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the system was designed 1o fail. Or that the custodians—who can
carn 383,000 a vear (more than teachers or cops) and have fatl
budgets, nepotistic stafts, and taxpayer-funded fax machines, com-
puters, microwaves, and Jeep Cherokees—had the contractual
rght not to clean their schools. ike her mighi
get slapped down if they tried o do something about it. Why
should her bosses tell her any of that? They were part of the old-
boys' network. She was just @ woman,

Il anvone Jrad hilled her in, Y Alessandro would have ignored
him. She had spent her life defving the expectations of men, work-
ing three vears in a boiler room o get the “steam time™ needed for
her engineer's license, Then invading the heating and refngeration
trades and now the board’s Division of School Facailities. She'd
alwavs been audacious, but on this day in 1989 she was a luzy
custodian’s bad dream-—a smart, wiry Brooklyn woman banging
on the office door of a shirking custodian named Carl Spechar.

The door didn't open, so she found a security guard and
asked, “Where's Spechar?””

“He's in his office.”

“No, | just knocked.” she said. “He didn’t answer.”

“He never answers.”

I3 Alessandro phoned Spechar from a nearby oflice, and he
agreed to let her in, He was a spry septuagenarian with gray skin,
gray hair, and a lip that curled as he wold her about all the things
his contract said he didn't have 1o do.

“He was the Grinch.” savs 1Y Alessandro. She asked him
when his stafl would be scraping the gum off the floors.

“Mot before my retirement.”

D" Alessandro asked why the swim-
ming pool had been closed for a vear.
- Spechar said a Mo ruNsING sign had o

g be posted on the wall, D'Alessandro
- - noticed a sign stuck in a corner; was
that the one? Spechar said it was,

“What are you waiting for?”

/ “Nobody told me where 1o put it
 The custodians can
“You fewlife, put it anywhere,” smd

[V Alessandro. She asked Spechar about
his payroll, which she savs had room for

Manhattan and Bronx plam two of his sons but not an engineer 1o
manager lohn Fratangelo. run the high-pressure steam
heated the school, City regulations re-

quire a steam engincer on duty when the boiler s running; Spe-
char had a license, but when he left the building he was breaking
the code. “As an engineer, | was offended by that.” says D" Ales-
sandro, 43. She went back 1o headguarters and asked her bosses,
deputy plunt-operations director Kirby Coughlin and chiel of cus-
todians Lucian Cappoli, to help her bring Spechar into line. But
she says Cappoli and Coughlin—both former officials in Local
83491, the custodians” umion—told her to leave Spechar alone,

“Rarby 1old me it wouldnt be “viable,” ” savs [ Alessandro.

She went alter Spechar anyway, meeting with Barbara Jaccoma,
a Board of Ed lawver who 1old her how 1o file a disciplinary mo-
non. Jaccoma also phoned Coughlin—the subtle de facto boss of
school facilitics whose chanty wward custodians leads some o
call him “the Monsignor™—and 1old him what D' Alessandro was
up to. D'Alessandro savs Coughlin was livid with her. (Coughlin,
33, says he doesn’t remember the call. ) Jaccoma told [ Alessandro
not 1o worry: she was nght 1o ke action. D"Alessandro retumed
o her ofhice, where the phone was nnging. She says it was Cap-
poli, the Monsignor's No. 2 man. 1 want you 10 go up to the
Bronx.” he said. *And don’t come back."”

LY Alessandro had been transferred to the ofhice of John Fratan-
gelo, 45, the borough plant manager for Manhattan and the
Bronx. Like Coughlin and Cappoli, Fratangelo was a former union
insider. He had a neat mustache and a fondness for sharp suits and
dumb jokes. He also had a daughter who worked for Carl Spechar.
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HE TRANSFER WASN T PUNITIVE, THEY ASSURED §

But it ended D'Alessandro’s action against Speé
char, The action against D' Alessandro, however
had just begun. She claims that an extended fa '-
ily of unien members—a brotherhood o
brooms—persecuted her for two offenses: being
female and forcing custodians to do their jobs
Her ernimes, she says, were serious enough o gel
her fired, And her story 15 one Rudy Giuliani ang
schools chancellor Ramon Cortines should hear now, belone
they launch yet another attempt a reform. 1

