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Having a 
blast in 
Watervliet

WATERLVIET — 
Festival time is coming 
up in Watervliet this 
weekend.

The city’s big annual 
festival, the Indepen-
dence Weekend Cel-
ebration, will feature 

a 1 p.m. 
p a r a d e 
Saturday 
and fi re-
w o r k s 
at Hays 
Park at 
d u s k 
S a t u r -
day.

T h e 
celebra-
tion con-
t i n u e s 
S u n d ay 
with the 

annual Fly-In at the air-
port, including the ping 
pong ball drop, and the 
popular festival fun-
draiser Duck Race at 
Mill Creek in Flaherty 
Park at 2 p.m.

“There’s quite a bit 
going on, so we’re excit-
ed,” said Heidi Knight, 
one of  the event coordi-
nators. The celebration 
is sponsored by the Wa-
tervliet Business Asso-
ciation.

The parade line-
up will be at the for-
mer paper mill site. 
The parade will head 
south into downtown 
and end at the St. Jo-
seph Catholic Church, 
Knight said.

The main stage in the 
city’s parking lot down-
town will feature live 
music and many more 
events both days, in-
cluding the announce-
ment of  this year’s 
Little Miss and Mr. 
Firecracker 11 a.m. Sat-
urday.

Other Saturday 
events will include a 
pancake breakfast at 
the fire station, Gene 
Bednarowksi runs and 
walk, a car show from 
9 a.m. to 2 p.m., and a 
6:30 p.m. vintage base 
ball game at Hays Park 
between the House of 
David Echoes and the 
Hooterville Hitters.

Contact: alersten@TheHP.com, 
932-0357, Twitter @HPLersten

By ANDREW LERSTEN
HP Staff Writer

Teachers and parapros in line for raises

BENTON HARBOR 
—  Teachers and parapro-
fessionals have accepted 
a two-year contract that’s 
supposed to put them back 
on a better footing after en-
during wage cuts and pay 
freezes for several years.

However, under the deal 
approved at Monday’s spe-
cial school board meet-
ing, the district will get to 
reopen both agreements if  
enrollment sags.

Still, considering the 
district’s fi nancial situa-
tion – including its $14.7 
million defi cit – both con-
tracts offer a good start-
ing point, labor attorney 
Barbara Ruga told the 
board.

“We know the teachers 
would prefer to have been 
fully restored – that didn’t 
happen. That couldn’t re-
alistically happen,” Ruga 
said. “It’s only going to 
happen with increased en-
rollment. What we tried to 
do was provide a basis for 

at least the two-year agree-
ment so we could have 
some stability.”

Board Vice President Joe 
Taylor agreed.

“At this time, something’s 
better than nothing, and I 
think it’s a great job to give 
some resources back to our 
teachers,” he said before the 
board voted.

Both agreements passed 
unanimously with Board 
President Sharon James 
absent.

Ruga worked with the 
district’s human resources 
coordinator, Linda Hur-
low, in negotiating the 
agreements, which the dis-
trict’s 98 teachers and 24 
paraprofessionals ratifi ed 
last weekend. The old con-
tracts expired Thursday.

Both groups have gone 
without any salary increas-
es since 2009, Hurlow said.

The teachers’ contract 
calls for 5-10 percent in-
creases, Ruga said.

For new teachers with 
a bachelor’s degree, that 
means their base salary 
will go from $28,000 to 
$34,000 per year, she said.

For those with master’s 
degrees, their base salary 
will go from $34,000 to 
$37,000.

“It’s modest increases, 
but better than nothing, 
and it shows the district’s 
willingness to invest in 
them (teachers),” Ruga 
said after the meeting.

Those changes were part 
of a new salary scale that 
teachers approved as part 
of the new contract, Ruga 
said.

Paraprofessionals with 
four or fewer years’ experi-
ence will earn $11 an hour 
while those with four years 
or more get $13 an hour, 
Ruga said. She didn’t recall 
the previous hourly fi gures.

Both contracts include 
some changes in health in-
surance payments.

For teachers, the dis-
trict increased its monthly 
contribution from $450 
to $465 for single people; 
$987 to $1,000 for couples; 
and $1,246 to $1,300 per 
month  for families, Ruga 
said.

For paraprofessionals, 
the district increased its 

contribution from $430 to 
$470 per month for single 
people only.

Teachers and parapro-
fessionals accepted fi ve 
and four additional in-
structional days, respec-
tively, to reach the 180-day 
total required by state law, 
Ruga said.

