Prosecutor
issue: high
staff turnover

By Tim Richard
stalf writer

The turnover rate In the Oakland
County prosecutor's office Is becom-
ing a central issue among four rivals
for the Republlcan nominatlen in the
Aug. 2 primary,

Retiring  Prosecutor L. Brooks
Patterson has endorsed his 18-year
chlef deputy, Richard Thompson.
But challengers say Thompson's
treatment of staff attorneys Is harm-
ing the office,

Thompson scolfs that Jeffrey
Lelb, John McDonald and Richard
Fessler have been “defense atlor-
neys for 15 years" and are undergo-
ing a “miraculous converslon” as
hey seek to fill Patterson's shoes,

The staff morale lssue — widely
talked about fn county building cor-
ridors — burst inte the open Monday
night at a forum sponsered by the
Troy Republican Club.

“THERE IS A revolving door in
the prosecutor's offlce,” said Leib, a
Slouumeld lawyer in private prac-
tice.

“Last fall, as I recollect, there
were 17 positions open (for assistant
prosccutors, out of a staff of about

70),

“There is a reason — the attitude
going around the prosecutor's office,
probably led by Mr. Thompson.

“Until that attitude is changed —
until there is more sensltivity to the
assistant prosecutors, more respect
30 that they cannot have to toe the
line to policles. .

“You can't operntc the office out
of fear. That Is happening now, in
my oplnlon, The vacancy rate is
higher than it has ever been.”

Leib claims the support of many
of Patlerson's closest associates, his
personal secretary and even Patter-
son's twin brother.

“I KNOW SOMETHING about
that,” sald MeDonald, a county com-
missioner from Farmingten and
chalrman for 10 years of the county
board's personnel committee,

“Belng a former assistant pro.
secutor myself (1970-73), 1 know how
long assistant prosecutors used to
stay when 1 ﬁrs! jolned the offlce.”

McDonald sald he and the board
should be glven credit for Improving

*pay and benefits.

“‘One of the reasons I left in 1973
was that I had three children who
were starting school, and I was mak-
ing about §13,000 a year, and a pa-
trolman was making mare.

“One of the first things I did (on
the board) was work to improve the
salaries of the prosccutors.”

In his closing remarks, McDonald
added, “A prosecutor has to have the
respect of the lawyers he manages.
But you know what? They're stil)
Ieaving,” he said, citing a 18 percent
turnover rate {n 1987 and a 21 per-
cent rate n 1984,

“Why are they luvlng? We're glv-
ing them the money,”

Saying he had the endorsements of
40 former assistant prosecutors —
“thase people who know what the job
is about" — McDonald sald, “they're

for me. Not for Dick. For me."

“DO EXIT Interviews to find out
why they're leaving," suggested Fes-
sler, a 14-year veteran of the state
House and Senate,

“Are they leaving because of sale
ary? of lack of benellts? of lack of &
proper retirement system?

“You go to the board of commis-
sloners and say, ‘Look, these things
have to be dope if you're golng lo
bulld a prolessional stalf.

“You need someone who 1) recoge
nizes the problem, 2) Identifics u:e
problem and 3) goes to the board of
commissioners if the problem Is
monetary,” Fessler sald.

“SALARIES WERE low, said
Thompson. “They traditionally used
the prosecutor’s office as a place to
get experlence and then go on.

“When Jelf Leib was In the office
(to 1970), the average stay was 18
months. Today It Is 5% years, and
that is because we have cstabllshed
Eornle and a sense of professional-

m.

“It’s a credit lo the board of com-
missioners, too, because they did lis
ten to my pleas to have a retirement
system for prosecutors so they could
have a lifelong career,"

‘Thompson matched hls 16 years as
chief asslstant lo Leib's 18 months,
Fessler's six months and McDonald's
three years, poking at McDonald for
seeking “a deal” for a ‘client last

ear.

“I have many assistant prosecu-
tors supporting me. I haven't put
thelr name on the list,” Thompsen
sald, adding that many former as-
sistants “come to me now and say
‘give me a deal,”

“There's no question I've ruffled
feathers In the defense bar,” Thomp-
son sald.

FESSLER, IN the middle of a
four-year Senate term, was a
surprise, last-minute entry into the
race. He Is golng through a well-pub-
licized divorce and earlier this year
was convieted of lmpalrcd driving.
He was asked If he's a serious candi-
date for prosecutor or if it's “a ploy”
to make his personal life an old issue
by 1990,

Fessler said he couldn’t announce
earlier because “I was working on
some truck safety legistation with
AAA Michigan and some news me-
dta, and I didn't want them to feel

misused,

“I'm in it for the win,” Fessler

sald, clting his strength in his polls.

ccused of using “every trick in
the book" in fighting hls drunk-driv-
ing arrest, Fessler replied, “I believe
in the Constitution . . . My skeletons
are on parade. I made mistakes, I
apologize for my mistakes,” be sald,
adding he was {ighting the Bloom-
ficld Township attorney and not the
prosecutor,

‘Thompson: “The chlef law en-
forcement officer should set an ex-
ample and be beyond reporach.”

