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History teaches that virtually all scandals at Milwaukee County have emerged from the 
offices of the executive. Time and again it has been up to the county board, however 
excoriated and wacko some of its personalities, that actually stepped in, thought the 
problems through and rescued the situation. 
 
One recent result - the rise from the ashes of a pension system once demeaned when a 
county executive and his hired hands in 2000 saw its heady gains as an opportunity to 
save taxpayer money, took outrageous steps and temporarily collapsed both the 
pension and the budget. Inevitably the public took it out on the county board elected 
supervisors. 
 
Well, March 14, the county pension through careful watching, revising and feeding has 
earned more than $50 million and bailed out many income problems despite excessive 
payouts that should never have been allowed. It is now proving the long-term value of 
the traditional defined pension. It’s a money-saver for taxpayers. But it took many 
partners, including the board, to nurture it back to robust health. 
 
Often characterized as a many-headed demon, the board is actually the legislative body 
standing guard over excesses. It gives the voters a direct role in fighting greedy self-
serving use of public resources. It can be quickly scotched today if it oversteps thanks 
to new controls it initiated. It's hardly perfect, but it is the people's chamber. 
 
Even the current county executive, Chris Abele, after dabbling with political hires of his 
own choice and losing strong-willed leaders such as Sue Black and Frank Busalacchi 
by failing to give them space for intelligent vision not his own, is now turning to people 
who actually know local government in detail, not some corporate right-wing think-tank 
abstraction, to take key roles in his administration. 
 
Recently he added Julie Esch who came out of research analysis to be director of 
operations for the Department of Administrative Services, Brian Dranzik to the 
Department of Transportation and Rich Ceschin as deputy director of the Department of 
Human Resources. Some may have taken these new jobs out of worry over the 
Madison maneuvers to curtail their future as board advisers, but all clearly learned the 
administrative ropes working for the county board. 

http://www.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/countys-finances-get-boost-from-pension-earnings-and-larger-2012-surplus-r795jkq-198178741.html


Chairperson Marina Dimitrijevic  

It took Abele some time to learn their value, but these key appointments were hardly 
reported in local newspaper, AM talk radio or TV newscasts because they didn't fit the 
prevailing right-wing vision of an inept board. 
 
There are certainly supervisors hard to herd. But only three seem so concerned about 
their own religious backers or conservative support that they balk at good ideas of full-
time pay and service. There remains a comfortable majority of 14 or so members in a 
loose, sometimes opinionated but always hard-working coalition under new chairperson 
Marina Dimitrijevic. 
 
Yet newspapers and radio keep implying that this new coalition is not a demonstration 
of better public service but opportunism by Dimitrijevic to position her to run for county 
executive in 2016. Well, better public service is sure one way to position for the future. 
 
I suspect her reputation as a liberal who keeps her own counsel and her emerging 
abilities clearly threaten the alphabet soup of business organizations - GMC, MMAC 
and WMC - that still long for a free hand to grab whatever county lands and services 
they can for their own profits. They are left to hope that at least West Allis will be 
vulnerable to their blandishments. 
 
This is the issue the community needs to discuss because it lurks under the District 17 
race. Both candidates have indicated that they would accept part-time status and less 
budgetary control if imposed on them by Madison, but only one is enthusiastic about the 
idea. Tony Anthony -- his name on the ballot but Tom Zoell in private life – embraces 
the idea because it is the creature of the area’s former supervisor, Joe Sanfelippo, 
whose supporters he needs. Sanfelippo is now in Madison working with state Sen. 
Alberta Darling to push the new restrictions he never could get agreed to by local 
voters. 
 
The other candidate, Tony Staskunas, a respected former member of the Assembly, 
says he is committed to full time service to the community whatever the legislative 
outcome. That is only one of his intelligent campaign ideas that has started his 
opponent backpedaling on some sound-bites that don’t hold up to examination.  
 
But don't look for local establishment media to openly explore such nuances. 
They seem quite willing to lie on the tracks as the Joe Sanfelippo-Alberta Darling train 
bears down on them, with insider corporations serving as conductors for that Madison 



bill to take away more local control. 
 
This is actually an anti-conservative idea pushed by conservatives. County government 
may be a creation of state government, but local control used to require local 
origination. And conservatives used to love local control, except where letting the 
people decide cost them election. 
 
Madison legislators may yet derail this train when the 71 other counties realize they 
might do to Milwaukee what they would vehemently oppose happening in their own 
backyards. The idea of shrinking the county board to part-time pay or status is really a 
statewide issue about fundamentally reducing the people's voice and expanding the 
power of the executive - the sort of things that journalists usually leap to oppose.  
 
But here they haven't - to the point that the exec and the business community know the 
press won't pay much attention to the board's effort to reach out to ask the community 
for its own vision of the size and reach of the board in public forums known "Outreach 
for United Reform" (or OUR). Certainly it's a publicity ploy by the board to remind 
everyone they should actually hear from citizens first. But only belatedly March 15 the 
media had to report the public wanted a strong full time board. 
 
The game was more clearly exposed in other recent news stories. In one case, the 
business community and the county exec called a county audit about who does the real 
work, supported by supervisors, a "delaying tactic" rather than a much needed 
clarification. 

Sue Black before she was fired by Abele  

In a splashy lakefront story, a casual reader would have thought the mayor, the 
governor and the county exec had done the legwork in announcing a major gateway 
project west and south of Summerfest through the Third Ward and down the corridors 
along the Hoan Bridge. 
 
Aside from a new office building for Northwestern Mutual and the plans for the Couture, 
the architect’s renderings detail expanded roadways, research centers, retail and office 
projects on long-neglected parking lots - simply put a major economic and development 
boost without threatening the public trust involved in lakefront parks and resources north 

http://www.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/proposed-county-board-salary-and-budget-cuts-get-thumbs-down-at-town-hall-meetings-km96085-198504911.html


of the Art Museum.  
 
Yet the media knows that most legwork on such concepts has been evolving through 
supervisors, data crunchers, administrative committees pushed by the board and 
community input through forums, along with high-powered stubborn initiatives from 
independent administrators like Sue Black, who was summarily fired by Abele from 
leading the parks without his ever offering a clear reason. In fact, to this day, Black has 
no idea why she was fired. 
 
It’s easier to profile and applaud as visionary the financier who roughly outlined the 
development, Michael Cudahy, but even he knows how much detailed grunt work was 
involved. 
 
The supervisors over the years have helped do the heavy unpublicized lifting. Now the 
bigwig politicos with a media push are taking the bows. The county board is largely 
silent, mainly because they just want things to get done. 
 
But is this a further effort to diminish the genuine value of a strong, sometimes plodding 
but detail-oriented independent board? 
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