SCENARIO: Coastal County Clerk of Court

Coastal County’s Clerk of Court, located in Amber Beach, has long provided traditional county clerical and administrative services to a community that was bypassed during much of Florida’s growth. In addition to these services, the Clerk also acts as the county’s Constitutionally-chartered Chief Financial Officer. For many years, the Court Clerk was Art Brewer, who easily won re-election every four years not just because he was familiar with the county and its residents, but because he maintained low operating costs.

One reason for Art’s low operating costs was his failure to incorporate technology throughout the 1990s; Coastal County only used computer systems when absolutely required to do so by the State of Florida. Art didn’t encourage use of the Internet or external sourcing as ways to provide cost-effective county services; he didn’t even use the state-sponsored mail-in vehicle license program until the State mandated it. In Art’s mind, Coastal County was sparsely populated, and it was just as easy for residents to conduct such business at the courthouse.

By 1998, development began catching up with Coastal County when Northern Florida retirees “discovered” the sleepy little village of Amber Beach. As newcomers caused the county population to surge, the Office of Clerk of Court found itself facing more citizens, more property development, and a growing attitude that Art Brewer and the Clerk’s office needed to enter the tech era, whether they wanted to or not. Summed up one new arrival: “They don’t even have a Web site!” 

THE PLAYERS

Art Brewer, former Court Clerk of Coastal County: A lifetime Coastal County resident, Art grew up working in county government. As Court Clerk, Art supervised court and general administration, and county finances with a relaxed management style, granting plenty of latitude to each department head, so long as they were “in the public,“ and visible to taxpayers. After years of service, Art retired in 2005. 

Dennis Munger, Department Head: A married father of four grown children and primary caretaker of his elderly parents, 55-year-old Dennis has worked for the County Clerk for 25 years. 

He’s on board with Art’s “in the public” view and often spends part of his working day visiting community groups, stopping by coffee hangouts and making efforts to learn how the county government can better respond to the needs of its citizens. Over the years, Dennis has found it increasingly necessary to step out of the office one or more times during the day to attend to the needs of his elderly parents, but he always makes up the time, regularly putting in 50-60-hour work weeks. Because of his situation, Dennis appreciated Art’s relaxed management style. 

Dan Bodkin, Coastal County employee: An older worker, Dan is a diabetic who needs frequent snacks to maintain proper blood sugar levels, and frequent walks to maintain circulation. He believes that while management has no trouble accommodating the needs of pregnant women, it turns a blind eye to the needs of chronically ill employees, especially older ones. Dan is vocal about what he perceives as ageism.

Stan Accord, a Coastal County newcomer, and newly elected County Clerk:  A change advocate, Stan believes that “relaxed management” is no more than a euphemism for loose management that does not hold people accountable, and that substitutes “coffee on the square” for good business practice. As Art Brewer’s replacement, Stan plans to tighten staff supervision; this will include requiring department managers to document their time out of the office. 

Amber Beach Bugle: A small-town newspaper that digs deep into local issues, the Bugle has no personal agenda but is not above sensationalizing to sell more papers.

Mona Michael, Senior Vice President of the Southeast Region, National Association for Aged Americans: Focused on using NAAA resources to help elderly citizens in need, Mona believes that Dennis Munger can be a “poster child” for her cause, illustrating the need for legislation and policy that allows workers to care for their aging parents. If the case is not quickly resolved, Mona plans to make it a national story that will serve NAAA’s agenda. 

Bob White, Florida President of the American Association of County and City Employees, (AACCE) AFL-CIO: Bob is always looking for opportunities to demonstrate the value of government employee unions, but is also genuinely interested in helping the employees of Coastal County. Bob doesn’t view the Coastal County situations as an age issue, but rather another example of management’s ability to take advantage of employees not under union protection. Bob would like to see Coastal County employees become members of AACCE and establish a local branch, which would force county management to negotiate not only salary and benefits, but flexible working conditions.
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CONFLICT SPILLS INTO THE STREET
Employee discontent, citizen outrage and special interests were the forces behind a shocking public display outside the Coastal County Courthouse, which heretofore had been recognized primarily as the home of  Pete, the one-winged pelican. Picketers’ signs spelled out vehement messages, but not all outrage was created equal. “Accord has to go!, “Get paid all day? Work all day!” “Citizens support Accord.” “Honor those who honor thy Father and Mother!” The conflicting posts drew very clear battle lines.

The County Commissioners will conduct a public hearing next Tuesday to address issues that prompted the picketing. Stan Accord, Coastal County Clerk of Court, has been invited to explain his position and answer resident questions. It’s sure to be a hot time as pro-elder activists, upset county government employees, and Citizens for Responsible Government all converge. The pro-elder activists promise that this case will be the cornerstone of new proposed legislation. The hearing will be broadcast live on Island Cable channel 58 at 8:00 p.m. Tuesday. 

FLASHBACKS

JULY 15, 2005 

Excerpt from TV CHANNEL 4 NEWS interview with Art Brewer: 

CHANNEL 4: Mr. Brewer, you’ve been County Clerk here in Coastal County for many years. Some say that your management style is lax, and that you don’t even require your department heads to be in the office all day. What do you say to those charges?

