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Berrien County Trial Court 
Chief Judge Gary Bruce and 

others believe it’s fi nally time for 
Berrien County to establish a 
public defender’s offi ce. And for 
good reason. An estimated 85 
percent of defendants in the 
county can’t afford attorneys; the 
county spends more than twice 
as much to prosecute indigents as 
it does to defend them; and 
Michigan ranks 44th among 
states in per capita spending for 
indigent defense.

Further, it 
would only cost 
$175,000 more to 
establish a public 
defender’s offi ce – 
though many peo-
ple believe an in-
dependent public 
defender is prefer-
able. And a grant 
might be available 
to pay for it. 

But Berrien County Commis-
sioner Mac Elliott, himself an at-
torney, thinks the county can’t 
afford it – that this proposal could 
signifi cantly increase the county’s 
overhead and that one-third of 
costs would go for fringe benefi ts. 
Fringe benefi ts? What sort of 
benefi ts do Berrien County com-
missioners enjoy?

My fi rst clue came from former 
County Clerk Louise Stine, who 
in 2011 noted that “the median 
cost for a county commissioner is 
approximately $50,000 a year – 
this includes salary, per diem, 
mileage and benefi ts.” 

For a part-time job? 
Let’s start with salary, which as 

it turns out, is just a base.
Commissioners get $9,822; 

committee chairs get $10,413; 
and the board chair, $11,125.

According to county Treasurer 
Bret Witkowski, “There’s no rule 
in place that you have to attend 
meetings.” And a few years ago, 
one commissioner didn’t. But if  
you do, you’ll be paid extra – $55 
per meeting and gas mileage at 
57 1⁄2 cents per mile. If you attend 
meetings of other approved 
groups – and there are many – 
you get $55 for the day’s fi rst 
meeting and $27.50 per meeting 
thereafter that day, plus mileage. 
Plus salary. A new day, a new me-
ter, a new $55 per meeting. And 
mileage.

But that’s just the beginning.
As a commissioner, you’re also 

entitled to full health insurance, 
$50,000 worth of life insurance, 
pension/retirement benefi ts and 
full reimbursement of dental and 
vision up to $950 per year.

For a job you don’t actually 
have to show up for.

But let’s say you’re conscien-
tious and you do show up. How 
often do commissioners meet?

Berrien County, with a popula-
tion of 155,252, has a board that 
meets four times a month. That’s 
$55 per meeting, plus mileage. 
For 12 commissioners. Four times 
a month.

Kalamazoo County, with a 
population of 256,725 – 100,000 
more than Berrien – has just 11 

commissioners and meets only 
twice a month. As do the sur-
rounding counties of Cass, Van 
Buren and St. Joseph.

How much are Kalamazoo 
County commissioners paid? The 
base pay is $12,301. The vice 
chair receives $13,839 and the 
chair $15,376.

But that’s pretty much it. 
Kalamazoo County commis-

sioners receive no health insur-
ance, no life insurance, no pen-
sion/retirement, no dental and 
vision and no payments for at-
tending the meetings they were 
elected to attend. That’s covered 
by their salaries.

I wondered how much the costs 
per commissioner had escalated 
since 2011. So I called County 
Administrator Bill Wolf’s offi ce, 
who referred me to the county’s 
corporate counsel, who said I’d 
have to FOIA the request.

Surprised that the county 
didn’t already track that informa-
tion, I learned it would cost 
$183.10 for the FOIA to look at 
the past fi ve years. Really?

What about the past two years? 
That would cost $95.79.

Well, then how about just 2014? 
$64.53.

And results would be too late 
for this column. 

What does the Berrien County 
Board of Commissioners actual-
ly DO?

It’s hard to know, since the 
minutes are designed to reveal as 
little as possible.

What the board didn’t do was 

to exercise proper oversight of 
the county’s senior centers, which 
are supported by a millage and 
which suffered at least TWO re-
cent embezzlements – the second 
at the hands of one of its own – 
ex-commissioner Robert Wooley, 
who must have gleefully noticed 
that after the fi rst embezzlement, 
the board didn’t fi x the obvious 
problem of allowing senior cen-
ters to conduct their own audits. 
This enabled him to steal at least 
$300,000 by concocting fi ctitious 
audits of the senior center he 
headed.

Two embezzlements later, the 
board will fi nally require inde-
pendent audits, which should 
have been required from the 
start. 

In an economic climate in 
which more jobs are part-time so 
employers can avoid providing 
insurance, the part-time job of 
county commissioner, which for 
years was modestly compensated, 
seems to have exploded into a 
stealthily lavished frenzy of eye-
popping benefi ts. 

At taxpayer expense.
By and for a board dominated 

by Republicans, who generally 
believe government is bloated.

Indigent defense? Lawyers for 
the poor? Public defender’s of-
fi ce?

No money for that.
As Commissioner Mac Elliott 

declared: “One-third would go 
for fringe benefi ts.”

And he should know.
Enid Goldstein is a writer and broadcaster.

State’s wrongful conviction 
legislation is flawed

Legislation proposing Michi-
gan compensate people who have 
been wrongly convicted contains 
a serious and, we hope, fatal 
fl aw.