An all-American svmbol of corruption, mi:-am:mng:.:lncnh and
sloth, the Division of School Facilities H[H.I"Idb 5350 million a ve
ostensibly 1o clean and maintain the cny's 1,069 school buildingss

o
In fact, the division has allowed the schools 1o crumble—blaming
a lack of money when another cause is a lack of accounability (i
gmored evidence of systemwide asbestos contamination until pars
ents rose up in fury last year). The division’s titular head is a [ing
cier named Amy Linden, 38, who knows more about bonds lhl'l
botler rooms; critics say she has ceded control of the division o
Coughlin and his crew, (1 haven’t ceded control 1o anybody®
savs Linden, noting that “under the parameters of the contrady
there's only so much we can do™ about bad custodians. She des
chined further comment.) The cronies preside over o hermetic sys
tem that has nurtured some memorable characters: the custodian®
who got paid for lolling around on his boat, the one who liked o
smoke pot and shoot guns in his school basement. The sysiem’
prevents principals from punishing such men or rewarding gmd'
ones—custodial ratings, like the centralized cleaning-and-minnies
nance operation, are controlled by Coughlin and his men.

D' Alessandro says she broke ranks with that system, hectormg
bad custodians and helping good ones. She ook on anyone she'
thought was hurting schoolchildren—like the principal who was
using six school bathrooms as personal storage closets. D' Alessan
dro says her bosses blocked that action: it was 100 harsh an “af
tack.” Alter too many attacks, she was hounded from the division

earn as much as $83,000 a y:

In a gender-discrimination suit hiled against the board and
seven school-lacilities officials, D' Alessandro charges that the
wave of harassment began in 1990—immediately after she bes
gan orgamzing Board of Ed crafiswomen and testihed at a city
Human Rights Commission hearing on women in the construe
tion trades, Before 1Y Alessandro took the witness stand, Fratan:
gelo had given her a favorable evaluation: her knack for getting!
custodians 1o clean their schools had won her the p.rutiludi:ﬁ
parcnts, principals, and superintendents (1 all of your supervi
sors are of such high caliber, you are indeed lortunate,” one
principal wrote 1o Fratangelo), After 1D’ Alessandro testified,
Fratangelo suddenly found her performance *“inadequate™
Within 48 hours of her appearance at the hearing, he Qiled the!
biest of hiteen disciplinary memorandums ilpil'lr]"-l her.

Coughlin and Fratangelo deny any gender bias. ~Nobody' s say-
ing she didn't clean up a few schools and help some people.” Frae
tangelo savs, “but she couldn't perform her managerial duties. She
berated people. She had big problems being told what 1o do”

Evervone agrees that 1Y troublemaker;
what's in dispute 15 whether her brand of trouble was just what
the system needed, and whether her bosses labeled her a femis
nist troublemaker—"a crusader,” in the alleged words of Hugh'
Bovich, 38, the blustery, quasi-literate 300-pound borough
manager (and union president's nephew) who finally did herin.

“You don’t need management training o deal with these
guys,” savs [ Alessandro about the cory umion relationships.
“You nced incest training,”

In her suit, which is being heard by an admimstrative-law judge
at the Human Rights Commission offices in lower Manhattan,
¥ Alessandro and her lawver, Robert Felix, argue that the schook
lactlitics bosses undermined her authonty when she tried 10 get
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Amy Linden, the custodians' titular boss, is now under fire.

gustodians 1o perform. When she gave lousy ratings 1o lousy jani-
fors, they say, the bosses bumped the numbers up. They wrote her
up for fictitious errors and minor infractions, then slammed her in
kangaroo-court "uu;uw.lin;._ sessions,” They falsified the minuies
ol these meetings, she claims, so she made covert lape recordings
of them—and they brought her up on charges for doing so. They
sipread rumors about her personal life and 1.-.;|m.;._l others not to
talk to her. When she complamed to the board's human-resources
I'EPP'E:-rr.'I‘MtI'-L she says, she was told that liling a formal complaint
WWould “cause problems™ for her career.

Those points are in dispute. but this much is not: Her bosses
pounced her from borough 10 borough and scoffed at her claims of
bias. She filed a formal complaint with the Human Rights Com-
mission, and two weeks later, on March 15, 1991, she was fired.

