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POINTS OF VIEW

nover expected to write this column, For

years, Pve had it in for the trial lawyers, who

T'va always regarded as little moro than
ambulance chasers with a vested financial inter-
cst in bringing frivolous lawsuits. But I'va
changed my mind about trial lawyers — at
ledst somo of them — and I'm obliged to explain

why.

[t all has to do with the way the trial lawyers
}mvm functioned to loosen up our political sys-
tem; a sort of laxative for stopped-up politics, 1
sU,

ppose.

In the ab of any ingful
finpnce reform, our pohtwal nyutem remains
infosted with special-int Politier

Trial attorneys loosen system

the tobaceo industry into settling out of court by
pnymgbxllmm of dollars to the states and

t monoy. F
in getting re-clected solicit to big con.

tributors such as the tobacco companies and the
gun industry.

‘The big contributors, having contributed, nat-
ur@]lyexpect soma return on their i;

to réatrictions on cigarctte advertising.
‘What the political system could not or would
not do finally got done by the trial lawyers.
‘We now see exactly the same process starting
all over again, but this time involving thu gun

It’s a gimmick for parochlad

6ll, the cat is fuunﬁ!!hs out of the bag.

The Religioua Right (not to be'con-

“fused with conservatives) is coming
out for parochinid - state money for church-
related schools, =
* It hag béen a stealthy process, for the Reh~
gious Right ia not especially courageous about
atating its gonls openly, It was Ralph Reed,
then af the Christian Coalition, who used tho
term “flying under the radar” to deseribe the
tactics of thoao who want government suppurt
of their religion. Theirn, not neceasarily yours.

’I‘o reviow: Michigan voters in 1972 amend-
ed'the state constitution to prokibit any form
of state aid to private and sectarion schools.
Since then, there has been n aeris of cfforts to
weaken that rule:
.Ml Special education — All kids get services,

whcther in public or private schools or even
the

This means that when legislation comes up that
hutts their intereats, lobbyists pay calls on
elected officials reminding them of past contri-
B butions and suggesting it's time to fulfill their
pait of the bargain.

And guess what? The offending legislation
fails.

fi and the National Rifle
tion.

For ycars and years, the NRA terrorized law-
makers, bottling up attempts to regulato the
sale of guns or require safety mechanisms that
allow guns to be fired only by their legmmnw

d “bome” schools. Attomey Gener-
al Jenpifer Granholm even opined thnt a gu'l

ignore thoae in Freesoil and Pickford, |
Second, whenever you give any benefit to
ono group, everyone will want it. Who says the

- cutoff point is $20,000 income? Let’a mako it

$25,000; or $40,000; shucks, let’s give it to
cverybedy.

DoVos is the husband of Betsy DeVes; state

Republican chair. She hasa't a good word to
say nbaut publx: schools, PTA or anything
d with them. I hed Dick DeVos in

in a nonpublic school must get
therapy in her school; she can't be required to
b—uvnl to a Hoad Start, facility.

- M Collego work ~ A high school student

owners, This in the faco of overwh public
nthtudcs toward guns that are much like public

Althuuzh wa like to say we are a d
in practice our politics often work as n plutocra-
cy,.“a government ar state in which the wealthy
rule,” acvording to the dictionary. In our case,
“the wealti:;” consiat of special interests that
underatand how a few million contributed here
and a few million there can thwart public opin-
ion 1 and get their way.

lt is the plutocratic workings of our politics,
for.example, which enabled the big tobacco com.’
panies that contributed millions and millions of
dollars to scuttle forever legislative attempts to
restrict or outlaw cigarotte advertising designed
to hook kids. While public attitudes overwhelm-
ingly favored restrictions on smoking and ciga.
retto advertising, big tobacco money stuffed up
the legislative procesa for years and years.

