‘Engler’s hybrid

Oraer Opmions

university

boards deserve con5|derat|on

AMr 11 years in oﬂ'co, Gov, John Engler cer-
tainly isn't afraid to reshufTle the political deck.
In this'week’s State of the State specch, the
governor makes two far-reaching pmposg‘ls. He

thinks Michigan Supreme Court Justices'
should be
appointed,
not elected as
they are now.
And he wants
to change the
structure of
the boards of
the Big Three
universities =
University of
Michigan,
Michigan
State ond
Wayne State
- by adding to
tho currently

elected eight-

member boards

Phil Power

seven bipartisan appointees,

Engler’s views on appointing Supreme Court
Justices are likely to draw the most media and
political interest, But his suggestions for
stdtewide education posts are equally important
and should not be overlooked. (Readers should
know that I served as n Regent of the U-M for
11 years, so I'm either biased or well informed —
or both! - on this subject.)

Plainly, Michigan's great rescarch universi-
ties are among our crown jewels, dead center in
any effort to diversify our economy. by transfer-
ring discoveries from laboratories into the
rapidly growing high tech sector. But universi-
ties are subtle and complex places, institutions
where poor board governance can wreak havoe
in a short time, a8 anybody who has followed
the history of MSU knows full well.

Michigan's current method of picking board
members leaves a lot to be desired.

Firat, thoy're clected statewide in November
elections in even numbered years, which virtu-
ally guarantees na voter haa any idea who is
running or what the candidates’ qualifications
or views might be. Result: The clection outcome
is not much more than a crap shoot. Candidates
win if their party docs well in that particular
clection or if they’re female (women tend to run
at least 100,000 votes ahend of men).

Second, candidates get on the ballot by nomi-
nation at the.Republican and Democratic state
conventions. But as a practical matter, poten-
tinl candidates from both parties are su ject to
;:f.mua tﬁ:‘u at eol::'x%lﬂon time. Republicans

ave {o be anti-al on,cpey, enti ght
to Life, while Democma l!-‘ﬂmx h“‘;
nized labor and affirmative action for bo
minorities and women.

‘Third, as a result of both these problems,
increasingly few able and experienced candi-
dates are willing to undergo litmus-like scruti-
ny during the nomination process only to
emerge into an election wnh an entirely ran-
dom I've spent di
hours trying to recruit candidntes; believe me,

o
&

it'’s a tough job.
Engler’s proposal gets at this problem in an
imaginative way. He retains the existing elght

clected bourd slo -8 good idea that maintains
! etatus’
and board bers to the iny of

the people during elections, But he adds seven
bipartisan appointed members — no more than .
four of any one party - to create a kind of
hybrid board of 15. The idea is to use the .
appointment methed to recruit men and women
of unusual expericnce and talent who otherwise
could not be persuaded to undergo the thrash of
running for a university board.

Of course, there are ob;ectwns toanideaas |

W | know of no university board that
would not benefit enormously from the
addition of serlous, commiltted,
responsible and experlenced members
~ precisely the kinds of people who
would be attracted to serve higher
educatlon and the people of Michigan
through an appointment process

?ngl-mm:hing as this. But upon scrutiny, each
ails.

A 15-member board is too Inrge, some wnll
claim, Nonsense. Most corporate boards
from 10-20 members, which allows bonrds to
develop a committee system that helps mem-
bers develop specinlized knowledge of

You should know what happened at the Tucs-
day, Jan. 18 Farmington City Council meeting -
the meeting where council decided whether or
not to rezone the old 33432 Onkland Street home
in our Historic District to “Central Business Dis-
trict” and put o business in there,

(A week earlier the planning commission voted
10 to 1 in favor of rezoning the home, despite o
standing room only crowd of angry residents who
wanted to keep the house a home,)

‘We actually thought council and the mayor
were going to represent the people of Farming-
ton. We thought that, being elected officials, they
were going to render a vote that refl, d their
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Council didn’t
listen to. 97
percent of
residents

He said you just signed your names to be pohte.
He said your 97 pareent opposition ratawas
meaningless. He really said that. Makes you feel
all warm and fuzzy, doean't it? i
Back Lo the "stupid” part: They sa should %

have lpoken up in 1998 when the master

plan was written, They aaid there was pubhnty |

all over the place about the revised master plan.; .,.E

However, research checks show there was only

one master plun article in the Observer, o
We missed it. But that's OK. It's only the mas-,.. ).

ter plan for the entire city of Farmington. No blx,e b

denl.(‘l‘ham:nhnnhamuurphnunn .

constituenta. The room was packed with people,
Some had to atand out in the hall. And council
voted 4 to 1 to rezone the home to “Central Busi-
neaa District.”