The big kicker, however, 
is the student enrollment 
picture, which will deter-
mine if  both agreements’ 
highlights stick over the 
long run.

If  enrollment stabilizes 
this fall, the district will 
only be able to reopen eco-
nomic issues in both con-
tracts, Ruga said.

Both sides will be able 
to bring up a limited num-
ber of  language issues, 
“but we won’t have to 
open the whole contract 
because we’ve done a lot 
of  work, in that regard,” 
she said.

But if  enrollment drops, 
the district will be able to 

reopen both contracts af-
ter a year – with everything 
going back on the table, 
Ruga said.

If  that scenario doesn’t 
happen, “people will have 
the stability of a two-year 
agreement with perhaps 
the potential of an addi-
tional increase for the sec-
ond year,” she said.

Ruga thanked both 
unions for their willingness 
to work with the district, 
which is paying off  four 
state loans.

“Every time we reached a 
little bit of a hurdle we were 
able to step back and fi nd 
common ground,” she said.

The state’s willingness to 
give made negotiations a 
little easier this year, too, 
Trustee Martha Momany 
said.

“The Department of 
Treasury had a different 
attitude this year about 
contracts,” Momany said 
during board comments. 
“Last year, we’d call them 
and say, ‘We got this con-
cession and that con-
cession’ – no, it was not 
enough. The state has fi -
nally realized we need to 
pay teachers a decent wage 
so that we can retain good 
teachers.”

By RALPH HEIBUTZKI
HP Correspondent

However, enrollment 
drop could change 
pay picture

“Every time we reached a little bit of a hurdle 
we were able to step back and find common 
ground.”

BARBARA RUGA
Labor attorney 

More 
of much 
the same

BENTON TOWN-
SHIP — For Lake Michi-
gan College, a flat state 
funding climate ensures 
it’ll start the 2016-17 fis-
cal year with a budget 
that looks comparable to 
last year.

LMC Board members 
unanimously adopted a 
budget Tuesday that calls 
for $32.1 million in rev-
enue and expenditures for 
the new fiscal year, which 
starts on Friday.

“Really, it’s not all that 
different than the year 
we’re just finishing,” said 
LMC’s president emeri-
tus/acting CEO Bob Har-
rison.

On the revenue side, 
LMC anticipates $15.5 
million in property taxes, 
followed by $10.5 million 
in tuition and fee revenue, 
and $5.5 million in state 
appropriations, figures 
show. Those three areas 
represent LMC’s largest 
revenue categories.

On the expenses side, 
much of  the  money 
will flow toward labor 
costs  ($20.9 million), fol-
lowed by depreciation 
and amortization ($4.3 
million), travel/commu-
nications ($1.7 million), 
and rent, utilities and in-
surance ($1.1 million).

Other major highlights 
include a better than ex-
pected showing in health 
insurance premium costs, 
which are only going up 
about 5 percent, “so we’re 
really pleased with that,” 
Harrison said.

Harrison said he is look-
ing forward to the Aug. 
23 opening of  the long-
awaited Hanson Technol-
ogy Center, which will 
combine all the college’s 
technology programs un-
der one roof  at its main 
campus along Napier Av-
enue.

The new building was 
a major focal point of 
the college’s $7.5 million 
“Campaign For Tomor-
row” fundraising effort.

“That’s going to be a 
big deal. We continue to 
focus on making students 
successful,” Harrison 
said.

LMC broke ground last 
spring for the new cen-
ter, which it expects will 
increase enrollment in its 
technical programs by 10 
percent.

The college is explor-
ing the idea of  a capital 
millage to address some 
long-standing needs – in-
cluding an overhaul of  its 
heating  and  ventilation 
systems at its Napier Av-
enue campus.

Current proposals be-
ing kicked around include 
a 0.24-mill levy for 20 
years, or 0.48 mills over 
10 years, “but those are 
still really soft numbers,” 
Harrison said.

Any formal action is 
still a long way off  be-
cause the college hasn’t 
finished crunching the 
numbers, and weighing 
the pros and cons of  pur-
suing such a proposal, 
Harrison said.

“We’ve got a citizen’s 
committee exploring the 
potential, and we’ve done 
some research on that. I 
expect a recommendation 
will come to the board in 
the next several months, 
about whether to go for-
ward or not (with the re-
quest),” Harrison said. 
“So we’re still looking at 
that.”

By RALPH HEIBUTZKI
HP Correspondent

LMC board sets 
budget for year 
starting Friday

Let’s be careful out there
Since 2012, Michigan residents have 

been able to put more bang into their 
4th of July celebrations.

