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Ken: 
Well hi there, and welcome to another edition of Chicago Newsroom right here on CAN TV. I’m Ken Davis, glad to have you with us today. It’s been a big week in the news, especially if you are a former speaker of the House; it’s been a big week for you, that’s for sure. And there’s a lot of other stuff going on – police video being released, the Chicago Tribune, what’s going on over there? And the guy to talk to about all of that is Mike Fourcher. Mike, so glad to have you here.

Mike F:
Good to be here.

Ken: 
Mike Fourcher of Aldertrack, the subscription news service that those of us who subscribe swear by, and it’s great to have you here.

Mike F:
No oath will be worth anything but hearing on Aldertrack. I’ll just warn you.

Ken:
Aldertrack, where Chicago goes for its news about Chicago’s City Council and now county board and all that kind of stuff.

Mike F:
Sure.

Ken:
A very cool service I must say.

Mike F:
Thank you.

Ken:
All right, so it was an amazing spectacle yesterday with Denny Hastert in the wheelchair.
Mike F:
Sad.

Ken:
Yeah. Sad, but also a day of reckoning. There are so many contradictions and things that I think most people don’t understand. I’m seeing a lot of reaction today saying, “He only got 18 months for all the horrible things that he did and Blagojevich got all this.”

Mike F:
Right.

Ken:
These comparisons don’t stand up because he wasn’t put in prison for being a sexual abuser.

Mike F:
Right. He was put in prison for banking fraud charges, and actually one of the things that Judge Durkin said is that it’s unusual to have this sort of crime or these sort of crimes come before a federal judge and that he was very disturbed by it. But you know, let’s put a little context into this.

Ken:
Let’s.

Mike F:
Denny Hastert was really the hometown hero of Yorkville, Illinois for a very long time. And if you were to try and do business or try and do politics in Kane County or the surrounding area for dozens of years, you at some point or other have to have a reckoning with Denny Hastert. And democrats really didn’t have much of a foothold except for Aurora and even there barely, and Denny Hastert really ruled the roost. A lot of people turned to him. He was thought of as a very kind and respectful person, and the whole stuff about him being a wrestling coach, he was thought of as a somewhat humble person from humble beginnings, and then to have become the speaker of the House, the last time Illinois had a speaker of the House in the U.S. Congress was Joe Cannon almost 100 years ago. Joe Cannon was one of the most powerful speakers ever, and so there was a lot of expectations that Hastert was going to continue that tradition. 
00:03:09
And when he left he left in a rather peaceable transition. It was a respectful transition when he left as speaker. He was then thought to go into his dotage as a retired former leader of the United States. The speaker of the House is the third highest ranking person the United States. If the President and the Vice President died the speaker becomes President. So, I think that there’s a lot of surprise that the speaker of the House has done something so horrible as harass a number of children, sexually harassed and molested a number of children while he was their wrestling coach, and then tried to cover up for decades. That in itself is just too hard to wrap your brain around.

Ken:
It is, yeah.

Mike F:
But then you get to the idea that this guy was the center of political and business activity in that part of Illinois for a very long time. And so former Illinois House minority leader Tom Cross was one of his… He was his mentor. Tom Cross looked to Denny Hastert as a mentor, and it turns out that Tom Cross’s brother, Scott, was molested by Denny Hastert.

Ken:
And he didn’t know. 

Mike F:
And Tom didn’t know and Scott never really spoke of it, and came and spoke in court yesterday talking about all the things that Denny Hastert did to him and how he has tried to deal with the shame for this long. On top of that, adding more craziness to the whole thing is Judge Durkin’s brother, Jim Durkin is the current Illinois House minority leader and also somebody that looked to Denny Hastert as a mentor. So this guy has really fallen low. He went from very high to very low and that makes it all the more disturbing.

00:05:08
Ken:
Now there has been some commentary this morning that Judge Durkin still gave him a pass with 18 months because he could have given him as much as 5 years. Is that a fair rap on the Judge at this point? Because it seems to me that the Judge did a pretty fair job with this trial.

Mike F:
You know I really don’t know much about sentencing, but it’s 15 months and then it’s 2 years of supervision. I think that at this point in Denny Hastert’s life how much longer he has, and he’s clearly an ill man, his life is probably not going to be measured in years, certainly not decades, so whether it’s 15 months or, who knows, it’s hard to say.

Ken:
Well I do have to say one thing I have not seen in the press, and it may be just because I missed it, but I’m assuming that when he gets out of prison and goes back home that he will be a registered sex offender and that his address will be listed as the address of a registered sex offender. And I say that because he was one of the people who was very strong on pushing that legislation and I think it’s something that has in many ways caused a lot of problems, unforeseen problems for people who…

Mike F:
I don’t know if that’s the case, but again, what he was charged with was not being a sex offender.

Ken:
But he’s admitted it now.

Mike F:
He’s admitted it, but you know we have rule of law and there’s a process you have to go through. He hasn’t been charged with it, so maybe not.

Ken: 
It’s neither here nor there. I think that to me one of the things that I find personally odious about this is that Denny Hastert as speaker of the House did so many things that just really contradicted who he was and what he had done earlier on. When you look at the whole thing about the prosecution of Bill Clinton for his dalliances which are nothing compared to what Hastert… Anyway, we’ve trodden that ground before, but it’s really worth…

Mike F:
It’s grotesque.

00:07:26
Ken:
Yeah, it’s worth mentioning on this day. The thing that I really to talk to you about today and I’m so happy that we had you today as a couple of media guys is to talk about what the heck is going on at the Tribune. We now know that Gannett is trying to buy the Tribune and Michael Ferro who just got control of the Tribune what was it, 2 months ago or something, is saying that Gannett is trying to steal his company away.

