Toward a More Perfect Union
By Tristan Bonn
	
	The mayor and the police and firefighter unions are congratulating themselves for agreeing to end spiking – padding hours to push up the base pay on which a pension is calculated. They ought to be embarrassed, not triumphant.
Spiking produced the spectacle of some police officers and firefighters retiring with pensions at or above the base pay they received for most of their working lives. It was never spelled out in a contract. Neither politicians nor union members wanted to be “on the record” supporting such a violation of the public trust. It was done with a nod and a wink, out of public sight. Taxpayers all over the country have been caught unaware by such manipulations. By the time they figured out what was going on, it was too late to act.
 Historically, American policing (and to a lesser and more recent extent, firefighting) has been all about trying to raise the level of professionalism. Dating back to the “spoils system,” where key policing positions were doled out to the victorious politician’s family and friends as payback for political support, policing and politics have been a bad mix.  By the 1960’s, public employees were granted the authority to organize for the purpose of becoming more professional. However, despite the warnings of President Franklin Roosevelt and others that collective bargaining was not appropriate in the public sector because the interest of the taxpayer was not safeguarded, unions found accommodating politicians willing to negotiate overly generous pay, benefits, and pensions – including turning a blind eye toward spiking – in return for campaign donations and volunteers, and votes delivered on election day.  
	I have heard people say it’s “legal” to spike your salary. That’s what Wall Street con artists say about their junk bonds or credit default swaps – they’re “legal,” they don’t violate the letter of the law. We get angry at public employee unions (and the spineless politicians who accommodate them) for the same reason we get angry at financial wheeler-dealers – they cheat the system.  Which is to say they cheat people – investors in the private sector, taxpayers in the public sector. Just because a contract does not close a loophole doesn’t mean it is right to use that loophole!  That’s why we call it a LOOPHOLE!  Professionals with integrity don’t jack the system.  The fact that unions have agreed to stop doing something they shouldn’t have been doing in the first place is not really much to celebrate, if you ask me.
Over these past forty or fifty years, union bases within public service departments have calcified into political leviathans.  The police and fire unions curry great favor with politicos and cause any comers to quake in their boots if they dare cross them.  As Omaha has learned, once this machine has become entrenched in your community, it is nearly impossible to reform the system.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]	And so here we are – in California, New Jersey, Illinois and other places around the country as well as Omaha, Nebraska.  But it cannot last.  
The end of spiking, while welcome, is only the beginning of the revisions needed to bring fairness to taxpayers when it comes to police and firefighter contracts.  The question for unions is: Are you going to be the automaker’s union in Detroit and destroy your host city, or are you going to be a smart union, like Southwest Airlines, and help your employer succeed?  Because one thing is for sure, you can’t keep biting the hand that feeds you. 
