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Thomas Sargent, Firefighter 

Ian Anderson, Firefighter 

George Erker, Firefighter, Local 2156 Secretary 

Tyson Fabish, Firefighter 

 

Introduction 

Case Background 

Felicia Bernardini was selected by the parties to serve as fact finder in the above referenced 

case and duly appointed by the State Employment Relations Board (SERB) on February 22, 2021 in 

compliance with Ohio Revised Code (ORC) Section 4117.14C(3). The case concerns a fact finding 

proceeding between the City of North Royalton, Ohio (hereafter referred to as the “Employer” or 

the “City”) and the North Royalton Firefighters (hereafter referred to as the “Union” or “Unit”). 

Prior to the hearing, the parties met virtually for collective bargaining on three occasions. 

The Employer sought a one-year contract due to the uncertainties that the COVID pandemic had 

introduced into the economic environment, including unknowns related to income tax revenue, and 

the impact of the pandemic on healthcare premiums and other plan costs. The Union sought a 

three-year contract, as has been the parties’ practice, to bring finality and security in what has 

otherwise been a uniquely challenging period for Unit members due to their frontline responsibilities 

during the pandemic. Little progress was made during bargaining and the parties found themselves 

at impasse. At fact finding, five contract articles remained unresolved. The fact-finding hearing was 

scheduled for April 21, 2021. Both parties timely filed the required pre-hearing statements. 

Issues 

The open issues addressed by both parties at the hearing are as follows: 

Article 27: Uniform Allowance 

Article 30: Miscellaneous  

Article 32: Wages 

Article 33: Health Insurance 

Article 45: Duration  
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General Background Information 

The City of North Royalton, located in southern Cuyahoga County, is a suburb community 

of Cleveland, Ohio. The City’s area is 21.8 square miles1 and it has a population of approximately 

30,068.2 North Royalton is a Mayor-Council form of government3 and provides a full range of 

municipal services including Police, Fire and EMS protection, recreation and senior programs, 

sanitary and storm sewer maintenance, street maintenance and repair, snow/ice removal and other 

administrative and community services.4 The bargaining unit consists of 32 fulltime 

firefighter/paramedics, six of whom are Lieutenants. The Unit provides emergency medical services, 

firefighter, fire education, and fire prevention services for the community, as well as a variety of 

community services as diverse as installing car seats to teaching and certifying citizens in CPR.  

 

Positions, Discussion and Recommendations 

 

At the hearing, the parties agreed to first present their economic data, as it pertains to the 

parties’ respective wage/duration and healthcare insurance proposals, followed by a review of 

comparable data, concluding with a brief presentation of the remaining issues. Therefore, the format 

of this report will follow a similar format. Below the position of each party is summarized, position 

summaries are followed by a brief analysis and discussion, which is followed by the fact finder’s 

recommendation.  

In analyzing the positions of the parties and making recommendations the fact finder is 

guided by available, relevant evidence and the criteria set forth in ORC 4117.14(G)(7)(a) to (f): 

(a). Past collective bargaining agreements, if any between the parties; 

(b). Comparison of the unresolved issues relative to the employees in the bargaining unit 

with those issues related to other public and private employees doing comparable work, 

giving consideration to factors peculiar to the area and classification involved; 

(c). The interests and welfare of the public, the ability of the public employer to finance 

and administer the issues proposed, and the effect of the adjustments on the normal 

standard of public service; 

 
1 http://www.northroyalton.org/en-US/Community-Profile.aspx 

2 https://development.ohio.gov/files/research/P5027.pdf 

3 http://www.northroyalton.org/en-US/Community-Profile.aspx 

4 Id. 
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(d). The lawful authority of the public employer; 

(e). Any stipulations of the parties; 

(f). Such other factors, not confined to those listed above, which are normally or 

traditionally taken into consideration in the determination of the issues submitted to 

mutually agreed-upon dispute settlement procedures in the public service or in private 

employment. 

The City’s Finances from the Employer’s Perspective 

The City originally (pre-pandemic) projected a $400K decrease in operating funds for 

calendar year 2020. In April 2020, during the State of Ohio pandemic stay-at-home order, the 

Regional Income Tax Agency (RITA) contracted to collect income tax for the City, projected a 

potential $1.46M decrease in collections for 2020 and as much as a $4.2M in delayed payments. In 

turn, and in response to this projected loss of revenue, the City sought to reduce its 2020 budget by 

15% in operating expenses. Thereby lowering the City’s budget by $1.66M.  