“This woman couldn’t be trusted because she didn't play by the
mles,” says Charles Rosen, who teamed up with D'Alessandro
BWhen he was co-president of the parents’ association at La Guar-

| get taxpayer-funded faxes,

Sidia High School of Music and the Arts. *She was wonderful, zeal-
wous, She believed this system could be made 1o work. But it is, first
sand foremost, a jobs program. Second, it’s an experimental center
for the study of union work rules. Children come third, maybe.
E-L'i-‘rm had another idea, so of course they had to destroy her.”
The lawyer representing the board. Barbara Jaccoma—the
psame lawyer who told Coughlin about D'Alessandro’s action
Sagainst Spechar—argues that D'Alessandro was a “problem
employee” who was terminated for good reason. D'Alessandro
WBs ‘nasty” to superiors, Jaccoma told the judge. Her infrac-
Slions were real. **She's not a poor victim . . . but a poor employ-
-ﬂ‘-“l-"hl'ih-l.l..LIIHL provocative and used 1.|d1l|1- ol gender discrimi-
fmation as an excuse for her difficulties.”” She was treated better
lh-ll'-l'l her male colleagues, Jaccoma said, “because everyone in-
Boived wanted 1o retain the only female plant manager.”

The Rotten System

HICHEYER SIDE WINS, THE CITY 15 LUCKY TO
have the case going on right now. The testi-
mony being presented in a run-down hearing
room on Duane Street sheds rare light on the
custodial subculture at a time when reform is
again on the public agenda and the Division
of School Facilities is again in an uproar.
I'he latest push for reform began in 1992,
with the release of a report on the custodial
pstem by Ed Stancik, the board's commissioner of investigation.
‘Eta:ml-.'-. report limned a world of offhanded venality—ijanitors
Who pursued second carcers as lawyers on city time, gave no-show
oD 10 girlfriends, and ook advantage of "opportunitics for theft,

corruption, and poor performance that may be unequaled in
public service.” The managers tolerated these rogues and
sometimes were related 1o them. The gun-happy custodian
who used his school basement as a firing range, for instance,
is the cousin of D'Alessandro’s chunky tormenter, Hugh Bo-
vich. Custodians convicted of serious crimes aren’t barred
from their jobs but have their cases referred to Monsignor
'[..'Lﬂ.:lphﬁn- who told Stancik he "pl;ty.ti Solomon” " —olten de-
ciding whether they can keep their jobs without even making
an informational call w0 prosecutors.

The charge of union cronvism “has been thrown at me
many iimes, says Coughlin. 'l don't buy it. The chancellor
used to be a member of the teachers” union. We have
brought accountability to this system! | see my union back-
ground as a positive, not a negative.”

School Facilities also bears blame for the board's ongoing
maintenance cnsis—an operation so mismanaged that
44,000 backlogged repair orders were simply thrown out this
vear. Eight hundred of the svstem’s 1,000 school buildings
have problems with-heating and ventilation. (Bovich, who over-
sees a third of those buildings, refers 1o “heating and veniling” five
umes on his résume.) In January, an investigation by Eric Green-
berg and Lynnell Hancock of the Daily News provided startling
details about maintenance—the system spent $1.5 million on
wooden windows for 174 schools, but they rotted because custo-
dians weren’t required 1o caulk or paint them. That led Cortines 1o
give Linden until July 1 to get her house in order, or he would
demand “leadership changes.” News items reported that Linden
and Coughlin were as good as gone, but they hung on to their jobs
The system also survives: The board just spent 200,000 on a new
1'1.".]1 lor a ?i‘l.'h'.H.ll |h-'l] “']l! |'||L' o dl._'l'ﬂ.l'l next :'.I_'.i_lr_

MNew Linden resignation rumors have swept the division, but a
spokesman denied them; Linden won't comment. Sources say
Cortines asked her to stay a bit longer because new scandals had
hit. The LS. Attorney for the Southern District last week charged
cighteen for various bribery and kickback schemes at the division,

computers, and Jeep Cherokees.

