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INTRODUCTION

The Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) Local 30 is pleased to have this opportunity to present our views on the reorganization of the City of Edmonton.   As the union that represents the city’s outside workers, we have a vested interest in whatever form the reorganization takes because our members will be affected by any changes.   Our 2,000 members work in four city departments:   Parks and Recreation, Public Works, Finance and Transportation.


We are also interested in the city’s reorganization review because we want to ensure that at the end of the process the city continues to provide high quality public services.    Our members are proud of their long history of providing quality and essential municipal services to the citizens of Edmonton.  Since 1917, CUPE Local 30 outside workers have built and repaired Edmonton’s roads, sewers, water-mains and sidewalks, picked up household garbage, cleaned and maintained civic buildings, cut grass and tended the trees and flowers in City parks, and operated the municipal pools and arenas.

“... the review of the city’s

structure must focus on how to

provide the highest quality of services

possible to the public.” 


As front-line workers we understand the importance of quality public services and we strive to provide the best service possible.   We believe that the review of the city’s structure must focus on how to provide the highest quality of services possible to the public.    This will require a review of the increased practice of contracting-out of city services over the years that we believe has led to an erosion of services to Edmontonians.    We will point out many examples in this submission of how contracting-out is providing poorer quality and level of service to the public and is, in fact, more costly than services provided in-house.


We hope that our submission will be the first step in an ongoing dialogue and consultation with the city manager as part of the reorganizational review.   The input of our union is critical to the success of any restructuring process.   We look forward to further discussions with you.


THE REVIEW OF THE CITY STRUCTURE

CUPE Local 30 is pleased that the city manager shared documents with us on various organizational models and change.   However, we are not prepared to select or submit a specific organizational model at this time.   Instead, we would like to propose specific principles that we believe should guide the reorganization of the city structure.   


The principles that should guide the reorganization are:

•   The goal of restructuring must be to maintain and improve the quality and level of services provided to the public;

•   There must be constant, meaningful consultation and input from CUPE Local 30 throughout the reorganization process; and,

•  Reorganization should eliminate administrative inefficiencies and waste, not cut front-line workers and the valuable services they provide to the public.


We have developed these principles based on past experiences of our members in other restructuring experiments.   Our members have been restructured into teams; we have been re-engineered and re-tooled; we have been subjected to Total Quality Management and have seen our jobs contracted-out or outsourced.   Every time a new management fad sweeps across the country, our members are subjected to the experiment without genuine involvement or voice.   


Change within an organization can create significant stress and uncertainty in both the working and family lives of workers, especially when they feel they have no control over the changes being implemented in their workplace.   Restructuring within an organization also impacts upon service delivery and quality, often disrupting services or creating delays or confusion in terms of responding to the needs of the public.   


The most positive way to effect change is to create a process that ensures genuine input and involvement of all workers.   Front-line workers know their jobs well and understand how changes will impact on service delivery.   It is critical that front-line workers are consulted about proposed changes and allowed the opportunity to make recommendations on any proposals that restructure service delivery.    This is not only important for cooperative labour relations but it also makes common sense.   The transition to a new organizational structure will be smoother and less disruptive if problems are identified and worked out cooperatively with the union first.

“...the most positive way to effect

change is to create a process that ensures

genuine input and involvement

of all workers.”

Parks and Recreation Restructuring:


a high price to pay

One example of how disastrous restructuring without union consultation can be is the recent restructuring that was done in the Parks and Recreation Department of the City of Edmonton last year.    The restructuring plan was presented as a fait acompli to the union in January 1995 and management began to implement the changes immediately.   The stated goal of the restructuring was to reduce the levels of foremen in the Department but, in effect, the changes radically altered job descriptions and qualifications and the working relationships within the Department.  Employees were forced to re-apply for their job.   Employees who had been doing their job well for years -- some employees for as long as 20 years -- suddenly found themselves “unqualified” for their own jobs.   Senior foremen were abruptly demoted to lower-paid classifications.   

“... employees who had been doing 

their job well for years suddenly found 

themselves ‘unqualified’ for their own jobs.”

The result of the restructuring has been chaos and confusion within the Department.  Employees are under tremendous stress, there is mistrust between employees and morale is at an all-time low.    The restructuring has also seriously damaged labour relations in the Department that will take years to mend.   There have been 94 grievances filed of which eleven are going to arbitration.   


In the end, the whole process will result in being extremely costly for the city.

The additional administration involved in postings and reviewing job applications, the cost of arbitrations, the poisoned work environment and low morale in the Department is a high price to pay for restructuring.   It is particularly disheartening when one considers that the negative impacts could have been avoided if management had been willing to involve the union in consultations before implementing its restructuring plan.