Actual income tax receipts in 2020 ended up being down $475K (-3%) in comparison to 

2019 income tax receipts. A decrease in keeping with the City’s original projections – far less than 

what had been forecast by RITA. Offsetting this decrease the City received $2.89M in one-time 

funds in 2020. $1.7M came from the Federal Cares Act, and $1.18M from the Ohio Bureau of 

Workers Compensation. Consequently, the 2020 ending balance of the Operating Funds (i.e., eight 

funds out of which City wages are paid includeing the General Fund and Police, EMS, Fire levy 

funds) was $7.53M. This was up $3.17M from a beginning balance of $4.36M. Without the one-time 

funds, the Operating Funds ending balance would have been $4.68M – up only $320K from its 

beginning balance. In 2021 the City projects that the Operating Funds ending balance will be 

$5.31M, down $1.64M from its beginning balance. These figures do not consider newly passed 

federal legislation, The American Rescue Plan Act, which will provide $350B in federal aid to state 

and local government. Preliminary projects indicate that North Royalton may be slated to receive in 

the realm of $5.9M in one-time funds from the American Rescue Plan. 

The NR Fire Department has a total operating budget of $5.54M in 2021. $890K of the Fire 

Department’s expenses are paid from the City’s General Fund. The remaining operating expenses 

for the Department are paid from the EMS Levy Fund and the Fire Levy Fund – both are property 

tax levies. These two funds, on average, cover 57% of all Fire Department operation costs. The 

shortfall is covered by a transfer from the General Fund. $1.5M has been budgeted in 2021 from the 
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General Fund to the EMS Levy Fund and $450K has been budgeted in 2021 from the General Fund 

to the Fire Pension Fund. The EMS Levy Fund will expire in 2021 and will be up for renewal via a 

ballot initiative.  

Municipal income tax collection is critical to the financial wellbeing of the City. 80% of all 

General Fund revenue is generated from income tax collections. As noted above, 2020 income tax 

collections were down by $475K. So far in 2021, income tax collections are down $45K from 2020. 

The high unemployment of 2020 is expected to have an adverse impact on income tax collections 

which are due May 17, 2021. Income tax pays for 77% of all City wages. Total wages for the City are 

projected to be $12.6M in 2021. The City has a long history of pattern bargaining and providing the 

same annual wage increase to all City employees across bargaining units and non-represented 

employees. Just a 1% wage increase costs the City $126K. The City believes that with uncertainty 

associated with income tax collections in 2021 it would be imprudent for the City to commit to wage 

increases beyond the current year.  

Finally, Moody’s Corporation, the credit rating financial services company, has designated 

the City as AA2, which is a little stronger than the median rating for all US cities. Moody’s also notes 

that the average cash balance is 40% of operating revenue for similar rated cities. Whereas the 

average cash balance for North Royalton is 25.4% - significantly lower than other peer cities. This is 

another financial factor that suggests the City should not rely on its cash balance to fund future wage 

increases and instead consider wage increases in keeping with anticipated income tax collections and 

only after the impact of the pandemic on income tax collections is better understood.  

 

The City’s Finances from the Union’s Perspective 

The City’s financial outlook is good. The City is financed by a 2% income tax, property 

taxes, the Local Government Fund, and fees for services. In 2020, the City’s General Fund was 74% 

funded by income tax. From 2018 to 2020 the General Fund’s income tax collection increased by 

approximately $1M. In 2021, the City forecasts that income tax to the General Fund will decrease by 

1.5% due to unemployment during the pandemic. However, even with this projected decrease in 

income tax collections, the General Fund is projected to end the year with a $4.712M carryover. If 

this projection holds true, the carryover will be higher than it was in either 2018 or 2019, and it will 

represent a reserve balance of 27% of the City’s budgeted expenditures. This is a healthy carryover. 

The GFOA advises that a reasonable carryover reserve balance is 2 months of expenditures, which 

equates to 16%. For the City, total income tax collections were down in 2020 from 2019 by only 
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3.4% or $588K, which is an indication that the local economy remained strong despite the 

pandemic.  

In 2020, the City also received refunds from the Ohio Bureau of Workers Compensation in 

the amount of $1.256M; offsetting the City’s Workers Comp expenses. In addition, in 2020, the City 

received $1.634M in Coronavirus Aid (CARES Act) one-time funds that were designated for 

personal protective equipment (PPE), wages and overtime for public safety employees and other 

expenses related to preventing the spread of the virus. Approximately $1M of these funds were 

spent on reimbursing the City’s Fire Department for firefighter expenses. In 2021, the City is slated 

to receive $5.9M in one-time funds from the American Rescue Plan Act.  An important feature of 

the American Rescue Plan Act is that there will be fewer restrictions on how these one-time funds 

are used. 

The City’s Fire Department is funded in part by the General Fund; it is also funded by two 

levy funds – the EMS Levy Fund and the Fire Levy Fund. The EMS Levy Fund is a 1.7 mill 

property tax approved by residents in 2017. It will expire in 2021 with the final collection in 2022. 

This levy passed by a 2 to1 margin in 2017, which is an indication of the Fire Department’s strong 

support in the community. Combined, the two levy funds are projected to collect $2.521M and end 

2021 with a combined balance of $163K. This balance can only be used for Fire Department 

expenses. The combined Levy Fund balance alone, is sufficient to pay for the Union’s proposed 

wage increase for 2021. 

