
 

 

By a 6-1 vote, the Brown Deer School Board approved a three-year contract with their custodians, 
maintenance, and cleaning staff.  Under this new agreement the 15 workers who fall under this agreement 
will receive pay increases of 2.1%, 2.2%, and 2.3% over the next three years.  In addition, the cleaners were 
given one week of paid vacation, where they had none in the past.  To the district’s benefit, these employees 
agreed to change their health insurance from the more expensive WEA Trust Plan to a comparable plan 
offered by WCA (Wisconsin Counties Association). 
 
We’ve heard the citizens screaming 0% - 0% - 0% for the past two years – but desire and reality clash when 
dealing with employee contracts.  Far too often these decisions are made with few in attendance at the 
meetings and limited information coming from the “closed-door” negotiations.  So in keeping with our 
tradition to not only influence policy but also to inform, we asked our Director of Finance, Mrs. Emily 
Koczela, about the process and the budgetary effects this new contract would have on our district.  Here are 
some of her comments:  

• The custodial and maintenance staffs are members of a “legal union”, which means that under federal 
law we must “bargain in good faith”.  To “bargain in good faith” means we could not, by law, 
threaten them with losing their jobs if they did not accept the district’s offer.   

• While some could point to the concessions Harley Davidson received in their latest labor 
negotiations, our situation is quite different.  For a business that is losing profitability, the reality of 
closing or relocating to another state is a serious option.  Neither of these options applies to a 
government entity, such as our school district. 

• Negotiations never start with a blank page – there was a pre-existing union contract.  So in order to 
achieve any change, there needs to be agreement by both sides on all matters.  So with little or no 
“leverage”, presenting a 0% increase had no chance for success.  The best you can hope for is a little 
“give-and-take” on both sides, and achieve an agreement that is reasonable. 

• If no agreement could be reached, the matter would have gone to arbitration.  Under this scenario, an 
arbitration judge would have looked at the offers from both sides and rendered a decision.  Working 
against the district in obtaining a pay freeze would have been the over $400,000 budget surplus from 
last year. 

• Arbitration is always a gamble.  The arbitration judge is definitely not a taxpayer advocate.  They 
would look at other contracts (like the teachers who got a raise), and other districts, as a basis for 
rendering their decision.  So besides the expense of a labor lawyer to represent the district, the 
possibility of losing in arbitration could have resulted in even larger increases.  This may have 
affected the 0% budget increase for this year. 

• We value these employees, many who are long term, and they serve a critical function for our district.  
While we didn’t want to be overly generous, we wanted to be fair. 

• The district, according to the existing contract, could have mandated the switch in insurance carrier.  
Doing so may have resulted in the union filing a grievance, as the teachers did, costing the district 
$5,000-$10,000 just in legal fees.  So as part of the negotiations, they voluntarily offered to move to 
the cheaper plan in exchange for the small raises.  The switch in insurance carrier will save the 
district about $5,000 per year.   Adding this to the savings in lawyer fees, and you’ve offset a large 
portion of the raises. 

So, you be the judge.  Yes, a pay freeze might be what you hoped for – but what about reality……..How did 
the district do?  Take our on-line poll at: www.bdcrg.wordpress.com and let us know. 

 

You Be the Judge 