We urge the city manager to conduct a review of the restructuring that occurred in the Parks and Recreation Department.     Neither the city nor its employees can afford to repeat the experience from that Department in a new reorganization of the city.    We believe that a restructuring process can be more positive if the principles for restructuring that our union has identified are followed.   We will further elaborate on those principles in the following pages.   


PRINCIPLES FOR REORGANIZATION
PRINCIPLE #1:
The goal of restructuring must be to maintain and improve the quality and level of services to the public.


Public services are important to the community.   Without these services, we would not be a community.   The history of municipal services has been one where the community has democratically decided what services are essential and important for the public good.  The history of fire protection services is a case in point.   At the turn of the century individual home owners and businesses had to purchase fire insurance before fire fighters would come to their aid in a fire.   People quickly realized that general fire protection for all was in the best interests of the entire community.


The public services provided by the City of Edmonton are what makes the city an attractive place for people to live, work, raise their families and do business.   Good infrastructure, beautiful parks, clean streets, social programs and responsive emergency services all contribute to the quality of life in our city.

“... even those citizens who 

do not use parks or recreation facilities 

recognize their value to the community.”

A recent survey of Edmonton citizens’ views of the value of parks and recreation shows that even those who do not use parks or recreation facilities recognize the value of these services to the community.    The survey, conducted by the Health, Leisure and Human Performance Research Institute of the University of Manitoba in October 1996,   revealed that 98 percent of Edmonton households believe that local parks provide benefits to them, other household members or the community.   Of those surveyed, 81 percent say they use parks and recreation services.   Even 71 percent of those who do not use parks and recreation services say that they benefit from these services because they make the community a better place to live.


The survey also showed that a high percentage of Edmontonians would pay more than the current $75.00 per person per year for parks and recreation services.

This is a strong endorsement of the value and benefit of public services in our community.


As the union that represents the front-line workers that provide important public services,   we are committed to providing the highest quality services possible to the public.   We understand the value that the public places on having reliable and high quality service.   We believe that quality services could be jeopardized in a restructuring process unless the main objective of the restructuring is to preserve and improve public services.   We urge the city manager to make this your main goal as you consider reorganization options.


We also assert that the goal of providing quality and efficient services to the public cannot be met if the current practice of contracting-out continues or is expanded.  Our union can provide hundreds of examples of where contracting-out of city services has resulted in poor quality work -- sometimes requiring the work to be redone by city workers or additional costs to be borne to repair damage done by contractors --  and less accountability to the citizens of Edmonton.   We will outline our concerns with contracting-out further in this submission.

PRINCIPLE #2:
There must be constant, meaningful consultation and input from CUPE Local 30 throughout the reorganization process.


All of the problems that arose in the restructuring of the Parks and Recreation Department illustrate the need for genuine consultation with the unions in a reorganization process.   We believe that the labour relations disputes and the stress and chaos within the Department could have been avoided if management had consulted with the union about its plans and worked with the union to develop a restructuring plan that met the needs of both the employees and management.


As the city manager considers a city-wide reorganization, the need to consult and develop cooperative working relations with the unions is even more evident.   The reorganization of city departments could bring together departments where the employees are represented by more than one union and it will be important to consider union jurisdiction issues.   The City of Saskatoon, which is in the process of implementing the recommendations from a major reorganizational review, is in the midst of settling union jurisdiction disputes over work of the bargaining unit in merged departments.   With meaningful consultation of the unions in the reorganization process in the city of Edmonton,   it will be possible to plan for, if not avoid, major problems around such questions as union jurisdiction.


We recommend that the city manager form joint labour/management committees that are involved in all the steps of the reorganization process.   The employee members of these committees should be selected by the union, not management, and should be given access to all employees in the workplace in order to consult with them directly on reorganization plans.   Employees on joint committees at the City of Winnipeg have been given this access by their employer.    


Another important function of the joint committees would be to consider the impact of restructuring proposals on the quality and delivery of city services.   Management or department heads may have an understanding of the overall functions of their department, but front-line workers are the ones who provide the services and know first hand what works and what doesn’t.   By involving the union in a meaningful way,   and not simply as part of a committee that rubber-stamps decisions from above,  we believe that it will be possible to effect positive changes that improve the quality of public services.

PRINCIPLE #3:
Reorganization should eliminate administrative waste and inefficiencies, not cut front-line workers and the valuable services they provide to the public.


As local governments across the country are facing reductions in the level of funding from higher levels of government, they feel pressured to find ways to cut costs.   Some local governments target front-line workers and the services they provide before considering other options.  