Leib' “I will campaign oo my own
merits,

McDmmld “He's a serious candl-
date

Casino petitions:
ploy or leadership?

All four Repubtican candidates for
Oakland County prosecutor oppose
casino gambling, but three don't sce
making a point of It in the Aug. 2
primary.

Richard Thompson, chief deputy
prosecutar, saw “the handwriting on
the wall,” predlcud Detrolt Mayor
Coleman Young's commission would
favor gambling, and two weeks ago
:urltcd a petition campalgn oppos-
ng it.

The petitions carry Thompson's
name prominently, and the drive is
being conducted out of his campalgn
office, Speaking to Troy Republicans
Monday, he calls it a sign of leader-
ship.

“IT GETS YOU medla attention,"
uld Richard Fessler, one of Thomp-
son's rivals, of the news conference
and petition drive. A state senator,
Fessler said blils to legallze casino
gambling “didn't move out of my
committee.

“A political action? No question,”
sald Thompson. “We've sat back po-
litely, Law enforcement people have
sat back politely. The (Greater De-
trolt) chamber of commerce, in a po-
lltcly worded sutement, sald It was

To the chief aysistant prosecutor,
casino gambling Is linked with orga-
nized crime — drugs, prostitution,
bribing of police, corruption of poll-
ticians, fights for control.

Detrolt voters face an Aug. 2 bal-
lot question on an ordinance that
would prohlbit caslno gambling,
even if state law allowed it,

Thompson called gambling a re-
gtonal issue, adding, “we will not tol-
erate Onkland County becoming a
‘bedroom community for the mob.”

The Legislature would have to
pass an enabling law permitting ca-
sino gambling. “If that legislation ls
passed, we will start a referendum
to overthrow that law,” he sald.

“It gives him (Th ) a nice
malliog st ... a political
ploy." sald attorney Jnﬂrey l.alb of

t Bloomfleld. “I oppose casino
law

ery )
umcerapposu i

“I'm opposed,” sald John

county
from Farmington. “I wish Mr,
Thompsou would prist my name on
the bottom of his petition.”

THOMPSON'S petition asks Gov.
James Blanchard and the state Leg-
lslltnm to “refect any allempt to le-

" Petition forms muv:lhbla ll hlx
campalgn headquarters, 258-040:
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Richard Fessler

LIFE: 45, resldent of Unlon Lake
(Commerce Townshlp), birth sign
Taurus,

OCCUPATION: state senator since
1983, chalr of State Alfajrs-Trans-
portatton Commiltee, vice chair of
Judiciary Committee; practlclag ate
torney in Bloomflcld Hills,

EDUCATION: Qakland Communl-
ty College; Oakland University, BA;
‘l!)nlverslly of Detroit Law School,

D.

CAREER: assistant prosecutor,
Waterford Townshlp attorney, depu-
ty county treasurer, state represent-
atlve 1975-82.

John McDonald

LIFE: 48, Farmington Hills; birth
sign Virgo.

EDUCATION: University of De-
trolt, BS; Wayne State University,
MS; Detroit College of Law, JD.

OCCUPATION: Oakland County
commissioner since 1875, chair of
personnel committee 10 years, chalr
of transpaortation committee 1987-5;
practicing attorney in Farmington
Hills

CAREER: teacher in Detroit,
1961-5; General Tire sales, 1964.70;
assistant prosecutor, 1970-73.
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Jeffrey Leib

LIFE: 46, resldent of West Bloom-
tield Township, birth slgn Scorplo.

OCCUPATION: attorney In gener-
a! practice in Southfield; secretary
of Oakland County Bar Assoclation.

EDUCATION: Michigan State Uni-
versity, BA; Unlversity of Detroit
Law School, JD.

CAREER: asslstant prosecutor,
1968-70; legal adviser to probate
Judges, 1970-1; Orchard Lake clty
prosecutor, 1874-6; probate court re-
{eree and circuit court mediator (pe-
rlodically). township planning com-
mission, 12 years; townshlp trustee,
five years.

Richard
Thompson

LIFE: §1, Clarkston resident: birth
sign Taurus,

OCCUPATION: chief assistant
prosecutor, 16 years; board of Gak-
land Narcotics Enforcement Team;
project director of antl-drug unit.

EDUCATION: Unlverslty of Mich-
igan, BA; Wayne State University
Law School, LLB.

CAREER: attorney in private
practice, 1966-73.
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