It's already easier to fire state employees than some lawmakers claim
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House Republicans have introduced civil service legislation that they say will make it easier to fire state employees who are not doing their jobs. At the same time, the sponsor of one bill, H.B. 5677, has made several misleading statements justifying his proposal.

In a letter to the Detroit News, Rep. Dan Lauwers, R-Brockway Township, alleged that civil service rules make it "€œalmost impossible"€� for civil servants to be fired. During my time on the Michigan Civil Service Commission, 2,447 employees have been discharged. The "almost impossible"€� is happening almost 300 times a year. And, these numbers likely understate dismissals because they do not include resignations in lieu of discharge.

Second, Rep. Lauwers asserted that civil service rules "€œrequired the state to pay (Department of Environmental Quality employees) for months before they were charged criminally."€� Under commission rules, disciplinary decisions rest with each department, which can remove employees from the payroll by discharge at any time for cause. After events in Flint, the DEQ accepted one civil servant's resignation, terminated another without criminal charges being filed, and suspended two others without pay after criminal charges. The implication that civil service rules required waiting until after criminal investigations to suspend or discharge an employee is false.

Third, Rep. Lauwers argued that "substandard government workers should never be shielded from prompt discipline and potential termination, especially if their bad decisions negatively impact people's lives, like in ... the Grand Rapids Home for Veterans." The employees alleged to have mistreated veterans were not state employees. They were private contractors who replaced state employees as required in legislative budgets.

The Civil Service Commission was created by a 1940 constitutional amendment, rejecting political patronage and abuse of the state workforce. Before this amendment, the ruling party gave campaign workers jobs with little regard to education or experience. Employees were expected to "donate" 1 to 2 percent of salaries back to the party. State offices would empty during campaign season as employees electioneered on state time. When political control switched, annual turnover could reach 75 percent in some agencies. A fed-up citizenry amended Michigan's constitution to replace a spoils system with a merit system so employees could focus on the people's work instead of party bosses'€™ work.

I agree wholeheartedly with Rep. Lauwers that state agencies and employees must be responsive and meet statutory charges. Most state civil servants do excellent work for Michigan's citizens and that service should be appreciated. For those who fall short, civil service rules allow agencies to manage and discipline their workforce to enforce accountability.

Since I became chair in 2011, legislators have addressed the commission just once. In 2013, they asked the commission to require state employees to perform food-services work at prisons that were privatized as required in other legislative budgets.

I welcome dialogue with legislators on changes to Michigan's civil-service system. I do not assert that the current system is perfect. However, I am certain that it is superior to H.B. 5677's flawed and unclear proposal, which would create significant new burdens and inevitably involve years of legal challenges over the limited due process that is provided in the proposed legislation.
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