1. Article 32: Wages  

Employer Position 

The Employer proposes a one-year contract with a lump sum payment of $1000 to all 

fulltime bargaining unit employees and a 1.25% wage increase effective with the first full pay period 

in July 2021. Historically the City has used pattern bargaining with all its bargaining units and has 

extended the pattern of economic settlements to its non-represented employees as well. The City’s 

proposal for a one-year contract has been agreed to by all the other bargaining units. The proposal is 

a reasonable response to the financial uncertainties introduced by the pandemic and anticipated (and 

actual to-date) reduced income tax collections in 2021. The parties can return to bargaining in 2022 

with a fuller understanding of how unemployment and pending legislation/lawsuits related to 

income tax collections will be resolved.  
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The Employer rejects the Union’s proposal for three consecutive years of 3.5% raises, which 

is not in line with the current economic realities. The 2020 SERB Wage Settlement Report shows 

that average negotiated wage settlements statewide are 2.32% for 2021 and 2.35% for 2022. In the 

Cleveland area the average wage settlements are even lower – 2.11% for 2021 and 2.21% for 2022. 

The averages for all cities are 2.49% for 2021 and 2.48% for 2022. As for wage settlements for Fire 

Units across Ohio, the averages are slightly higher than other unit types at 2.67% in 2021 and 2.53% 

for 2022, but still nowhere near the Union’s proposal of 3.5% for 2021 – 2023.  

In the alternative, if a three-year contract is recommended, the Employer proposes the 

above lump sum and 1.25% base wage increase effective in July 2021, a 2% base wage increase in 

January 2022 and a 2% base wage increase in January 2023. When looking at comparable municipal 

jurisdictions within a 15-mile radius of the City, this Unit’s current top wage rate is above average 

and competitive. This being the case, above average base wage increases, as proposed by the Union, 

are unnecessary.  

Union Position 

The Union is seeking a three-year contract retroactive to January 1, 2021, with 3.5% base 

wage increases each January of the contract. This proposal is based on both the Employer’s ability to 

finance 3.5% wage increases and the Unit’s relative wage position in comparison to comparable local 

jurisdictions. In addition, the Unit’s proposal is based on the fact that, the Unit’s annual run volume 

has been steadily increasing over the past decade and the variety of additional services and duties 

provided by firefighters to the community has also steadily increased. These working conditions 

alone deserve recognition of the sort that a secure three-year contract and stable wage increases will 

bring. However, more importantly, as difficult as the circumstances of the pandemic have been for 

everyone, no group of individuals (not even other first responders or medical personnel) have been 

so dramatically and adversely impacted as have firefighters. Unlike other medical personnel who 

work in controlled environments with expected protocols and support services, 

firefighter/paramedics have been going into totally uncontrolled and unknow situations multiple 

times a day, every day, for well over a year, facing extremely high risk and contagious “haz mat” 

situations. This Unit, above all others, deserves a settled contract with wage increases that 

acknowledge their service to the community.  

The Union’s group of eight comparable municipalities are based on the key demographics of 

population, median income and square miles. The group includes Berea, Broadview Heights, 
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Brunswick, Fairview, Independence, Middleburg Heights, Rocky River and Strongsville. Five of 

these municipalities are included in the Employer’s group of comparables.5 The top step of the 

North Royalton firefighter pay scale is approximately $800 below the average for all eight 

comparable municipalities. Shifting the comparison somewhat to show total annual compensation, 

which includes the top step on the wage scale plus longevity, paramedic bonus, uniform allowance 

and any other miscellaneous bonuses, at 15 years of service a North Royalton firefighter is 

approximately $2000 below average in total annual compensation. At 25 years of service a North 

Royalton firefighter is approximately $1500 below average in total compensation. The Unit’s current 

relative position in the local labor market for firefighters (i.e., below average), will fall that much 

further behind in compensation with the Employer’s proposal. A bonus, not included in the base 

salary, and a .625% raise in 2021 is a package considerably below what comparable municipalities in 

the area are offering their firefighter units. Of the eight referenced comparable jurisdictions all but 

one is providing raises in 2021 that are between 2% and 3.5%.    

The Union points to the SERB 2020 Wage Settlement Report to demonstrate that the 

Employer’s offer of a one-year contract and base wage increase in 2021 of .625% is completely out 

of step with how public employers across the State are settling contracts. In the Greater Cleveland 

area, wage increases either executed, recommended or issued after March 2020 are running between 

a low of 2% to a high of 5% with an average of 3% for 2021. In 2022 the range of settled wage 

increases is between 2% and 3% with an average of 2.42%. All of these communities have 

experienced the same pandemic-related demands and uncertainties as has the Employer yet have 

settled their firefighter negotiations with reasonable wage increases.   