About half the states have laws 
that offer the wrongly convicted a 
chance at compensation for the 
time they lost in prison. ... In 
those states that offer compensa-
tion, claimants must prove three 
things: That they were convicted 
of a criminal offense, they served 
time in a state prison, and they 

are innocent.
Each one of those elements 

snags that make collecting diffi -
cult. Juvenile offenses, for in-
stance, aren’t technically criminal 
offenses in most states, even if  
they lead to incarceration. Some-
one who serves time in a county 
jail instead of state prison isn’t 
eligible. Innocence, which is not 
the same as not guilty, has to be 
proven; dropped charges or a 
pardon mean no compensation.

Many of the states set a fourth 
hurdle. Michigan’s proposed law 
lacks this element, which is why it 
should not be approved.

The fourth standard says the 
claimant must not have contrib-
uted to his conviction. It might 
not be easily apparent, but there 
are a number of ways a person 
can help get himself convicted.

The clearest and most obvious 
is confessing to the crime. That’s 
not as black-and-white as it 
sounds. Someone who is coerced 
or misled in confessing, and can 
demonstrate that – along with 
proving actual innocence – would 
be eligible for compensation.

There are other ways the ac-
cused may contribute to his con-
viction, such as tampering with 

evidence or witnesses, or by cov-
ering up someone else’s guilt.

Lacking this fourth element 
leaves a wide, dangerous gap in 
Michigan’s proposed law. And it 
also can be food for thought as 
legislators ponder the bill.

It raises the question of who is 
responsible for a wrongful con-
viction, and who should pay for 
it. Are Michigan taxpayers re-
sponsible, and should they pay? 
Or are the individuals involved in 
the arrest, trial and conviction ac-
countable, and isn’t there a civil 
process for that?

– The Port Huron Times Herald

This is a column about three 
words of  moral cowardice:

“All lives matter.”
Those words have risen as a 

kind of  counter to “Black lives 
matter,” the movement that co-
alesced in response to recent kill-
ings and woundings of  unarmed 
African-Americans by assailants 
– usually police offi cers – who of-
ten go unpunished. Mike Hucka-
bee raised that counter-cry last 
week, telling CNN, “When I hear 
people scream ‘black lives matter,’ 
I’m thinking, of  course they do. 
But all lives matter. It’s not that 
any life matters more than anoth-
er.”

As if  that were not bad enough, 
the former Arkansas governor 
and would-be president upped the 
ante by adding that Martin Lu-
ther King would be 
“appalled by the no-
tion that we’re ele-
vating some lives 
above others.”

“Elevating some 
lives.” Lord, have 
mercy.

Imagine for a mo-
ment that you broke 
your left wrist. In 
excruciating pain, you rush to the 
emergency room for treatment 
only to run into a doctor who in-
sists on examining not just your 
mangled left wrist, but your unin-
jured right wrist, rib cage, femur, 
fi bula, sacrum, humerus, phalan-
ges, the whole bag of  bones that is 
you. You say, “Doc, it’s just my 
left wrist that hurts.” And she 
says, “Hey, all bones matter.”

If  you understand why that re-
mark would be factual, yet also 
fatuous, silly, patronizing and off  
point, then you should understand 
why “All lives matter” is the same. 
It’s not about “elevating some 
lives” any more than it would be 
about elevating some bones. Rath-
er, it’s about treating where it 
hurts.

And as for Dr. King: I cringe at 
his name being invoked by yet an-
other conservative who has appar-
ently never heard or read anything 
King said with the possible excep-
tion of  the last few minutes of  the 
“I Have A Dream” speech. No one 
with the slightest comprehension 
of  what King fought for could se-
riously contend he would be “ap-
palled” at a campaign geared to 
the suffering of  African-American 
people.

Whose rights did the Montgom-
ery Bus Boycott seek to vindicate? 
For whose freedom was King 
jailed in Birmingham, punched in 
Selma and stoned in Chicago? In 
his book “Why We Can’t Wait,” 
King answered complaints that we 
shouldn’t be doing something spe-
cial for “the Negro” by noting 
that, “our society has been doing 
something special against the Ne-
gro for hundreds of  years.”

Does that sound like someone 
who’d be “appalled” by “Black 
lives matter”?

No, that cry would likely reso-
nate for him for the same reason it 
resonates for so many others. 
Namely because, while police 
abuse is not unknown in other 
lives, it is disproportionate in 
black lives. This is what Huckabee 
and the “All lives matter” crowd 
quail at recognizing. To treat 
where it hurts, one must fi rst ac-
knowledge that it still hurts, some-
thing conservatives often fi nd hard 
to do because it gives the lie to 
their self-congratulatory balloon 
juice about how this country has 
overcome its founding sin.

That sort of  willful ignorance 
has unfortunately become ubiqui-
tous.