Mike F:
Well, you know, putting aside… I think there’s been a lot of talk and coverage about the letters that were sent back and forth and the tone and the personalities of the chairman of Gannett and Michael Ferro, and I want to set that aside and I think what’s really important here is what is the business situation that Michael Ferro and Chicago or the Tribune company are in. Ferro took over Tribune with really the intention of being able to use the extra cash that they brought in, the $40-million in order to buy a set of papers in California in order to give Tribune Company a total dominance over Southern California. They already own the LA Times and they own the San Diego Union Tribune. They were going to try and buy the paper in Orange County there would be a lock along there. The FTC blocked that and the papers instead were sold to another company, Digital First.
00:08:55
When that happened there was sort of a question mark of well okay, now what. The other is that Ferro has not really presented a plan on how it is that he’s going to be turning around the company and how it is that the company is going to grow. He brought in a CEO, Justin Dearborn, who does not have a track record in media, although he did work in a company that produced content.
Ken:
That’s being very polite. He’s never worked in journalism.

Mike F:
Well you don’t have to be a journalist in order to be good in media, right, and Summer Redstone is a perfect example.

Ken:
There’s a good one, yeah.

Mike F:
He hasn’t got a background and Ferro has a spotty background with Sun Times, so there’s a lot of pressure on him in order to be able to show that he has a plan. Ferro supposedly said that he’s going to be revealing a plan in the first week of May. That will be great. But the other part is that Gannett has said to Tribune if you sell to us we’re going to be selling to you at a 60+% premium on what the current cost is. 

00:10:07
Now let’s keep in mind, Michael Ferro only owns a little under 17% of the company. There are two large companies, Oak Tree Capital Management and Prime Capital that own 36% of the company.

Ken:
They were the guys who bought in…

Mike F:
Years ago after the bankruptcy.

Ken:
After the bankruptcy, right.

Mike F:
They’re really the ones in the driver’s seat and they have made no mention, they have made no public statement whatsoever about what it is that they intend to do. What I would imagine, I don’t know, is that the leaders of these hedge funds are turning to Ferro and Justin Dearborn and saying, “Okay, we want to see your plan. You guys show us your plan about how you are going to increase the value of the company that’s going to be better than what it is that we have right now from Gannett, or we’re going to vote to sell.

Ken:
That is such an important point and something that hasn’t really been discussed publicly here until now, and I can’t emphasize that. These guys are investors. They came along, they were essentially white knights. They came along and put money into the Tribune because counter to all other conventional wisdom at the time they believed that there was some potential to make money with this company.

Mike F:
Gannett has really hit them where it hurts which is in the wallet and they are offering to pay good money and to relieve these companies not only of the debts, but give them a chance to make some [money]. 

Ken:
So Oak Tree says ‘this is precisely why we got into this in the first place.’

Mike F:
Right.

Ken:
‘We bought this to hold it for a while and then get a really good offer, and ain’t nobody else going to be coming along with an offer like this. It’s not going to happen after this.’

Mike F:
Right. It may, but not as likely.

00:12:00
Ken:
Because with every single passing day as we know the value of these properties devalues just a little bit. I mean they are not going in the tank, but this is not a growth industry, so that’s where the real pressure comes.

Mike F:
I think so. I think the real pressure is behind the scenes.

Ken:
They say to Michael Ferro, “Are you kidding me?” What is it, it’s something like how much per share? It’s like $7 or something a share? It’s a lot.

Mike F:
Michael Ferro is under a lot of pressure in order to be able to show that he’s going to bring new value to the company. We’ll see what happens. Gannett on the other hand has a well-earned reputation of being a company that is cutting to the bone.

Ken:
Yeah.

Mike F:
They own many many small medium sized papers across the country, and what they have tended to do is…

Ken:
Gut them.

Mike F:
Cut a lot of their staff…

Ken: 
[Laughs] If you don’t mind my saying.

Mike F:
And what they are attempting to do is make many of the papers into feeders for USA Today, with the idea that USA Today is going to provide most of the content for these other papers. 

Ken:
This new thing of the USA Today network, right.

Mike F:
That’s right. 

Ken:
It almost sounds like something out of the Ferro playbook of the Sun Times network.

Mike F:
If you go look at the Indianapolis Star, the Indianapolis Star has pretty much the same design website as USA Today, same design as the Sheboygan Press, and they’ve cut a huge amount of their staff and a lot of their content comes from national publications.

Ken:
But would they be able to do something like that with a paper as grand and as historic as the Tribune?

Mike F:
You can do anything you want.

Ken:
I shouldn’t say can they, would it make sense I guess would be my question.

Mike F:
Nobody really knows what the right move is, right. So once you’re the owner and once you’re the manager you can do anything you want. There are really two types of plays these days that are going on in media. You’re either trying to get as many eyeballs as possible or you’re trying to get as many high paying subscribers as possible. Aldertrack is in the second box. Places like Buzzfeed are in the first box.

Ken:
Clickbait.

00:14:24
Mike F:
Well, you know Clickbait is a throwaway term. I think that there’s actually a lot of good excellent journalism that’s done in these places, but it’s done in a different way. 

Ken:
I wasn’t referring to the journalism. I’m just saying that the Clickbait is the underlying financial model that you have to be able to keep those…

Mike F:
You have to get eyeballs, so that’s important. And I think that becomes harder and harder the farther away you get from being a national publication, and metro dailies have really struggled with being able to be in that middle space. You’re not small enough – you know there are very small town newspapers that are doing just fine, because they’re the only place in order to get information about the small town.

Ken:
And they maintain their independence.

