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‘Layoff freeze’ in NAPE deal raises concern

BY DAVID MAHER
THE TELEGRAM

An unprecedented “lay-
off freeze” tentatively agreed
to between the provincial
government and the New-
foundland and Labrador As-
sociation of Public and Private
Employees (NAPE) has raised
concerns about whether
government can afford it.
While a wage freeze is included
in the tentative agreement, it’s
a layoff freeze that has New-
foundland and Labrador Em-
ployers” Council executive
director Richard Alexander
deeply concerned.

The clause specifies that
there will be no layoffs by the
government to address budget
restrictions.

Earlier this year, Finance
Minister Tom Osborne said that
in January 2016 the government
was on the verge of not making
payroll for its employees.

Should the government find
itself in a similar predicament,
the clause would prevent it from
looking to the 25,000 public ser-
vants represented by NAPE as a
way of reigning in its spending.

While such a clause is not

without precedent in public-
sector collective agreements in
the rest of Canada, it's a first
for NAPE. Alexander says such
clauses are rare in the private
sector.

“To have a no-layoff clause
put into the collective agree-
ment at a time when the prov-
ince is teetering on the edge of
the fiscal cliff is an exceedingly
dangerous thing for govern-
ment to do,” said Alexander.

“It handcuffs government's
ability to make changes to ex-
penditures within government
if something negative happens
in the economy.”

Alexander says that if the
deal is ratified, the government
would have only two options to
solve financial troubles: more
borrowing or more taxes.

“Which is absolutely un-
imaginable right now.”

The agreement says the work-
force can be reduced through
attrition, but Alexander says
attrition is a slow process, and
the government may have to act
quickly.

Another part of the contract
that's causing concern for
Alexander is the elimination
of severance benefits to NAPE

members. Alexander says it's
a good move, but an up-front
payment from the government
is concerning,

Every NAPE member who has
worked for more than a year
will receive one week of pay per
year employed with the govern-
ment up to 20 years, to be paid
in a lump sum at a point of their
choosing in the next fiscal year.

CBC reported on Wednes-
day that the government could
pay about $250 million up front
to NAPE members to elimin-
ate severance. While the De-
partment of Finance wouldn't
confirm the number, sources
indicate it’'s more or less accur-
ate.

On Wednesday, Premier
Dwight Ball defended the pay-
ment. He says the liability for
the severance payments would
be on the books regardless.

“When it comes Lo severance,
they are liabilities that exist on a
government's balance sheet and
they're there if it’s for manage-
ment employees or theyre there
if they're for union employees.”
said Ball.

“So, at what point that gets
paid out and what that process
looks like, that liability exists on

the government finances. So,
it’s there whether you pay it out
in2017 orit’s there whether you
pay it out at future dates.”

Alexander says it's going to be
a tough pill for some to swallow,
but ultimately, it's a good move
by the government.

“It’s very expensive and a lot
of people are going to be upset
over it, but it does remove and
reduce that cost for taxpayers
moving forward. That's a posi-
tive thing,” said Alexander.

Ultimately, it appears NAPE
was able to get away from major
demands made by the govern-
ment at the start of negotia-
tions.

In a news conference in May,
then-Finance

minister Cathy Bennett out-
lined the government's de-
mands, including addressing
issues of sick leave, group in-
surance and removing protec-
tions for workers whose jobs
are made redundant through
new technologies.

According to documents re-
ceived by The Telegram, only
the severance clause and wage
freeze remain from the govern-
ment’s initial demands, as pre-
sented by Bennett.

NAPE members will hold rati-
fication meetings during the
next two weeks.
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