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The San Antonio Chamber of Commerce board on Thursday approved a position statement
urging the city to take steps to limit the trend of rising health care benefit costs for city fire and
police personnel.

An “overwhelming majority” of a quorum of the chamber's 100-plus board members approved
the position statement that:

Recommends health care benefits be removed from collective bargaining negotiations with city
police and firefighter unions.

Recommends uniform health care benefits more closely resemble the premiums, deductibles
and out-of-pocket expenses of city civilian employees, who pay for more of their health care
costs.

Recommends the city maintain a certain percentage of its general fund devoted to the public
safety budget. Public safety costs now account for 66.5 percent of the general fund, up from 36
percent in 1975-76, according to the chamber statement.

The chamber does not suggest a specific percentage.

“There has to be a healthy balance. We don't know what that is. Perhaps what other cities do
can be averaged out,” chamber President and CEO Richard Perez said Thursday.The police union
president, Michael Helle, characterized the chamber's positions Thursday as an attack on the
union, a longtime chamber member.

Public safety is a pressing need, Perez said. But the chamber position paper states:

“The city's general fund also supports current municipal services such as public works, parks and
recreations, historic preservation, center city development, libraries, municipal courts and
downtown operations ... if prudent changes are not made to address the rising costs of public
safety as a percentage of the general fund, the ability of the city to adequately provide these
additional services will be in jeopardy.”

“The San Antonio Chamber of Commerce conducted an independent review of the facts
pertaining to police and fire healthcare benefits and reached the conclusion that uniform



’

healthcare benefits should be aligned with those of civilian employees and other Texas cities,”
City Manager Sheryl Sculley said Thursday in a statement. “Public safety is a high priority city
service that should be funded at affordable levels to city taxpayers.”

The San Antonio Chamber has monitored the legacy costs as new public-safety union contract
negotiations neared. The chamber had a role in suggesting several business community and
benefits experts for the 13-member task force that studied legacy costs over a five-month
period until February. The task force included fire and police representatives.

“I'm stunned that the chamber even came out with a position statement,” said Helle, president
of the San Antonio Police Officers Association. “We've been a chamber member for more than
20 years, and for it to attack one of their chamber members is disappointing.

“We encounter business owners every day on our job,” Helle added. “Officers relay feedback to
me that businesses are out there supporting police officers and public safety. It's apparent
there's only a small group in charge (at the chamber) that prefers streetcars and toll roads to
police cars and firetrucks.”

Chamber representatives also attended all task force meetings. Perez and 2014 chamber
Chairman David McGee were at some meetings. Chamber spokeswoman Becky Bridges Dinnin
said fire and police representatives made presentations to chamber leaders before Thursday's
vote.

Both the chamber and a statewide law enforcement organization have conducted polls on
legacy costs.

The chamber's telephone poll, conducted by Austin-based Baselice and Associates, found that
57 percent of respondents favored a proposal requiring uniform employees to pay a portion of
their health care insurance premiums.

The percentage rose to 65 percent after those polled were given “informative statements” on
the issue.

The Combined Law Enforcement Associations of Texas conducted a poll in which voters by a
“near 2-1 margin want the city of San Antonio to continue covering the full cost of health
insurance premiums for the city's police officers,” according to a news release issued Tuesday.

The poll was conducted by Austin pollster Leland Beatty. It also found that “nearly eight in 10
San Antonio residents rate the city's police force as good or excellent.”

Calls seeking reaction from the firefighter union to the chamber position statement were not
returned Thursday. But the fire police unions issued a joint statement Thursday opposing the
chamber's position.

Contract talks between the city and the SAPOA are underway. A session scheduled for Tuesday
will focus on health care benefits. Contract talks between the city and the San Antonio
Professional Firefighters Association are expected to begin soon.