Which is why, for me, at least, 
the most inspiring sight to come 
out of  Charleston following the 
racial massacre there was not the 
lowering of  the Confederate battle 
fl ag, welcome as that was. Rather, 
it was a march through town by a 
mostly white crowd chanting, 
“Black lives matter! Black lives 
matter!” To see those white sisters 
and brothers adopt that cry was a 
soul-fi lling reminder that at least 
some of  us still realize we all have 
access – connection – to each oth-
er’s pain and joy by simple virtue 
of  the fact that we all are human.

God love them, they did not 
slink guiltily from that connec-
tion. Instead, they ran bravely to 
it.

And you know what, Mike 
Huckabee? Martin Luther King 
would have been pleased.

Leonard Pitts is a columnist for The Miami Her-
ald. His email is: lpittsmiamiherald.com

‘All lives       
matter’ – words 

of moral       
cowardice

Student’s hard work ruined 
by dishonest motorist

Editor,
We have a granddaughter 

who is a high school sopho-
more. She had worked hard the 
past few years saved her money 
and this summer purchased a 
used car. She had some minor 
paint repairs done this last 
month and was so proud of 
what she had accomplished. A 
week ago Monday she went to 
the Berrien County Youth Fair, 
properly parked her car and 
went on to enjoy our great fair. 
Coming back to her car she 
found that someone had backed 
into her car and destroyed the 
bumper – leaving no address, 
no name, no phone number on 
the windshield.

Obviously our granddaughter 
is devastated and now faces the 
expense of repairing a damaged 
car that wasn’t her fault. I guess 
we are of the old school that 
believes, “If you break it, you 
fi x it.” How sad that the vehicle 
driver of the car that did the 
damage didn’t live by this 
simple rule.

David and Reta Geisler
Watervliet

Support LMC by enjoying 
Sept. 26 Mendel concert

Editor,
“The Voice” fi nalist folk 

singer-songwriter Joshua Davis 
will be performing at The 
Mendel Center Mainstage on 
Saturday, Sept. 26. It would be 
great if  The Mendel was 
bursting at the seams for this 
one-night only performance, 
not only because of Josh’s local 
ties, but also because a portion 
of the ticket proceeds will 
support the Lake Michigan 
College capital campaign. So, a 
great way to have fun and, at 
the same time, do some good. 

 The LMC campaign is a 
BIG deal. It will make a 
HUGE difference. Our chal-
lenge is to get people aware 
enough to care. So I write this 
letter hoping to encourage 
those HP readers who may not 
have a connection to LMC to 
treat themselves to a Joshua 

Davis ticket and, while they are 
on campus, take a look around. 
Be impressed by the new 
student housing and construc-
tion on the new tech center. 
Drive by the old historic barn 
on Empire Avenue and imagine 
it as a hub of the new wine-
making school. 

 To see the progress on 
campus is to be inspired. 
Information on tickets for the 
Joshua Davis performance is at 
www.TheMendelCenter.com. 
For more information on the 
many initiatives that are part of 
the LMC capital campaign, go 
to www.lakemichigancollege.
edu/tomorrow. 

Carol Sizer, co-chair
Community Gifts Division

LMC Campaign for Tomorrow

Hospice thankful for 
another great Concours 

Editor,
More than 100 vintage, juried 

vehicles, a perfect summer day 
and nearly 3,000 appreciative 
attendees helped make the 11th 
annual Lake Bluff Concours 
d’Elegance of Southwest 

Michigan a great fundraising 
success for Hospice at Home.

Those of us at Hospice at 
Home want to express our truly 
sincere thanks to Concours 
chairman Anne Odden, founder 
and entrant liaison Dar Davis, 
the vintage vehicle owners, more 
than 100 volunteers, dozens of 
generous sponsors/underwriters, 
the city of St. Joseph (commis-
sioners and staff) and Lake 
Bluff Concours committee 
members for pulling together as 
a team and making this year’s 
event the best ever.

The Lake Bluff Concours is 
the benefactor of Room 3 of 
the Butterfl y Wing at the 
Merlin and Carolyn Hanson 
Hospice Center and the net 
proceeds from this year’s 
Concours met and surpassed 
the $25,000 pledge made more 
than two years ago.

Plans are already in the 
works for the 12th annual Lake 
Bluff Concours, planned for 
Saturday, Aug. 13, 2016. Those 
interested in participating as a 
vehicle owner, volunteering or 
sponsoring a vintage automo-
bile are encouraged to visit 

www.ConcoursSWMI.com for 
more information.  

Hospice at Home, a Lakeland 
Health Affi liate, provides 
quality care to people adjusting 
to living with a serious illness, 
as well as to people facing 
death, anticipating the death of 
a loved one or healing their 
grief after the death of a loved 
one. Services are provided to 
patients and their families 
regardless of the patients’ 
diagnosis, treatment choices or 
ability to pay. Hospice at Home 
places an emphasis on the 
emotional, social and spiritual 
needs of those who need care 
and those receiving support 
services in Berrien, Cass, Van 
Buren and Allegan counties. 
Extending this care, Lory’s 
Place, a bereavement and 
education center that builds 
hope and strength for every 
grieving family, is available to 
anyone in Southwest Michigan 
or Northern Indiana.

Melinda Graham Gruber 
Hospice at Home CEO

Lynne Christiano
Community Engagement 

Specialist
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