Discussion and Recommendation 

There is no real dispute between the parties as to the City’s finances. The fundamental 

difference between the parties is how much risk and uncertainty they see in the City’s revenue 

forecast. Rather than see a decrease in funding during the pandemic, the City’s operating fund 

balances for 2020 increased by $3.1M over 2019. Revenues did not decrease as dramatically as was 

originally anticipated and one-time funds from BWC and the Federal CARES Act offset the losses. 

For 2021, the General Fund beginning balance (carryover from 2020) was $6.958M. Employing the 

City’s conservative budgeting practices and estimating a 1.5% decrease in income tax collections in 

2021 and an estimated 10% increase in the City’s expenditures, the City’s combined operating fund 

 
5 Employer Comps Include: Berea, Broadview Hts., Brunswick, Middleburg Hts., and Strongsville. 
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balances are projected to end 2021 with a carryover balance of approximately $5.315M. A decrease 

of $1.642M from the actual ending balance in 2020, but nonetheless a healthy anticipated outcome. 

The City’s General Fund carryover position at the end of 2021 is estimated to be at $4.337M.  

The Employer is reluctant to fully embrace the current projection of future federal one-time 

funds from the American Rescue Plan Act (ARP Act) slated to reach local coffers in 2021 and 2022. 

The ARP Act provides for $130.2B in funds to local governments. It is reported, by both the 

Employer’s Fiscal Director and the Union, that approximately $5.9M of ARP Act funds will be 

allocated to the City of North Royalton; half of which the City has been advised will arrive in 2021 

with the remainder being distributed to the City in 2022. While it is true that such funds often come 

with strings attached and parameters for their use, the ARP Act funds are reportedly less restrictive 

than the CARES Act funds were and will doubtless free up other forms of City revenue for 

redistribution and use for ongoing operational expenses.  

There is prudence in acknowledging the uncertainties endemic to the landscape of public 

finance and how those uncertainties take a toll on collective bargaining. The Great Recession and 

now the Coronavirus Pandemic have taught us nothing if not to plan for the worst-case scenario. 

The importance of maintaining funding reserves and calibrating ongoing expenses to realistic 

revenue trends are principles fundamental to successful labor/management relations. That said 

however, public finance professionals develop skills in understanding the lay of the land when it 

comes to prognosticating and making budget projections. Levy cycles never correspond with 

collective bargaining cycles. And should not become a reason to postpone bargaining. Similarly, 

occasional fluctuations in revenues and expenses occur, but it is the overall long-term trend that is 

important. As long as the underlying fundamentals that drive a local economy are stable, a 

fluctuation (such as a decrease in revenue, or an increase in expenses) resulting from an identifiable 

event need not be a reason to withhold bargaining. Although unemployment was up in 2020 due to 

the pandemic and consequently income tax revenue will be reduced in 2021, the Employer has taken 

this event-based revenue decrease into account in its 2021 budget projections. Even so, carryovers in 

operating fund balances are projected to remain healthy – as much as a combined $5.315M. The 

unemployment rate for North Royalton, presented in the Employer’s economic exhibits, has already 

declined. The local unemployment rate for February 2021 was 4.3%, down from a high of 19.8% in 

April 2020; at that it is somewhat lower than it was a year prior in February 2020 (pre-pandemic) 

when the local rate was 4.7%. Sub. HB 157 and related lawsuits pertaining to income tax and the 

‘principle place of work’ could have a long-term impact on revenue trends. However, that impact is 
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as likely to be small as it is large, as likely to be positive as it is negative. The one certainty, among 

the uncertainties of the ‘principle place of work’ issue, is that it will take a few years for the impact to 

be realized.       

The parties have a history of pattern bargaining. Although pattern bargaining is typically 

initiated by the Employer for the advantages it brings in stability and predictability, it takes both 

parties to the labor agreement to make pattern bargaining an established practice. The fact finder is 

obliged, by statute, to consider the past collective bargaining agreements of the parties and the 

parties bargaining history. This being the case, pattern bargaining is a factor that must be recognized 

and given its due in this round of bargaining. It is, however, reasonable to acknowledge that the 

landscape has changed enough since the pattern was established in late 2020 and early 2021 to 

consider some deviation from the pattern. Whereas it is the Employer’s preference to have a one-

year contract and to begin negotiations again in 2022, under the circumstances it is not unreasonable 

to settle negotiations with a full three-year contract. The economic evidence in the record indicates 

that the Employer is financially capable of funding a three-year contract for this unit without 

depleting reserves or creating a deficit spending situation. A three-year contract is also a way of 

providing much needed financial stability for a Unit that has been on the frontline of the pandemic 

in a way unparalleled by other municipal bargaining units.  

SERB data indicate that reasonable base wage increases, trending somewhat ahead of 

inflation, are the standard statewide, regionally and for similar bargaining units. The City has 

determined that to increase the Unit’s base salaries by 5.25% over a three-year contract is affordable 

even with the uncertainties it references in its budget projections. The Union seeks to increase Unit 

base salaries by 10.5% over a three-year contract. Data from the SERB Wage Report and the parties’ 

exhibits on comparable municipalities suggest that a reasonable compromise to settle this wage 

dispute is somewhere between the two proposals. 

