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Friday, April 25, 2008
Neal Rubin
Lemmons not alone in trying to fix city hall

We're talking about a passel of sleazebags on the Detroit City Council, caught taking
bribes by investigators using the latest high-tech equipment.

X We're talking entrenched corruption that outlasted even the most respected and honest
LY

™ mayor.

We're talking 1912, a good 16 years after fraud fighter Hazen Pingree left office, when a bribery scandal
rocked Detroit. The response from outraged citizens ultimately changed the shape of the city's government --
so it's a bunch of oily aldermen from 96 years ago who we can thank for the ineffectual arrangement we
have today.

Former state Rep. Lamar Lemmons Ill has become the latest voice calling for city council members to be
elected by district, rather than at large. It's a sensible and frequently floated notion that never gets anywhere,
at least partly because it would force a bunch of current council members to either move or lose their jobs.
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Lemmons says he hopes to collect 57,000 signatures
and put his proposal on the ballot. It makes perfect
sense, so don't bet on it succeeding.

The problem with electing nine council members at
large, the way it's done now, is that there's no one
whose job it is to bang heads together when the
streetlights don't work in Brightmoor. And there's no
one whose job depends on banging heads, lest the
voters in Brightmoor get tired of living in the dark.

Back in 1912, the body known as the Common
Council had 36 members, two from each of 18 city
wards. They tended to be political hacks or bar

owners, or quite possibly both, and they were not
averse to payoffs, favors and other underhandedness.

Using primordial recording devices called dictographs, local businessman Andrew Green bugged an office in
the Ford Building and paid private detectives to offer bribes to the aldermen, one at a time. Each of the 26
members who took the cash was arrested as he left the room.

Green laid out $10,000 to bankroll the sting, and The Detroit News was so impressed it suggested that
readers send contributions to repay him. As often happens, punishment ran well behind public outrage, and
the only alderman brought to trial was acquitted on the grounds that he was entrapped.

After a city charter revision failed in 1914, another was passed four years later, doing away with ward
bosses and replacing them with the current system of nine council members elected from all over the place
and wielding no particular authority. Instead, most of the power rests with the mayor, an arrangement that
didn't seem to be workina out even before the current mavor was charaed with a bunch of felonies.
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University of Detroit Mercy professor Mike Whitty, whose academic pursuits include labor relations and city
government, points out that the mayor's situation should not be the catalyst for changing the charter. It'll
stay changed long after the current occupants of the big offices have moved on.

Having said that, he likes the idea of a "vigorous, more grass-roots-oriented council," chosen by area and

more attuned to public involvement and accountability.

One plan being bandied about calls for 10 council members chosen from districts, plus one elected at large.
But it's still up to the voters, Whitty notes, to choose "high-caliber candidates who bring real competence and

commitment.”

Or, failing that, to track down some dictographs.

Reach Neal Rubin at (313) 222-1874 or nrubin@detnews.com.

Article Tools: Print Email Comment

In the Blogs...

Daniel Howes' Blog

Daniel Howes: So says the General top
sales analyst, who in one sweeping
statement essentially confirms what General

Raging Bullard

Motors Corp.'s critics -- including my Toyota Prius-loving
George Bullard: "I'd urge Democrats not to
get caught up in the idea that the candidate

... Continued
has to be decided by the time the m

convention ends." -- John McCain on "Saturday Night
Live." ... Continued

Going Home
n Michael Happy: Pulling weeds on the
g ) baseball diamond.Thanks to Michael Flinoil,
M aCity of Detroit park maintenance
supervisor, for doing the heavy lifting - cutting the grass,
whacking ... Continued

More blogs

Site Index

Essentials: News: Autos:

Home Nation/World Autos Insider
Page One PDF Politics/Govt. Drive

Sports PDF Elections Joyrides
Weather Religion Auto Shows
Horoscope Local/State: Auto Reviews
Lottery Metro/State Auto Photos
Crossword Wayne Autos Talk
Sudoku Oakland Test Drive blog
Contact Us Macomb Business:
Multimedia: Livingston Business News
Photos/Video Commuting Personal

News Photos Schools Finance

Autos Photos Michigan History — Stocks

Audio Galleries Obituaries Technology

\/idan Naath Natirae

MORE IN: COLUMNISTS ‘

Bob Wojnowski: Wings
stagger old rival, then just
hang on - 04/25/2008

John Niyo: A rocky start for
aching Avs - 04/25/2008

Daniel Howes: Bing: Mayor is hurting city -
04/25/2008

Angelique S. Chengelis: Motor sports: Patrick's win
gives open-wheel racing another lift - 04/25/2008