Mike F:
And they have somewhat. Places in the middle like papers in Sheboygan or Tribune they really struggle because they’re not huge enough in order to get the eyeballs to pay for what they need, and the communities aren’t small enough that you can’t really find the information somewhere else.

00:15:26
Ken:
So, I have to tell you that the first thing that had crossed my mind was when I contemplated the possibility that Michael Ferro may get whatever, that his time at the Tribune may be over whether he’s bought out or whatever it is, that means that he gets to reopen that trust that he just set up that nobody knows exactly the details of that he put the Sun Times and the Reader into, right?

Mike F:
Maybe. We don’t know the circumstances of that trust and it hasn’t been made public, so maybe he can, maybe he can’t. I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t desire to. He’ll make from what I understand approximately $20-million if the Tribune buys it away.

Ken:
Not bad.

Mike F:
That means he made a 50% return in six months or so. That’s not a bad deal. Maybe he decides to pack that away and go do something else.

Ken:
He says that his life work is re-inventing journalism, so. And I’m not saying that in a catty way. I’m saying that this guy has discovered that he really likes messing around with journalism and papers and printers, ink and stuff.

Mike F:
You know there’s lots of ways to do that. You know Pierre Omidyar, the former found of PayPal that has gone and founded a whole series of different things before he got into the Intercept and all this other big national stuff, he had started an investigative news publication in Hawaii that’s still around and very successful, so you know, there’s lots of ways of doing this sort of thing.

00:17:08
Ken:
I can’t help but speculate. I’ve never met Michael Ferro. I’ve never obviously spoken a word to him, but he plays a very big role in my life because he owns pretty much everything that creates so much of the content around this town.

Mike F:
Yeah.

Ken:
So I just can’t help but wonder. It’s like well, he could maybe go back and take over the Sun-Times again, but it’s considerably diminished since he left and it’s probably going to lose USA Today as like half of its content every day. So maybe he could take some of this $20-million and actually invest in the Sun Times and make the Sun Times a better newspaper, but maybe it’s beyond the point where that’s necessary. And also hanging in the balance for all of this and something that I refuse to let be trivialized is the future of the Reader, which is something that I really respect as a publication. Not as a publication so much, as a content generator, and I don’t want to see it get mangled in this as everybody is trampling all over everything.

00:18:10
Mike F:
The thing about the Reader, and you’re talking about the signature campaign that was distributed, please, Bruce Sagan, save the Reader, the signature campaign was started by some employees of the Reader. You know the problem the Reader has is not really so much that the Sun Times or Bruce Sagan isn’t investing in it. The problem the Reader has is that the place that it once had independent alternative newspapers had in the media world has been displaced, and it’s not necessarily needed anymore. It used to be that that was where you went in order to get the listings for the day. 

Well it turns out there’s two other places that have listings that are pretty good. You can get them at Metro Mix and you can also get them in Time Out Chicago. Those are pretty good listing services and it used to be that it was the place where you could get the radical bomb-throwing, angry or good investigative journalism or whatever it is. There’s a bazillion places in order to find that now. Aldertrack is one of them. So I think that they really struggle and it’s not just the Reader, it’s alternative newspapers across the country really really struggle in order to be able to demonstrate what their place is in the community and what people really need from it.


From my understanding that has affected advertising sales at places like the Reader and other alternative newspapers and advertisers see that and are not really interested. You know actually the big death knell is for places like the Reader in Chicago. Well for the Reader in Chicago was first Redeye. Redeye had an incredible way of being able to get all these bar advertisements to people in their 20s very quickly displacing the Reader in a lot of ways.

00:19:54
And then the second really bullet to them was Time Out Chicago. Time Out Chicago created a superior listing service and excellent A&E coverage from the very beginning when they were launched in I guess the late 90s or the early oughts and that really really affected the Reader, and the Reader never really innovated or bounced back from that. So, I don’t think their problem necessarily is that there’s not investment, I think the problem is that the way that people read content and consume content in Chicago has moved past it.
Ken:
I guess I would take exception to some of what you’re saying, although my opinion is not nearly as well informed as yours.

Mike F:
I live in the same town you do. 

Ken:
I believe that the Reader has a fairly decent and growing stable of really good solid voices and that it does indeed play a part in the cultural and political life of the City, that has been diminished as everything has been diminished. Diminished isn’t the right word – leveled out I think would be a better way of putting it. There are more competitors. It’s easier to publish today than it was 20 years ago or 30 years ago because you don’t need ink and paper to do that. 

00:21:11
So yes, they have those challenges, but I think the staff is correct in saying we need money to help that transition to… We need some investment in moving more forcefully and more quickly into that world. We have some talent. We need you to stand behind that talent. But neither of us works there. We don’t really know the pressures and the challenges, and when you mix into it the fact that they recently unionized and that puts all kinds of pressures both directions there’s a lot of reasons. 
Anyway, can we say that the media landscape is about to change?

Mike F:
I think we can say that every day.

Ken: 
Every single day, but I think like there’s a thunderstorm out there. 

Mike F:
You know people have been talking about this for a long time. You know Tribune went into bankruptcy. Sun Times has changed hands a number of times. I think every time that that’s occurred there’s been a certain amount of hand-wringing about what’s going to happen next.

00:22:14

Ken:
But this does feel different. It feels different from the Sam Zell period. It feels different from the two-month Michael Ferro period. This feels like the existence of the Tribune organization as we now know it is going to be substantially changed and I would say substantially diminished. 

Mike F:
I think that what we’re looking at is probably the next step in that process. That occurred when Sam Zell took over. That was one blow, and I think another blow was when Tribune sold a lot of the…when Tribune split into Tribune Broadcasting and Tribune Publishing. 

Ken:
Absolutely.