 

Recommendation 
 

The statutory criteria require that the fact finder consider the Employer’s ability to pay and 

administer the recommended provisions, the bargaining history of the parties, and comparable 

jurisdictions.  In deference to these criteria the fact finder recommends the following wage 

settlement: 
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• Effective in 2021, all full-time employees shall receive a one-time lump sum bonus 

payment of $1000 payable in the first pay period following ratification of the 

agreement. All base wage rates will increase by 1.25% effective the first full pay 

period of July 2021. 

• Effective January 1, 2022 all base wage rates shall increase 2.75%. 

• Effective January 1, 2023 all base wage rates shall increase 3.0%. 

 

Relevant contract language shall read in part as follows: 

SALARY SCHEDULE– ARTICLE 32 
 

32.01 All full-time employees shall receive salary payments and appropriate overtime work 

payments in accordance with the following schedule. All full-time employees shall receive a 

lump sum amount of $1,000 as a bonus in 2021 and it shall not be computed in any overtime 

compensation calculation. The full-time employee salary increase shall be 1.25% effective the 

first full pay period in July 2021; 2.75% effective January 1, 2022; and 3.0% effective January 1, 

2023 2018 – 2.50%; 2019 – 2.00%; and 2020 – 2.00% as more fully reflected in the schedule below: 

Wage table to be calculated and inserted by the parties. 

32.03 – 32.05 Current contract language. 

2. Article 33: Health Insurance  

Employer Position 

The Employer prefers a one-year contract during which the current healthcare plan will 

continue without change. The Employer proposes to hold constant the plan design, employee 

premium contributions, and plan utilization costs (i.e., deductibles, co-insurance and out-of-pocket 

maximums) through benefit year 2021. Should the contract settlement result in a three-year contract, 

the Employer proposes to hold constant the healthcare insurance benefit through plan year 2021 

and move to tiered plan design in benefit year 2022 and beyond. In addition to a tiered plan design, 

the Employer proposes to introduce a spousal exclusion, raise the employee’s premium contribution 

share and the plan utilization costs as follows: 
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Employee Premium Contribution 
2022 

Employee Premium Contribution 
2023 

Employee Only $86.00 Employee Only $89.00 

Employee + Children $170.00 Employee + Children $200.00 

Employee + Spouse $350.00 Employee + Spouse $400.00 

Family $350.00 Family $400.00 

 

Utilization Costs 
(In-Network Deductible, Co-Pay and/or Out-Of-Pocket Maximum) 

All plans except employee only Employee only 

2022 $1700 2022 $950 

2023 $2100 2023 $1100 

 

The Employer has a very robust plan. The plan design includes a Health Savings Account 

(HSA) to which the Employer makes an annual contribution for each enrolled employee (i.e., $900 

for the single plan and $2000 for the family plan). Any part of the HSA contribution not used in the 

year rolls over in the account and remains available for the employee’s use in future years. The plan 

design is such that the deductible is the out-of-pocket maximum, therefore once the employee’s 

utilization within the plan year reaches the full deductible there are no further co-insurance (shared) 

costs. The Employer is not proposing to change these aspects of the plan design.  

Multiple factors drive healthcare costs including the price of specialty drugs, the number and 

quality of healthcare providers in the local market, overall disease prevalence in the geographic 

region, and the toll that the coronavirus pandemic has taken on the entire healthcare system from a 

reduction in revenue-generating medical procedures to the missed or delayed disease and wellness 

screenings which could lead to increased future treatment costs. The healthcare inflation rate for the 

local market is estimated to be 11-12% and the inflation rate for the general geographic region is 

estimated in the 8-15% range.  

Over the past three years the Employer has experienced a compound healthcare cost 

inflation of only 6%, about 2% annually. Over the term of the past collective bargaining agreement 

the Employer has not raised employee costs as it was entitled to do under the negotiated provisions 

of the healthcare insurance article.  Today, bargaining unit employees are paying the exact same 

utilization costs as they did in 2018 rather than the costs negotiated for 2020. In the Employer’s 

proposal, these costs would remain the same for all of 2021. The Employer has absorbed all 

increased costs associated with healthcare for the past three years and proposes to absorb all cost 
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increases in 2021. Beyond 2021, the Unit’s share of increased healthcare costs must increase at rates 

more in keeping with anticipated healthcare inflation trends. 

It is a fact that aging adults have greater, more costly, healthcare needs than do children. 

Long-tenured employees and their spouses have greater healthcare costs. The City’s actual claims 

experience bares out this trend. The greater number of high-claims enrollees (i.e., over $25K 

annually in claims) are spouses of employees. The Employer’s proposal to implement a spousal 

exclusion and to tier the plan are both plan design changes aimed at reducing and targeting costs for 

plan enrollees. The Employer’s plan is a particularly costly plan because of how robust the benefit is. 

