The business case against legislative term limits
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Mary Barra spent 34 years climbing the corporate ladder at General Motors before becoming the Detroit automaker's first female CEO in 2014. She oversees a company of 225,000 employees across the globe that generated $166.4 billion in revenue last year.

Jay Farner became CEO of Quicken Loans in February after 21 years with the mortgage giant, which saw its lending volume top a record $17 billion in 2016 under his leadership as president and commercial pitchman for a company with 16,000 employees.

Gerry Anderson joined DTE Energy in 1993 as a vice president at the Detroit-based energy company and held several executive jobs before becoming president in 2004 and CEO the following year. DTE has a nationwide workforce of 10,000 and posted $10.3 billion in operating revenue in 2015.

Tom Leonard spent four years representing a suburban Lansing state House district in Clinton County before being elevated to speaker of the House, a position that wields great power over a $55 billion annual state budget and 48,000 state employees.

Leonard's predecessor, Kevin Cotter, also spent four years as a state rep from Isabella County before being propelled into the speaker's seat for a mere two years, before the state Constitution sent him home.

With all the clamoring from businesspeople who want the government to be run like a business, why do we promote junior-level associates to be chief executive officers of the Legislature every two to four years?

Because of term limits.

In 1992, 59 percent of voters, fed up with career politicians in Lansing and Washington, took out their anger at the ballot box by imposing constitutional limits of three two-year terms for House members and two four-year terms for members of the Michigan Senate.

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled the term limits on members of Congress were unconstitutional, and they got tossed out. The state term limits stuck.

A generation later, the consequences of this ill-conceived experiment in government reform are showing up in nearly all facets of our state's governance — or lack thereof.

There's little to no institutional memory among the elected members of the Legislature. Lobbyists, gubernatorial appointees and legislative aides — and former lawmakers working in those jobs — fill in the memory gaps for freshmen reps every two years.

Not one member was around when Proposal A passed in 1994 — and few, if any, could explain how this constitutional amendment greatly changed the way property is taxed and public education is funded in this state.

Term limits serve to insulate House members from the consequences of their public policy decisions.

One-third weren't in office a year and half ago when the Legislature passed a $1.2 billion road funding bill that won't be fully funded until 2021.

In 2019, two-thirds of the House will have had no role in the Legislature's decision to earmark $600 million of the $11 billion general fund for roads and bridges — a decision that will put a strain on the funding source for prisons, Medicaid, municipalities and public universities.

By that time, thanks to term limits, just a dozen of the 38 current senators could still be office — if they get re-elected in 2018.

The revolving door of term-limited legislators has certainly created new opportunities for more Michiganders to become involved in governing the state. For the most part, that's a good thing for a representative democracy.

But the Legislature hasn't exactly been attracting the highest quality of characters in recent years for a $71,685-a-year job that expires in six to eight years and no longer includes retirement benefits.

In the past two years alone, one state senator went to jail for shooting up his ex-wife's car (Virgil Smith of Detroit); two state representatives were caught in a bizarre sex scandal leading to the resignation of one and the expulsion of the other (Todd Courser of Lapeer and Cindy Gamrat of Plainwell, respectively) and another state rep (Brian Banks of Harper Woods) resigned as part of a plea deal with prosecutors over bank fraud charges.

And Banks got elected to a district representing northeast Detroit and part of the Grosse Pointes with a rap sheet that includes eight felony convictions for writing bad checks and credit card fraud. His campaign slogan was literally "you can bank on Banks."

State Sen. Bert Johnson of Highland Park, was just indicted by a federal grand jury for allegedly putting a woman on his Senate payroll for a no-show $23,000 job to repay her for a $14,000 personal loan.

While the sideshows of these mostly personal problems play out in the media, real and consequential issues facing this state go unnoticed. As the House was consumed in August 2015 with booting Courser and Gamrat from office, researchers were discovering lead in Flint's water supply.

There are commission reports about the dire need to fix our broken infrastructure and poor-performing public education system piling up in Lansing. Another report from a gubernatorial commission on the future of Michigan's economy is due out in May.

But few elected members of the Legislature are paying attention with the term-limits clock ticking for them to find new jobs (many land gigs in local or state government or at lobbying firms after their time in office).

Because they don't have time.

When the newly elected class of nearly 40 House members arrives in Lansing every other January, the ones who want to be committee chairmen or take leadership posts quickly start making their moves.

Leonard went from being an assistant prosecutor in Genesee County in 2012 to running the state House this year. He succeeded Paul Opsommer, who went from being House Transportation Committee chairman in 2012 to a lobbyist for Ambassador Bridge owner Manuel "Matty" Moroun weeks after he was term-limited from office.

Now Leonard is reportedly eyeing a run for attorney general in 2018 — because he can't run for re-election to the House again.

In a matter of five years, Cotter went from private sector law practice to a rocky two-year term as speaker of the House that may be best remembered for pushing Courser and Gamrat out of the Capitol.

Both Leonard and Cotter are both perfectly qualified public servants. But they simply have had no time to gain the kind of experience on the job that Barra, Farner and Anderson got before being elevated to the CEO's seat.

Senate Majority Leader Arlan Meekhof got a little more on-the-job training. The Ottawa County Republican is in the third year of a four-year term leading the Senate. In his first four-year Senate term, Meekhof was the majority party's floor leader — the business equivalent of chief operating officer — after serving two terms in the House.

Meekhof used a business case for at least lengthening term limits during a recent fiscal policy summit in Lansing.

"If you had a $55 billion company and told investors every six years you're going to bring in new people that haven't done this very much, how likely are people to invest in that business?" Meekhof said, according to The Detroit News. "It's very uncertain."

Meekhof's point is something for the likes of Barra, Farner, Anderson and their respective boards to think about.

If uncertainty is really the anathema of businesspeople, why stand by and let our state government be run with a constant churn of leadership uncertainty?
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