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Capitol elevator operators floored by layoff order
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The Capitol elevator operators, a beloved and longtime fixture of the state's legislative hub, were among those who went down with Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger's layoffs last week.

The operators, eight in all, were let go as part of the governor's executive order to save cash by laying off 10,133 part-time and temporary state workers until the Legislature settles on a budget.

"I've even told them I'd work for free, because it makes me happy," said Helen Jenkins, who has worked as a Capitol elevator operator since 1983. "I've never ever in my life seen (a budget) like this. I've never seen it where due to the budget the governor has to lay someone off. Now I know why they call him the Terminator." 

The only elevator left with an operator is reserved for state senators.

According to Department of General Services spokesman Eric Lamoureux, the agency that manages Capitol building operations, the Senate rehired one operator for the members' private elevator, tapping into its own pot of money.

Jenkins, 81, said that she had met and taken photos with the former movie star governor, and that though he had the best intentions with his order, "actually, he's punishing the poor."

She said that she had a bit of money saved up from winnings at nearby Thunder Valley Casino, but that some of her co-workers were facing hard times.

Lamoureux said four of the operators are considered permanent intermittent employees and four are considered retired annuitants – retired state workers who come back to work part time.

"Our intention is to bring all eight back once the budget is signed," he said. "The sooner we can get them back, we're happy to have them back. But we do need to comply with the executive order right now."

