Proposal to more easily fire state employees could lead to political firings

By Emily Lawler | elawler@mlive.com on May 26, 2016
LANSING, MI -- A proposal to amend the state constitution to make it easier to fire state employees could open the door for patronage and political decisions, opponents told the House Workforce and Talent Development Committee Thursday morning.

"Civil service itself has been working well for over 76 years. The CSC was constitutionally created to put an end to the spoils system," said Charles Blockett Jr., a retired state worker and former member of the Michigan Civil Service Commission.

"Prior to civil service the state was plagued by high turnover because of political patronage."

House Speaker Kevin Cotter, R-Mt. Pleasant, and Rep. Dan Lauwers, R-Brockway Twp., introduced the package last week.

It would amend the constitution to let a department director fire an employee in the state classified service for "conduct that directly and negatively impacts the department's ability to accomplish its statutory duties in a fair, timely, equitable, and transparent manner."

House Speaker Kevin Cotter, R-Mt. Pleasant, plans to introduce legislation Thursday that would make going against a department's mission a fireable offense for state employees.

Department directors are appointed by the governor and typically turn over when the governor changes. But under the civil service system, departmental employees in place below that director stay in place regardless of their political predispositions.

Asked about the possibility of political firings last week, Cotter said the bill wouldn't undo civil service protections that have been in place for decades.

"I see this still providing the protections that the work back in the 1940s provided to try to get us away from the political, but at the same time irrespective of a letter after our name the same employee issues can persist," Cotter said.

In testimony today, Cotter addressed some of the pushback against the bills by saying what they were not about.

"It is not about repealing civil service in Michigan, nor is it about making changes which would result and render the current system ineffective," Cotter said.

He said the bill would change discipline procedure so that state employees could be suspended without pay for longer than the current seven days as their conduct is being investigated.

Cotter said that in relation to the Flint water crisis, Michigan Department of Environmental Quality employee Steven Bursh was placed on unpaid leave for seven days but "It wasn't until criminal charges were ultimately announced... that he was placed on unpaid leave per the civil service rules."

Ultimately taxpayers are out not just a worker's salary, but the lost productivity of that person's colleagues, Cotter said.

But for UAW legislative liaison Ray Holman that seems to open the door to political abuse.

"We're not opposed to this because we're saying state employees shouldn't be held accountable. That's not the point. We're opposed to this because this opens the door for corruption and political abuse," Holman said.

AFSCME legislative liaison Nick Ciaramitaro said a department director who "couches it in the right terms" would potentially be able to fire somebody for political reasons.

The committee did not vote on the measure Thursday. On the House and Senate floors it would need a two-thirds vote, meaning Cotter would have to get the entire Republican caucus plus 10 Democrats on board.
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