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June 2011 Newsletter                       Volume 1, Issue 5 

T 
here should be no consideration of tax extensions 

or new taxes or fee increases at the State level or 

at the local level until a new covenant is 

established between the people of California and 

their public servants. Citizens should be prepared to 

affirmatively support less government and educational 

services as a necessary civic duty until reforms are adopted 

and implemented. Public employee unions are using their 

growing power to determine government service levels, 

costs, and taxes. They are becoming an ungovernable 

oligarchy which ultimately will destroy our economy and 

perhaps take away our liberty. 

You probably have seen recent television advertisements or 

have heard radio spots exhorting citizens to contact their 

State Senators and State Assembly representatives to 

encourage them to pass a State Budget which includes a 

$12.5 billion dollar per year extension to taxes which is 

$62.5 billion over a 5 year extension (in effect a tax 

increase). You also may have received a copy of a slick full 

color mail advertisement which requests you to contact your 

State Senator or Assembly Representative and ask them to 

pass Governor Brown’s tax extension Budget. All these ads 

claim that we are in a crisis and warn that unless the tax 

increase Budget is adopted, there will be dire consequences 

for public safety, including firefighting, policing, and 

emergency medical services. One ad shows a picture of a 

bemused smiling 19th District Senator Tony Strickland photo

-shopped next to a prison bus containing some very tough 

but happy looking bad guys. The message is that they are the 

beneficiaries of the alleged impending reductions in State 

and local public safety budgets and that Senator Strickland 

should give in and vote for higher taxes. Interestingly, the ad 

was produced by the 700,000 member (in California) 

Service Employees International Union (SEIU) which does 

not represent fire fighters, police officers, or corrections 

officers. Perhaps they are concerned that their civilian 

members will face layoff if the State, cities, and counties 

make public safety a priority. Perhaps they recognize that 

their own members’ potential layoffs (clericals, 

paraprofessionals, technicians, planners, and maintenance 

workers) are not as threatening to the public as closing the 

neighborhood fire house. 

The ad is part of an SEIU statewide campaign called Stand 

Up For California funded by what SEIU says is a “seven 

figure” television ad in five media markets “expected to 

reach 2.6 million households“ demanding that State 

Legislators “stop extreme cuts.” A seven figure expense has 

to be somewhere between $1 million and $9 million. The 

SEIU stated in a May 13, 2011 news release that the initial 

media buys will be in Sacramento, Fresno, Monterey, Santa 

Barbara, and Palm Springs. Santa Barbara and Monterey are 

not exactly huge broadcast media markets. Clearly Senator 

Strickland, and perhaps Senator Sam Blakeslee and 

Assembly Member Katcho Achadjian, are major targets of 

this campaign to intimidate Republican legislators into 

voting for the tax extension Budget. Ironically, State and 

local taxpayers are funding these ads through the mandatory 

union dues which are deducted bi-weekly from each SEIU 

member’s paycheck. 

Similarly, the 325,000 member California Teachers 

Association (CTA) is running television, radio, and print ads 

encouraging the public to push their State legislators to 
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WORK RULES BLOAT COSTS 

adopt the tax increase Budget. The CTA is also conducting 

rallies in both Sacramento and local communities to promote 

the tax extension budget. The public should not be fooled 

that the increased taxes being sold as a tax extension will 

rescue our public services. There is substantial rhetoric in 

some ads that the public employees should not be blamed for 

the State and local budget problems. Instead these are 

attributed to the economic recession, ostensibly caused by 

greedy Wall Street investment houses, large banks, and the 

housing mortgage industry. This claim attempts to distract 

us from focusing on the power which the public employee 

unions have exercised in California and some other states 

and continue to exercise beyond the bargaining table. More 

fundamental causes which are the result of public policy 

choices underlie the problem and must be corrected rather 

than being covered up by more new taxes. In fact these 

problems existed prior to the recession. 

