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COLLINGSWOOD — Howard Wells, president of Teamsters Local 676, says he would be happy to sit down with Gov. Chris Christie in the spring and hammer out a new contract for the 250 PATCO workers represented by the Collingswood-based union.

But not today, or last week, when Christie wielded his veto power over actions taken by the Delaware River Port Authority Board of Commissioners.

PATCO workers,including train operators and maintenance crews, are working under a multiyear contract that expires in May. That contract includes 100 free rides a year on PATCO and free rides to and from work. The value of the free commute is estimated at $1,000 a year.

Christie does not attend monthly DRPA board meetings at One Port Center in Camden, but he can veto board actions within ten days of receipt of the meeting minutes.

The bistate board voted to reinstate free transit benefits to approximately 900 people employed by DRPA and PATCO at its Sept. 15 meeting. One day later Christie vetoed the action, and directed four other transit entities to eliminate all free travel perks for employees.

Teamsters and two other unions have filed grievances with the authority for removing a negotiated benefit. If they lose in arbitration they will go to court. If the unions win and ultimately are awarded legal fees, the cost to DRPA could be substantial, said Wells.

"It is unlawful to take this away now. This is grandstanding on the governor's part," he said. "He is not thinking this through. Instead, he is using this to make it appear that he is cleaning things up. All he had to do was handle one bad apple properly and let it go at that."

Bonus rides on DRPA's bridges and PATCO, a common perk in the transit sector, came to light this summer when DRPA's public safety director admitted allowing his daughter to use another employee's complimentary E-ZPass.

Michael Joyce, of Pennsauken, who also was personal assistant to Vice Chairman Jeffrey Nash, resigned; but the issue of free rides resonated as excessive while the authority continues to raise tolls.

Tolls on the Benjamin Franklin, Walt Whitman, Betsy Ross and Commodore Barry bridges will rise from from $4 to $5 in July. PATCO fares will rise 10 percent in January.

Gov. Ed Rendell supported the elimination of the $100 bonus trips, but considered a free commute reasonable. Still, "veto means veto," said spokesman Gary Tuma.

According to the authority's bylaws, the New Jersey governor alone can veto the minutes of board meetings. In an effort to balance the power, the Pennsylvania governor chooses the authority's chairman.

Shortly after Christie took office, he put authorities on notice that they would be monitored more closely for spending.

Last week Christie sent directives to the New Jersey Turnpike Authority, which also governs the Garden State Parkway; the South Jersey Transportation Authority, which operates the Atlantic City Expressway; the Port Authority of New York-New Jersey, which operates six bridges and tunnels and PATH trains; the Delaware River and Bay Authority which operates the Delaware Memorial Bridge and the Cape May-Lewes Ferry; and the Delaware River Joint Toll Bridge Commission, which operates the Interstate 78 toll bridge over the Delaware.

Though NJ Transit was not included, Christie spokesman Kevin Roberts said the "governor is evaluating all free passage at all state agencies."

Frank Bankard, head organizer and business representative for the International Union of Operating Engineers, Local 542, called Christie a "bully toward men and women making $25 an hour or less."

IUOE represents about 400 DRPA workers, including toll collectors, mechanics, welders and maintenance workers.

"Maybe, he should start paying for his free car and driver and house and food so he can share the pain," said Bankard.

The Fraternal Order of Police, which represents police officers who work for the DRPA, has also filed a grievance.

The New Jersey Turnpike Authority, which has jurisdiction over the Garden State Parkway, has 1,833 workers who commute to work on revenue-free E-ZPass transponders.

"We will abide by the what the governor wants as soon as we can," said spokesman Tom Feeney.

Frank Forst, spokesman for the International Federation of Professional and Technical Engineers, Local 194, that represents turnpike workers, said he has not yet been informed of the change.

"If they attempt to violate our contract, we will file a grievance," said Forst.
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