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Future of The Education Industry;
Will The NJEA Learn from History?

By SAL CARUANA
In today’s troubled economy, high

costs, high property taxes and declining
state aid threaten the future of public
education in New Jersey. Like many
American industrial unions that were simi-
larly challenged in recent decades, the
New Jersey Education Association
(NJEA)’s response to the state’s fiscal
crisis will impact the future of its indus-
try. Will the union heed Governor Chris
Christie’s call and become a more flex-
ible partner in the search for cost and
productivity solutions? Just as impor-
tantly, will the NJEA learn from history?

When an American industry is no longer
competitive or profitable, there are usu-
ally multiple causes — such as changes in
demand, rising costs of raw materials,
new technologies and increased interna-
tional competition. In the last 40 years,
there are a handful of industries, which
when faced with these pressures, needed
radical wage, benefits and work rules
restructuring as the last hope for survival
— and the intransigence of labor leaders
and workers to do so became nothing
short of a suicide pact.

The most recent case in point is our
nationalized automobile industry, where
the labor cost at General Motors has been
roughly $85 per hour per worker includ-
ing all benefits and unfunded pension
liabilities. How can a company compete
in a global economy with such a top-
heavy labor cost? The answer is it can’t
(even with import tariffs of 2.5 percent on
cars and 25 percent on pick-up trucks),
which is why the American consumer can
find far more quality for the same price in
foreign cars.

GM’s market share was once 60 per-
cent in the U.S. Last year it was less than
20 percent, forcing it and other declining
U.S. automakers to seek bankruptcy pro-
tection as nationalized industries. Henry
Ford, the embodiment of American capi-
talism, must be rolling over in his grave at
the fate of the once proud auto industry.
Andrew Carnegie would too, at the de-
mise of the U.S. Steel and organized
labor’s shared responsibility for the
deindustrialization of America.

In the ’70’s, a number of basic Ameri-
can industries went into serious decline
when spiraling labor costs could not be
controlled in an economy adjusting to
permanently higher oil prices. The ship-
ping, airlines, trucking and railroad in-
dustries were at particular risk. For de-
cades, they had been artificially supported
by fixed government regulated rates,
which increased every year to cover higher
union wage costs and to insure shared
profitability in the face of rising inflation.

In the early ’70’s, high inflation pushed
American consumers to the breaking
point, and the oil crisis pushed these strug-
gling industries over the edge. Labor
would not give an inch, and the malaise
was eventually broken by the U.S. gov-
ernment, which resorted to textbook capi-
talism: fixed rates were slowly abolished,

barriers of entry were lowered, and new
(non-unionized) companies with lower
costs and prices began to compete.

Many of the larger companies collapsed
under deregulation, with massive union
job losses ending organized labor’s
stranglehold on our transportation indus-
tries and the American consumer. The
Teamster’s union, to name just one, is still
struggling to recover. The lessons learned
were clear; and they were repeated in
other businesses in the ’80’s, ’90’s, and
most recently in Detroit: in a changing
economy, industries trapped by declining
revenues and high fixed employee costs
need the cooperation of organized labor
to remain competitive and quality driven.
When such cooperation is largely denied,
the worker is as much the loser as any
other stakeholder.

Here is a statistic for you: in 2009 for
the first time since this analytic has been
kept (1983), there were more unionized
workers in government — 7.9 million
total — than in the rest of American
industry combined. What does that tell
you about industry in the United States?
Or worse yet, about the size of govern-
ment? When it comes to organized labor,
the business of America is no longer
business, it is government.

In the American industry known as
public education, national concern has
increased steadily in the last two decades
regarding our lowest-performing schools.
Not surprisingly free-market solutions
have become part of the desperate search
for improvements. Innovative strategies
that challenge the status quo such as test-
based accountability, merit pay, reforms
to remove ineffective tenured faculty,
charter schools and school choice (vouch-
ers) have predictably lacked the support
of the NJEA.

Last Monday, this non-support was
cited by the federal government as one of
the reasons for the denial of New Jersey’s
application for a piece of the $400 million
‘Race to The Top’ education superfund.
In its rejection letter to the state, federal
regulators said the lack of NJEA support
for the N.J. plan “…has the real and
credible possibility to weaken the state’s
reform agenda.” The rejection clearly
framed the larger question.

In the current state fiscal and property
tax crisis, with New Jersey taxpayers
struggling to do more with less and local
school budgets in ruin, the NJEA has an
urgent decision to make: Will it be the
ally or enemy of much needed cost and
productivity changes? The future of pub-
lic education awaits its answer, and the
recent history of organized labor in the
United States points to the fact that the
union is very likely to misjudge its own
self-interests, dig in, resist change and in
the process make the wrong choice for
itself as well as New Jersey.