Mike F:
And you can argue that there were other steps along the way too, when Chicago Magazine lost a lot of its investment and Tribune sort of gave up on what they were going to be doing on Chicago Magazine, so there’s been a number of steps. 

Ken:
And it was when they sold the Cubs too.

Mike F:
The Cubs another time too, yeah, right.

00:23:16
Ken:
Just quickly speaking of sports which we so rarely do here on this show, I found it interesting today that the NFL told Mayor Emanuel that this massive thing they are doing downtown in Grant Park for, what are they paying $100 or something for the privilege?

Mike F:
Right.

Ken:
That they are probably not going to do it next year because there are all kinds of other cities that want to do it, but you guys did a really great job for us. You really helped us build the brand. Thank you very much, we’re gone.

Mike F:
Well, you know, it’s hard to be surprised. When you decide that you’re going to be dating a player you should be ready for that player to go on to another girl or another guy. And the NFL is a player that never really settled down with anybody and they made it very clear that no girl or guy is good for them long-term, so we shouldn’t be shocked.

Ken:
This has to be a disappointment for the Mayor because I think he was really kind of beginning to believe like…this was one of his, Jane Byrne created Chicagofest or something and this was his Chicagofest.

Mike F:
I don’t know, again, you can’t really know the mind of the Mayor. He’s never said one way or another what it is that he’s going to do. But, he did succeed with one thing, which is that he’s been able to show that there’s a national or you can even argue global important event that comes to Chicago and that Chicago is going to make it a great place and a successful place for that event. You know that’s pretty great. We can do that for a whole series of different things. We’ve been doing that with Lollapalooza and now we can argue we can do that for something else. And so maybe somebody else will decide to do something like that. You know oh hey look, NFL draft succeeded in Chicago. It wasn’t just one year; they did it for two. It wasn’t just a fluke. Maybe we should be doing that in Chicago too.

Ken:
Next year we’ll do the baseball draft.

Mike F:
That would be killer. I would watch that. I would be part of that.

Ken:
You would be down there in the front row, huh?

Mike F:
Absolutely.

00:25:17
Ken: 
We have a bunch of other things that I want to talk about here and we’ll maybe carry on a few minutes extra on the YouTubes, but before we do that I just want to get, I would like to have you explain something you explained on the phone yesterday about a new reporting structure for city finance. What does this mean and why in the world is it important to me?

Mike F:
So, the FASB, the Federal – not Federal…Accounting Standards Bureau, I can’t remember what F stands for, released standards for reporting pensions and reporting how much money there will be to pensions. And essentially what they make it is that municipalities or organizations that are managing pensions can no longer have out-years where if the investment isn’t necessarily working they can no longer make that assumption into the future. So for instance, most of the time what happens is that you assume that you are going to be getting a 7% return on pensions way out into the future. But if that return isn’t working today you have to have a less aggressive prediction of what it’s going to be into the future.

Ken:
Change the projection. 

Mike F:
You have to change the projection which makes it so that it seems as if the pension is going to be less solvent in the long-term. So what we should expect is for a lot of pensions to begin to adjust what their long-term outlook is going to be in terms of how much money is in there.

Ken:
Wow. And that affects me because I have to put more money in?

Mike F:
Yes.

Ken:
My taxes are going up, the bottom line of all these things.

Mike F:
It means that municipalities and governments are going to probably have to increase the amount of money that they are putting into pensions today, and you will no longer be able to say in 30 years everything is going to be solvent. You’re probably going to be looking at it saying oh, maybe it’s going to be 40 years because these things are doing less well.

Ken:
So if we had had that regulation 20 or 30 years ago maybe we wouldn’t be in quite the mess we’re in today.

Mike F:
Well the mess that we’re in is not because of what the predictions were. The mess that we’re in is because we took pension payment holidays. 

Ken:
And also I just realized the stupidity of what I just said because 20 years ago when we were just awash in money nobody could even imagine that there would be a projection that would see the economy the way it is today.

Mike F:
Right.

00:27:52
Ken:
And related to that I see today that the City is struggling to figure out how they’re going to handle this tax rebate. Because if we all remember during the huge battle that went on before where the Mayor was successful in raising our taxes for I guess it was police and fire at that time, but there were so many of these things, one of the things he was concerned about and everybody was concerned about was there are some people in the City who really shouldn’t have… The tax shouldn’t be applied evenly to absolutely everybody, older people and name your vulnerability, whatever it is.
Mike F:
Right.

Ken:
But the state wouldn’t go along with it. The county said they couldn’t probably help, so the city decided it was going to figure out a way to do this on its own and now the day of reckoning is here for that. They’ve got to do it if they’re going to do it.

Mike F:
Right. 

Ken:
It’s complicated.

00:28:42
Mike F:
The bills are, the property tax bills are calculated by the county treasurer, the Cook County Treasurer and then they are sent by the clerk. They are calculated by the Cook County Treasurer in June and then mailed in July, so you receive them in August, late July and August. The trouble has been that the previous exemptions, property tax exemptions are managed and approved by the Illinois State Legislature and the Cook County government, Tony Preckwinkle and the Treasurer, Maria Pappas have said that they don’t believe the county has the ability to manage these rebates. They don’t have the computational ability. It’s all managed on a big old mainframe. And actually something somebody has told me is that there is a number of different mainframes in county government.
Ken:
Let me guess, they don’t talk to each other.

Mike F:
That’s exactly right. Literally what happens is that the accessor runs a number of things and they put it on a tape. Yeah, remember those old-timey tapes? 

Ken:
On like a reel to reel?

Mike F:
Yeah, one of those big reels and then they walk it over and it takes like a week or so in order for them to compile that and put it together. 