This is illustrated by the enrollee’s out-of-pocket maximum which is $1400 for the single plan and 

$2800 for the family plan. The out-of-pocket maximums common among municipalities, as 

documented by the SERB 2020 Health Insurance Report, the Fedeli Group 2021 Public Sector 

Benchmark Report, and the Employer’s group of identified comparable jurisdictions, are 

considerably higher averaging $3926 for a single plan and $7723 for a family plan (SERB Report 

pg.41).  

Union Position 

The Union seeks to maintain the current healthcare insurance plan design. The Union 

proposes that the Employer maintain both the current monthly premium contributions for family 

and single enrollees, and the current plan utilization costs for both single and family plans. Finally, 

the Union proposes a new $200 annual health and wellness bonus payable in the first paycheck in 

January of each calendar year. The Employer has offered no data to support its claim that this 

bargaining unit’s utilization and in particular spouse utilization justifies the Employer’s proposals. 

The Employer is proposing cost increases for monthly premiums over the term of a three-year 

contract of as much as almost 100% from a current family plan premium of $220/mth. to 

$400/mth. in 2023. The proposed increase in annual utilization costs would increase for a family 

from $800 in 2021 to $2100 in 2023 – a 162% increase. These proposed increases in healthcare, 

when coupled with the Employer’s proposed wage increases, would result in a net loss in wages for 

some bargaining unit members during the term of the contract; and would result in less than an 

1.5% increase for most of the bargaining unit members over the three-year contract. The Employer 

is engaged in concessionary bargaining with no economic justification for it.  

The Employer’s proposal to implement a spousal restriction is an unjustified hardship on the 

Unit and would make the City an outlier among comparable jurisdictions. Contrary to the 
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Employer’s claim that spousal exclusions and surcharges are commonplace in the public sector, the 

SERB 2020 Health Insurance Report shows that only 31.8% of cities statewide have any form of 

spousal restriction. Within that 31.8%, 5.3% offer employees an incentive, rather than apply a 

penalty, to encourage spouses to go elsewhere for their insurance coverage. Among fire districts the 

percentage of jurisdictions with a spousal restriction is even smaller at only 23.1%. Of the eight local 

municipalities the Union offers as comparables none of them have incorporated a spousal restriction 

provision in their healthcare plan design. There is no trend toward spousal restrictions.  

 Currently, the Employer offers no health and wellness incentive program. The Union’s 

proposal for an annual $200 health and wellness bonus would be intended for expenses including 

gym membership, new running shoes or the purchase of exercise/wellness equipment. This 

proposal of $200 has also been included by the Union to help close the gap between this Unit’s total 

compensation and that of comparable units in the local labor market. 

Discussion and Recommendation 

On the matter of healthcare insurance, I am persuaded that modest increases in premiums 

and out-of-pocket maximums are warranted; however, wholesale changes in plan design are not 

adequately supported by the evidence in this fact-finding record. For this fact finder to support 

moving to a four-tiered plan from a two-tiered plan, and support new language for a spousal 

exclusion, much greater transparency in the underlying data and metrics would be necessary. Given 

the lack of persuasive evidence available at this time, it is recommended that the Employer continue 

to offer a single plan and a family plan as is currently being offered and forgo introducing the 

employee + child and employee + spouse options at this time. Although the SERB 2020 Health 

Insurance Report shows that 44% of employers that completed the SERB survey report that they 

have adopted some form of spousal carve-out for a spouse with access to alternative medical 

coverage, further parsing of the data shows that in fire units the percentage is only 23.1% trending 

downward since 2018 when over 40% of fire units had some form of spousal carve-out. Excluding 

spouses from this Employer’s healthcare coverage or requiring a costly surcharge for including 

spouses is a significant plan change. Without clearer cost/claims data demonstrating the need and a 

clearer upward trend in the use of such carve-outs statewide across a multitude of fire units, this is a 

matter best left to negotiations and not implemented in one fell swoop by a fact finder. As for the 

Union’s proposal for a $200 wellness bonus, although it is apparent that the Employer could afford 

to pay such a bonus annually without any financial hardship, here too, there is a lack of evidence in 
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the record to support the Union’s request. The record simply does not adequately illuminate the 

problem or need that the $200 is intended to remedy. The Unit is well compensated and the 

approximately $6000 the provision would cost annually is better spent on pensionable wages, or in 

mitigating the Employer’s healthcare costs to help keep the employee’s cost low.  

The recommended premium and out-of-pocket increases detailed below are a balance 

between the actual healthcare inflation trend experienced by the Employer (i.e., 2% annually, 6% 

over the term of the prior CBA) and the consultant’s forecast of 11%-12% healthcare inflation. 

Although the 2018-2020 CBA provided for increases in out-of-pocket maximums, which the 

Employer unilaterally opted not to implement (keeping the Unit’s costs at the 2018 level for the past 

3 years), this recommendation allows the Employer to realize those withheld increases in this 

recommended three-year CBA. In addition, this recommendation takes into consideration the 

history of pattern bargaining between the City and its bargaining units.  

