Tuesday, Dec. 1, 2009

DPW manager quits after altercation McKeown out after two months as utilities chief 

By Patrick Anderson
Staff Writer

A Gloucester public works manager resigned last week after a dispute with one of his employees escalated into a physical altercation.

The manager, John McKeown, stepped down last Tuesday, Public Works Director Michael Hale confirmed yesterday, after the employee he confronted filed a complaint with Gloucester Police.

Both men were interviewed by police, but there was no record of any charges filed in connection with the incident as of yesterday.

The employee, a 15-year city veteran whose name has not been released, has also been disciplined for his role instigating the conflict, Hale said, pending the outcome of a Civil Service hearing.

Hale said the two men's version of events differed, and while he did not know whether any punches were thrown, there was consensus that McKeown had made physical contact with the employee.

An anonymous letter to the Times from someone claiming to have witnessed the incident said McKeown had thrown the employee to the ground and drove around the parking lot yelling threats.

"Physical contact cannot be tolerated," Hale said. "There is no room for it — period — if it is done in an aggressive manner. But that isn't to say that if someone is instigating it, they won't be disciplined as well."

The city was looking into disciplinary action against both men — the employee, presumably, for insubordination — when McKeown stepped down. 

McKeown was hired in September as operations manager of the Department of Public Works' utilities unit, which maintains both the drinking water and sewer pipe systems. He was in charge of about 20 workers.

Bad blood between the manager and employee appears to have come from the tension of a new boss trying to establish discipline with veteran workers.

The Public Works work force has shrunk in the past few years, as it has across almost all city departments, leaving fewer workers to perform a growing number of tasks.

With Hale trying to maximize the number and extent of road repair projects the city performs and this year wrestling with a water crisis, many workers have been asked to take on multiple roles and perform tasks they would not have in past years. 

Mayor Carolyn Kirk yesterday described the incident as "an eruption over improving productivity" in the Department of Public Works.

While most of the city workforce has accepted an increased focus on accountability and productivity, "there is some resistance," Kirk said.

Hale said rumors attributing the conflict to employees trying to avoid mandatory drug tests were likely not accurate, as the last round of random screenings had been several days before the incident. 

Hale called McKeown a good manager who would be missed, and said the city would hire a replacement as soon as possible.
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