For example, and in addition to the exponentially 

compounding costs of the defined benefit pension system 

which has received intense scrutiny recently, other union 

engendered cost drivers include 1) rigid work rules; 2) 

antiquated lock step compensation structures; 3) narrow job 

descriptions; 4) failure to manage absenteeism and resulting 

lost time; 5) the existence of too many governments; and 6) 

the consequent inability of the economy to keep up with the 

ever-accelerating unit costs of producing government 

services. Beyond these factors which cry for reform are the 

broader underlying problems of economy killing 7) public 

debt and 8) government regulation. These not only 

inexorably ratchet up salaries and benefits but create work 

rules and other structural devices which severely restrict 

how government services are managed as illustrated below: 

1. Rigid Work Rules and staffing structures which bloat 

costs include: requiring a minimum number of employees to 

perform a specific task or role; strict supervisor-to-worker 

ratios (narrow spans of control); laws or union contracts 

forbidding contracting out for services which could be more 

qualitatively and cost-effectively provided by non-profits or 

the private sector; provisions requiring seniority in 

considering promotions and layoffs; and rules forbidding 

employees to take on additional tasks (working out of 

classification). 

2. Antiquated compensation structures contain automatic 

annual 5% step increases within a pay range, compounded 

by negotiated cost of living adjustments (COLAS) which 

shift all the ranges upward. Automatic annual 5% steps plus 

5% COLAS can mount up. 

3. Very narrow government job duty descriptions also add 

costs by forcing what the government personnel people call 

reclassification studies, which most often result in higher 

salaries and/or creation of even more narrow and segmented 

job classes, which in turn require that more employees be 

hired to perform the ever more “specialized” duties. For 

example there is a job called Planner. In a typical 

jurisdiction it is given ranks: Planner I, Planner II, Planner 

III, Planner IV, and Supervising Planner. (Note this series is 

below the plethora of other bosses, including division chiefs, 

assistant directors and directors.) If in a given year, fewer 

planners are needed, but other positions are lying vacant and 

needing to be filled, planners cannot be moved over to these 

other positions because these positions are not within the 

"planner" classification. Hundreds of position classifications 

contain this costly five-rank structure. In fact, for example, 

San Luis Obispo County has 622 discrete position classes. 

Since there are 2375 authorized positions, this means that 

there are only 3.82 employees per classification. And this 

ratio is skewed upward by the fact that some classifications 

may have 20 or more individuals in the same class, such as 

deputy sheriff, which may have 100 or more individuals at 

one time. 

To further complicate matters and exacerbate costs, 

advancement requires completion of a certain amount of 

time in grade. This prevents especially competent 

individuals to advance based on ability while providing a 

scheduled advancement for everyone regardless of ability. 

There is always pressure to move up. In this system it is 

possible (and often likely) that an individual can receive an 

automatic 5% step, a 5% COLA, and be advanced to the 

next higher rank (which has to provide at least a 5% 

increase) all in one year. A skillful operative may be able to 

parley the COLA, 2 steps, and two promotions in 18 months. 

It should be underscored that this system cannot be entirely 

blamed on the unions. Instead, it is an artifact of the public 
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personnel profession. Of course, since it is largely on 

automatic pilot and has little or nothing to do with 

performance, although it is part of the so called “Merit 

System,” the unions often bargain to embed the principles 

into their contracts. More significantly and because of union 

power, higher management and elected officials are loath to 

attempt reforms to this dynamic cost-compounding system. 

Pay for performance, one-time non-compounding project 

pay (for completing something on time and on budget), and 

non-compounding one-time bonuses are attacked by some 

unions and their elected public official lackeys as “unfair.”  

4. Notwithstanding that the State and most cities, counties, 

and special districts provide extensive time off (12 annual 

sick days, 2 to 5 weeks annual vacation depending on 

longevity, administrative leave days, and other paid days off, 

lost time due to absenteeism is formidable. Absenteeism is 

defined as failure by an employee to report to his or her 

work site as scheduled for any reason. Thus scheduled 

vacations, maternity leave, holidays, etc. are not counted as 

lost time. Sickness, workers compensation injuries, and just 

not showing up (absent without leave – AWOL) are lost 

time. While many jurisdictions track individual employee 

absences, most do not report it comprehensively as a 

percentage of hours lost in comparison with the total 

possible paid hours of work. In other words a city, county, 

public university, prison, school district or other institution 

with 4000 employees would 

have 8,320,000 possible annual 

work hours per year (40 hrs. 

per week x 52 weeks = 2080 

possible hours per year per 

employee x 4000). A lost time 

rate of 3% would equal 

249,600 lost hours; a lost time 

rate of 5% would equal 

416,000 lost hours; and a lost 

time rate of 10% would equal 

832,000 lost hours. A lost time 

rate of 5% in an organization 

with 4000 employees is like 

paying 200 employees who 

were never there for a full year. 