 

Recommendation 
 

The statutory criteria require the fact finder to consider the bargaining history of the parties. 

In deference to that bargaining history, the fact finder does not recommend the Union’s proposal 

for a health and wellness annual cash bonus and recommends that the parties maintain the current 

(i.e., 2020) healthcare program plan design and employee costs for 2021. In 2022 and 2023 employee 

costs will increase as follows: 

Employee Premium 
Contribution 2022 

Employee Premium 
Contribution 2023 

Single $88.00 Single $93.00 

Family $230.00 Family $240.00 

 

 

Utilization Costs 
(In-Network Deductible, Co-Pay and/or Out-Of-Pocket Maximum) 

Family Single 

2022 $1300 2022 $800 

2023 $1400 2023 $850 

 

Relevant contract language shall read in part as follows: 

INSURANCE – ARTICLE 33  
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33.02 Effective January 1, 2021 2020 and thereafter, employee’s monthly contribution for 

family or individual coverage shall be: 
 
  Family: $220.00 
  Individual: $83.00 
 
 Effective January 1, 2022 and thereafter, employee’s monthly contribution for 

family or individual coverage shall be: 
 
  Family: $230.00 
  Individual: $88.00 
 

Effective January 1, 2023 and thereafter, employee’s monthly 
contribution for family or individual coverage shall be: 

 
  Family: $240.00 
  Individual: $93.00 

 
33.03 The Employee’s medical coverage exposure, defined as in-network deductible, in-

network co-pay, and/or in-network out of pocket maximum, or other plan design, as 
offset by other payments, including but not limited to HSA employer contributions 
shall not exceed the following: 

 
  Family plan   Individual plan 
 
 2021  $800    $500 
 
 2022  $1300    $800 
 
 2023  $1400    $850 

33.04 – 33.07 Current contract language. 

3. Article 27: Uniform Allowance  

Union Position 

Beginning in 2021 the Union proposes that the annual uniform allowance be increased from 

$1000 to $1500; and for probationary employees the annual allowance be increased from $400 to 

$600. Since the onset of the pandemic, firefighters have been required to spend more money on 

laundering and replacing apparel due to constant exposure to the coronavirus, harsh cleaning and 

disinfecting products. Unit members’ uniforms have had greater wear-and-tear than is normally 

expected. The City’s finances are healthy, and the proposed increase is well affordable. In addition, it 
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is important to note that the North Royalton uniform allowance is among the lowest in the 

surrounding area. A review of uniform allowances in comparable fire departments shows that 

allowances range from a high of $1650 in Fairview to a low of $950 in Brunswick. The average 

uniform allowance among the group of eight comparable fire departments is $1181.25. At $1000 for 

permanent firefighters and $400 for probationary firefighters this Unit’s allowance is below average. 

Employer Position 

The Employer seeks to retain current contract language pertaining to the amount of 

allowance provided. The Union’s proposal is an overreach. A 50% increase is not warranted. The 

City has negotiated fairly and worked hard to establish and maintain equity across bargaining units. 

The City’s police officers and sergeants also receive $1000 per year as a uniform allowance. 

Consequently, the benefit should not be increased for firefighters. The Employer has proposed to 

modify the listed apparel in 27.04 by replacing the car duty jacket with a Hi Viz multi-purpose jacket 

and replacing the uniform hat with a knit cap. During negotiations, the Unit members had no 

objections to making these modifications in the apparel listed.   

Discussion and Recommendation 

The circumstances of the pandemic may have indeed taken a toll on the uniforms of the 

firefighters; however, a proposal to permanently increase the uniform allowance by 50% does seem 

like an overreach. The Employer may have the financial resources to fund the proposal, but the 

wage increases recommended in this Report is sufficient to alleviate the need for an increase in the 

uniform allowance. It is noted that the parties have agreed to a Labor-Management Committee in 

Article 12. This would be an appropriate forum to discuss alternatives for addressing excessive wear-

and-tear on uniforms that has occurred because of enhanced cleaning protocols.  

Recommendation 
 

The fact finder recommends current contract language with the two agreed changes in the 

uniform apparel list in 27.04. 1 Car duty jacket with zip out lining/winter-summer shall become 1 Hi 

Viz multi-purpose duty jacket, and 1 Uniform hat shall become 1 knit cap. 
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4. Article 30: Miscellaneous  

Employer Position 

The Employer proposes a new contract provision that would require any secondary 

employment be approved in advance by the Fire Chief. It would require that secondary employment 

not interfere in any way with the Unit member’s normal duties including required overtime; nor 

would secondary employment be permitted to interfere with the City’s function, image and/or 

create a liability for the City. The Employer’s proposal on secondary employment is supported by a 

sound rationale. First, such provisions are common in public sector safety force contracts. An 

important internal comparable is the North Royalton’s Police Unit contract. The proposed provision 

is adopted from current language in the Police Unit contract. Second, the City invests significant 

resources in the training of its firefighters and secondary employment is a ready source for the City’s 

firefighters to be recruited away to fulltime employment elsewhere resulting in loss of the training 

investment. Third, Ohio Workers’ Compensation law, amended in 2017, now provides for a 

presumption that a firefighter who is diagnosed with cancer, has contracted the disease because of 

employment. Thusly, secondary employment, within the firefighting profession, creates an increased 

Workers’ Compensation liability for the City.  