Kirby Coughlin,

known as ‘“the

Monsignor™ to

custodians.

and the |'|,th1-:,
crimination in custodial hinng. Rudy Giuliani recently tore up a

Department is threatening 1o sue over racial dis-

putatively “revolutionary’ contract that Cortines claimed would
check the power of the custodians but really seemed designed 1o
lock in a long-term deal before Giuliani had a chance to privatize
Giuliani ought not to have been surprised that the contract fa-
vored the union, because a key negotiator lor the board was Kirby
Coughlin. If Giuliani wanis his reforms 10 succeed, he'll 1ake note
of 'Alessandro’s story, which suggests that the custodians can't
be reformed unless their managers are reformed as well.
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In a photo from a

1992 investigation, a
custodian lolls during

working hours.

“For the first time in a decade, change is possible,” says John
Fager of the Parents Coalition, who has been hghting the school-
facilities division since 1983, when his son, a hirst-grader at P.5. 87
in Manhattan had 0 cat lunch in a caleteria that violated the
health code. Fager knows better than to be too optimistic. *What-
wer they do with the rank-and-hle custodians,” he says, “won’l
work unless they also go alter Coughlin and the the bosses—this
pack of wolves living inside the henhouse.™

HE HENHOUSE IS AN IMPOSING BUILDING IN LONG 15-
land City, Queens. Coughlin and Cappoli work
there, but Linden spends her time in an office al
110 Livingston Street, the
board ilcanqulurlr.1'~1 a

say, of an out-ol-touch ex-
ecutive. Linden has ultimate authority over custo-
dians and maintenance, but no previous experi-
'nee with either. Her background is in bond offerings and
capital-funds management, She led the task force that created
the School Construction Authority, lost her bid to run that agen-
cy. and landed atop the school-facilities division in 1988,

"Amy's consolation prize,” says a ranking board officral, “was
our loss. She is stubborn, hardworking, and in over her head.”

Linden forced the would-be reformers from her division—the
last 1o go was building-services director Vincent Cara, D'Alessan-
dro’s only defender in upper management—and lefi key positions
unfilled. The vacuum was filled by Coughlin. ** Amy is totally de-
pendent on Kirby, and he treats her like a mushroom,” says some-
e al the division. *'In the dark and covered wiath shit. There 15 no
way she can get a straight answer from her subordinates.”

“She is the kind of intellectual who's easily taken in by
streetwise custodians,” says the board official. “People have
tried 1o get her (0 see what it means to be so reliant on a union
crony, but she can’t see it, or won't. She still wants to think ol
herself as a relormer.”

Coughlin has been the acting director of bulldimg services since
Cara left, more than two years ago. Linden won't promote him,
ources say, because doing so would require a board resolution,
and the board members can't stomach his ties to Local 891. So the
quiet, press-shy Monsignor remains in the background, running
the show. He served as the board's liaison to a consulting company
that spent 200,000 of city money on a report that found “no
compelling reason’ 1o privatize. The board’s expennments with pn-
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vatization have had mixed e
sults, and sources at the division
say part of the reason is that
Coughlin wrote contracts that
put the private hirms at a disads
vantage—a charge he denies.

“Privatization isn't working
because Kirby doesn’t want it
to work,” says a colleague, “He
still finds it difficult going from
the umion’s point of view o
management’s. After all, he s
came a custodian in 1969, He
was the union’s borough bosss
He's a compassionate guy, and
Local 891 is his family. Kirbg
trying to reform the system i
like a doctor trying 10 operale
on his own child.”

“I'm in favor of privaims
tion,” says Coughlin. “Competi
tion s good.”

Cortines has asked an indes
pendent panel of real-estale
lypes to decide what (o do
about the school-facilities dive
sion; the panel will issue its e
port next spring. In the meantime, Cortines's latest reform pla
by decentralizing vel, would hand more powes:
to managers like Fratangelo and Bovich. The privatization plan
that Giuliani is contemplating will likely fail if it is implemented
by these men, because they are opposed to the very idea of pre
vatization—alter all, it would steal jobs from their union brothe
ers. "We can negotiate a better contract,” says Labor Commiss
sioner Randy Levine, who wants to try contracting out the
cleaning of a third or more of the schools and may start bargain®
ing with the union this week. *"But we can’t negotiate the strug
ture of the school-facilities division. The chancellor can ang
must deal with this, all the way up to Amy Linden,” i

npevwiwaers [)’Alessandro took a concealed record:

