
Getting Ready & Starting Negotiations

Matthew U. Watkins

We are pleased to launch a new column and a new aspect of 
member services at New Jersey State League of Municipalities. 
Following is an introduction by Matthew U. Watkins, we look 
forward to his work with the League. 

I am excited to be a part of the League’s efforts to enhance 
its Labor Advisory Service for New Jersey local governments. 
The Service assists communities with a wealth of information 
needed to prepare for negotiations with their labor unions. 
The enhancement will provide more current information about 
issues and trends in NJ Labor-Management. 

Getting ready to negotiate and new collectively bargained 
agreement, it is critical to have the latest in trends and issues 
that may impact on the new agreement. Knowing the various 
trends and new regulations has been very time consuming. The 
Labor Advisory Service, now through articles and seminars will 
assist you in your preparations for negotiations. Each month, 
I will be working with labor attorneys and others to provide 
you with guidance on those trends and nuances to negotiations 
that I have experienced over the years. Moreover, I will make 
myself available to those individuals interested in getting more 
information.–MW

Many of us over the years have tried to obtain 
current information on trends in negotiations.  
This has been a hit-or-miss proposition. 

Meanwhile, labor unions are well organized and very  
much aware of trends in negotiations with municipalities.  
We hope to address the constantly changing labor management  
environment in New Jersey by accumulating information, 
contracts, review of court and PERC decisions and make this 
available to you. 

For this effort, it is extremely helpful if you can provide 
NJLM with your current contracts. Or, simply make sure that 
your municipal clerk has posted all your current contracts with 
a Public Employee Relations Commission (PERC).

Getting Ready
The first phase of every successful negotiation is  

preparation. Following is an outline of the preparatory steps 
needed for successful labor negotiations. This process should 
start 4 to 6 months before the contract ends.

SCATTERGRAM First, develop a scattergram of your 
union membership. 

You should have a spreadsheet that includes: 

• Name

• Title

• Date of hire

• Date of birth

• Base salary or hourly rate

Example of a Scattergram

Labor 
    Negotiations

72      www.njlm.org/njmunicipalities  I  October 2021

http://www.njlm.org/njmunicipalities


October 2021  I  www.njlm.org/njmunicipalities      73

•  Stipends such as holiday pay or uniform allowance, 
longevity

• Total compensation column for each employee. 

Be sure to input dates so you can sort by date. Further, 
make sure you know when employees move from one grade 
to the next. This should be done as well for longevity.  All 
should be in your calculations.

DOCUMENT CONTROL You should have your  
labor contract in a format that can be edited, such as MS 
Word or Google Docs. You will also need this to prepare 
the Memorandum of Agreement (MOA). Each article in the 
MOA, should include the entire article, not just the changes.  
Being specific and clear in the MOA is extremely vital and 
important as labor negotiations wrap up. Never lose control 
of this document, especially in the final form.

REVIEW ISSUES This is the time to review all griev-
ances that occurred over the past few years to determine  
if there are any parts of the contract language that are  
vague and have created disputes. Ask the department heads 
about issues they may have, too. Review those carefully  
and address them if possible. Further, you should have a  
comprehensive discussion with the municipal labor attorney 
to make sure that those items you believe are important are 
not in conflict with any other part of the municipal operation 
or the law.

ESTABLISHING YOUR POSITION With the 
information above, prepare the cost analysis you will need 
to present your governing body. The finance officer should 
have this information or be able to assist in this analysis. 
You should have a clear understanding from the scattergram 
how much a 1% increase in salaries would cost the munici-
pality. Further, you should understand the daily cost for that 
unit. Often, trading time for salary is part of the discussion. 
Knowing exactly how much a day costs is critical in both dis-
cussions with your governing body and later with the union.

Lastly, you should prepare the position that you wish to 
take with the unions. This needs to be discussed in executive 
session with the governing body. You should have a clear list 
of items that you want and those items in the contract that 
need to be addressed–and know the value of each item. The 
governing body must provide you with limits and agree on 
all issues that you intend to address.  
I'm hopeful that this information is handy for you in prepa-

rations for your next negotiations. Again, I ask for your assis-
tance; please send your labor contracts to me at Matt@njcs.us.

I look forward to hearing from you or assisting you on 
labor matters as a part of this new service from the New Jersey 
League of Municipalities. e

Matthew U. Watkins is a retired municipal manager, and former PERC  
Commissioner and Director of DLGS. He is now President of NJ Community 
Solutions, LLC
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The views expressed and the data presented by contributors are theirs  
and are not necessarily shared by the League.
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