However, just because the state Leg-
islature liberalized the fi reworks law, 
doesn’t mean the consumer-level ex-
plosives are safe.

Thus, state offi cials are putting out 
safety advisories as Independence Day 
nears.

“Fireworks are a risky thrill and 
are best left to professionals,” state 
Fire Marshal Julie Secontine stated 
in a news release issued by Michigan 
Licensing and Regulatory Affairs Of-
fi ce. “If you plan to ignite your own 
fi reworks, you are playing with explo-
sives, and if used incorrectly can cause 
irreparable injury and harm.”

The U.S. Consumer Product Safety 
Commission reports that 230 people 
go to emergency rooms daily with 
fi reworks injuries, and in 2014 at least 
11 resulted in death. Most emergency 
room visits were for the treatment of 
burns. The most common injuries were 
to the eyes, hands, head and face. Most 
infl ictions were to bystanders rather 
than the activators of the fi reworks 
themselves.

Last year, a Benton Harbor boy, 12, 
lost his left hand in a fi reworks blast. In 
2014, an incident in St. Joseph Town-
ship cost one man his left eye, another 
man two fi ngers and a third man a rup-
tured eardrum.

Consumer fi reworks can only be 
sold to people 18 or older. Low-impact 
fi reworks (ground-based items such as 

sparklers, toy snakes, snaps, and pop-
pers) are legal for sale and use. Be sure 
to check local ordinances for other 
limitations on fi reworks.

State law requires consumer-grade 
fi reworks only be ignited from per-
sonal property. It is illegal to ignite fi re-
works on public property (including 
streets and sidewalks), school property, 
church property or another person’s 
property without express permission.

State law makes it illegal to discharge 
fi reworks when intoxicated or under 
the infl uence of drugs. When fi re-re-
lated incidents involve consumer, low-
impact, or illegal fi reworks resulting in 
property damage, injury or death of 
another person, individuals are subject 
to being convicted of a misdemeanor 
or felony punishable by imprisonment 
of not more than fi ve years and fi nes of 
up to $10,000 or both, depending upon 
the severity of the crime.

If consumer fi reworks are used at 
home, here are safety tips to protect 
lives and property.
• Buy fi reworks only from an au-

thorized retailer as evidenced by a dis-
played license and follow the manufac-
turer’s directions.
• Never buy fi reworks packaged in 

brown paper.
• Use of fi reworks and sparklers 

should always be supervised by an 
adult.
• Light fi reworks one at a time, then 

immediately back away to a safe dis-
tance.
• Always ensure that people and 

pets are out of range.
• Light fi reworks outdoors on a 

driveway or other paved surface at least 
25 feet away from houses and highly 
fl ammable material, such as dry grass 

or mulch.
• Always keep a bucket of water or 

a running garden hose handy in case of 
fi re or other mishap.
• Douse spent fi reworks and spar-

klers in a bucket of water before dis-
carding them.

Never:
• Allow young children to play with 

or ignite fi reworks. Children under 15 
accounted for 35 percent of the esti-
mated 2014 injuries.
• Place any part of your body direct-

ly over a fi reworks device when lighting 
the fuse.
• Try to re-light or pick up fi reworks 

that have not ignited fully.
• Point or throw fi reworks at other 

people.
• Carry fi reworks in a pocket or 

shoot them off in metal or glass con-
tainers.
• Purchase or use unlabeled fi re-

works, experiment with or make your 
own fi reworks.
• Re-light “dud” fi reworks that have 

not fully functioned; (instead, wait 15 
to 20 minutes and then soak it in a 
bucket of water).

Secontine further warns of the dan-
gers of sparklers. Children are being 
injured by being poked with sparkler 
wires and are being badly burned by 
sparklers each year.

A list of legal consumer fi reworks, le-
gal low impact fi reworks, and novelties 
is outlined below or go to http://www.
michigan.gov/documents/lara/fire-
works_381040_7.pdf. To learn more 
about fi reworks safety, the Michigan 
Fireworks Safety Act, or obtain a list 
of state-certifi ed fi reworks retailers, go 
to the Bureau of Fire Services website 
at www.michigan.gov/bfs.

Fireworks are a blast 
... for good or bad

“There’s 
quite a bit 
going on, so 
we’re 
excited.”

HEIDI KNIGHT
Event 
coordinator

Don Campbell / HP staff

Alex Crone checks inventory Wednesday at the Ka-Boomers fireworks stand in the Slumberland Furniture parking lot along Napier 
Avenue in Benton Township.
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