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WILL 'STRIPPING' UNION RIGHTS LEAVE YOU EXPOSED? 
   
Over the last few months, we have all witnessed the media firestorm coming out of Wisconsin.  The battle between Wisconsin's public unions on the one side and its Governor on the other has been fierce and, we fear, likely fatal to the uneasy relationship that has always existed between organized labor and 'big business'.  Ohio and Indiana have followed a course similar to that in Wisconsin.  The public unions in ENA's home state of New Jersey have been on the defensive against Governor Christie's reform efforts for nearly a year now.
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We here at ENA thought it the right time to jump headlong into the fray.  As always, we stay out of the 'politics' of it all.  But Mr. Curtis' new affiliation with the firm of Becker Meisel has greatly expanded the depth and breadth of knowledge and expertise available to ENA subscribers.   With this new relationship, you will have access to one of the top midmarket firms in NJ.  It is an exciting time! 

 

So ... can what happened in Wisconsin happen here in NJ?  The answer depends on your view of "what happened" in Wisconsin.  
Is it your view that government workers were illegally stripped of their union rights by an over-reaching Governor or is it your view that the skyrocketing costs of these workers' pension and healthcare benefits need to be brought under control to avoid a worsening financial crisis?  Regardless of your view, there are a few things you should know about NJ's public unions.

First, the key word here is "public".  The reforms Gov. Christie seeks in NJ involve public employer unions -- private sector unions have not been implicated in the battle now raging between organized labor and their members' employers.  This distinction is important because of the limits built into the system in which public unions operate in NJ.  
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In the private sector, union contract negotiations, i.e. 'collective bargaining', typically occur approximately every 3 years or so at which time everything that can be bargained for is essentially 'up for grabs'.  Over the last 30 to 40 years private sector unions have diminished significantly as many of those unionized jobs were, at first, moved out of NJ to less expensive states -  particularly in the 
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Southern U.S. where a more business-friendly climate existed at the time.  More recently, many of those unionized jobs have been shipped overseas.

 

In contrast, public unions, particularly in NJ, have gotten more powerful by going to where the power is -- the NJ Legislature.  Union members from organizers to shop stewards to business managers are in the NJ State Senate and Assembly.  Steve Sweeney, the State Senate President, is a "general organizer" for the International Association of Ironworkers.  Joseph Egan is Chairman of the NJ Assembly's Labor Committee and is the Business Manager for the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers Local Union 456.  Our state representatives are the people we have elected to manage NJ employees' health and pension benefits and their retirement structure through negotiations with the public unions representing these employees.  Is this a conflict of sorts?
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Second, the New Jersey public sector union environment is very different from that in Wisconsin.  In NJ, public unions have no right to strike.  Police and fire unions, in particular, are subject to 'interest arbitration' to resolve disputes that could not be resolved in the collective bargaining process.  Not so in Wisconsin.

 

Third, in NJ there is a significant number of 'duplicative' local government entities and, therefore, an equally significant number of government workers all of whom are members of a public union.  The multiple levels and layers of government from school districts to 'parking' authorities to county departments, and the myriad of agencies in between, are not nearly as extensive in Wisconsin as they are in NJ.  This is not to say that Wisconsin does not have its own multiple bureaucracies, but it is to say that NJ has significantly more.  It is likely the primary reason why NJ is known for having the highest property taxes in the nation.

 

With all of this in mind, we suspect NJ is ripe for reform right now.  Our state system is clearly overburdened.  The only way to get control of our State budget, and of local property taxes, is to reduce government and consolidate services, particularly among local public entities.  Consolidation of services must include consolidation and reduction of the workforce.  It is the only way and it is today's reality.  NJ public unions must recognize this if they are going to survive.
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Brian E. Curtis, Esq. and the firm of Becker Meisel LLC have the knowledge and expertise to help you navigate these issues and avoid fines, penalties, and potential lost revenues.  
Reach out now!
The materials and information disclosed in this Employment News Alert NewsFlash is for informational purposes only. It is not for the purpose of providing legal advice and does not create an attorney-client relationship between the firm of Becker Meisel LLC and the reader, or between Brian E. Curtis, Esq. and the reader.
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