_aPlata confirmed, plays down ethnic role

By Kothy Parrish
stal! writor

His Mexican herltage certainly hasn't
?lurl George LaPlata’s chances for promo-

on,

But the man who will become Michlgan's
first Hispanle-Amerlcan federal court judge
doesn't trade on his rool

“I don't belleve ln hyphcnatcd Amerl-
cans, That's balency,” sald the Oakland
County clrcuit judge. “You're clther an
American or something else, If you're born
and ralsed here, you'rc not a minority;
you're a majority.”

LaPlata will be sworn ln May 10 as judge
of the U.S. District Court of Eastern Michi-
gan. His appointment by President Reagan
mcc'i‘ved US. Senate conflrmatlon last
week.

ACTUALLY, THE West Bloomfleld resl-
dent galned his lega) reputatlon represent-
ing the rights of minoritles — Mexlcan na-
tionals working as migrants in Michlgan,
©Ohio and Indlana.

A Detrolt native whose father was Mexl-
can and mother Austrian, LaPlata grew up
in a mixed nelghborkood on the ¢ity’s south-
west slde.

After graduation from Detrolt College of
Law In 1956, the Spanlsh-speaking attorney
practiced solo In Detrolt’s “barrio.” Six
months later, he teamed up with the mid-
west’s only other Hispanic lawyer.

WHILE MOST LAWYERS rarely venture
out of one county, LaPlata and former part-
ner George Menendcz traveled the region as
midwest legal counsel for the Republle of
Mexlco.

Their migrant cllents came to Michigan
under the federal Bracero program, which
allowed Mexicans {o emigeate to the U.S.
temporarily durlng harvest season. The pro-
gram was d!scontlnued In the mid-1960s.

“Have bricfcase, will travel,” recalls
LaPlata, who logged 40,000 miles a year
handling a wide range of civil and criminal
cases, The work ranged from employer
negligence to murder and kidnapplng where
the death penalty was Involved.

Gas price to drop

this month

VAR
Judge George LaPlata
not hyphenated

BECAUSE HE represented Mexican na-
tionals, many of his cases were fought In the
{federal court, where he will preside May 13
from Judge Anna Diggs-Taylor's f{ormer
bench. The grandson of a Mexican general
desertbes his former clicnts as “just mar-
velous people to work with.

“They just don't give you a bad time, And
if convicted, they accept it stolely,” cx-
plained LaPlata. “And they always pay
their bills — even if only $10 a week.”

LaPlata also speaks as highly of the ju-
ries who gave his clients as much considera-
tion as any others.

“It just shows how fair people are,” sald
the judge. “I think people cause their own
problems.”

FAIRNESS IS a hallmark with LaPlata,
who is known for carefully welghlng both
sides of an Issue before making a decislon,

The jurlst recounts changing his mind at
the fast minute on his most impaortant deci-

slon of legls-
Inuve districts unconstitutional in spring
984,

“The final argument turned me around. I
actually switched right in the middle of the
stream,” sald LaPlata, who took only four
hours to formulate an apinlon on the issue.

“I don't take things under advlsement.
Right or wrong I get it out right away,” sald
the judge, whose rule is te make a declslon
in less than two weeks.

“If you walt, it becomes more vague in
your mind."”

ENCOURAGED BY the Latin American
Bar Association to submit hls name for
Oakland County Circuit Court, LaPlata be-
came the stale's first Hispanic-American
judge In 1975,

Gov. Willlam Milliken named him to the

post as successor to thé late Dernard L.
Knurrnnn. a West Bloomfleld resldent who
dled of a heart attack. At the time, he wasa
partner with LaPlata, Finnen and Koschin-
ski in Detrolt.

The new post changed llfe “drastlcally”
for LaPlata, who almost quit within two
weeks. “I'd never been stuck In a building
before,” recalled the sllver-haired father of
three.

“But {t gave me an oppariunity to do
things I thought should be done. I knew how
a good court i3 run because I've been in 50
many.”

