officers' Association.
Police Det. Justin Chase, in his first year as the association's president, also offered an upbeat view.
"The township has to consider their budget and our members have to consider the best way to support their families," he says. "At the end of the day, we all realize we're working together."
The union represents 44 Medford police and communication officers whose four-year contracts expired Dec. 31.
In December, Medford's 11 "superior" police officers, including sergeants and lieutenants, inked three-year contracts with the town that took affect Jan. 1, Addezio says.
"With concessions, it wound up as a 1.7 percent pay increase," he says.
Mount Laurel
Multiple labor groups in Mount Laurel are focused on a wide range of contract issues, union leaders say.
Mount Laurel manager Jennifer Blumenthal hasn't commented on the township's contract talks.
Hamilton said the EMS union wants the town to continue the workers' health care and benefits, and to provide an undisclosed pay raise.
His group's first session with the town is set for March 10.
"Ultimately, it comes down to the people sitting in the room, but I'm confident for us," he said.
Around 50 public works employees, including truck drivers, security guards and custodial workers, want to replace three-year deals that expired at year-end 2008.
"We're waiting on the insurance and health care issue now. We're working on salaries, benefits and changing hours," said Marge Howardell, who represents the workers in American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees Council 71.
She said public works employees want to return to a work week with four shifts of 10 hours each. The township instituted a five-day work week with eight hour shifts in October.
Blumenthal said the change is expected to save about $45,000 a year in overtime costs, and should also increase the frequency of services such as leaf pickup.
Mount Laurel's unions also are challenging a furlough plan implemented in November that requires more than 100 workers to take off eight days without pay through June.
Gloucester Township
In Gloucester Township, Mayor Dave Mayer wants an early start for talks with six unions representing municipal workers. Contracts with all six expire on Dec. 31.
"I want to get this started right away and complete all six this year," said Meyer, who noted the most recent round of contract talks lasted nearly two years and ended in arbitration.
Meyer said he's stressed the township's financial straits in meetings with union heads. He also said the town's labor representatives so far have not agreed to early meetings.
By law, talks are not required until three months before a pact ends.
But Police Cpl. Sean Grannan, representing FOP Lodge 206, acknowledged this year's different tone.
"I don't know that there was any sense of urgency on the other side to come to an agreement (in previous years' contract talks)," he said.
Deptford
In Deptford, clerical workers have balked at a proposal that would increase their health care costs, said township manager Denise Rose.
Representatives from the worker's group, Clerical and Administrative Teamster Local Union 676, could not be reached.
"Our major issue has been premium sharing with our employees for health insurance," Rose said. "People are reluctant to agree to that."
Rose said she hopes the contract will be settled soon because "it's important to budget or know where you are."
Camden
In Camden, union leaders said just getting the city to meet last year was frustrating, but they're hoping negotiations will be more productive under the new administration of Mayor Dana Redd.
"We're not looking for something outrageous," said Chambers, of the firefighters' union. "We understand that the city is broke."
The city also has come under fire for some of its benefit policies.
The state has long criticized Camden for giving out "perks" such as salary bonuses for longevity and unused leave payouts for retirees.
The State Commission of Investigation in December detailed how the city spent more than $3.6 million in cash payouts to retiring employees over a recent four-year period.
At that time, city Business Administrator Christine Tucker said the city had been seeking to address many of the issues in the report.
Under city contracts, all employees can bank unlimited sick time to cash out for half of their salary rate at retirement. Police and fire personnel can also get paid out for varying numbers of vacation and holidays.
A state audit in 1996 recommended that the city abolish severance payments and limit unused sick leave payments to $15,000.
Union leaders said they expect the city to target payouts and longevity, but they'll fight to keep existing benefits and to get wage increases.
However, the city's representatives so far have discussed dozens of changes without offering an official wage and benefits package, said Karl Walko, president of Camden County Council 10. The group represents about 450 crossing guards and non-uniformed public employees.
"We'll be reasonable on a settlement, but we can't really even talk until we get the proposal," Waldo said.
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