‘What finally loosened up the process? The
trial lawyers, that's who,

They had been going after the tobacco compa-
nia:s with wrongful death and damaged health
lawsuits {or years and years, always failing but
kee'pmg at it. Finally, the attorneys general of
the various states around the country who have
been spending billions of taxpayer dollara treat-
ing illnesses caused by smoking finally joined
in.j

And suddenly, the fi of the
tobacco mdustry were equally matched by the
[ trial lawyers and the attorneys general. They

joined forces in the final big lawsuit that scared
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toward king: there are too many
guns and the gun makers aren't serious about
doing anything to make their product safe,

Enter the trial lawyers. By inveiiting a novel
legal theory — “Through a calculated strategy of
willful blindness, the defendants exploit, rely
upon, and help to maintain 1 an active 1llegm-
mate y market in fi ",
to the suit filed Jast week in Wayne County Cir-
cuit Court by Detroit and Wayne County — the *
lezal process is being deployed to unstop a polit-
ical system that would not act.

Detroit-Wayne County joins six other local
governmenta — Cleveland, Chicago, New
Orleans, Miami-Dade County, Atlanta and
Bridgeport, Conn. - in suing the gun industry.
Other suits are likely.

I have no idea whether these suits will even-
tually succeed. But I sce a pattern beginning to
unfold: A political system that cannot or will not
respond to public outcry can be bypassed by
recourse to the legal system,

The next target? Your guess is as good as
mine. But most folks consider the entertain-

ment industry to be all-powerful.
Plul Puwer is chalrman of HomeTown Com-
k Inc., the that

owns this newspaper. He welcomes your com-
ments, either by voice mail at (734) 963-2047,
Ext, 1880, or by e-mail; at ppower@oconline.com.
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ishing to tnke collego classes can take, as

.thoy say, his state aic with him to the collego

‘of choice — publie or private.
B Charter schools — Many are built arour2
“ethnic” and “cultural® themes, but sectarian.
ism isn't far below the surface. - |
B Scholarshipa - About thres years ago, the
RR started a program of secking private con-
tributions to a fund that would pay tuition for
“poor” kids to attend private and parochial
schools; Former state Rop. Maxino Bcnnnn,

!hu two years he was on the State Board of
ion. He had an improper habit of voting .
for school property trarsfers if the parents

wanted them, and the heck with the impacton

the districts, tho bus lines, the tax base, any
court orders affecting segregation.

Many of us expectéd this church-aid gim-
mick to surface in 1998, It didn't, apparently

because Gov. John Engler didn’t want to see it |

s a compaign issue, though he probably
favors it. Engler won't be running for state
office in 2000,
Instend, Engler is trying to slip through a
batch of bad policies to let people enroll kids in
blic schools but get the advantageof

D-Southficld, gets credit for i di gpot-
ting the trh:k. Tho next step, she predwwd
would be state-paid tuition grants for poor kids
to attend private schools.

B State-paid tuition grants - Amway heir
Richard DeVos last month announced a peti-
tion drive to amend the constitution to do pre-
cisely what Berman pmdictch The cat is four-
ﬁ fths outof the bag.

- As I read the news accounts, the “scholar-
'ships™ would go to atudents in a few dozen

- selected school diatricts. Even if voters were

conned into buying the schemc, two things ze
very wrong withit: | -

Firat, the U.S. Cennnhmon requires “oqual
pmmchun of the lawa. One can't give state
monuy to kids in Detroit and Inkster and

public school sports, bands and cluba, Anothar’
bad Engler idea is ons school district set up a
“satellite” operation in another district.

- ‘The DeVas gimmick is clothed in rhetaric
about “kids first” and “choice.” The true agen-
da, ever since the battle of 1972, has been to
get public tax moriey for sectarian nschools.
'l'hmr goal ia state support of religion, os if the

pt status, the freedom from MEAP
tests, tbe loose reporting mquxmmenb and
zoning protections weren' 't enough. -

- Tim Richard is rstired from full-time '
employmznt as of May 1 but will continue his
column periodically. His e-mail address is
trichard@oe.homecomm.com

Mother S Day Brunch |

Sunday, May 9 ﬁ'om 11:00 AM to 6:00 PM

| Adulis - $17.95 5%, $9.95 %43 Free! |
Seating for 1,400! Parking!

King's Court Castle Restaurant
L\' located at historic Olde World
bury Village in beautiful
Lake Orion, M[chigan.
Enjoy the unigue elegance and the
highest quality service on this special
day. For more information, call

248-391-5780
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