The sad irony is that no one knows
better than teachers that the ultimate im-
portance of learning history is to avoid its
mistakes.

Governor Christie, Where Are
The ‘Tools’ for Towns, BOEs?

As New Jersey citizens, Governor, we know there
is no more money other than that which has been
allocated from the state. We know that the teachers’
union, public employee unions, police and fire unions
refuse to compromise. We know that the laws are
setup favoring them to go to court or binding arbitra-
tion for more money; and they probably will win, as
matters are rigged.

Regrettably, they will probably eat their young in
doing so – resulting in a serious weakening of our
infrastructure and public services. Is it to be that
younger employees that do much of the work will be
fired, while those untouchable with seniority and
tenure ride out the fray?

True too, we are disgusted in having our privacy
invaded at home on television as the New Jersey
Education Association (NJEA) with self-serving
disinformation is spending millions of dollars. It’s
their right to do so, but so sad.

We know that the Rahway Valley Sewerage Au-
thority spent a court-ordered $250 million that the 14
towns in Union County must now pay for without
any means to do so.

We believe you, Governor, when you say that the
expired, one time “Millionaires Tax” of last year is
counterproductive; and if reinstated will actually
decrease tax revenues as the rich leave the state.
Further, that such taxes make New Jersey businesses
take flight, along with their jobs going elsewhere.

In “rich” suburbia where we live, we understand
that most of the money is being sent to poorer towns
such as Plainfield and Elizabeth. We know our school
systems get essentially no support from the state
though our communities provide tens of millions of
dollars. We understand that the poorer towns would

likely collapse without the aid from our money.
Yes, we believe that all public employees (includ-

ing executives) should take a pay freeze (perhaps
even a pay cut) until the fiscal crisis is dealt with. We
also believe that sooner or later, the Governor in-
tends to purge our government of all the malfeasance
— and those entrenched who are milking our public
funds. We understand, Governor, that you know who
they are too because many of them are close to you
in the hallowed chambers of the Legislature, com-
missions and authorities – and those double dipping.

As citizens, how can we help you make the right
things happen?

Yes, we understand that even given all this, our
property taxes will still rise.

True too, if matters could be dealt with over two to
three years, more reasonable adjustments may be
possible – rather than the “shock and awe” now
being encountered.

Now our local public safety is being threatened as
police, firemen, public works and local administra-
tion face being laid off as mayors have no choice –
no tools to deal with it. Our state legislators and
county freeholders have no answers to offer. The
Governor is the only one in a position of power to do
anything. Governor Christie, you declared a fiscal
state of emergency at the beginning of this year. Does
this have any teeth?

We understand, Governor, that you inherited the
unfortunate situation, and with best intentions, are
doing what is necessary. However, you have tied our
hands behind our backs.

Before there is serious damage to our infrastruc-
ture, public safety and employees, please Governor,
tell us “Where are the tools?”

Letters to the Editor

Answers to last week’s arcane words.
1. Curassow – A bird of South and

Central America similar to the turkey
2. Capillature – The act of dressing the

hair
3. Flagitious – Shameful; corrupt
4. Fiants – The dung of a fox, wolf or

badger

CAPERCAILLIE
1. A burrowing animal of South

America related to the armadillo but
smaller

2. A water wheel, consisting of two
tapering shells, one within the other

3. The Scotch wood grouse
4. A calcareous deposit found in the

sacs of the ear
TANA

1. With great speed
2. In India, a police station
3. A species of sandpiper
4. Of utmost importance

XERES
1. The fork-tailed arctic gull
2. A small three-masted vessel used by

the corsairs in the Mediterranean
3. An ancient Persian king who fought

against the Greeks at the battle of Mara-
thon

4. A sherry from Spain
WLATSOME

1. Alluring; intriging
2. Overloaded
3. Disgusting; offensive
4. Expansive; very rangy

Below are four arcane words, each
with four definitions – only one is correct.
The others are made up. Are you sharp
enough to discern this deception of dic-
tion?

If you can guess one correctly – good
guess. If you get two – well-read indi-
vidual. If you get three – word expert. If
you get all four – you must have a lot of
free time!

All words and correct definitions
come from the board game Diction
Deception.

Sensitive Issues Yet to Be Touched by
The Planet Westfield Series

Since March 18, The Westfield Leader and The Scotch
Plains-Fanwood Times, with the aid of former Westfield
town councilmen Sal Caruana and Peter Echausse, have
been publishing “Planet Westfield” to assist the public in
making informed choices, assigning priorities and ana-
lyzing solutions during this period of fiscal emergency in
the state. You can read previous articles online at
goleader.com.

The articles use Westfield as a model in an attempt to
describe the many forces at work: union contracts, pen-
sions, the schools, the municipality and the county along
with the impacts of state aid and property taxes.