Remember this does not count 

vacations, holidays, and other scheduled absences. If the 

average fully loaded cost per employee (salary and benefits 

is $100,000) this is $20 million of tax dollars for which no 

work was performed. 

Worse, many jobs cannot be left vacant on days (or nights) 

when employees are absent. Firefighting, policing, jail 

guarding, clinics, hospitals, and scores of other functions 

have minimum structured staffing requirements because of 

safety concerns, practical operational requirements, State 

rules (often fostered by unions), and workload volumes. 

These so called “post positions” are usually filled by hiring 

back other employees using premium overtime pay. 

Depending on the time of day and the day of the week 

(many functions are 24 hours/7 days per week), the cost can 

be time and one half, double time, or more. Another problem 

is that lost time requires agencies to hire more employees 

than would otherwise be necessary (a float) to compensate 

for the absences. All public agencies should be required to 

measure and report lost time in aggregate for the entire 

organization and its major subcomponents (departments and 

divisions). Obviously private individual employee data 

should be scrupulously protected. No further taxes should be 

considered until this fundamental control is implemented by 

State of California, all its subcomponent entities and 

agencies, schools, cities, counties and special districts  
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Candidates who oppose these Byzantine work rules and who 

support reform are likely to be defeated. Office holders, both 

elected and appointed, who oppose the rules are often 

targeted for political and personal harassment, defeat/

dismissal, and physical threats. The next time you see a 

mayor, council member, county supervisor, school board 

member, or State legislator, ask him or her what was the 

annual lost time rate for the last year in his or her 

organization. They will probably glaze over and then tell 

you it’s OK. How do they know if they don’t even know the 

number? 

5. There are too many governments for the tax base to 

support. In addition to the State government, there are 58 

counties, 481 incorporated cities and towns, 3400 special 

districts, 1,131school districts, 350 redevelopment agencies, 

and more than one hundred public higher educational 

institutions, including the community colleges, UC system 

and CSU system, all reliant on limited public funding from a 

static economic base and staffed by members of various 

unions. Each of these governmental entities maintains an 

administrative structure, legal support, financial 

administration, information technology, human resources, 

purchasing, risk management, and so forth. 

6. The Governor, the Legislative majority and their union 

backers are smart enough to recognize that the budget gaps 

at all government levels are structural and permanent. To 

admit this, however, would undermine their arguments 

supporting their claims that all the services and consequent 

budgets are indispensable and require new taxes. One key 

underlying factor is that the cost of producing government 

services has outstripped the ability of the national, State and 

local economies to support them. Particularly in California 

the unit costs of producing State and local government 

services exceed the capacity of the tax payers and private 

sector of sustain them. (Perhaps the environmentalists 

should add economic sustainability to their resource 

calculations and the “tax payers” and businesses to their 

endangered species lists- especially if they are migrating to 

Carson City and Austin). This situation existed before the 

current recession but was masked by the growth of both 

public and private debt. California has a rolling $25 billion 

permanent deficit. Many cities and most counties also have 

permanent structural deficits. It should be emphasized that 

the apparent financial operating imbalances are only one 

kind of deficit. The accumulated deterioration of roads, 

bridges, public utilities, parks, prisons, fire houses, and 

schools are a consequence of the decades of starved capital 

investment as more and more tax dollars have been diverted 

to feeding the public employee salary/benefit monster. 

Inadequate and failing infrastructure is a drag on the 

economy and is ultimately dangerous.  