Art Brewer: I don’t need my department heads chained to the desk to see what they do – I see it in their accomplishments. In my long association with county government, I’ve found that problems are not found and fixed in the office. I want my department heads out in the community where they can see and hear what problems face the community, problems their departments can address. My honorable challenger believes it best to keep department heads behind closed doors, and if he’s elected to replace me, you’ll find County Services will be located behind those same doors, without the community give-and-take that we enjoy now.”

SEPTEMBER 15, 2005
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MUNGER TO FACE ACCORD
Veteran County Clerk of Courts Art Brewer will not seek re-election this year; long-time deputy Dennis Monger will stand for election instead. Monger is opposed by Stan Accord, a relative newcomer to the Island.

Munger’s maintains that under his leadership, the Office of the Clerk of the Court would remain as is. “Continuing Art Brewer’s legacy, I’ll maintain that personal touch that you’ve come to know,” he promises.  As deputy, Munger has been primarily responsible for administrative records and the limited computer operations of the county.

Stan Accord’s platform is quite the opposite. If elected, he will focus on  “efficiency, responsiveness and technology” in the Office of Clerk of Court, and on CFO duties that have long been ignored. “If you are paying county department heads to work, you don’t expect to see them ‘gladhanding’ around the county and drumming up support for the Clerk’s next election,” Accord maintains. “You expect to see them working for the taxpayers.”

NOVEMBER 10, 2006
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ACCORD DEFEATS MUNGER; EXPECT CHANGES

The balance of power in the County has clearly shifted, as evidenced by Stan Accord’s victory over Dennis Munger in the battle for County Clerk of Court. Effective Monday, Accord will be Munger’s immediate supervisor. As expected, Accord has announced plans for sweeping changes at the Courthouse. Most significantly, Accord has insisted that all department heads “toe the line,” and work a full day in the office. Any absences from the office must be requested in advance and approved by Accord.

DECEMBER 12, 2005

STAN ACCORD’S OFFICE

Meeting requested by Munger to discuss  Accord’s “short absence” policy

Accord: I guess you are here to discuss why I want you to check with me before you leave to visit your parents across town, right?

Munger: For all my years here, I’ve considered my job a 24/7 obligation, and even though I leave for an hour or so during the day to help my parents eat their lunch and take their baths, I’ve more than made up for it by working at least six, and often seven days a week. Now you demand that I get your “mother-may-I” before I go? What if you’re not available? Do I let my parents go without food all day until I can find you?

Accord: You won’t have any problem finding me; that‘s the point of the new policy -- I‘ll be here, too. 

Munger:  Should I also call you when I come in to check on computer tax bill runs at 8 p.m. on a Saturday night, or when I meet citizens who request a weekend meeting on Saturday or Sunday afternoon? Do I call you when I’m called at home by another department head for coordination?

Accord: You’re making more of this than there is to it. I’m not denying you the opportunity to take care of your parents… I just want an organized way to do it so I know what’s happening.

Munger: It’s going to take more than that for you to know what’s happening here – you have no background, no experience, and no willingness to learn from those who do! You only got elected…not educated!

Accord: Look, Dennis, let’s just try it my way for a while, and see if there is any problem. 

Munger: It’s a matter of age, isn’t it? You haven’t hesitated to let one of our young mothers leave to take care of a sick child, have you? But I have to get your permission to leave to take care of my sick and aging parents. What’s the difference – you discriminate against those of us who are older?

Accord: OK, Dennis, we’re not getting any further, so let’s call it a day now, and try it my way. We can talk in a week and see how it’s going. 

Munger (with door open, so that other employees can hear): Stan, you are discriminating against older employees and those who have responsibility for aging parents. I’m not going to let this drop, and you can rest assured we will discuss it sooner than a week from now!”

DECEMBER 18, 2005
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MUNGER TAKES CASE TO STATE COMMISSION
Coastal County Deputy Clerk of Courts Dennis Munger has filed charges against County Clerk Stan Accord for actions in violation of the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA) and the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). The charges were filed with the Florida Human Rights Commission (FHRC), which is an EEOC intake agency. The charges arise from Accord’s insistence that Munger and other employees get permission to before leaving the building. 

According to Munger, he has for years taken an hour break at some point during the day to check on his elderly parents and fix them lunch. When Stan Accord took over as County Clerk in November, he disallowed Munger to continue this practice, which Munger says is discriminatory.

Mona Michael, senior vice president of the Southeast Region, National Association for Aged Americans (NAAA), says that the graying of America has put more and more middle-aged Americans in positions as parental caretakers, even as they try to care for their own families and maintain full-time jobs. Workplaces, she notes, have been slow to recognize the need for flexible policies that accommodate these obligations. “I’ve spoken with Florida Senate and House leadership about enacting legislation to protect the rights of workers to accommodate their obligations to their parents while still meeting the needs of the employer,” Michael notes. 

