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It was nice of the Goldwater Institute to hold off sending its letter to the city of 
Phoenix threatening a lawsuit over the pensions of first responders until after the 
funeral of Phoenix firefighter Brad Harper, who was crushed between two vehicles 
while fighting a fire, and police Officer Daryl Raetz, killed by a hit-and-run driver 
while investigating a possible DUI accident. 

Last week, after Harper and Raetz died (but before their funerals) one of 
Goldwater’s high-priced suits posted an article on the think tank’s website under the 
headline “Pension Systems Looting the Taxpayer.” 

That was not so nice. 

I don’t believe most of us think of first responders like Harper and Raetz as 
“looters.” However, the wealthy lawyers at Goldwater and their even wealthier 
patrons would like to abolish the unions that have been successful at improving the 
wages and working conditions of police officers, firefighters and teachers. 

Their latest tactic is to take on the city of Phoenix for a practice known as “spiking,” 
in which some police officers and firefighters increase their pensions by cashing in 
unused sick leave, vacation and other benefits. That’s what the threatening letter 
was about. 

The system has been abused in some cases and that should be stopped. 

But since the death of Firefighter Harper and Officer Raetz I’ve heard from a 
number of retired first responders. None of them is rich, and some of them have 
significant health issues tied to their long service. 

The Goldwater Institute says it will sue the city over “spiking,” and maybe it will, but 
I don’t believe it’s to protect middle class taxpayers from our brothers and sisters in 
the police and fire departments. 

The idea here is to bust unions, any unions. 

The institute has been at it for years in many different ways. For example, Goldwater 
has pushed the legislature to require union members to authorize in writing each 
year if they want dues deducted from their paychecks for political purposes. 

It’s a silly bureaucratic nightmare enacted to make life difficult for unions. 



Under current law, such authorizations are made once, when a person joins an 
organization. The legislature passed a law requiring a yearly authorization back in 
2011, although that particular law exempted police and firefighters. The target at the 
time was teachers. 

Last month a federal judge (appointed by the first President Bush) issued a 
permanent injunction against the law, calling it unconstitutional on its face. 

The lawyers at Goldwater will tell you, as they’ve told me, that they want to insure 
our public institutions are efficient and transparent. 

I might even believe them were it not for an enormous public institution to which 
they give a free pass – charter schools. 

The folks who run Arizona’s charter schools can load up their boards with family 
members. They can offer no-bid contracts to their pals. They can pay teachers and 
administrators whatever they want while not having to share salary information 
with us. 

If a regular public school tried to do this the Goldwater folks would be up in arms. 
But not with taxpayer-funded charter schools. Perhaps because the institute’s top 
lawyer and some of its top supporters are heavily involved in the charter system. 

A while back I asked the Goldwater’s Clint Bolick why they don’t push for more 
transparency in charters. 

“You don’t want to weigh them (charter schools) down with burdensome 
requirements that could impede their ability to get the job done,” Bolick said. 

Weigh them down? 

Is Goldwater weighing down the city of Phoenix by asking how pension money is 
divvied up? Are Arizonans weighing down city, county and state governments by 
requiring them to make public their expenditures of taxpayer funds? If the goal is to 
protect taxpayers shouldn’t the rules apply across the board? 

Lots of people say they are looking out for us. If you’re wondering who actually has 
our backs ask yourself this: 

Next time there’s a fire or a break-in at your house will you call the cops and 
firefighters … or a think tank? 

 