ON THE BENCH faithfully by 8:30 a.m.
whether or not anyone is In kls courtroom,
he has made It a rule to be accessible to
both litigants and the publie,

LaPlata is known throughout the court-
house for his courtesy. “I'm a nut on good
manners,” sald LaPlata, “I don't care what
you do for a living, you must have good
manners.”

Asslstant Prosecuting Attorney Joyce
Todd, who spent two years working wlth the
judge, descrlbes him as “gracious” both on
and off the bench.

“He's a man of {ncredible patlence,” sald
Todd, “Even after a ruling, he's allowed
peaple to speak. He's very polite in deallng
with people.””
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WHILE ALWAYS polite to them, the
judge takes a hard line in sentencing law-
breakers. A former Marine, LaPlata be-
llevu firmly In jail as a deterrent.

“1 don't believe in rehabllitation, It just
doesn’t work," he cxplalned. “I think there
i3 a class of people in this country who are
criminals,; it's an occupation.”

As a result, LaPlata makes it a polnt nev-

er to fit the sentences to the criminals. “I

never have, and I never will! sald the

judge, who believes “Sociology 101" has no

plnce in !.be courtroom.

does it make i

with a terrible llfe kills your child?
“They’re criminals — not eppressed. And

they're watching to sce how we respond to

their misconduct.”

‘Have
brisfcase, wl!l
travel,’ was
lawyer
LaPlata’s
motto early in
his careor.’
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Naturat gas
Power Co. can expect lower heatlng
bills this month.

‘The typleal resldential space-heating
customer can expect to save approxi-
mately $4.35 ar his or her Apri pas
bill, based on usage of 16 MCF for the
month,

The utility notlfled the Michigan
Publie Service Commisslon it will low-
er the gas cost recovery factor (GCR)
for the month by 27 cents, to $4 per
thousand cuble feet (MCF).
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m

CONSUMERS Power serves more
than 1.1 million natural gas customers,
including most Oakland and Wayne
county subutbs except Redford.

“Our two major natural gas sup-
phers have given us good ncws In re-
cent wecks about gas costs,” sald
Charles ¥, Brown, vice president of

GOP salutes

The Republican comittee of Oakland
County wiii hold its second annual “Sa-
lute to Justlee” fund-raising event for
probate, district, circult, appeals and
state Supreme Court judges and jus-
tices at 7 p.m. Tuesday, April 18, in the
Maln Event Ballroom of the Pontlac
Stiverdome.

The “Salute” is designed to spotlight
the excellent relationship between the
Republican Committee and the local

m!

“Communication for Couples” will
be ‘presented by Oakland University's
Continuum Center from 7:30-10:30 p.m.

Friday, April 19, In St. John Flsher call the Contlnuum Center at 370-3083.

Just FUR fun
“OUR wnFE ASKED
M £ THIS

ply 1s belng cut In cost or having its
price {rozen. These savings are bcing
passed directly to qur customers.”

for 50 percent of Consumers Power's
$50 mlllion.

which accounts for approximately 25

percent of the supply, has frozen its
wholesale rates for the npext six

tion of the natural gas Industry has per-
tracting far fuel in recent years.

gas has become mare attractive, with
falling prices and increasing supplles.

area judges

legal communlty, uccordl;lg to chair-
man Attorney Frank Mamat, a West
Bloom!leld attorney.

speakers on the agenda Include Joseph
Knollenberg, Oakland County GOP
c:mlrmnn and Lynn D. Allen, Nunty
clerk,

couple may be obtalned by calling
finance dlrector Larry Dlckerson at
338-1133.

OU ‘Couples’ seminar set

Chape}, Rochester Hills.
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“Seventy-five percent of our gas aup-
Trunkline Gas Co., which accounts
pply, s redueing the cost of gas by
Panhandle Eastern Plpe Line Co.,
onths,

BROWN SAID Increasing deregula-

jtted utilitics more flexibility In con-
In partlcular, the spot market for

In addition to the judges, other
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