Braun: N.J. Public Workers Aren't the Enemy - or the solution - in budget battle
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By Bob Braun/Star-Ledger Columnist The Star-Ledger 
Sorry, but there were no "union thugs" on the streets of Trenton last week when the Legislature voted to impose thousands of dollars of new and unexpected costs on a half-million public workers and retirees. And, if the day brought a great political victory by Gov. Chris Christie over big, bad unions, it is likely to come at great cost to just plain people.

People like David Crowell, 70, who was there. A retired teacher from Newfield. He didn’t act thuggish at all. He acted scared.

"I don’t know what the future will be like,’’ said Crowell, who just lost his expected cost of living increases in his pension. His pension, when he’s 80, will be the same as it is today.

Kelly McNeal of Wayne was there, too. A former Peace Corps volunteer in Congo, she now teaches at William Paterson University. She was there with her daughters Ellie, 12, and Sophia, 8. She just lost $4,000 a year. "I didn’t expect that," she says.

And there was Mike Rouse, an Elizabeth fireman, and Dan Kowsaluk, an Asbury Park cop. Remember when cops and firefighters were heroes, back in 2001? Just like teachers were once heroes, back in the 1980s when Republican and Democratic politicians alike said we should pay them more because education had to attract the best people.

But people like Crowell and McNeal and Rouse and Kowsaluk don’t matter much anymore. Except as alleged enemies of taxpayers. Stereotypes of "greedy" workers. Only pawns in the game, the game, says one New Jersey economist, of "a winner-take-all labor market.’’

Jeffrey Keefe, professor at the Rutgers University School of Management and Labor Relations, offers a perspective. The private sector has few winners and many losers — many people losing jobs, a few making a killing, especially in the financial sector. The middle class is squeezed, unemployed or underemployed, pensions and benefits gone, unions driven out.

Except for the public sector. "They didn’t suffer from the growing gap in incomes. Their jobs kept them in the middle class — and now they’re seen as coddled,’’ says Keefe. Along come politicians driving a wedge between the dwindling private sector middle class and the public sector — and cops and firefighters and teachers become enemies. The reason for the taxes.

But if increased taxes in New Jersey are the cause of the state’s economic woes, what will be the effect of increased charges to public employees?

"What you saw happen will have the exact same effect as a tax increase, but aimed at the working- and middle-class residents,’’ says Keefe. He just released a study showing the costs of "reform" will fall hardest on public workers with the lowest salaries, many African-American.

"It’s going to withdraw purchasing power from the New Jersey economy — an economy already dead last in creating jobs. A half a million people taking a pay cut, that’s money that won’t be spent on goods and services.’’

Thomas Mackell Jr., a Seton Hall University graduate and former member of the Federal Reserve Bank Board, says, "Of course, it’s a tax — it’s a tax on little people, the middle class."

Hundreds of thousands of people in New Jersey are not going to spend money they now need to contribute to pensions and health care costs. That might make angry and frustrated private workers happy — misery does enjoy company — but does it help the economy?

"What’s going to happen when people don’t have money to put food on the table?" asks Mackell, author of "When the Good Pensions Go Away."

Winners write histories. Right now, Gov. Chris Christie — who wouldn’t comment for this column — and his Democratic allies are calling this a great victory. They saved the pension system, they say. They showed courage, they say. They beat the union bosses, they say.

As if there were no other way.

As if the problem didn’t lie, not with public employees who paid into their pensions, but with governors—starting with Christie Whitman, who didn’t make state pension payments so she could cut taxes by 30 percent in the 1990s. As if out-of-control health care costs could be blamed on cops and firefighters.

As if taxes were fair in this state.

"Look, we all know there is no free lunch,’’ says Mackell, "but the onus cannot be put just on those who are least able to pay.’’