A good example of the cost of deferred maintenance is the 

San Francisco-Oakland Trans-Bay Bridge. The bridge was 

built for $77 million in the 1936 and is operated by the State 

of California Department of Transportation (CAL TRANS). 

Because State budgets switched more and funding over the 

decades from capital infrastructure and maintenance to 

salaries and benefits, CAL TRANS stopped painting the 

bridge. In the foggy salt spray environment of San Francisco 

Bay the bridge corroded and became weaker and weaker. 

After the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, when a section of 

the upper roadway collapsed, CAL TRANS examined the 

bridge and determined it had to be replaced at a cost of $6.3 

billion (and growing – it could reach as much a $9 billion 

before it is finished). 

Contrast this with Golden Gate Bridge, which cost $35 

million in 1937 and is operated by a regional special district. 

The bridge was recoated in 1965 and again in 1995 (with 

advanced corrosion resistant polymers) and receives 

continuous touch up work on corroded areas. The Bridge 

also has enjoyed a seismic retrofit program which cost $297 

million phased over a number of years. It is financed almost 

entirely from tolls and a small sliver of property tax levied in 

the counties to the north which benefit from the economic 

development which occurred after it opened and continues 

today. It could theoretically last for centuries.  

7. Of course our State and local deficit difficulties nest in the 

larger national and international debt milieu which 

suppresses State and local revenues by undermining State 

and local economies. The annual Federal Budget deficit is 

now $1 trillion. The Federal debt is $14.3 trillion and the 

government is pleading to have it increased. The external 

debt to residents of other nations and other governments is 

$28 trillion. The gross public debt of the US Government, 
(Continued on page 5) 
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the states and cities is 11.2 % of gross domestic product 

(GDP). By way of comparison the numbers for some of the 

European nations requiring bailouts include: Greece, 12.7%; 

Ireland, 15.7%; Iceland, 12.2%; and Spain, 9.6%. Even if the 

Legislature and/or the voters approve the so called tax 

extension, these daunting debt pressures will undermine the 

economy, suppress government revenues, and in turn cause 

the need to raise taxes to maintain the current levels of 

service. 

While tax increases may seem to cover up the problem for a 

few years, they will also fuel ever higher government 

salaries and benefits, which will sooner than later wipe out 

the temporary gains. Once this occurs there will be claims of 

a new crisis and calls for yet a new round of tax increases. 

8. As COLAB and numerous other organizations have noted, 

the regulatory environment in California is a major 

hindrance to the economy. Decades of accumulated business 

regulations, labor restrictions, land use regulations (and the 

glacial land use entitlement process), environmental 

regulations, the recent AB 32 and SB 375 greenhouse gas 

crusade, and hundreds of others sap the ability of the 

underlying private sector to generate jobs and revenue. This 

in turn depresses the revenues available for government 

agencies to fund public services. The State, each city, and 

each county all have overlapping webs of complex, often 

conflicting, and expensive fee-supported laws, regulations, 

and inspections. Independent State and regional regulatory 

commissions, staffed by aggressive, environmentally 

zealous attorneys, engineers, scientists, and badge carrying 

inspector/enforcers, run roughshod over a defenseless 

public. Remember: most of these public employees are 

members of the very unions which are using dues paid for 

by your taxes to promote even more taxes. Lengthy and 

costly application processes, endless appearances before 

regulatory bodies, quasi-judicial hearings, court cases, and 

fines combined with the specter of imprisonment grind down 

the economy and business initiative. As CEO Andrew 

Puzder of Carpentaria based CKE Restaurants (Carl’s Jr., 

500 stores, and Hardee’s Restaurants, 2500 stores) pointed 

out, “It’s easier to open a restaurant in Shanghai than in 

California.”  

