Herald Palladium - 05/05/2017

Copyright (c)2017 The Herald-Palladium 05/05/2017

May 5, 2017 9:35 am (GMT +4:00)

SoutH Haven

Lessenberry
weighs in

Public radio voice
brings ideas to SH

By BECKY KARK
For the Herald-Palladium

SOUTH HAVEN — It
would be easy for De-
troit-born journalist Jack
Lessenberry to look back
on the good ol’ days of
the 1970s when he was a
young adult and the Mo-
tor City fueled Michigan’s
status as one of the top 10
states in America for eco-
nomic activity.

But as Lessenberry and
many other Michigan-
ders know, those days are
gone. “Now we’re 34th,”
he told a group of 200
people who attended the
South Haven Speaker Se-
ries on Thursday at Lake
Michigan College’s South
Haven campus.

It was Lessenberry’s
task to talk for an hour
about how to make Mich-
igan better, and he was up
for the challenge.

During a career that
has spanned nearly 40
years, Lessenberry told
the LMC audience that
he has known every
Michisan eovernor since

G. Mennen “Soapy” Wil-
liams. Currently a com-
mentator for Michigan
Public Radio and head
of journalism at Wayne
State University, he used
to work as a foreign cor-
respondent and executive
national editor at The
Detroit News and wrote
for national and regional
publications,  including
Vanity Fair, Esquire, The
New York Times, The
Washington Post and The
Boston Globe.

His career has taken
him to 40 countries. “A
number of those coun-
tries don’t exist anymore,”
he quipped. But he’s al-
ways remained loyal to
the Mitten State and De-
troit.

Especially now when
Michigan faces great
challenges.

“Michigan is an abso-
lutely wonderful state,”
Lessenberry said. “In
some ways we’re not the
state we used to be. In
1979 GM had more blue
collar workers in Flint
then they do in the en-
tire country today. ... We
could become the best
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economy in the country,
but we have to work at it.”

He presented five issues
that confront Michigan
and possible solutions:

M Roads, bridges and in-
frastructure. “Every year
our roads deteriorate fur-
ther,” he said. “It’s very
hard to attract new busi-
nesses when your roads
look like Beirut after a
shelling.”

But Lessenberry’s solu-
tion would probably trou-
ble people — raise the gas
tax 20 cents, maybe even
40 cents to pay for the $3
billion annual cost over
the next decade to fix the
state’s roads. Right now,
the state Legislature is ear-
marking $1 billion annu-
ally for road upgrades.

B Public schools and

higher education. “We
are cheating our students,
Lessenberry said. “We

seem to be the first gen-
eration that doesn’t want it
better for our kids.”

The problem mainly
stems from fewer low-
skill, high-paying factory
jobs and an increase in
low-paying service sector
jobs. But Lessenberry said
the state and federal gov-
ernment should contribute
more money to colleges to
reduce the tuition burden
many students deal with.

State and federal gov-
ernment revenue once ac-
counted for 70 percent of
a college’s budget. Now
tuition from students ac-
counts for 70 percent of a
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college’s budget. In regard
to K-12 education, Less-
enberry thinks the state
shouldn’t fund charter
schools and should focus
on fixing problems at pub-
lic schools. However, he is
in favor of private schools.

“They don’t get taxpayer
money,” he said.

B Gerrymandering. Re-
districting political dis-
tricts in Michigan has hurt
Republicans and Demo-
crats, Lessenberry said,
pointing out that in 2014
people in Michigan voted
for more Democrats than
Republicans for the state
House of Representatives,
but Republicans ended
up with a majority in the
House — 64-47.

“It is impossible for
Democrats to win a ma-
jority the way the lines are
drawn,” he said.

B Term limits. “Term
limits sound like a good
idea, but it opens the sys-
tem up for corruption,”
Lessenberry said. “In the
last two years of your term,

who are you thinking more
about, constituents or the
lobbyist who will get you a
job when your done?”

Most legislators are fi-
nally getting the hang of
their job when they end up
being term limited, Less-
enberry said. “You know
who understands their
job? Lobbyists. Theyre
there forever.”

M Jobs. Michigan needs
to generate more jobs for
its citizens.

But it will take the
combined effort of bet-
ter roads, more affordable
higher education, and a
commitment by the state
to help attract industries.
Perhaps Michigan’s junior
U.S. Senator, Gary Peters,
has the solution — driver-
less cars.

“Driverless cars need a
huge upsurge of Al (artifi-
cial intelligence),” Lessen-
berry said. “If you could
headquarter that here in
Detroit it could do for this
state what automobile au-
tomation originally did.”
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