What's behind state government curtain? We should demand to know                                                      By Melanie McElroy November 25, 2015
As roads crumble and schools face budget cuts, politicians in Lansing bought themselves a new state Senate office building that could run taxpayers as much as $134 million. The decision to give the contract to a Lansing developer was made in a backroom by subcommittee — a prime example of how large donors are rewarded in Lansing while voters face cuts to basic services.

The drinking water crisis in Flint has also got our attention. Widespread lead contamination is a public health emergency, but we don't know the state's role in the crisis. What did state officials know as the Flint crisis escalated? Did the state create the problem under the guise of financial crisis? Why didn't they act sooner to stop threat to the health of 30,000 people? Why can't we properly investigate the events that led to this disaster?

The state task force appointed by Gov. Rick Snyder to investigate Flint's drinking water problems operates in secret. Its meetings are closed. Its communications are hidden from the public. We don't have access to documents the task force is considering. The governor will report on what the task force finds, but he will get to handpick what to disclose. 

Our government in Michigan is broken. The Flint water crisis and the contract to a campaign donor are symptoms of this problem. A new report by the Center for Public Integrity is a wake-up call for us to do a better job of fighting for a truly representative democracy in Michigan.

The report, released earlier this month, gives Michigan a failing grade for transparency and integrity in government. These are the most basic requirements of citizen participation and government accountability. Michigan ranks dead last in measures of executive accountability, legislative accountability, judicial accountability and state pension fund management.

Our voices aren't being heard in Michigan. Powerful corporate lobbyists influence public policy in secret because our laws don't require them to disclose most of their lobbying activities. Whether it's a road-funding bill, a tax measure, or public subsidies for corporations, special interests almost always win in Michigan.

In fact, our elected representatives made it even easier for corporate special interests to rig the system. In 2013, the Legislature passed a bill that doubled campaign contribution limits. This gives the wealthy and well-connected even greater more access to the levers of government.

All is not lost, however. As voters and taxpayers we must demand better than worst-in-the-nation status.

Corporate interests shouldn't rig the system. We must demand transparency so that citizens are fairly represented in government. Let's repeal the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) exemptions that exist for the governor and  Legislature. We need personal finance disclosure for state lawmakers, like in congress, so that lawmakers are more likely to vote for the public good, not their personal gain. We need to reform redistricting so that voters pick their politicians instead of the other way around.

The CPI report should be required reading for politicians in Lansing. Our job is to hold these officials accountable for holding up the basics of a functioning democracy. We owe a more transparent and fair government to generations to come. All of us — especially the people in Flint — should drink to that. 
Melanie McElroy is executive director of Common Cause Michigan.
http://www.mlive.com/opinion/index.ssf/2015/11/whats_behind_state_government.html#incart_river_mobile_index
