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ED SKYLER: Throws down
the gauntlet.

HARRY NESPOLI: Tactical
error by city.

Deputy Mayor's Layoff Thr eat Draws Angry Response
From MLC
Pension-Related Squeeze Hurts Health Talks, Nespoli Warns

By RICHARD STEIER

Mayor Bloomberg's top deputy sparked a rhetorical war with a
top union ofÞcial April 2 by threatening layoffs unless pension
reforms were achieved.

The New York Post reported that Deputy Mayor for Operations
Ed Skyler told the Citizens Budget Commission that the current
deÞned-beneÞt pension plans are "not only obsolete but
unaffordable." The paper said he hinted that unless the unions
agreed to revisions such as the Tier 5 plan the Mayor has
proposed for new workers, layoffs would be required because
"We have not made the progress we need to make on labor-
related savings."

Nespoli: 'Jeopardizes Health Talks'

Uniformed Sanitationmen's Association President Harry Nespoli
questioned Mr. Skyler's judgment in making those remarks at a

time when city labor leaders are discussing major healthbeneÞt savings with the
administration. The unions have proposed what they contend would offer $200 million in
efÞciencies; the Bloomberg administration has demanded $550 million.

"How do you take a stand like this when you're in the midst of
negotiations to do something about health?" Mr. Nespoli, who
also heads the Municipal Labor Committee, said in an April 3
phone interview. "They should be trying to come up with money
that would help the city immediately. I don't know why he
would want to jeopardize those talks."

He was alluding to the belief of both union leaders and ofÞcials
in the state Division of the Budget that the Tier 5 planÑwhich
was not part of the budget deal reached by Governor Paterson
and state legislators last weekÑ would offer minimal savings
right now, although mayoral ofÞcials contend it would produce
$200 million in the coming Þscal year by allowing the city to
both reduce and stretch out its pension contributions.

Tier 4 Amendments Possible

State Sen. Diane Savino, the chair of her house's Committee on Civil Service and Pensions,
said Tier 5 was unlikely to be reconsidered later in the legislative session, but that it was
possible that amendments to Tier 4 would gain some traction. One union ofÞcial said the
most likely target for change would be to restore the requirementÑ ended a decade agoÑ
that members of that pension tier continue contributing to their pensions after their 10th year
of service.

Mr. Bloomberg, supported by a series of tabloid pension articles and editorials, has tried to
make the case that pension costs are out of control and threaten the city's long-term economic
viability. State law prohibits the reduction of pension rights for current workers, and so his Tier 5 plan applies
only to future hires. It would require them to work at least Þve years longer than at present to qualify for a full
pension.

In the case of cops and ÞreÞghters, who currently qualify after 20 years on the job and can begin collecting as
young as 41, the bill would require future employees in those jobs to work 25 years and be at least 50 years old
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before they could collect.

Firefighter Spike an Aberration?

Articles in the Post had highlighted ballooning Fire Department pension costs over the past decade. Fire union
ofÞcials responded that this was largely a consequence of a single, unique eventÑthe 9/11 terrorist attacksÑ that
caused a rise in disability pensions among ÞreÞghters who were either injured that day or suffered serious lung
damage during subsequent attempts to Þnd the remains of colleagues.

Mr. Skyler, speaking before the business-funded CBC, maintained that deÞned-beneÞt pensions, under which
retirement allowances are set at a certain level linked to both years of service and salary, had become a growing
drain on the city treasury.

"The private companies that have them, such as GM, are facing bankruptcy and bailouts," he said, according to
the Post. "The city will be in the same position if we don't get these costs under control."

A Key Recruiting Tool

Mr. Nespoli countered that those deÞned-beneÞt pensions were a key inducement in getting people to work for
the city at salaries below what many could be earning in the private sector. He and other union ofÞcials have
predicted that a reduction in beneÞts would make it more difÞcult to recruit qualiÞed personnel in the future.

Large-scale layoffs, the sanitation union leader added, would have serious consequences for the Bloomberg
administration as well as the affected workers. Referring to Mr. Skyler, Mr. Nespoli said, "If he wants to go back
to the '70s, where they laid off police ofÞcers and ÞreÞghters and sanitation workers, the city is going to go back
to being a second-rate city. I don't think the Mayor wants that. All it would do is hurt taxpayersÑand that
includes my members."

Mayoral spokesman Marc La- Vorgna seemed surprised by Mr. Nespoli's strong reaction, contending that Mr.
Skyler's remarks reßected positions long ago staked out by Mr. Bloomberg.

The Mayor's budget plan released in January, Mr. LaVorgna said, "counted on concessions from organized labor
to the tune of $700 million" in health and/or pension savings. "If it doesn't come from there, it has to come from
someplace else."

That plan, however, was issued prior to the city receiving several billion dollars in Federal stimulus funding.
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