Ken:
Do they have people dressed in costumes like Mad Men? [Laughs]

Mike F:
No, they are dressed like Chicago bureaucrats. 

Ken:
Okay.

Mike F:
So then they carry them over and then they put it on to the other mainframe for the treasurer and the treasurer runs that and then when she’s done with their stuff they then take it over to the clerk who has another system, another tape. So this is some real old timey stuff and it hasn’t been upgraded in a long time and it’s a huge mess and they are all using Fortran and COBOL programming languages from the 70s, which is scary.

Ken:
Wow, that is scary.

Mike F:
This is something that a lot of people…

Ken:
Soon there won’t be anybody alive who knows how to do that programming.

Mike F:
This is something a lot of people in city government didn’t understand. They didn’t know. Oh my gosh, this is actually how it’s being done.

00:30:42
So, I think that this is a real tangled issue, and let’s talk about another point which is that they are talking about creating a rebate which means less money that’s coming to the city. Maybe not so much money, we’re told it’s probably somewhere around $30 to $40-million. But again, what really concerns business owners is that business owners, commercial and industrial property is taxed at about 2½ times more than residential property.

Ken: 
Right.

Mike F:
So this property tax increase has really really whacked commercial and industrial property owners. Oh hey, there’s probably going to be another tax increase this year too.
Ken:
No!

Mike F:
Yeah. You know because the pensions aren’t getting enough money and because the city needs more money in order to operate we are probably going to have to raise property taxes even more. And everybody knew that last October when we passed the budget. There’s probably going to have to be another property tax increase. So we’ll have the bills go out in August and then in September we’ll start talking about another property tax increase that everyone will have to vote on in October.
00:31:52

Ken:
But now the difference here though is that it’s not so much, it’s not like a tax exemption kind of thing like you would have a homeowner’s exemption where you just simply avoid paying that piece of tax. The city now the way they’re talking about is they are going to calculate out what you would have gotten and then they’re going to actually cut a check and mail you a check for that. 

Mike F:
Yeah. So they would figure out the value of your house and… Again, we don’t know how it’s going to happen because it hasn’t been proposed yet and there are a number of different mechanisms people are talking about. But you would somehow inform the city of the value of your house. The city would somehow verify that and then somebody would cut a check and sent it to you.

Ken:
And I would verify what my qualifying quality is, whether I’m old or whatever, I’m poor.

Mike F:
There’s a couple of problems with that. First is that there is a bureaucracy that has to be set up in order to manage that.

Ken:
Which will cost money.

Mike F:
Well, not just money, but you’re going to have to find a way in order to make sure that actually works. And then the other thing is that you as a taxpayer Ken will still have to pay that property tax.

Ken:
Right, right.

Mike F:
And then you have to wait for the check to come back to you.

Ken:
And probably you will have to go through some kind of application process, because what they’re counting on is lots and lots of people who are going to get a $30 check are just not going to bother and they won’t have to pay that.

Mike F:
Right. Right.

00:33:22
Ken:
But as you say, the real issue, the hidden issue in all of this is that it just costs a lot more to do the things that we want to do.

Mike F:
Any time you have to create a new organization to do something in government it is stressful and difficult and you have to find the right people to do it. And they are going to be really under the gun. It’s not like you get a year in order to mess around and make sure that it works. You’ve got to get it right, right away.

Ken:
But at least they’ll have the right computing power.

Mike F:
Right. We’ll be able to use an IPhone and that will be more powerful than everything the county government has…

Ken:
Just replace it with an IPhone 7. When they come out.
Mike F:
That’s right. Some guy just calculating everything on the phone. It will be awesome.

00:34:02
Ken:
I want to talk about the Lucas Museum. We haven’t talked about the Lucas Museum. I mean it’s such a drama.

Mike F:
Yeah.

Ken:
And it’s all so weird. It’s like okay, the Mayor says, “I’ve done it. I’ve put the deal together. I talked with George. He’s okay with this. We’re going to…” as I heard you say on Justin’s show the other night, you’re going to scrape off the top of the Lakeside Center. Keep everything down below.
Mike F:
Right.

Ken:
And then build the Jabba the Hutt thing on top of that.

Mike F:
Yeah.

Ken:
Except that there are a few costs involved in doing that.

Mike F:
Right. Right.

Ken:
And they’re big.

Mike F:
They’re big. So first off, McPier, the organization that manages McCormick Place they are behind. They are losing money and so they are short-cashed and in a few years they are going to be in trouble. And so they count on the shows that are going into the Lakeside Center. Some of the biggest shows in the city go in there.

Ken:
Because they take up the whole facility, all the buildings.

Mike F:
It’s a huge giant open floor. I think it’s one of the biggest open floor spaces anywhere.

Ken:
With windows by the way. Looking out to a nice view.

Mike F:
You know what, it doesn’t look so great from the outside, but on the inside it’s pretty cool, and plus there’s the Arie Crown Theater in there, so that is revenue generating for McPier. They count on that money. The idea that the Mayor has floated is that they will get rid of the Lakeside Center and they will bond additional money in order to build a new better facility which is arguably it should be somewhere not right on the lake and there’s space for it, and they will build that better facility and that will be great.
Ken: 
And talking about building a second floor on top of the existing buildings or something, right?

Mike F:
Yeah. I can’t remember exactly but yeah, so it will be another spot and it will be better. And you know what, it probably will be, because the spaces that they’ve built have been better. Then they would put the Lucas Museum on top of the existing Lakeside Center space. So the thing is that Lucas has offered to kick in $700-some odd million, but they still need another $1.2-billion or some huge sum of cash in order to pay for this, and so McPier would have to issue new bonds. For McPier to issue new bonds they would have to get approval from – that’s right, the Illinois State Legislature and Governor Rauner.