Meanwhile, Bob White, Florida President of the American Association of County and City Employees, (AACCE) AFL-CIO, is encouraging Coastal County employees to join the AACCE so that management will not be able to unilaterally act against them one at a time. “Stan Accord has provided you a glimpse of what happens when employees don’t have a united voice or the ability to bargain collectively,” White maintains. “If you want to protect the reasonable rights you have enjoyed for years, you need to join the county union.” White has disbursed union literature and union dues withholding cards to prompt employees to action.

“Mr. Accord does demonstrate empathy – it would be unfair to not recognize that,” points out Coastal County employee Dan Bodkin. “But his empathy is directed toward younger workers. He never fails to let pregnant women change their schedules to accommodate doctors’ appointments, a need to get a snack, or maternity leave. If a new mom goes home to breastfeed or attend to a sick child, Stan never has a problem with it.“

For Bodkin, this issue is personal. As a diabetic, sitting in six-hour staff meetings without movement or food can pose health issues. Other older employees have joint pain that is kept at bay by frequent movement. “Stan drones on in meetings without any thought to the physical limitations of the older, more experienced workers,“ Bodkin complains.

Other county workers who wish to remain anonymous have said they will soon lend their voices to  Munger and Bodkin’s cause in an effort to secure fair treatment for older workers.

January 3, 2006

Excerpt from TV CHANNEL 4 NEWS

“…and here at Amber Beach, County government is shaken by a major reorganization as recently-elected County Clerk of Court Stan Accord follows through on a campaign promise of ‘efficiency and accountability’ by eliminating 15 jobs in the office of County Clerk of Court. Accord has eliminated all the jobs associated with data records management and computer systems, replacing them with contracted services from a competitive bid. Taking over the duties will be Recordation Services, Inc., a company specializing in computerization of local government systems. 

One of the more controversial layoffs is Deputy Clerk of Court Dennis Munger, who has had a strained relationship with County Clerk Accord since Accord beat Munger in last November’s election. 

Accord says that Munger’s position, like all county employees, is an “at will” job with no job protection, and that he has violated no statutes or employee rights in eliminating the jobs, including Munger‘s. Accord explains that if the records and computer management is being outsourced, there is no need for a Deputy Clerk, who historically supervised this function when it was internally staffed.

Dan Bodkin, another vocal critic of the Accord administration, has noted that the average age of those laid off was 50. “It’s pretty obvious that Mr. Accord has followed through with what we all knew was coming”, said Bodkin. “This is clearly a pre-meditated ageist attack.”

TV CHANNEL 4 NEWS will continue to report this story as it develops. We now return you to our studio…”

JANUARY 10, 2006
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MUNGER AND OTHERS FILE CLAIM FOR WRONGFUL

 DISCHARGE AND VIOLATION OF LABOR LAWS
Former Deputy County Clerk Dennis Munger has filed an action in Circuit Court claiming wrongful discharge by the county. Munger, along with 14 other employees, was laid off by Clerk of Court Stan Accord after Accord automated and outsourced Munger‘s department. “He had no justification for firing me – he has violated my legal rights!” said Munger. 

In a related action, Bob White, Florida President of the American Association of County and City Employees, (AACCE) AFL-CIO, has filed a complaint with the National Labor Relations Board, arguing that some of the employees laid off were known to be distributing labor union literature to employees. “Management cannot unilaterally discharge employees just because they are exercising their statutory right to form a union,” White protested. 

Mona Michael, senior vice president of the Southeast Region, National Association for Aged Americans (NAAA) has announced that a street rally will be held to support Munger, who the NAAA believes was originally targeted for discharge because he sought job flexibility to care for his aging parents. 

“We won’t allow Mr. Munger to be railroaded because he was trying to care for his parents. We won’t allow Mr. Bodkin to be laid off simply because he puts the spotlight of truth on the practices of the age-adverse Accord,” Michael maintains. “There are many ways that employers can help employees deal with the conflicts that arise between work and outside caretaking obligations, or accommodating minor schedule changes to recognize the need for diabetics to eat, or for those with arthritis to move their joints. We will show the County Commissioners that we expect them to reinstate both Mr. Munger and Mr. Bodkin, and establish reasonable policies to assist employees who need accommodations for personal caretaking or medical issues.“

The Amber Beach Bugle will sponsor a town hall meeting next week, at which representatives of the state Commission on Aging will discuss means available to assist employees of the so-called sandwich generation -- middle-aged workers caring for both children and aging parents. 

JANUARY 15, 2006
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COMMISSIONER GRIFFITH CALLS FOR INVESTIGATION AND 

POLICY STATEMENT ABOUT EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE
County Commissioner Tommie Griffith will call for an appearance by Clerk of Court Stan Accord at the regular Commission meeting of January 22, 2006. At this meeting, Mr. Accord will be expected to explain his position on the serious conflicts that have arisen during his first few months of office. “Maybe this is a situation that can be mediated, or arbitrated, but it seems to me that most of the action here has been arbitrary already,” Griffith said in a statement. 

