The State Worker: Schwarzenegger's latest furloughs pick winners and losers
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Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger's Wednesday furlough order did something different: It picked winners and losers.

True, his earlier furloughs and this one exempt the Department of Forestry and Fire Protection and the California Highway Patrol. Schwarzenegger considers them key public safety organizations and didn't want to dilute their resources.

But his new order exempts six other departments. That's significant because the governor has always said that, to be fair, furloughs should be applied across the board. 

"Labor parity," his lawyers called it when the unions sued and won to have more than 60 departments exempted from furloughs. The cases are still in the courts.

Spokesman Aaron McLear said Wednesday that earlier programs didn't exclude more departments because the state faced twin income and cash crunches.

"Last year we were in free-fall," he said in an interview, adding that now the revenue pressure has eased and allowed the state furlough flexibility.

Still, Schwarzenegger's Executive Order S-12-10 doesn't explain the criteria used to select the "special six." Let's list them, and look at why they're furlough-free.

Tax collectors: The Franchise Tax Board and the Board of Equalization are California's big money rakers. According to a study by the Senate Office of Oversight and Outcomes, furloughs at FTB cost $7 in lost revenue for every $1 in payroll savings.

The administration dismissed all that as politically motivated bean-counting since the report coincided with Senate President Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg's bill to exempt some workers from furloughs.

The governor's side, however, hasn't offered numbers refuting the notion that tax collectors working fewer hours collected fewer taxes.

Money conduit: The Employment Development Department is a funnel for federal dollars flowing to more than 2 million unemployed Californians. Demand for EDD services has been at a record high, so the department went on a hiring binge while paying overtime to claims processors. 

Untouchables: A rationale for prior across-the-board furloughs has been that even departments that get little or no money from the general fund still need to run lean. That way there's more cash for the general fund, the center of the budget mess, to borrow.

But the State Compensation Insurance Fund, the California Housing Finance Authority and the California Earthquake Authority are quasi-private entities, and their funds can't be borrowed for a quick cash fix. Furloughing their people doesn't indirectly help the budget.

Shouldn't the list of winners be longer? The Department of Motor Vehicles takes in money. Correctional officers protect the public. The state's pension fund, CalPERS, is quasi-private.

That's probably exactly what the unions will argue next. 
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