Reformism Redux

HE CUSTODIAN SUBCULTURE REQUIRED 100 YEMRS
to evolve 1o its present state, “and it would k8
vou another hundred to appreciate the conspins
cy,” says someone inside the system. 1 walth
them operate and | think, This is a masterpicee™
For most of the century, the custodians have bes
both city employees and independent contracto
protected by civil-service regulations, given annt
budgets, and allowed to hire their own staffs, pa
for their own supplies, and keep whatever was left. The reward
shoddy work was more pay. In 1964, a special investigator told i
Times that some custodians camed $533,000, making them
“among the higher paid indmviduals in the country.”™
A senies of reforms chipped away al union prerogatives, regul
ing custodians to return unused budget money 1o the boards &
to stop hirnng their relatives (they skirted this by hining one g
er's relatives). Despite challenges., “the system still scems impen
ous to change,” an insider says. “1 look for soft spots, and | dog
find them.” The union protects itsell by keeping knowledgsh
critics out of the contract talks. Vinny Cara, who cracked downg
maintenance men cooking lavish lunches on board time, was
as a bargaining chip. “Get nd of Cara,” the union told Lindg
“and we'll make concessions.” Cara now works for the Depa
ment of Corrections. The concessions never came,
In 1988, the union agreed to a ballvhooed reform. For the i




me, supervisors would no longer be drawn from the same union

el as custodians, “Plant managers™ would be brought in from
outside, but the bosses who hire and supervise them would be
samie former custodians and union cronies. The result is a laver

i outsiders sandwiched between two layers of union brethren. In

989, Susan D'Alessandro was hired to join the plant manager
r. Soon enough, she started feeling squeezed.

Fighting the Good Fight

ALESSANDRO WAS TOLD THAT HER HIRING WAS PART
of a revolution in the division, “They were looking
to change the culture of the board,"” she has testi-
ficd, and she was certainly a change. Raised near
Sheepshead Bay in Brooklyn, she attended 5t. Ag-
nes Seminary, dropped in and out of Fordham,
and then wok advantage of an offer 1o enter the
trades. Growing up alongside four brothers, she'd
found that she liked mechanical work.

Starting as an engineer’s apprentice at a housing complex in
1982, she got her “steam time” and worked her way up to supervi-
sor and then chiel engineer, caming licenses for refrigeration and
lel 0il along the way. By the time she joined the board. she was
probably better trained than Bovich and Fratangelo, because the
wstodial system eases the requirements for steam time. That's
why real engineers call custodial engineers “brooms.” Fratangelo
ot his stcam-engineering education from a correspondence
school. He spent eleven years as a custodian, serving as assistant 1o
union honcho Arthur Salvadore. In 1989, he was promoted from
astodian 1o borough plant manager—Ileapfrogging from one
school to responsibility for 370. An affable man who likes lialian
suts and annoying jokes, Fratangelo mistrusted D'Alessandro at
first, then came to depend on her. He even backed her efforts to
clean up some bad custodians.

“They let me do the job as long as the custodian | was work-
ing on wasn't connected,” she savs. “The trouble was, | never
knew exactly who | was talking to—a boss’s brother-in-law?
Godson? | had to find ot who was wuchable and who was
untouchable.™

Fratangelo vehemently denies the charge, 1 supported all my
plant managers when they were right,”" he says. " We brought
L accountability to this sytem! No one is untouchable,”

Supervising District 3 in Manhattan, D’Alessandro helped
clean up some notoriously bad schools; Fratangelo started put-
ing her in charge of the office when he wasn’t around. Mosi
custodians, she learned, “weren't ogres at all. They simply need-
ed a level of supervision they'd never had, They got away with
things because they could. 1 had many custodians who were
‘belpful, supportive; | was a happy person.”

Principals were happy, too. "I remember when Sue [ Ales-
sandro came into my school,” says Shirley Mayo, a former prin-
cipal at Wadleigh Junior High in Harlem, "'l was shocked. "Oh,

my goodness, a female.” A crack in the bovs' armor. She was

mssertive, and she got my custodian turned around—he started
changing light bulbs and putting out rolls of toilet paper and
mopping floors! Amazing! No wonder they got rid of her.”

