How did Gov. Rick Snyder do at Flint water crisis hearing? Depends who you ask

By Emily Lawler | elawler@mlive.com on March 17, 2016
LANSING, MI -- Michigan Gov. Rick Snyder testified before the U.S. House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform in Washington D.C. Friday, reiterating that the Flint water crisis was attributable to failures at all levels of government.

"Let me be blunt. This was a failure of government at all levels," Snyder said during the hearing.

Democrats on the committee focused in on the levels Snyder controlled - state departments and the emergency manager he appointed. Republicans, meanwhile, focused on the federal Environmental Protection Agency's role. With palpable anger all around, how did Michigan's governor do?

"I think that the governor is still a ways away from his old motto of 'no credit, no blame.' He still uses those words a lot but he pretty firmly pointed the finger at government bureaucrats in the state and at the EPA," said Susan Demas, editor of Inside Michigan Politics.

Stu Sandler, co-founder of Republican consulting firm Grand River Strategies said the governor did the right thing by taking responsibility.

"I thought the governor did very well. I thought he was forthright," Sandler said.

Gov. Rick Snyder left today's Congressional hearing on the Flint water crisis still facing criticism for his actions, questions about his account of what happened, and fresh calls for his resignation.

In a statement released after the hearing Snyder simultaneously accepted responsibility and looked toward the EPA.

"We are taking responsibility and taking action in Michigan, and that is absolutely essential in Washington, too. Inefficient, ineffective, and unaccountable bureaucrats at the EPA allowed this disaster to continue unnecessarily," Snyder said.

But that kind of splitting of blame is frustrating to Senate Minority Leader Jim Ananich, D-Flint.

"Saying 'I take responsibility' and blaming everybody else is not responsibility," Ananich said. "That's what a little kid does when they get caught stealing a cookie and say 'well, it was her fault for doing it.' He's continuing to not take responsibility and to not make sure that the citizens of my community are helped."

Sandler said Snyder's testimony stood in stark contrast to that of EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy, who he saw as trying to avoid responsibility in some cases.

Michigan Republican Party Chairwoman Ronna Romney McDaniel also pointed to a contrast between McCarthy's testimony and Snyder's.

"Today's hearing in Congress showed what has been clear for months: Governor Rick Snyder has taken responsibility for this crisis while the EPA has continued to deny their role. While Gov. Snyder is taking steps to find solutions to this crisis affecting Flint residents and families, the EPA still accepts no responsibility or accountability for their role," Romney McDaniel said.

But Ananich sees it differently. Gov. Rick Snyder controlled both state and local government through the appointment of an emergency manager, he said, and the EPA's role was fundamentally different.

"To basically blame the folks who didn't come in and stop them and act as if it's the same as the folks who allowed it to happen, who ignored it, who criticized the people of my community, who made fun of them and who basically trashed the work of Dr. Edwards until obviously it was popular to do the opposite is really offensive," Ananich said.

Demas said that the messaging around all levels of government failing didn't take into account the different roles each level of government had.

"I think generally people do believe that there are failures at all levels. There's' ample evidence of that. The problem for the governor is that not all levels are equal," Demas said.

Democrats on the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform used the crisis to question several of Snyder's policies and governing principles, including the emergency manager law and running government like a business. One other thing they tried to drill into was a timeline of what he knew when. He stuck to his timeline, in which he personally does not know of legionella and other water quality issues even as members of his staff are discussing them.

"I think there's a lot of anger and hostility. I really feel that people just don't believe that he's being as honest about what he knew and when he knew it. They just can't fathom that he was as clueless as he claims to have been," said Kelly Rossman-McKinney of public relations firm Truscott Rossman.

Some of the committee's Democratic members called on Snyder to resign over the crisis, something the Michigan Democratic Party has also been vocal in doing.

"In front of the United States' Congress today, Rick Snyder stepped up his efforts to evade responsibility and blame others for the poisoning of Flint's water under his watch as governor," said MDP Chair Brandon Dillon. "...He is either a stone-cold liar or the worst administrator in the history of Michigan. He should do the right thing and resign as governor immediately, so someone can get to work cleaning up the mess he and his administration created."

This was Snyder's second trip to testify before a congressional committee in Washington, D.C., according to his office. In 2012 he testified before the House Education and Workforce Committee. The governor is expected back in Flint on Friday morning for a Flint Water Interagency Coordinating Committee meeting.
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