We believe that the levels of administration and duplication between departments should be reviewed with the goal of eliminating waste and inefficiencies.   The membership of our union local has been reduced by approximately 40 percent since the early 1980s, impeding our ability to maintain a high level of public services.   On the other hand, we have witnessed increased numbers of management in various departments.   Why is there a need for more managers to supervise fewer and fewer front-line workers?   It is worth noting that in the reorganization of the City of Winnipeg, management was cut by 24 percent and no in-scope employees were laid off. 


Our union’s priority in reorganization, as stated earlier in this submission, is to improve the delivery of public services and be more responsive to the public.     As front-line workers,   we are involved in the delivery end of services to the public.   If given the opportunity, we could find ways to improve service delivery,  eliminate waste and be more responsive to the needs of the public we serve.      


One of our main proposals is to eliminate contracting-out.  Ending the practice of contracting-out will provide better and more accountable service to the public and bringing the work back in-house will be more cost-effective.  

“... our union’s priority in reorganization

is to improve the delivery of public services

and be more responsive to the public.”

CONTRACTING-OUT

The City of Edmonton’s practice of contracting-out public services is a major concern of CUPE Local 30.   We have already presented two detailed briefs to the city in the past which document the serious problems created by contracting-out.  Despite the overwhelming evidence of the costs and inefficiencies associated with contracting-out, the city continues this practice.


We believe that it is critical that the practice of contracting-out be examined within this review of the city’s organizational structure.   The city manager has asked a number of questions about municipal service delivery within a new city structure.  We believe that it is impractical to discuss how the city delivers service to the public without reviewing contracting-out.   


Both City Council and the city administration have a responsibility to ensure that the citizens of Edmonton are receiving the best services possible for their taxes.   Contracting-out should not be promoted or defended for purely ideological reasons:   the cost-effectiveness,  quality of services and accountability to taxpayers of private contractors must be rigorously examined and put to the test.

“...it is impractical to discuss 

how the city delivers services to the public

without reviewing contracting-out.”

We would like to point out a few of the many examples of where private contractors fall short.   For each example we provide, there are dozens more which we could elaborate upon.   However, for the purposes of brevity, we will highlight only a few.   We will focus on the three main problems with contracting-out:   cost, quality of work and accountability.


Cost

Contracting-out is not cost-effective.   The primary reason for this is because the private contractor needs to make a profit.   Often the profit is made by paying their workers low wages or by cutting corners such as not providing proper equipment or not adhering to safety regulations.  Our members have witnessed many violations of safety regulations by private contractors.


In the city of Edmonton there are a number of examples where contracting-out is much more costly than if the service had been provided in-house.   Private contractors hired for snow removal are paid between $65 and $100 per hour, more than quadruple the hourly rate paid to city workers.   In addition, the city subsidizes the overhead costs of the private contractors by supplying blades for their snow ploughs and allowing them to use city electrical outlets to plug in their vehicles at no cost.


In 1990 the lowest private contractor bid for a sewer relocation project at the University of Alberta was $1.5 million.   The city’s construction branch said it could do the job for $680,000 and actually finished the project ahead of schedule and at a lower total cost of $600,000.  


Tree pruning is another example where providing the service in-house is less expensive.   An analysis of the costs of boulevard tree pruning by the Department of Parks and Recreation shows that it costs the city $30 per tree less by providing the service in-house.   If pruning was contracted-out it would cost the city $300,000 more per year.


Another more recent example surfaced in August of this year when it was revealed that the Public Works Department cancelled a contract for cement cutting after realizing that they could save $20,000 a year by doing the work in-house.     Unfortunately the mayor did not appreciate the cost-consciousness of the Department and criticized the Department for cancelling the contract with the private company.   We are appalled by this line of thinking that the taxpayers should subsidize the private sector for services that can be provided more efficiently and at less cost by public sector workers. 


Sometimes contracting-out is more costly in the long run because of damage done by private contractors.  For example, private contractors hired to cut grass in city parks damaged over 300 trees this year that will cost over $100,000 for surgeries and replacements.   Private garbage trucks that carry more than the legal load limit have created damage to city roads and lanes over the years.   The cost to repair roads and lanes was $17.28 per kilometre and over $27 per kilometre for trucks carrying a load 10 percent above the legal limit, according to transportation department figures.  We believe that the total damage to city roads and lanes caused by private contractors has run into the millions of dollars but this has never been properly estimated by the city.


 At a time of declining revenues to municipalities from the provincial government and continual budget cuts to city departments, we believe that the cost of contracting-out public services needs to be examined.   All factors, including the cost to the city of administering and reviewing private contracts,  need to be considered in a cost analysis.  We believe that there will be significant cost-savings by letting public sector workers do the job.   Not only will there be cost-savings but, we argue,  there will also be improvements in the quality of the work.

“...the total damage to city roads

and lanes caused by private contractors

has run into the millions of dollars ...”

