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A Slice of New York
A Slice of New York, in San

Jose, is a Mecca for techies
from the East Coast who are
homesick for Big Apple-style
pizza.

Native New Yorker Kirk
Vartan, a former engineer, says
he grew tired of what he saw
as overly complicated West
Coast pies, so he opened a piz-
zeria that primarily features the
ingredients that are familiar on
the other coast: high-quality to-
mato sauce, mozzarella and
flour.

“I just want to give people
the type of pizza shop I grew
up with,” he says.

Slice serves standards like
cheese, pepperoni and mush-
room, along with a few combi-
nations. The portions are gener-

ous, making it difficult to save
room for the cannoli and tira-
misu, which are shipped from
Long Island. Pizza is $3 to $5 a
slice and comes with a free
beverage with an order of two
slices.

The plastic tables outside fill
up quickly and there often is a
line. But Jason Romanosky, a
Cisco Systems Inc. manager
who grew up in New Jersey and
visits at least once a week, says
the food is worth the wait. “It’s
the closest thing you can find
to real pizza out here,” he says.

A Slice of New York is lo-
cated at 3443 Stevens Creek
Blvd. in San Jose and opens at
11 a.m. Tuesday through Satur-
day and 1 p.m. on Sunday.
—Marie C. Baca

Sean Elsbernd is scoring vic-
tories by battling with organized
labor, a strategy that not long
ago might have derailed a politi-
cian’s career in San Francisco.

Earlier this month Mr. Els-
bernd, the city supervisor for
District 7, won certification for a
voter initiative on November’s
ballot that would overhaul con-
tracts with the union that oper-
ates San Francisco’s financially
troubled Muni public-transporta-
tion system.

Critics, he says, “said Sean
Elsbernd’s political career is
over” for taking on the issue in
this famously pro-union town.

But the initiative collected
more valid signatures—nearly
75,000—than any in the city’s
history. Mr. Elsbernd, 34 years
old, saw an opportunity in a bud-
get crisis that already has
wrought some of the first cuts to
Muni service in years. “If there is
one issue that binds San Francis-
cans, it is reliance on Muni,” he
says.

Now he is a rising political
star in a city that doesn’t usually
take well to the “conservative”
label, even from a native-son
moderate Democrat. “Here, I’m
the right-wing conservative, but
look at me: I’m pro-choice, pro-
gay marriage, pro-universal
health care,” he says. “Welcome
to San Francisco politics.”

His initiative, dubbed “Fix
Muni Now,” would address the
agency’s repeated budget short-
falls by removing a line in the
city charter that guarantees
Muni drivers a salary equal to
the average of the two highest-
paying transit agencies in the
country. Instead, it will require
the Muni drivers’ union to set
salaries through collective bar-
gaining, like most San Francisco
unions. Mr. Elsbernd’s bill also
removes existing work rules for
Muni employees that he says
lead to high rates of absentee-
ism, and thus poor service.

The Transport Workers Union
Local 250-A, which represents

some 2,200 bus, streetcar and
cable-car operators, says Mr. Els-
bernd’s charter amendment is
motivated primarily by politics.

“This union doesn’t under-
stand when it became the driv-
ers’ responsibility to help the
budget. Our responsibility is to
report to work on time, and
drive as safely as we can,” says
Walter Scott III, the union’s sec-
retary-treasurer and a veteran
cable-car operator. “We are the
union everybody loves to hate.”

Mr. Scott adds that the union
already conducts bargaining in a
transparent manner with the city
on everything except salary, and
Mr. Elsbernd’s measures won’t
save money. To fix Muni’s prob-
lems, the union has called for ad-
ditional funding for Muni, which
has been hurt by budget cuts
from the state.

But Mr. Elsbernd says that
drivers need to share some of
the blame for the financial trou-
bles, and are out of sync with
other city employees who have
recently taken pay cuts. The av-
erage base pay for a Muni driver
is about $58,000, though em-
ployees often earn overtime pay.

The union also recently re-
fused to make concessions that
Mr. Elsbernd says would have cut
$19 million from Muni’s budget
over a two-year period. Instead,
because of the salary provision
in the city’s charter, Muni drivers
earlier this month got a more
than 5% pay raise.