Ken:
Oh, those guys.

00:36:31


Mike F:
So we enter back into the whole problem of getting state government to approve something that wants to be done in the city just like what’s happening with the Chicago Public Schools. Why not just raise taxes? Sorry, can’t, because the Governor won’t let you. So we’re back into that same cycle all over again.

Ken:
He said today by the way that he is not ideological, the Governor, just to correct the record there.

Mike F:
Hey you know, whatever. I’m not sure what he thinks, but good for him. And so the next part is also that McPier counts on the money from those shows in order to be able to cover the debt. And the land that the Lakeside Center is on is owned by the Park District and McPier pays the Park District rent for that land. If the Lucas Museum goes on that land they won’t likely get any more rent. So there’s a bunch of people that lose out on long-term cash flows on this.

00:37:34
Ken:
I’ve got to say it just feels so incredibly wasteful to me to destroy the Arie Crown Theater. I mean I know it’s not used very often.

Mike F:
I saw the Music Man with Dick Van Dyke there. It was great.

Ken:
There’s something about the fact that there is this, well you can’t really call it gorgeous, but this utilitarian functional large gathering place that – it just feels weird to me to just say wipe that out, and for that matter even as you say the building itself, although I agree with Mayor Daley that it’s Berlin Wall on the lake. It’s a mistake by the lake, but when you’re in it it’s a really beautiful space. So there’s just so many complicating factors in this thing.


Now of course Lee Bey came out with his own idea the other day, which is oh screw all that, just build the Lucas Museum. All you have to do is convince George to build his museum inside that building. But I mean although it wouldn’t look like what he wants it to look like there are some arguments for it. It would be kind of a cool place to build a museum, but then all the other things you’re talking about are still out there. You still have to deal with rental for the Park District. You still have to deal with how you are you going to build this other billion-dollar building for McPier. It just gets really complicated. 
Mike F:
You know I’m married to an architect so I hear about this sort of thing all the time, and Lee is a really good friend of mine and another guy that wrote an editorial about it, Ed Keagan is a good friend of mine and I hear what they’re saying. But I actually believe that architecture is femoral and things change and you can’t always keep what it is what you want. You’ve got to have some kind of progress. You know, if you could make the Lucas Museum project work without it costing the city a lot of money I think it would sail through real quick. But you know, I think the money issue is a big deal, especially when we’re kind of broke.

Ken:
Right.

Mike F:
And there’s a really good argument that’s made by the Chicago Teacher’s Union, which is how come you can find hundreds of millions of dollars in order to build this museum and you can’t use it in order to pay for the schools.

Ken:
That’s right.

Mike F:
And that’s painful.

00:39:51
Ken:
It’s kind of a weird argument because there certainly are funds that are in different pockets.

Mike F:
They are totally different pockets.

Ken:
But what it really is is a question of your priorities. If you’re the Mayor and you’re just willing to work this hard to get George Lucas his prized little museum, but you appear not to be willing to work all that hard to make dramatic improvements in the schools then that appears to be what your priorities are. I think that’s an unfair argument on many levels, but it’s a good argument.
Mike F:
It’s an argument.

Ken:
The public perception of it is…

Mike F:
It’s an argument.

Ken:
This is our Mayor 1% doing it all over again, which leads me to the thing that I really think is the great examples of this and it’s what happened with the dismissal of Troy LaRaviere over at… My mind just went blank.
Mike F:
Blaine Elementary.

00:40:52
Ken:
You know, I could imagine that if I were the chief executive of the city and I had a principal running around calling me everything short of a mass murderer and just insulting me every single day, that I would want to get rid of that guy if I could.

Mike F:
Yeah.

Ken:
But I would like to think that I would be smart enough to know that the downside of getting rid of him would be so much worse than – you know where I’m going with this. So why did they do this?

Mike F:
Well first off the head of Human Relations, I don’t know exactly her title, but it’s Human Relations for CPS has said we can’t discuss this publicly. However, Troy LaRaviere has a list of the different reasons why we’re dismissing him. We gave him a letter and he is free to make that publicly available if he chooses and LaRaviere has not made that publicly available. So I think that that – how come? And certainly there’s been a lot of stuff bubbling about what are the charges and what exactly is it that’s out there.
00:42:05
And I think from what I understand, I have a son that goes to CPS and I’ve talked to some of the people in my own schools, local school council, and so there’s a little bit of a north side rumor mill discussion that goes on between parents of different schools. And from what I understand it wasn’t all rainbows and lollipops at Blaine Elementary. There were a lot of parents that liked him a lot, but there were a fairly significant group of parents that had problems with him and that there may have been some actual legitimate concerns, and I want to say ‘may’ because I don’t have the clear information and this is a personnel issue.

Ken:
Right. Can you point to me one school in the system where there wouldn’t be parents who are unhappy with the principal?

Mike F:
That’s exactly right. That’s exactly right, and I think that it’s unfair in order to be able to say he is a bad person. But I also think that it’s unfair to say that the Chicago Public Schools have made a poor decision in firing him, because we don’t have all the information.

Ken:
There’s an LSC and the LSC theoretically as we all know has the right to hire… Well they actually did fire a principal just recently over at Washington, right?

Mike F:
And also not far away at Lakeview High School and Amundsen High School which are also nearby. They fired their principals.

Ken:
So there is a process and to just arbitrarily remove the principal during spring break with no parental involvement whatsoever and not much of an explanation to the parents about why it was done is let’s just be polite about it and call it ham-fisted.

Mike F:
Yeah, clearly.

Ken:
It’s tone deaf.