Many of the subjects are complex and tread on sensitive
areas. Discussion of school and county taxes has caused
angst. For example, how many public schools does the
county operate? – and why? Also, might this be the time
to suspend the Open SpaceTax?

Other topics are upcoming that are controversial as
well. As example, the Westfield Police Department is
currently under contract negotiations with the town.

As best we can tell, the policemen’s union is asking for
6 percent per year increases (4.5 percent salary and 1.5
percent stipend for benefits rebate). As these negotiations
are private, the information provided to us may be fluid.
Should any of the parties wish to share information with
the public, we’d be glad to print it.

Soon, we understand that the standoff may involve a
process called Final Offer Arbitration, where both parties
submit their “best offers” to an arbitrator who must select
one as the binding award.

Given the spending limits imposed on towns by Gover-
nor Chris Christie, the police union demands could spell
disaster for other town employees.

Another major item looming for the town is the mam-
moth charge for the Rahway Valley Sewerage Authority
(RVSA) improvements. These charges currently stand at
about $3.5 million per year for Westfield, whereas they
were only about $2 million a couple of years back.

Scotch Plains, Clark and Rahway tried to deal with the
RVSA charges by forming separate town utility authori-
ties based on water usage – thus passing the costs on to
users rather than having them incorporated into the prop-
erty tax bill.

For the most part, these efforts had unintended conse-
quences: bureaucracy cost resulted, citizens were angered
and several businesses were smothered. Simple examples
include laundromats.

Westfield has observed these failings and vows not to
repeat those mistakes. For example, would water and
sewer charges flood the Westfield Memorial Pool? What
about the Westfield Area “Y” that does not pay any taxes
– should schools and churches pay sewer charges? Envi-
sion the situation that could occur in Mountainside with
The Children’s Specialized Hospital, which, in itself,
does not pay taxes.

One consideration on the table is a flat fee to all
property owners in town to help offset the increased sewer
costs. With 10,000 homes in town, a $100 charge per
home per year would offset $1,000,000 of the sewer cost
and help keep the town afloat.

BOE Failed to Bargain in Good Faith
When It Announced Salary Freeze

The April 1, 2010, edition of the
Westfield Leader carried a front-page ar-
ticle with the headline: “MS BOE Freezes
Salaries of All Staff Members.” The only
excuse for such a misleading headline
would be an April Fools’ Day joke.

The Mountainside Education Associa-
tion (MEA) and the Mountainside BOE
have a legal obligation to bargain terms
and conditions of employment. The ne-
gotiations teams agreed to meet for the
first time on March 31, 2010, to exchange
negotiations proposals for a successor
agreement to the contract between the
parties, which will expire June 30, 2010.
However, on Tuesday, March 30, 2010,
the Mountainside BOE announced at its
budget presentation that no staff member
would receive a pay raise for the 2010-
2011 school year. Salary for school em-
ployees in the State of New Jersey is
mandatorily negotiable according to the
New Jersey Employer-Employee Rela-
tions Act (NJSA 34:Ch.13A). To freeze
the salaries of the teachers, secretaries,
custodians and paraprofessionals em-
ployed by Mountainside Board of Educa-
tion requires agreement by the

Mountainside Education Association
(MEA). No such agreement exists.

MEA was approached by administra-
tion in the weeks prior to the budget
presentation to consider various savings
in compensation for next year. Since bar-
gaining was about to commence, MEA’s
consistent answer has been to negotiate as
required by law.

The MEA views the announcement
made by the BOE regarding salary as a
failure to bargain in good faith and will
investigate all legal remedies including
an unfair practice charge before the Pub-
lic Employment Relations Commission.
The MEA will continue to meet with the
board team and negotiate all terms and
conditions of employment. No agreement
has been made to freeze salaries for next
year or any other year.

The MEA remains committed to the
negotiations process, which includes the
ultimate ratification of proposed changes
of the contract by all members. The next
scheduled negotiations meeting is on
Tuesday, April 13.

Suzanne Jenks, President
Mountainside Education Assoc.

‘Outraged’ by Gov./
Teacher’s Union

I’ve been following with great interest
the battle that has arisen between Gover-
nor Christie and the teacher’s union. I feel
compelled to write this letter because I am
outraged by the current situation.

My outrage has several sources. I am
angry with an activist N.J. Supreme Court
whose decision 30 years ago created the
Abbott districts. This decision mandated
an unfair, totally inequitable school-fund-
ing program that is crushing many subur-
ban taxpayers. I am angry with Governor
Christie who drastically cut aid to schools
and municipalities without implement-
ing any protections for the taxpayers who
have to make up for that lost state aid. I am
angry with the Westfield Board of Educa-
tion who blithely signed a new teacher’s
contract without waiting to see what would
happen with state aid for education.

