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During his campaign, Gov. Deval Patrick dismissed a plan by then-Gov. Mitt Romney to deputize about 30 specially trained state troopers to arrest suspected illegal aliens, calling it a "gimmick." Despite his disdain for using state troopers to go after illegal aliens, Patrick recently suggested deputizing union construction workers to track them down. 

Responding to a question about illegal immigration after a speech before the Massachusetts Building Congress (MBC), Patrick suggested allowing union construction workers to collect personal data about other workers' status and forward it to the attorney general or other law-enforcement officials. 

Patrick apparently intends to deputize only union construction workers. Data from the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics shows that only about 20 percent of the Massachusetts construction workers choose to join a union. The governor would confer deputy status on just the chosen few. (Full disclosure: I represent Associated Builders and Contractors, an open-shop contractor organization, but the views expressed here are entirely my own). 

The move would further exacerbate the union/non-union divide in a critical Massachusetts industry. Unions routinely use their substantial political muscle to fight for project labor agreements, which exclude the open shops that make up the majority of the market from even bidding on construction projects. 

The New England Regional Council of Carpenters, a sponsor of Patrick's MBC speech, defended Patrick's suggestion, saying workers are being exploited due to a lack of immigration enforcement. But in April, carpenters' union executive secretary Mark Ehrlich told a columnist that the union had begun signing up illegal aliens, saying, "We could either get on the bus or get run over by it." 

While running for governor, Patrick told supporters there would be times they would be mad at him. But one group to whom Patrick's allegiance has been unwavering has been the unions that so generously bankrolled his campaign. 

During last year's campaign, Patrick promised to get the commonwealth's skyrocketing property taxes under control. The biggest driver of property-tax increases is the cost of health insurance, which is crippling municipal budgets and rising far faster than state health costs. 

One simple way to address the problem is for municipalities to buy health insurance through the Commonwealth's Group Insurance Commission. Despite the fact that the employees would get cheaper and better coverage, many union officials oppose the move because they are unwilling to give up negotiating how premiums would be split between employers and employees. 

Patrick's Municipal Partnership Act, aimed at easing cities' and towns' financial squeeze, would let municipalities join GIC, but allows municipal unions to continue bargaining the employer/employee split. When it came to standing up to unions on behalf of property taxpayers, the administration took a pass. 

In January, the Massachusetts Labor Relations Commission, an independent state board that resolves collective bargaining and unfair-labor-practice disputes, ordered the Boston Teachers Union to cease and desist from their threat to conduct an illegal one-day strike. A month later, Patrick's budget proposal eliminated the LRC. In May, the administration unveiled a plan to take control of labor-dispute resolution. 

Even the very cornerstone of American democracy is under attack. Instead of allowing workers to continue using a secret ballot to decide whether they want to join a union, a bill currently making its way through the Massachusetts Legislature would allow public employees to unionize if half of them sign union cards. 

If you think construction workers investigating the immigration status of their co-workers is an invitation to vigilantism, imagine the specter of union muscle pressuring charter-school teachers to sign union cards. The governor has already indicated his support for the measure. 

Reasonable people can disagree about the wisdom of deputizing state troopers to arrest suspected illegal aliens. But Gov. Patrick's suggestion that union construction workers be deputized is yet another example of an administration seemingly incapable of saying no to its union benefactors. 
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