Until these issues are addressed, Californians should just say 

no to any new or extended taxes, fees, bond issues, or other 

measures. Voters should reject them and reject candidates 

who vote for them. We will be told that there must be 

compromise to preserve “vital public services” and/or to 

“invest in our future.” We should ignore this even though it 

will mean that we will have less government services in the 

short run. It could mean that we will have to be more self-

reliant. It could mean that life is a little more dangerous. It 

could mean that schools and universities will have to focus 

on the basics. It could mean that some of the regulators will 

be constrained and/or go out of business. It could also mean 

that the private sector and not-for-profit organizations will 

find new markets and step in to fill gaps at lower per unit 

production costs. It could mean that new non-government 

organizations characterized by agility, diversity, and 

efficiency will emerge. It could mean that government 

entities and the public unions will take us seriously and 

agree to structural reform of personnel systems, attendance, 

retirement plans, debt, work rules and all the rest. 

Without a new covenant on these issues, no amount of 

taxation will ultimately solve the problems. In fact the 

heavier burden will accelerate the crisis and ultimately 

contribute to the disintegration of the very institutions and 

services for which the levies were raised in the first place. 

Collapsing bridges, crumbling highways, transferring of tens 

of thousands of prisoners from the State prisons to the 

counties and the forced abandonment of productive farm 

land because of a State-created drought are all examples of 

the growing decay. 

Recently the University of California (perhaps the State’s 

signature institution) reported that only about 20% of its 

operating budget comes from the State budget. At what point 

is it no longer public? 

No people who become a slave to its protectors and 

bureaucrats can survive long. It is our duty to resist and 

reform.  

This article was prepared by 

Mike Brown, Governmental 

Affairs Director of the Coali-

tion of Labor, Agriculture and 

Business of San Luis Obispo 

County. Brown has 42 years of 

state and local government 

experience. 
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PROPOSED 2011-2012 SLO COUNTY BUDGET 

As COLAB has indicated in prior weekly updates, The 

Budget is the fundamental means of implementing policy. 

To a great extent, the power of governments rests on their 

finances. The San Luis Obispo County Board of Supervisors 

will begin consideration of the Budget at 9am on Monday, 

June 13, 2011, in the Board of Supervisors hearing room. 

Additional days could be scheduled if needed. Speakers will 

be allowed to comment separately on the major sections of 

the Budget -- Safety, Land Based (Planning, Public Works, 

and Agriculture), Health, and so forth. The Board intends to 

adopt the Budget on Tuesday June 21, 2011. 

The Proposed Budget continues to fund the County’s 

aggressive “smart growth” land use policy development and 

implementation programs. Even though the total County 

staffing levels have been gradually reduced over the past 3 

years, and even though further reductions occur in the 

proposed 2011-12 year, the primary resources supporting the 

“smart growth” effort remain virtually untouched. The total 

number of employees declined from about 2,600 in FY 2007

-08 to 2,375 in the recommended budget. The decrease from 

the FY 2010-11 budget is 32 (down from 2,407 in the 

current year). In an organization with 2,375 employees and a 

normal amount of turnover, it is unlikely that this small 

reduction will result in involuntary layoffs. The Planning 

and Building Department, which has run with 90 employees 

for the past two years, is reduced by only two (an 

Accounting Technician and a Secretary I), to 88, preserving 

its capacity to drive the land use control machine forward at 

full speed. Similarly the County Counsel’s Office, which has 

a critical legal support role in driving the land use effort and 

which had 21 employees for the past two years, is reduced 

by one, a Deputy County Counsel II.  

The County Counsel’s Budget contains 12 stated objectives 

for 2011-12. Of these, seven are part of the land use 

stratagem and include The Los Osos Habitat Conservation 

Plan, The Los Osos Groundwater Management Plan, 

implementation of the Paso Robles groundwater measures, 

the all-important Land Use and Circulation Element Rural 

Area Update, Implementation of Strategic Growth land use 

ordinance amendments, and the Climate Action Plan. 

 It is stated on page D-256 of the Budget book that “the 

majority of the department’s revenue consists of charges to 

outside agencies and other departments for legal services.” 

Confusingly, the financial information on the prior page 

shows the department receiving no revenue from Charges 

for Current Services and $3,552,370, or 97% of its budget, 

from General Fund Support. The County defines General 

Fund Support as, “the amount of General Fund financial 

support to a given fund center after revenues and other 

funding are subtracted from expenditures.”  