Mike F:
Yes. 

Ken:
It is a ridiculously crazy way of doing something.

Mike F:
Yes.

Ken:
And when you stir into the pot the fact that this guy is so popular beyond his school, I mean there’s a whole movement building around this guy, so much so that hundreds and hundreds of people show up for this little family meeting that they had at the school to yell ‘Troy for Mayor.’

00:44:11
Mike F:
But you know what, I actually got to meet at least a dozen really fantastic principals, and I think there are many many many many excellent principals that are in Chicago.

Ken: 
There are. I can attest to that.

Mike F:
And I’m pretty sure that a lot of them don’t have the same high profile that Mr. LaRaviere has. And I think that his high profile really is not necessarily connected to his ability and skills as a principal, it’s his ability and skill of self-promotion. And I want to say I think that’s a very different thing than his excellence, his reputed excellence as a principal, so I think we really ought to separate those two things.  

Ken:
I find a really interesting parallel to Father Pfleger and the efforts that were made over the years to hook him out of St. Sabina, a similar kind of thing, except that at some point the archdiocese decided maybe it was better to just kind of leave things alone.

Mike F:
I don’t think those two things are the same.

Ken:
You don’t?

Mike F:
No, because I think that Father Pfleger actually what he really did that was different in that he was a activist and actually used his church and his parish as a way in order to be able to empower people in his community and to create an activist movement in his community. And where the problems began was when he began criticizing the diocese, and the diocese had a lot of trouble with that.

Mike F:
But I don’t think that his excellence as a priest or his activism really caused a problem with the diocese. I think it was his criticism of the diocese and of the Cardinal. I think that there weren’t a whole lot of other priests in the Chicago diocese that were doing the same kind of things that Pfleger was doing.

00:46:06
Ken:
But then you get a new Cardinal in town and he goes and meets with him and they seem to get along very well and nobody is talking about anything about moving him out now.

Mike F:
Well, I think other cardinals… Cardinal George definitely I think started to turn the temperature down a little bit. We’re saying that the new archbishop is not quite as… He’s taken advantage of the situation that he’s a new guy in town, so he’s not going to raise the temperature quite as much.

Ken:
We may be elevating this conversation to a level beyond where it needs to be. I asked the question first as more of a political question, which is why would, now of course the Mayor had nothing to do with this you understand, it was a personnel decision. He had nothing to do with it.

Mike F:
You know I believe that the Mayor had no fingerprints on it.

Ken:
That’s not the question is it?

Mike F:
I do believe the Mayor had no fingerprints on it. I think that everyone in CPS understands that Troy LaRaviere is not in the Mayor’s good graces and that’s the way that Chicago City government has operated for a long time. There’s a message that’s sent I’m not crazy about this person or this project, and then people kind of line up to make sure that that project gets either the good treatment or the bad treatment.

00:47:33
Ken:
As has been stated on the show many times I have great respect for Forrest Claypool because I did once work for him, so I know him pretty well or did know him pretty well, but I don’t understand Forrest Claypool sending poor Janice Jackson out there to face the crowd the other night. He should have been out there himself to say here’s what we’re doing. I know, it’s a personnel decision and it’s an academic decision and all that, but still. All of the optics as we used to say in City Hall were wrong about this, and that’s just the way it is.

Mike F:
Absolutely.

Ken:
That’s the only thing I’m discussing is the optics. Even if they know that there is something really seriously wrong with him academically or in other ways, it still was handled badly, but anyway. 

00:48:26
We’re talking about the City handling things badly and you’ve got your own good example.  Let’s finish off with this police video.

Mike F: 
Tiffany Jacobs.

Ken:
Tiffany Jacobs now in 2011 she gets herself into some trouble.

Mike F:
It’s actually a really sad story. The story that she gave to the police is that she and her boyfriend were at home talking about getting married is what she said and then her boyfriend said, “Well I need to get some money, so why don’t you help me do a job?” And she understood that to mean rob someplace. So they get in their black Lincoln Town car and drive around looking for a place to rob, and then he spots a McDonald’s and says, “Okay, let me out.” She was driving. He goes over and he robs the McDonald’s up on the northwest side, and then they jump in the car and they drive off. A whole bunch of people call in reporting that a black Lincoln Town car… Actually I’m sorry, a Lincoln Continental had robbed the McDonald’s. 


And so then the two of them head back to around Lawndale, and police spot them and start chasing after them in vehicles. Her boyfriend gets out of the car, ditches the car and goes into an alley somewhere. Police apprehend him separately.
Ken:
Oh, they did get him? I didn’t realize that, okay.

Mike F:
She keeps driving. This is all May 25, 2011. She keeps driving. Comes to a Citgo gas station, drives through the gas station, starts to slow down, police all come into the gas station. She starts to slow down and one police officer on foot approaches her and then she speeds up.

00:50:05
In her statement she says that she was trying to get out of the way of different people. The police officer at the time thought that she was trying to run him down. He pulls out his gun, shoots five shots through the windshield, actually hits her in the chest. She continues driving.

Ken:
That’s amazing.

Mike F:
So the video at that point had been video that was at a gas station security cam, so it was very hazy, hard to see what exactly occurs. She continues driving and then a police car pursues and now you have the dashcam and you can see what happens with the dashcam. She comes to a stop. Steps out of the car.

Ken:
She’s shot. She’s obviously bleeding.

Mike F:
She’s already shot and she steps out of the car and doesn’t have her hands up, but clearly has her hands down at rest. A police officer runs up to her, grabs her and it’s hard to tell if he grabs her by the jacket or by her hair and then pulls her backwards and slams her to the ground, and another police officer comes up and they taze her while she’s on the ground and then they handcuff her. This is pretty violent.