Quality of work

Our members have seen first hand the poor quality of work of private contractors.  In many cases we have been called to re-do the contractor’s inferior work or repair damage left by a contractor.   Other times, our members have witnessed the sloppy work or shortcuts of a contractor.  


A recent example is the poor quality of turf maintenance, or lawn cutting, by a private contractor this summer.  The contract was reduced by one-quarter by the city because the company could not meet its commitments.   In comparison, our members have been able to provide quality and timely service to the public.


We are also aware of damage done to trees by private grass cutters.   In the summer of 1993, one-third of the trees in Borden Park, 20 trees in Rundle Park and 30 trees in Gateway Park were damaged by inept grass-mowing crews.   The problems we have witnessed have also been reported as complaints by the public in almost 100 calls to the Citizen Action Centre this summer.   A review of comments from June 10 to October 10 of this year shows that citizens have been extremely dissatisfied with the quality of grass cutting this year and the incompetence of private contractors.   

“...stop wasting tax dollars 

on contractors and get the city 

looking like it used to!”

Citizens said they were “disgusted” by the grass cutting and embarrassed when visitors came to their city.   They said they were once proud of their beautiful city parks but now the parks were an “eyesore” and an “utter disgrace.”   One person felt that the poor upkeep of the parks was the reason Edmonton lost a horticultural competition.  A large majority of callers demanded the city stop contracting-out the work to incompetent contractors.   “They sure don’t do the work that city workers did,” commented one person.  “Stop wasting tax dollars on contractors and get the city looking like it used to,” commented another. 


In other departments where both our members and private contractors do the same work,   complaints about the contractors’ work are always higher.  In 1992, for example,  the number of citizen complaints about garbage collection that were directed against city crews was 138.  In comparison, the number of complaints against BFI and WMI were three times and nearly five times as high, respectively.   In 1993, private contractors did one-third of the city’s turf-cutting work but were the subject of 56 percent more complaints from the public.   


Accountability

The cost-effectiveness and quality of public services are often the two most obvious concerns raised with contracting-out.    The loss of public accountability with private contractors is another major concern that is often overlooked or not seriously considered by the city.


Contracting-out raises serious implications for elected officials in terms of their accountability to the public.   When a contractor provides poor quality work, causes damage to city or private property, or overcharges the city for its work,   there is no direct accountability to the public.   It is more difficult for the city to respond to complaints from the public about a contractor’s work.   Citizens lose confidence in their elected officials to provide essential and high quality public services.


Ultimately the city is responsible and legally liable for the work of private contractors.    In our 1989 brief, Beyond the Bottom Line, we point out a number of examples where private homes were damaged by the careless and shoddy work of private contractors.   Residents made dozens of phone calls to city hall, to the contractor and insurance companies trying to determine who was responsible and who would pay to repair the damages done to their homes.


The citizens of Edmonton deserve high quality services and it is the responsibility of city officials to ensure that citizens receive services they can be proud of.  
By keeping city services within the public sector,   we can be more responsive to the needs and concerns of citizens.  We can strengthen our community and improve the quality of life in our city.   


CONCLUSION

CUPE Local 30 is not opposed to change.  In fact, throughout our submission we have pointed out the need to improve the delivery methods and quality of services to the citizens of Edmonton.   We believe that the reorganization of the city structure must focus on how to deliver high quality services to the public.


We have also pointed out that it will be impossible to meet the goal of quality public services if the city continues to contract-out work to the private sector.   Private contractors are more expensive, do poorer quality work, and are not accountable to the public for their work.   In contrast, public sector workers provide higher quality, reliable, cost-effective service to the public.  We're proud of the work we do for our community.


 Whatever form of reorganization the city manager decides upon,   it is critical that the unions are involved in a genuine process to review and implement the changes.  Past experiments with "empowerment" have not allowed genuine participation or input from our members.  We believe that a cooperative approach, similar to the joint committee structure developed in the City of Winnipeg with CUPE, would be a positive way to implement a new departmental structure in the City of Edmonton.  Management-driven reform will not be as effective or successful as a process that ensures the meaningful participation of all workers.


We also urge the city manager to develop a realistic timeframe for implementing the new structure to ensure that there is sufficient time for both the unions and management to consider the implications of proposed changes.


There are other important issues that we would like to comment on but cannot because of time constraints.  For example, the question of changing needs for city services in the future is one we hope to have the opportunity to explore at a later date.  For example, a greater emphasis on the enviornment in the future will place increased importance on how the city provides waste management and recycling services to its citizens.  We believe that this will require greater public control of waste management services to ensure that the environmental concerns are met.  


We would like to thank you again for this opportunity to present our views about reorganization.    We look forward to continued dialogue and opportunities to participate in the process of reorganization.
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