 

Union Position 

The Union opposes the Employer’s proposal which would require any Unit member to first 

seek the City’s approval prior to accepting secondary employment. Currently 18 of 32 Unit members 

have secondary employment. There have been no incidents of secondary employment interfering 

with a member’s ability to perform assigned duties. No problems or concerns have ever been raised 

about the work performance of any Unit member with secondary employment. It is common for 

firefighters to have secondary part-time employment with another fire department. The Employer’s 

proposal is an overreach into the private, off-duty lives of its firefighters. Unit members already 

inform the City of their secondary employment and provide all requested information regarding the 

particulars of secondary employment. Prohibiting secondary employment with other fire 

departments and requiring prior authorization for any other type of secondary employment is an 

egregious overreach.  
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Discussion and Recommendation 

The issue of secondary employment is a significant matter in collective bargaining with safety 

forces. It is a complex issue which puts much at stake for both parties when a proposal is placed on 

the negotiating table. For the Employer there are significant issues of liability to be addressed, and 

for Unit members there are significant issues pertaining to the boundary between work and personal 

lives. Although it is true that many safety force CBAs include a provision on secondary employment. 

I know of none that were placed into a labor agreement by a fact finder or conciliator. There is no 

evidence in the record to suggest that the secondary employment provision in the Employer’s police 

officer contract was not a bargained provision. Likewise, the fact-finding reports, which reference 

secondary employment included as evidentiary exhibits, appear to be cases where a fact finder was 

asked to weigh-in on proposed modifications to an existing such provision. An issue as important as 

secondary employment would benefit from the give-and-take of bargaining so both parties were 

clear as to the value of such a provision and were clear on the quid pro quo upon which a mutually 

agreed provision was based. For a fact finder to simply write a secondary employment provision into 

existence would undermine the bargaining process and use the fact-finding process for that which it 

was not intended. 

 

Recommendation 

In deference to the bargaining history of the parties, the Employer’s proposal is not 

recommended. Current contract language is recommended for Article 30.  

5. Article 45: Duration  

 The Employer recommends a one-year contract; however, has included wage and 

health insurance proposals to support a three-year contract as a possible outcome of this fact 

finding. The Union seeks a three-year contract as has been the longstanding practice of the parties. 

Recommendation 

In deference to the bargaining history of the parties and the Employer’s ability to finance the 

recommended provisions, a three-year contract is recommended.  

 

Relevant contract language shall read follows: 
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45.01 This Agreement shall become effective at 12:01 a.m. on January 1, 2021 2018, and 

shall continue in full force and effect, along with any amendments made and annexed hereto until 

midnight, December 31, 2023 2020.  

 

Conclusion 

In this report I have attempted to make reasonable recommendations that both parties will 

find acceptable. If errors are discovered or if the parties believe they can improve upon the 

recommendations, the parties by mutual agreement may adopt alternative language. 

After giving due consideration to the positions and arguments of the parties and to the 

criteria enumerated in ORC 4117.14(G)(7)(a) to (f) the fact finder recommends the provisions as 

enumerated herein. In addition, all tentative agreements (TAs) previously reached by the parties 

along with all sections of the current Agreement not negotiated and/or changed, are incorporated by 

reference into this Fact Finding Report and should be included in the resulting collective bargaining 

agreement. 

 

Respectfully submitted and issued at Columbus, Ohio this 27th day of May 2021. 

 

 

_____________________________________ 
Felicia Bernardini, 
Fact Finder 
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CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 

The undersigned certifies that a true copy of this Fact Finder Report was sent by e-mail on 
May 27, 2021 to: 

 
State Employment Relations Board 
Mary E. Laurent 
65 E. State Street 
Columbus, Ohio 43215 
med@serb.state.oh.us 
 
North Royalton Fire Fighters, IAFF Local 2156 
Attn: Brooks. W. Boron, Esq. 
1621 Euclid Avenue, Suite 1750  
Cleveland, Ohio 44115 
boron@mllabor.com 
 
City of North Royalton, Ohio 
Attn: James A. Budzik, Esq. 
1001 Lakeside Avenue, Suite 1400 
Cleveland, Ohio 44114 
jbudzik@mggmlpa.com 
 
City of North Royalton, Ohio 
Attn: Donna M. Vozar, Esq. 
14600 State Road 
North Royalton, Ohio 44133 
dvozar@northroyalton.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
___________________________ 
Felicia Bernardini, Fact Finder 
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