Out on the Innovation Trail:  Thor Visits Vernon

H. George Frederickson


Regarded as the leader in governmental innovation, Thor Bjunglesson, the esteemed city manager of Pismo Beach, California, has been feeling threatened.  It now appears that Pismo Beach’s leadership in the innovation field is being eclipsed by Vernon, California, and, even worse, Thor’s dominant position as the most creative leader in city management is being challenged by a Mr. Bruce Malkenhorst Jr., the city clerk of Vernon.  Always willing to learn, Thor made an appointment with Mr. Malkenhorst, jumped into his Porsche 911, and booked south to Vernon, which is in Los Angeles County.  Mr. Malkenhorst was very pleasant and appropriately deferential, obviously aware of Thor’s eminence in public administration.


“May I call you Bruce?” Thor asked.  “I would be honored,” Bruce replied.  


“Tell me a bit about Vernon?” Thor said.   “Well, Thor,” Bruce replied, “We are a small city, about five square miles in all.  Vernon is a one-hundred-year-old industrial city.  Our motto is ‘exclusively industrial.’  As you could tell when you drove up in those fine wheels, Vernon is all warehouses, manufacturing plants, and railroad tracks.”  


“What is the population of Vernon? Thor asked.  “Well,” Bruce replied, “On any given day there are more than 40,000 people working in Vernon.”  “I understand,” Thor said, “But how many people actually live in Vernon?”  “That would be 91,” Bruce replied.  “How many registered voters are there in Vernon?” Thor asked.   “That would be about 60,” Bruce replied.


“Is it true that eight additional people moved into Vernon recently?” Thor asked.  “Yes,” Bruce replied, “but we turned them away.”  “Why?” Thor asked.  “Well,” Bruce replied.  “You won’t believe this.  We only learned that they were living in a building owned by one of our industries when they came to city hall to register to vote and to fill out nomination papers for three of them to run for the Vernon city council.”  “Why did you turn them away?” Thor asked.  “They were nervous when they came to city hall and because of their general appearance I had a bad feeling,” Bruce replied.   “So what did you do?” Thor asked.  “I turned off their electric power.  I can do that because Vernon has its own electric utility.  I cancelled their voter registration and the three nominations for city council.  Then I put a tail on each of them.”  “Wow,” Thor replied.  “How can you do that?”  “Easy,” Bruce replied.  “Vernon invented the idea of the gated community and in Vernon we take our gates very seriously.”             


“What do you think of the rumor that someone got those eight people up to this scheme?” Thor asked.  “Look,” Bruce replied, “I didn’t just fall off an avocado truck.  We know exactly who got them up to it.  It was Albert Robles and Chris Summers.  You know this guy Robles.  He is the ex-con who almost drove South Gate into bankruptcy when he was the treasurer there.  Summers is a disbarred attorney and is Robles’ buddy.  Summers isn’t really her name, you know.  It used to be Christeta Paguirigan and before that it was Christeta Klaparda. There is no question that Robles and Summers and their pals were attempting a hostile takeover of Vernon and we won’t let them get away with it.”  “But didn’t Vernon have elections this year?” Thor asked.  “Yes,” Bruce replied, “but only after we were ordered by the courts to hold them.”  “What were the results?” Thor asked.  “We don’t know because I have had the ballot box sealed because we are challenging the legality of some of the ballots and until all legal issues associated with that election are cleared away our political leadership stays in place,” Bruce said.

           “Let me change the subject,” Thor said.  “I understand that Vernon has a particularly creative approach to both local politics and city administration.  Would you tell me about it?”

“Sure,” Bruce replied.  “We believe that institutional memory, stability, and order are the most important concepts in local government.  Vernon was founded by John Baptiste Leonis in 1905, and he led the city for 45 years.  His grandson, Leonis Malburg, is now our mayor and has served for 50 years.  How’s that for institutional memory?”  “Wow,” Thor replied, “Grandfather Leonis and his grandson, Leonis Malburg have amassed a century of electoral success.  That is great politics.”  “Actually, they have not won many elections,” Bruce replied.  “We have had only one election in Vernon since 1980.”  “What!” Thor exclaimed.  “How can you do that?”  “Easy,” Bruce replied.  “In California if there are no challengers in a local election it can be cancelled.  As I said, we believe that institutional memory, stability, and order are especially important.  The benefits of local elections are exaggerated anyway.”   “What explains the lack of challengers for seats on the city council?” Thor asked.  “Almost all of the 60 registered voters in Vernon, including the present members of the city council, work for the City of Vernon and live in apartments at very favorable rates, apartments provided by the city as a condition of their employment,” Bruce replied.   “Yes, that would do it,” Thor said. 

“Is it true that Mayor Malburg doesn’t actually live in Vernon?” Thor asked.  “Yes and no,” Bruce replied.  “The mayor has a very nice six-bedroom, six-bath mansion in Hancock Park.  But he also has a cot in his office in the Leonis Malburg building in Vernon, which qualifies as a residence.  As you know, these days many people have two residences.”

“Is there also institutional memory, stability, and order in Vernon’s administration?” Thor asked.  “Of course,” Bruce replied.  “My dad served for more than 30 years as the administrator of the city, and it is now my honor to serve.”  “Is it true that when your dad retired in 2004, he collected more than $600,000 in salary, bonuses, and payments for unused vacations?” Thor asked.  “Do you have something against fair compensation for public service?” Bruce replied.

 
After a pause Bruce said, “Look Thor, I can tell you are pretty skeptical about Vernon, so let me help you see the big picture.  You think Pismo Beach wants economic development?  Well Vernon has economic development.  Do you think the NIMBYs and environmental sissies in Pismo Beach or Beverley Hills would sit still for the packing plants, railroad tracks, and welding shops we have in Vernon?  No way.  Look, it is Vernon that makes Beverly Hills possible.  The only way to have the kind of economic development we have in Vernon is to have very few residents, low property taxes, and relaxed zoning and environmental standards.  You expect us to practice refined and dignified politics?  Get real.  Think Chicago in the 1930s.  And right next to the City of Angels and Malibu.  
 
As Thor drove back to Pismo Beach he talked on his cell phone with his brother Knute, the city manager of Forest Hills, Illinois.  After telling Knute what he had learned about Vernon, Knute suggested to Thor that he take a long hot shower, stay out of Vernon, and contemplate innovation, economic development, corruption, and sleazy politics.
� Although Thor and Knute are fictional, and the dialogue in this column is fictional, all of the details regarding Vernon, California, are true.
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