Mr. Scott said his union re-
jected the salary concessions be-
cause it had already made oth-
ers, including reductions to
working hours that came with
overall system cutbacks in recent
months.

Mr. Elsbernd says behind the
interest for his initiative is a
growing sense of fiscal conserva-
tism among San Francisco vot-
ers. “Muni is the tip of the ice-
berg,” he says, adding that he
thinks the next big issue is going
be the city’s pension system that
is draining the budget. “The elec-
torate is going to see this is one
of the reasons why libraries are

closing, why parks aren’t open,
why the streets look a little dirt-
ier,” he says.

There has been a political
firestorm over the cutbacks
needed to close a projected $483
million deficit for the city. On
Tuesday, the Board of Supervi-
sors approved spending cuts to
erase the budget gap in its $6.5
billion budget for the year that
began July 1.

Mr. Elsbernd’s initiative is
well-funded, having already
raised more than $300,000 to

collect the needed signatures.
Backers include some big busi-
ness interests, including the
Building Owners and Managers
Association and the Association
of Realtors.

Opponents include other labor
leaders, including Tim Paulson,
the executive director of the San
Francisco Labor Council, an um-
brella group. The Elsbernd initia-
tive, he says, is a “very cynical
way of exploiting” the bad econ-
omy. Moreover, he said it was
“anti-worker” to include a re-

quirement in the proposition
that would require an indepen-
dent arbiter to step in if negotia-
tions between the union and city
break down. Under the proposal,
the arbiter must consider the im-
pact of any disputed work rule
on Muni fares and service, plac-
ing more of the burden on driv-
ers to defend their requests.

Greg Dewar, a freelance copy-
writer from the Inner Sunset and
the writer behind Muni-themed
blog “N-Judah Chronicles,” says
he was initially sympathetic to

the union and against the “Fix
Muni Now” campaign. But he
changed his mind recently. “It’s
really about bringing outdated
charter amendments and work
rules into the 21st century,” he
says. He adds, though, there are
other significant causes of
Muni’s financially problems, no-
tably a drop in state dollars.

An alternative Muni ballot
measure that also would have
cut the minimum pay guarantee
in the charter but was less
sweeping in changing Muni’s re-
lationship with the drivers’
union failed to garner sufficient
votes from the board Tuesday. It
had been championed by several
board members, but lost support
from its co-sponsor, Supervisor
David Chiu, after he struck a sep-
arate deal with Mayor Gavin
Newsom. That agreement intro-
duced some immediate changes
that don’t require a vote, such as
setting up a task force to assess
Muni’s governance and hiring an
in-house auditor.

Mr. Elsbernd says the rival
plan is focused on giving more
power to the board of supervi-
sors, rather than changing a bro-
ken system.

Corey Cook, a political-science
professor at the University of
San Francisco, says Mr. Elsbernd
has seized on a “palpable sense
about the city’s budget situation
and concern about vital services
being cut.”

“There is a void in the centrist
political leadership in the city,
and a lot of people are hoping
that Sean would be the person to
fill that,” he says.

Mr. Elsbernd, who early in his
political career worked as an
aide to Mr. Newsom, has two
more years left in his term be-
fore he must leave the Board of
Supervisors.

He says he hasn’t decided
what move he wants to make
next, but he wants to leave a leg-
acy of tackling sacred cows.
“Maybe this will make the board
a little more willing to take on
these more difficult challenges,”
he says.

BY GEOFFREY A. FOWLER

Uncommon Success for Union Adversary
In City Friendly to Organized Labor, Sean Elsbernd Garnered Record Signatures for Measure to Undo Muni Contract Rules

San Francisco Board of Supervisors member Sean Elsbernd is campaigning to overhaul Muni union contracts.
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San Jose’s A Slice of New York serves minimalist, Big Apple-style
pizza, as well as versions with more toppings.
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On a recent morning, Michael
Savage was complaining, as he is
famous for doing on his conser-
vative radio talk show. But this
time, the topic was not President
Barack Obama’s agenda or illegal
immigrants. It was the air qual-
ity outside his Tiburon home.

“These [expletive] burn [ex-
pletive] wood fires at night—it’s
one of my greatest complaints on
Earth,” said Mr. Savage, as he re-
clined in his 63-foot yacht with
his toy poodle, Teddy, in his lap.
“The guy who does it the worst
has a big peace sign on his drive-
way and ‘Stop Global Warming’
on his bumper. It drives me ber-
serk.” His solution: “Ban wood-
burning fires in the Bay Area.”