As noted above and not withstanding all the hand wringing 

about budget reductions, the proposed Planning and 

Building Budget is intact and allows the propagation of 

more and more restrictive regulations. The general fund 

contribution to the Department’s overall budget of $11 

million dollars remains at $6 million which, as we have 

pointed out in prior newsletters, is the highest per capita 

general fund contribution for planning of any comparable 

coastal county (Santa Barbara, Monterey, Santa Cruz, 

Marin, Sonoma, and Solano). It is strange that in listing its 

2011-12 objectives, none of the seven land use priority 

objectives listed in the County Counsel’s Budget are listed 

by Planning and Building. Instead, Planning lists: Prepare 

the Shandon Community Plan, Prepare the San Miguel 

Community Plan, Implement condition compliance 

monitoring program, Adopt Green Building Codes, 

Implement energy programs, and Complete General Plan 

and Ordinance amendments related to Planned 

Development, Agricultural Clusters, and Special Events.  

In a section separate from the stated objectives and relative 

to Land Use Planning, the Department indicates that it will 

expend $3.5 million and assign 32 staffers “to help plan 

communities and rural areas by: Facilitating public 

participation and providing opportunities to develop the 

County’s vision for the future through updates to the 

General Plan, ordinances and other planning initiatives.” 

Related to this obfuscatory statement, the department has 

included a performance measure which indicates that they 

will have conducted 460 “planned public outreach and 

education efforts” by June 30, 2011 (2010-11 estimated 

Budget). Even if all 365 days per year including weekends 

and holidays were included, this would amount to an 

average of 1.26 meetings per day. If instead 220 possible 

week work days were used, there would be 2.09 per day. 

Incomprehensibly, for 2011-12, the Department is changing 

the measure from an ordinate count to “100%.” This is 

perfect and government at its best... They are going to do 

100% of an unknown and unspecified number of meetings 

and spend part of $11 million in tax dollars doing it. They 

explain it with, "We modified this measure in order to note 

what the department was going to focus its outreach efforts 

on, not just the number of meetings attended.”  

From a big picture standpoint this Budget is an effort to 

maintain the current mix of County Services during a time  
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PROPOSED 2011-2012 BUDGET (continued) 
 

of declining revenue. It represents the fourth year of an 

expected seven year need to forestall growth in the 

Budget. Salary and benefit costs exert continuous upward 

pressure, which in an era of static and falling revenues 

must be offset with staffing reductions and/or salary and 

benefit concessions by labor in order to preserve services. 

The stated priority is to protect public safety (defined as 

Sheriff, Fire, Probation and District Attorney) to the 

maximum extent possible while not using up financial 

reserves. An unstated priority, as is apparent from the 

expenditures, is to sustain and complete the land use 

regulatory initiatives of the Climate Change-Smart 

Growth onslaught. 

The obsession with maintaining services combined with 

the commitment to smart growth has limited the strategic 

role of the Budget in that it does not discuss (let alone 

contain) alternative structures and strategies to counter the 

very forces which are causing the revenue problems in the 

first place. Economic disintegration and hardship are 

endemic factors of life for County citizens. 

Unemployment, bankruptcies, foreclosures, a dead 

housing industry, a dead construction industry, vacant 

store fronts, vacant commercial space, declining property 

taxes, and growing property tax delinquencies (up from a 

low of 1% in 2001 to more than 3% last year) are relevant 

indicia which should inform major public policy 

allocations such as the Budget. 

Section A of the Budget document does contain a chart 

which shows the growth of unemployment in the County 

since 2005. It is substantial even though, as shown by 

another Section A chart, only four of the County’s top 

employers are private sector firms. The rest are 

governments, government agencies, public educational 

institutions, and public or nonprofit hospitals. The largest 

private sector firm is Pacific Gas and Electric (The Diablo 

Nuclear Power Plant). Half the community can’t wait to 

shut it down. 

The missed opportunity is that this Budget lacks strategic 

policy recommendations to use the County's wealth and 

power to address the underlying causes of the economic 

decline at the local level. Instead millions of dollars are 

being spent to make it even harder to build a home or site 

a factory.  


