Cotter's latest con: The phony epidemic of bullet-proof bureaucrats
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Confronted by growing evidence of deplorable generalship in the Flint water crisis, Michigan's House speaker wants to make it easier for the state to fire privates.

Speaker Kevin Cotter, who says Michigan has been hamstrung by its inability to weed out inept state employees expeditiously, is promoting a constitutional amendment to accelerate the process.

Rep. Dan Lauwers (R-Brockway Twp.), sponsor of a companion bill that would limit a discharged worker's grounds for appeal and prohibit successful appellants from recovering attorney fees, says current civil service rules make it "almost impossible to discipline employees who do wrong."

Both lawmakers contend the state has been forced to keep inept workers on the payroll while investigators conduct lengthy criminal probes in Flint's water crisis.

There is, alas, precious little evidence to support any of these assertions.

As Thomas M. Wardrop, who chairs the bipartisan Michigan Civil Service Commission, noted in a guest column published Wednesday, the dismissals Lauwers contends are "almost impossible" have been happening nearly 300 times a year under the Snyder Administration.

Records obtained by the Lansing State Journal show that the Snyder Administration fired nearly 1,600 state workers in its first five years — about 33% more than the 1,200 dismissed in his predecessor's last five years in office. Add the increased numbers of workers who've resigned or retired during Snyder's tenure, and the total employee turnover has nearly doubled under Snyder.

In a joint statement critical of the Cotter/Lauwers package, Wardrop and his fellow Civil Service commissioners took issue with the assertion that the state is powerless to suspend or fire employees who are the target of criminal investigations.

"The implication that Civil Service rules required waiting until after criminal investigations to suspend or discharge employees is false," Wardrop wrote in his op-ed.

Credibility? No contest
There are a number of reasons Wardrop and his colleagues deserve the benefit of the doubt here.

For starters, the commission they serve on was established more than 75 years ago specifically to protect state workers from the kind of partisan nonsense Cotter and Lauwers are peddling. Two of the four current commissioners, James Barrett and Janet McClelland, were appointed by Snyder.

Barrett was the longtime CEO of the Michigan Chamber, one of the state's leading employer advocates. McClelland is a veteran human relations professional who was the state's acting personnel director when Snyder named her to the commission in 2014. Neither has ever been a shill for organized labor.

All four commissioners are deeply concerned about the workforce morale Cotter and Lauwers purportedly are seeking to bolster. They doubt it can be achieved by savaging a civil service process that balances the rights of elected leaders and professional workers.

Cotter and his merry band, by contrast, have a long track record of attacking problems that seem insignificant or nonexistent (such as voter fraud or security risks to Republican mega-donors) with "solutions" that serve partisan interests (such as restrictions on absentee voting or laws preserving the anonymity of dark money contributors.)

So when they craft constitutional amendments designed to cure what ails the civil service system, voters have good reason to be wary of both the prescribed treatment and the underlying diagnosis.

Settling scores
The more plausible motive for the GOP's initiative is the opportunity it affords to a) deflect attention from the flawed policy decisions that poisoned Flint residents and b) lash out at state workers, whose representatives in organized labor have consistently opposed most of what Cotter and his Republican House colleagues have sought to do in Lansing.

GOP lawmakers are fighting back with the only weapon they have: the constitutional authority to propose rules that substantially disadvantage the workers they seek to neutralize.

In fairness, not all of Cotter and Lauwers' concerns are unfounded. Ineptitude does dampen everyone's morale when it goes uncorrected and unpunished. "Where there is little accountability and no threat of consequences for poor or even negligent performance," as Lauwers has written, "apathy eventually takes root, leading to a demoralized, uncaring and likely unrewarding workplace for all employees."

Anyone who has been watching Lansing's current legislative leadership for the last year and a half can certainly relate to that kind of demoralization. Fortunately, the November general election is just around the corner.
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