Mr. Savage, 68 years old, is
best known as the caustic con-
servative radio-show host. His
more infamous episodes include
calling autistic children “misdi-
agnosed brats” and losing his ca-
ble-television show after telling a
caller to “get AIDS and die.”

Yet he is an advocate of envi-
ronmental protection and a critic
of animal abuse. He despises
conservative counterparts such
as Glenn Beck and Rush Lim-

baugh, and, unlike them, has
been on the sidelines of the tea-
party movement. Perhaps the
biggest apparent paradox is that
he lives in the famously liberal
Bay Area—and loves it.

Mr. Savage said there is no
contradiction. Environmental
and animal-protection laws don’t
require more bureaucracy, he
says. He cheers the tea party
movement but hasn’t associated
himself with it because he pre-
fers “to stand on my own two
feet.”

As far as living in the Bay
Area goes, he quotes a French
philosopher. “They asked Vol-
taire why he lives in Paris, since
you’re always ridiculing the foi-
bles of the Parisians,” Mr. Savage
said. “He said, ‘Where else
should I live to write about the
foibles of the Parisians?’ ”

The radio host moved to the
Bay Area in 1974 and studied at
the University of California,
Berkeley, where he earned a
Ph.D. in nutritional ethnomedi-
cine. He wrote books about
plants and worked as a nutrition-
ist before starting his radio ca-
reer in 1994.

When out in the public, he
said he is approached by far

more fans than critics. Still, he
gets death threats because of
what he says on air. As he tells
his listeners, he broadcasts from
“hidden locations.” That’s not a
joke: He has several homes and
studios around Marin County
and San Francisco, and he is con-
stantly moving between them.

“I live a very careful life,” said
Mr. Savage, who is married and
has two grown children. “There
are crazy people out there who
don’t like you.”

In person, Mr. Savage is more
congenial than he sounds on air
or in emails, which he often
writes in all-capital letters. Ask
him a question, and he chatters
without the anger that has be-
come the trademark of his radio
show. But he still says things
that many people would find of-
fensive (“I won’t walk through
the [predominantly Latino] Mis-
sion District. I will walk through
Chinatown without any fear
whatsoever.”)

“He’s a sweet guy when you
meet him one on one,” said Mau-
rice Kanbar, the Skyy vodka
founder and close friend of Mr.
Savage. “He sounds crazy on air.
I really think he’s a pussycat.”

Many people disagree. Some

of Mr. Savage’s most outspoken
critics are in San Francisco’s gay
community. “He’s a dangerous
jerk who appeals to people’s bas-
est instincts of outrage and ha-
tred towards gay people,” said
Marc Solomon, a director of
Equality California, a gay-rights
group based in San Francisco.
“He really dehumanizes people,
and that has real consequences.”

Mr. Savage said he isn’t ho-
mophobic and says he believed
he was off the air when he made
the comment about AIDS.

Last year, the U.K. govern-
ment banned Mr. Savage from
entering the country for some of
the remarks that he has made
over the years.

Mr. Savage says he is livid
with the ban, which he is fight-
ing. He says it is hypocritical for
a government that celebrates
free speech to do so. “Kim Jong
Il can go to Britain and dine in a
restaurant and I can’t?” he said,
referring to the North Korean
leader. “It’s crazy. It’s insane.”

But in a nod to his crunchy
past, he also says it would be
nice to revisit some work during
his scientific career. “My plant
collections are in Kew Gardens in
London,” he says.
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Savage Attacks on Diverse Foes
Radio talk-show host Michael Savage, in a 2007 photo, says he enjoys skewering his fellow Bay Area residents.

A
ss

oc
ia

te
d

Pr
es

s

On the Ballot
The Muni initiative backed by
Supervisor Elsbernd would:

 Eliminate a city charter
provision requiring operator
wages to be set at the average
of the two highest-paying
transit agencies in the U.S.

 Allow for modifications of
work rules, including overtime
policies and limits on part-time
drivers

 Require binding arbitration,
and arbiters must consider the
impact of disputed work rules
on Muni fares and service
Source: FixMuniNow