Right in our faces.

Boy, we were stupid. We know
this because (most) council mem-
bera and (especially) the mayor
belittled and demeaned us repent-
edly that night. We presented o
petition signed by more than 100
Farmington residents who opposed
the rezoning. The petition almost
didn't make it into the record; the
mayor proclaimed that only three people vmuld
be nllawcd to speak before the vote, including the

subject. )
Those who resent Gov. Engler’s ﬁem parti- 3

two neigt dj to the old home.
Nice try. Why let anyone speak if you weren't
going to listen to begin with? The signatures

sanship will object on came
appointments. However, Eng]er’a p sal is
specifically designed to take cffect o ly after he

leaves office. Moreover, the fuur-threo party
balance required of appointees immunizes
against concerns that adding appointed board
members might result in an excessively parti.
san board.

The most common objection will be “ifit ain't
broke, don't fix it.” In my view, this fails
because it accepts the present fawed system as
the best we can do.

I know of no university board that would not
bﬂneﬁt enormnuely from the ndd:u on of serious,

and d mem-

bers ~ precisely the kmds of people who would

be attracted to serve hugher education and the
-~ people. of;" hi ugh an app

Rt

Engler'a propnsnl dcserves serious conmdeﬂ\-
tion, not knee-jerk rejection.

Phil Power is chairman of HomeTown
Communications Network Inc., the compa-
ny that owns this newspaper. He welcormes

your comments, cither by voice mail at
(734) 953-2047, Ext. 1880, or by e-mall at
ppower@ hamecomm.nel.

from the Historic District.

How did we get the signatures? Was it fixed?
Yeah, right, It was fixed in the scnse that we
‘went door-to-door over a three day period. If you
were home we presented the petition to yoy, If
you were ogainst the rezoning you signed it.

1t was that llmple A whopping 87 percent of
Fi who were p d the
petition signed it. Ninety-seven percent of yau
were opposed to the rezoning.

Some of you knew about the issue and grabbed
tho pen and signed your name. Some of you were
just hearing about it for the first time, but you
got 80 mad you yanked the pen from our hands
and signed your name.

Do you know what the mayor said about your
signatures? He said they “didn’t mean anything,”

- does represent Farmington's citizens,

bl ellondufun.too.,.l
by the » way.. )'l‘hey bragged that the historical  ..,;
“offici d thia deal. The

fact that the historical commission can't “u!!inn]
1y” approve nnyt.hmz wasn't mentioned.

Council also said we should he 1
more “active” in the eommumty-. e

and co: ns, ete. They,, .
implied we're not interested in ths, 1,
goings-on in Farmington. They .*
said thia to an overflowing roomful ,..
of “active” community residents
who have “actively” opposed the
rezoning for many weeka!

The fact is, council didn't listen.
They were never going to listen in the first placg,
begause this was a done deal from the beginning,

‘We'll never know all the facts - we'll never B
know what hnppened behind closed doors that ~
culminated in this deal. But we do know this:
Council has lost the trust of mény, many citi-
zens. (Not the Farmington “power brokers” who
sometimes cause deals like this to happen, Citi-
zens. With a capital "C.” As in “voters.”)

‘We will not forget. We will be watching our
local government more closely now than they've .
ever been watched before.

And if council, the planning commission and
the ZBA haven't learned from the rooms full of
people and the pllcs of letters this issue has
spawned, then it's time for a new council that

Jim Pfeifer lives on Farmington Road in |
the Historic District, A former full-time
musician and teacher, he is now a free-lance
mnlzn
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