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BOSTON -- UNTIL IT WAS ENDED by a Democratic takeover of Congress in the 2006 elections, Americans got a hard, four-year lesson in one-party government. In that case, Republican control of the House, Senate and White House gave us a needless war from which there seems no escape, profligate spending and large budget deficits. 

Thankfully, state government can’t start wars. Nevertheless, we in Massachusetts are feeling the effects of one-party rule. 

Since 1938, the Labor Relations Commission, an independent state board, has resolved collective bargaining and unfair-labor-practice disputes free of political influence. Last Jan. 9, the LRC ordered the Boston Teachers Union (BTU), then in contract talks with the city, to cease and desist from a threatened one-day strike. Public-employee strikes are illegal in Massachusetts. 

According to a letter written by two commission members, state Labor and Workforce Development Secretary Suzanne Bump called the LRC that morning to express her displeasure with the ruling and ask for advance notice of controversial decisions in the future. State law explicitly states that the commission is not under Bump’s jurisdiction. 

At a subsequent budget meeting, commissioners Paul T. O’Neill and Hugh L. Reilly allege that Secretary Bump made it clear that a union-representation petition before the commission from the Service Employees International Union — which spent over $600,000 last year to support Governor Patrick’s candidacy — was very important to the administration. The commissioners felt that the message was clear: The LRC’s fate in Patrick’s budget recommendation was linked to the SEIU petition. 

In early February, Bump’s director of labor, George Noel, a former vice president of the Massachusetts AFL-CIO, allegedly appeared unannounced at the LRC accompanied by a union official and insisted on an inappropriate closed-door meeting with commission Chairman John Jesensky to discuss another pending case. 

On Feb. 6, the LRC issued a finding that the BTU — which also supported Governor Patrick during his campaign — was not in compliance with the commission’s January cease-and-desist order. The finding was upheld by two state courts, and the Superior Court levied a $30,000-per-day fine against the union. 

Three weeks later, Patrick’s budget proposed eliminating the LRC. 

The administration calls bringing the commission’s functions under its control a “management reform,” citing the LRC’s case backlog. But other independent, quasi-judicial boards, like the union-friendly Civil Service Commission, have similar backlogs. There, the administration has restrained its reform impulse. 

Union political muscle is nothing new in Massachusetts. During the 2003-2004 election cycle (the most recent for which data are available), nine of the 10 political-action committees that gave the most to candidates for Massachusetts state and county offices were unions or labor-related organizations. More than 90 percent of PAC money went to Democratic candidates. 

Labor’s return on political investment has been high, particularly for the commonwealth’s public-employee unions, which account for the majority of union members in Massachusetts. 

About 90 percent of the executive branch of Massachusetts government is unionized. According to the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics, public employees in eastern Massachusetts earn about 12 percent more than their private-sector counterparts who perform comparable jobs. And that doesn’t include the value of benefit packages that are generally richer than those found in private industry. 

Hugh Reilly has already faced reprisals for going public with his protest. Word of liens on some of his properties was leaked to the media despite the fact that the liens resulted from an old dispute with the IRS and were already in the process of being removed. 

Just over a week after O’Neill and Reilly’s letter, a Patrick spokesperson announced that an internal review of their allegations found no impropriety in Secretary Bump’s actions. The investigation is a preview of the cursory review labor disputes would likely get if they were brought under administration control, rather than resolved by an independent commission. 

The House went along with Patrick’s plan in its budget, but the LRC was funded in the recent state Senate budget proposal. The commission’s fate will be determined as the House, Senate and administration hash out a final budget over the next six weeks. 

Too often in Massachusetts, labor negotiations consist of unions bargaining against officials they helped elect. Eliminating the LRC means many collective-bargaining and labor- practice disputes would be resolved the same way. That’s why one-party government is bad for taxpayers. 
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