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By DON McINTOSH
Associate Editor

Six City of Portland parking meter
technicians are about to get $28,300
each. That’s the penalty the City was or-
dered to pay for trampling their union
contract, which was supposed to pre-
vent outsourcing of their work.

Laborers Local 483, the union that
represents the parking meter techs,
warned more than three years ago that
the City would be breaking its union
contract if it paid a private company to
upgrade city-owned parking pay sta-
tions — work similar to what the city
employees had previously done.

City Council ignored the warning
and approved the outsourced upgrade in
November 2006. The union filed griev-
ances, and was vindicated in binding ar-
bitration.

As detailed in the December 2009
arbitrator’s ruling, hearing transcripts,
and interviews, Local 483 did every-
thing it could to defend workers’ con-
tract rights, while the City tried to hide
the outsourcing from the union, and
then dug in its heels with multiple and
contradictory legal arguments.

Nothing smelled right about the de-
cision to contract this work out, said Lo-
cal 483 Business Manager Richard
Beetle.And it smelled worse and worse
when the Portland Tribune and other
newspapers began scrutinizing the City
parking operation in a series of articles
in 2008.

The collective bargaining agreement
between the City of Portland and the
seven-union District Council of Trade
Unions (DCTU) is a model for its
strong protections against privatization.
Since 1976, a clause in the contract has
said the City can’t contract out work
done by members of the bargaining
unit, unless it can show that it will re-
sult in reduced costs. And those cost
savings can’t be the result of paying pri-
vate sector workers lower wages and
benefits. There’s an exception: The City
can contract out work that has previ-
ously been contracted out. But even
then, the union has to be given 10 days
notice and a reasonable opportunity to
discuss the matter, allowing it to make
alternate proposals on how to do the
work.

None of those requirements were
followed when the City outsourced an
upgrade of its ultra-modern parking me-
ters in late 2006.

For decades, in-house parking meter
technicians had repaired and main-
tained the City’s coin-fed single-space
mechanical parking meters. Then in
2002, Portland became the first U.S.
city to install the new “SmartMeters”
— solar-powered electronic pay sta-
tions that accept coins and debit/credit
cards, and print out sticker receipts that
drivers affix to vehicles. Working with
manufacturer Parkeon, the City’s techs
learned how to repair and maintain the
new machines. They became expert
enough that they completed a system-
wide upgrade in 2004, ahead of sched-
ule and under budget.

But in 2006, parking managers de-

termined that the City could cut the
bankcard fees it pays for each transac-
tion if it replaced a firmware component
in to enable real-time credit card au-
thorization.

No one ever notified the union that
the City intended to have a contractor
do the work. But parking meter techs
became suspicious when a manager di-
rected one of them to deliver two me-
ters to the premises of a private com-
pany, “so [they] could learn how to
work on them.”

A workplace union steward called
then-Local 483 Field Representative
Michael Dehner (now a rep for Oregon
AFSCME). Dehner fired off a letter
Oct. 18, 2006 asking if the city was con-
sidering contracting out an upgrade. As
the arbitrator later put it, “the City not
only failed to notify the union … it af-
firmatively misled the union,” and
“disingenuously claimed confusion
about what the union wanted.”

Weeks later, Dehner was reading the

agenda for the upcoming Nov. 14 City
Council meeting when he saw an item
— approval of a three-year $1.3 million
contract with Toronto-based Precise
ParkLink to upgrade downtown Smart-
Meters. A schedule conflict kept
Dehner from attending, but he submit-

ted a letter to Council, warning they
would be violating the union contract if
they approved the deal. No response.

Precise ParkLink was approved, and
it subcontracted with a local company,
FeatherLite, to do the work. FeatherLite
had an existing contract with the City to
store and deliver the meters’ adhesive
paper, but had no special qualifications
or experience working on parking me-
ters.

“It was maddening,” Dehner said.
“The City had already invested in train-
ing our people, and yet here it was at-
tempting to take work away from
highly-trained, well-qualified and dedi-
cated public servants, and hand it to a
corporate entity that was trying to do it
very inexpensively.”

FeatherLite hired two workers, and
got to work in Spring 2007 — remov-
ing meters, switching out components,
and re-installing the meters.

City parking meter techs say prob-
lems began with the very first meter
FeatherLite worked on. Re-installed
machines were improperly anchored to
the sidewalk, missing parts, and put
back together wrong. The City techs
took pictures of machines that had been
certified by the contractor as in work-

ing order, and displayed them on a
“wall of shame” at their workshop. An
improperly installed cable in one ma-
chine prevented insertion of credit
cards. In another, the paper wasn’t fed
to where it could print a receipt. Protec-
tive boots on batteries were missing,
putting a machine at risk of short-cir-
cuit.

And FeatherLite wasn’t returning
machines to the same locations they
were removed from. That rendered use-
less five years worth of machine-spe-
cific maintenance records the City techs
had written on cards stored in each
SmartMeter. It also caused confusion
for customers. Machines would have
stickers that said “one-hour parking” on
blocks where street signs said there was
three-hour parking.

The City parking meter techs
protested, all six signing a letter to then-
Commissioner Sam Adams complain-
ing that they were having to spend city
resources repairing work the contractors
had done improperly. Union represen-
tatives set up a meeting withAdams and
labor liaison Terry Richardson, at which
techs showed the photographs and ex-
plained what was going on. Nothing
changed. Techs were told they would be
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Portland parking meter techs win fight against outsourcing

It took three years, but six City of Portland parking meter technicians were
vindicated in December when an arbitrator ruled the City had broken their
union contract and outsourced their work. Pictured from left to right,
Laborers Local 483 members Tam Nguyen, Carla Hales, Molly M. Twohy, K.
Dean Lucas, and Wayne Lawler. Not pictured is Ben Capps, also in the group.
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