I am outraged by the recalcitrance and
disingenuousness of the teacher’s union.
They claim that they are the only ones
being asked to sacrifice and that they’re
really only interested in “what is best for
the kids”. No – they appear to want only
what is best for their pocketbooks.

A dose of reality is in order. Teacher
salaries meet or exceed most of those in
the private sector. And those salaries are
for basically nine months of work per
year. Their benefits are beyond compari-
son to anything workers in private indus-
try enjoy. The 1.5 percent of annual sala-
ries that they’re being asked to contribute
to their medical insurance is a pittance.

I am not anti-union. Unions helped
make America great. My husband is a
union carpenter. The difference is that
unions working with private industry have
to compromise and even be willing to re-
visit negotiated contracts. If they don’t,
the work will go away.

My husband’s union cut our medical
insurance dramatically because so many
(including my husband) are out of work.
The company I work for instituted a wage
freeze two years ago. We no longer re-
ceive matching funds for our 401(k) and
employees pay more in two months for
family medical coverage than teachers
pay in a year. We understand these cuts
were necessary because of the economy
and we feel fortunate that we have jobs.

The teacher’s union refuses to consider
a wage freeze. Their rallying cry is “it’s
about the kids.” No, it isn’t. They’d rather
see teachers lose jobs and programs be cut
instead of freezing wages. If it was really
about the kids, teachers would be willing
to consider a wage freeze and other
changes such as accountability, merit pay,
a longer school day and/or school year.

They claim that the governor is a bully
– I’d say that maybe their all-powerful
union is the bully. As the adage goes,
“power corrupts and absolute power cor-
rupts absolutely”.

Teachers are not villains, and many of
them may disagree with their unions. We
entrust them with our children, our most
precious resource. Teachers provide a
great service to our community and de-
serve to be compensated fairly and well.
But the reality is that their wages and
benefits are out of control and can no
longer be sustained by the taxpayer.

The status quo works for the teacher’s
union – for the ordinary citizen working
(or without work) in the private sector –
not so much.

Marian Romano
Westfield

Rescue Squad ‘Pleased’
By Courteous Drivers
Today (Friday), my partner, Deputy

Captain Jon Delano, and I were transport-
ing a patient to Overlook Hospital. We
had to navigate through heavy traffic on
Central Avenue. I am pleased to report
that every vehicle, in both directions,
responded to our emergency lights and
siren by moving to the right side of the
road to let us pass.

As this is not always the case, it is very
reassuring to know that there are so many
courteous drivers in Westfield. Thank
you to all the drivers who took the extra
minute to obey the law.

Lynn Feldman
Westfield Rescue Squad Captain

Scotch Plains Resident Wants Litter
Bugs to Stop Leaving Ads on Property
Editor’s Note: A Scotch Plains resi-

dent writes: “I live in Scotch Plains and
have vendors throwing their ads on my
driveway in plastic bags with stones (so
they shouldn’t blow away). According to
the attached document (below), this is
unlawful. Would you put this information
in the newspaper? I don’t think anyone
likes this litter problem.”

3-5 Distribution Of Papers, Books,
Magazines And Circulars

3-5.1 Prohibition.
No person shall distribute or cause to

be distributed or strewn about any street,
in an automobile or public place, any
newspaper, paper, periodical, book, maga-
zine, circular, card or pamphlet.

3-5.2 Distributing Papers, Books, etc.
Restricted. No person shall distribute or

cause to be distributed to the occupants of
any house or place or cause to be placed
into any areaway, in front of, or along the
side or rear of any house, or upon the
doorstep thereof, any newspaper, paper,
periodical, book, magazine, circular, card
or pamphlet, unless the same has been
previously ordered by the person in actual
occupation of the house, in the areaway of
which, in front of which, or along the side
or rear or doorstep of which, the newspa-
per, paper, periodical, book, magazine,
circular, card or pamphlet shall be distrib-
uted or placed.

3-5.3 Written Permit.
No person shall go from house to house

to distribute to the occupants of any house
any newspaper, paper, periodical, book,
magazine, circular, card or pamphlet,
unless the same has been previously or-
dered by the person in actual occupation
at the house, or unless a written permit for
making such distribution is obtained from
the chief of police or the officer in charge
at police headquarters.

27-2.4 Distribution of Handbills.
It is unlawful for any person to place, to

cause to be placed, or to hire another
person to place any advertisement, hand-
bill or unsolicited material of any kind in
or on any street, sidewalk, building or
vehicle within the community in such a
manner that it may be removed by natural
forces. (Ord. 93-02; 26-02; 30-03)

J. Hummert
Scotch Plains

To reach us, e-mail:
editor@goleader.com
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