00:51:15
But it’s also pretty clear that she was no innocent and there was something going on and the police officers were charged up. They were concerned about their safety. One of their own they believed had been assaulted with a deadly weapon being a car, and they were concerned about this. We got word from pastors that the Police Department last week was calling various pastors saying this video is going to be released. We want you to know what happened. We called the Police Department and we said, “Does this video exist? We would like you to confirm it for us.” We called on Tuesday of last week. We also called the Mayor’s office and we received no confirmation or denial, no word. In fact, the only word back we got was we’re not releasing any kind of video.


And this went on for about three days, and then finally on Friday evening at about 6 o'clock the police released the video along with the dashcam video, the police station videos…

Ken:
Gas station video.

Mike F:
The gas station videos, tapes of the 911 calls as well as all of the police arrest records and all the information.

Ken:
So a major data dump.

Mike F:
A total data dump at about 6 PM on Friday night, which is too late for the early Friday news and will certainly only make it into the Saturday papers. And by the time you get to Monday it will be old news and nobody is really paying attention to it. 

Ken:
And you were the guys at Aldertrack who were requesting it.

Mike F:
We had requested it. We reported it three days before. We couldn’t do a FOIA because we didn’t know the name and we didn’t know the date that it occurred.

Ken:
So that’s why you didn’t FOIA, okay.

00:52:56
Mike F:
And so what concerns us is it’s clear that this was not a horrible shoot like occurred with Laquan McDonald, that there was certainly some sort of melee that went on and that there was maybe some cause that the police had. Oh I’m sorry, when the release occurred Superintendent Eddie Johnson said that he’s concerned about the way that the arrest occurred and that he was ‘concerned about it and had stripped the police powers of the two officers who had done…”

Ken:
Said their actions were concerning.

Mike F:
Their actions were concerning, and he stripped them of police powers and there’s now an internal investigation. So, also Tiffany Jacobs and her boyfriend pled guilty to the armed robbery. She’s in prison for a dozen years. All this happened five years ago. The questions that we have are 1) why didn’t the Police Department and the Mayor’s office just confirm that this video existed, and why did they wait three days? Why did they release it on a Friday? Why couldn’t they be upfront? And even more questionable is this wasn’t a horrible video and it really didn’t necessarily put the police in a bad light. Yes, they arrested her in a bad way, but it wasn’t really outrageous, totally outrageous. Why weren’t they more upfront about this?

00:54:16
They could have pulled us aside and said, “Look, off the record, Aldertrack, what we want you to know is yes the video exists and we’re going to release it later, but we want to go through a process where we’ve talked to people in the community.” That sort of thing occurs all the time. The City refuses to take anybody into any kind of confidence and explain their process. They treat all reporters and all media as some sort of enemy that needs to be avoided. Oh yeah, this video has been held on to for five years and people have been requesting the video for five years. That’s a problem too, but the City really if they are going to get to some sort of transparency they need to work to a point where they begin to bring people into their trust, and that’s not being done at all in any way.
Ken:
What’s interesting to me is the fact that Eddie Johnson apparently, I don’t know if the proper word is reopened this, but…

Mike F:
Yep, and we don’t really have the information about that.

00:55:13
Ken:
What’s going on there? Is Eddie Johnson like walking around the place and saying, “What have you got in your drawer? Tell me what video you’re sitting on. I want to look at everything from the last ten years.” It seems odd that there obviously are lots and lots of cases that are ambiguous like this one.

Mike F:
Right.

Ken:
There must be – who knows? Who knows how many dashcams work, but maybe there are dozens. Maybe there are hundreds of these videos floating around at police headquarters.

Mike F:
Yeah.

Ken:
Is he or some representative of his office reviewing, is there some major review going on or is this a one-off?

Mike F:
I don’t know and they haven’t talked about it. To give some contrast the Cook County Sherriff Office has said we’re releasing all the videos. We’re releasing everything.

Ken:
Everything we’ve got, yeah.

Mike F:
Now they don’t have nearly as much as Chicago Police Department does. It’s a different bag of tricks, but I think that the Police Department they are operating as a black box and I think they don’t trust anybody.
00:56:13
Ken:
So would this video have been released to the public if you hadn’t found out about it and requested it?

Mike F:
I don’t know.

Ken:
Maybe what’s going on then is that this is some kind of an internal review. 

Mike F:
I don’t know. I don’t know how it would have been released. The pastors we had spoken to had been told the video will be released. What does that mean?

Ken:
Yeah.

Mike F:
On Saturday when the Police Department released it they accidentally put in the names of all the people they released it to. 

Ken:
Oh no.

Mike F:
There was 373 media organizations…the BCC, but they released it very wide, and so they told the world about it.

Ken: 
But I guess the final question that I’m really trying to get to here is does this indicate to us that Eddie Johnson might be attempting to run a more open shop than his predecessors did, or did you just catch them looking at one video and it’s not really…? Obviously you can’t answer that question, but I do find it interesting that this thing would never have come to light were it not for the fact that there’s a new superintendent in town and he appears to be going back and relooking at some of this stuff.

00:57:24
Mike F:
Maybe.

Ken:
You don’t even know that for sure.

Mike F: 
We don’t know what his intentions and what his plan is and what it is that he’s doing that’s different. Is there a new plan for reviewing videos? We don’t know.

Ken:
Yeah. Well that’s a perfect place to leave it. Mike I really appreciate it. Thanks for staying on overtime with us.

Mike F:
It’s great to be here. 

Ken:
It’s been an interesting week. Mike Fourcher from Aldertrack has been our guest here on the show today, all the way out to 59 minutes. Wow, a long one. 

00:57:55
End
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