In February 1990, IYAlessandro began organizing crafts-
women who worked for the board. The National Organization
Hor Women asked her to testily at a hearing on discrimination in
sconstruction trades, “She testified with my blessing.” Fratan-
‘gelo says, “Nobody knew what she said, and nobody cared.”
But D'Alessandro says Fratangelo started writing her up for
Invial offenses, ripping her in front of her subordinates—and
worst of all, siding with them in disputes. When a custodian in
iher district failed to heat his building, causing pipes to burst,
D Alessundro brought charges against him—and Frantangelo
giled D'Alessandro for poor communication skills, *“*She

_neeting with a superior. It was spo

was erratic, unstable, and abused her authority,” he says,

In one example of abuse, D'Alessandro denied permission 1o
a custodian who wanted to leave school early to pick up his
Cherokee. (To aid snow removal, the Board of Education pays
almost hall the cost of Jeeps that custodians use all year and own
outright after five years.) Charges were brought against D’ Ales-
sandro for this heinous act, and she was made to grovel in front
of Fratangelo, the custodian, and his union representative.
Eventually, she attended a formal counseling session with Fra-
tangelo; he invited his paddleball partner from the Brooklyn of-
fice, Hugh Bovich, to attend as “impartial observer.” Bovich
kept the minutes of the meeting—and kept them inaccurately,
according to D'Alessandro, who made a secret tape. Asked
about the discrepancies during a deposition, Bovich said, *'1
wouldn't have wrote it if she didn't say it.”

DY’ Alessandro filed a number of in-house complaints but got
no satisfaction; eventually, she ook her case to Amy Linden,
who Kicked it back downstairs to a human-resources direcior,
D' Alessandro says the director 1old her that if she went outside
the division and filed a formal complaint, she would be fired.

In July, Coughlin transferred her 1o Brooklyn; he told her that
he and Linden were tired of her complaints, but that she would get
a "fresh start.” If she had problems in Brooklyn, she'd know the
trouble lay with her. She wasn't persuaded, because her new boss
wias Bovich. A nephew of former union president Charlic
Haughey, Bovich had spent five vears as a custodian and five
months as a plant manager before being promoted 1o borough
plant manager. Asked in a deposition whether his uncle helped
him get the job, Bovich said no, but allowed as how he's “not such
a polished guy. Maybe my vocabulary, it's not the best.”

Unschooled, perhaps, but not stupid, Bovich allegedly under-
ok a ham-fisted but successful plan 1o drive D'Alessandro from
the job. At one point, ID'Alessandro says, he took her aside and
said, "' No one here trusts you"—and then told her that he would
deny ever having said it (in his deposition, he did deny it). A plamt
manager has testified that Bovich ordered him 1o stop talking 1o
' Alessandro. In September, Bovich challenged her handling of
an incident and ordered her to a counseling session, When she
ook a concealed tape recorder into the meeting, the 300-pound

man saw it and wrestled it out of the 115-pound woman’s pocket.
LY Alessandro called the police. Bovich cited her for carrying the
device, then typed out six new memos about other alleged prob-
lems. He got some of his dates mixed up—reprimanding her for
things she must have done on days off—and she challenged him,
Their obsessive memo-writing war went up the chain of command
to Coughlin, who sided with Bovich. ** Any further infractions,” he
told D'Alessandro, “could lead 10 termination. ™

On November 24, D'Alessandro filed a complaint with the Hu-
man Rights Commission. Two weeks later, Bovich handed her an
evaluation that failed her in nine out of ten categories. She ap-
pealed to Coughlin, but on March 15, 1991, she was fired.

HREE YEARS LATER, HER CASE HAS NOW MADE IT TO
trial. Administrative-law judge Steven Presberg will
be hearing arguments through July: this week, the
board begins presenting its side, portraying [D'Ales-
sandro as an abusive emplovee with a pattern o
crying discrimination. They will introduce evidence
of IYAlessandro’s 1975 marijuana bust, and say
they could have denied her employment because of
i Judge Presberg's ruling should come by year's
end, unless [’ Alessandro accepts a settlement offer before then.
That isn't likely. She pressed her case with a ferocity well known
to lazy custodians, and she did it for one reason.

“1 want my old job back,” she says. 1 want to be vindicated. |
want to go in on my first day and be a plant manager again.

“Then, on my second day, maybe I'll quit.” =

MAY 30, 1004/NEW YORK 33

tted and wrestled from her.
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