Tony Paul: What will Hank say then? - 04/25/2008

Tom Long: 'Baby Mama' -- Grade: C: So-so surrogate
comedy 'Baby Mama' can't deliver on the promise of
its stars - 04/25/2008

Behind the Scenes: Vartan Kupelian and Mike
O'Hara:: Lidstrom rates the opposition - 04/25/2008
Iris Salters: Let's halt open season on public school
workers - 04/25/2008

Mekeisha Madden Toby: Webtube: 'Bliss Report'
shares stories of success - 04/25/2008

Neal Rubin: Lemmons not alone in trying to fix city
hall - 04/25/2008

Froma Harrop: GOP convention promises long hot
summer in Minnesota - 04/25/2008

Dr. Paul Donohue: Your health: Don't let colds
interfere with caring for grandkids - 04/25/2008

05/19/2008 10:22 AM

Metro-Detroit-government

Previous Columns from Neal Rubin

Right plan makes biking to work
easy - 05/16/2008

Southfield woman makes a safe
place for foster children from
Myanmar - 05/14/2008

Maybe I'm a little too dumb for a
smart car - 05/12/2008

Kerkorian resembles sly 'Cat in the Hat' -
05/09/2008

The fight against hunger starts at your mailbox -
05/07/2008
Read more from Neal Rubin

Get Neal's columns by RSS

Neal's Weblog

Changing times behind the wheel

On the subject of odd or appalling things you've
seen drivers do on the road -- or have done yourself
-- one of my esteemed colleagues made a
confession. Or maybe, ... Continued

Classy is as classy does, or better yet doesn't

A funny thing happened on the way to the
intersection ...

Dope on the bus -- and darn those pesky reporters
Michael Dickey's mother explains her stand

Free Wii golf for expensive prizes

Taking credit for over-using my card

More in Neal Rubin's Blog

Most Popular

Most Read E-Mailed Printed
Edwards says U-M's No. 1 tradition safe
Used truck price drop hurts new pickups
Mayor recall drive under way

Workers expect Axle pact to pass
Pistons-Celtics rivalry has a new chapter
It's time for Wings' stars, others to take a stand
Tigers continue pathetic stretch

Prince gets Pierce

Michigan dad fights for joint custody law
John Niyo drops the puck on Game 6

(updated hourly. Rankings as of 10 am)

Special Reports

Sports: Entertainment:  Forums: Lifestyle:

Sports Entertainment Forums Index Lifestyle

Lions/NFL Music Lions Talk Homestyle

Pistons/NBA Calendar Wings Talk Food

Red Wings/NHL  Movies Pistons Talk Recipe Finder

Tigers/MLB Movie Finder Tigers Talk Health/Fitness

Shock/WNBA TV Listings Ask Mike Fashion/Shopping

MSU TV/Radio O'Hara Families/Parenting |
U-mM Restaurants Big Ten Talk Travel/Recreation Special report: Maxed out
More Colleges Wine Report News Talk MichMoms on prison spending

High Schools Celebs Autos Talk MichDads .

Golf Performing Arts  Faith Talk Other It costs $5 million a day, or $2
Motor Sports Casinos Opinions: Special Reports b||l||on ayear, fo run M|ch|gan§
More Sports Puzzles/Games Editorials prison system, whose .popu!atlon
Ski Guide Letter to Editor stands at 50,209 a.nd. is projected
Qnrahaarde Rlanme to top 56,000 within five years. -

http://www.detnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080425/OPINION03 /804250402

Page 2 of 3



Lemmons not alone in trying to fix city hall

viuou Uoau Ivvuveo

Photo Store

[SICVIRCIVIVISTRVIC)

Livye
Columnists
Cybersurveys

ENTER TO WIN TICKETS

CLICK HERE

© Copyright 2008 The Detroit News. All rights reserved.

Terms of Service Contact Help

http://www.detnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080425/OPINION03 /804250402

05/19/2008 10:22 AM

Apr. 14, 2008

The war in Iraq: Five years and
counting - Mar. 14, 2008

Special section: Madonna, from
Michigan to the Hall of Fame -
Feb. 28, 2008

Special report: Detroit's mayor
under fire - Jan. 24, 2008

Special report: The foreclosure
factory - Nov. 26, 2007

More Special Reports

Page 3 of 3



