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STEVE LOPEZ

POINTS WEST

T axpayers

may eat it in

the dog food
debacle

t may turn out to be the
most expensive can of dog
food in history.

: Tennie Pierce, an Afri-
can American Los Angeles Fire
Department veteran who was
secretly fed the chow by col-
leagues two years ago, will get

'$2.7 million if the settlement of a

lawsuit against the city is al-
lowed to stand.
But if Los Angeles Mayor An-

- tonio Villaraigosa’s veto means

the case goes to trial, who
knows? The price might drop,
but it could go way, way up, with
taxpayers footing the bill.

After focusing of late on the
antics of the L.A. County Board:
of Supervisors, I felt remiss for
ignoring the daily dramas at
L.A. City Hall.

- Soon Tuesday, I dropped i in
to have a peek. The debate cen-
tered on one question:

1" .. Was the dogfood stunt an act
y of racism?

f councﬂ members had no doubt

Three African American

! thatit was, especially given the
notorious history of the Los An-
geles Fire Department, whose

‘| own chief has talked about how
¢ his department’s good old boys

can make life difficult for women

‘ and minorities.

But three whﬁ:e couneil

'| members insisted the dog food
I incident was a stupid prank

without racial intent. .
“The Fire Department and

‘i itsleadership are a disgrace,”

. said Councilman Bill Rosendahl,
! but he added that he wasn’t

. convinced the dog food incident
! was racially motivated. ‘

T'll admit the point is debat-

. able. But regardless of how it
| plays out, there’s plenty about
il this case that’s hard to swallow.

For starters, what’s with a

- fire department that seems to

think the movie “AnimalHouse”

~ was a training film?

' itbyavoteof11-1.
' &Ken posting photos of Tennie

- Send dog food to the City Coun-

. “as Pierce seemed to be doing —

j started barking, Villaraigosa
. jumped in to veto the deal, stick-

.see where he’s hiring three new

OQOAAA

Chief William Bamattre was
brought in 10-years ago to “cut
the crap,” as Councilman Herb
Wesson called the hazing, stunts
and discrimination on Tuesday.
Will it take another 10, with the
antics of a few tarnishing the

reputation of those who handle |

adifficult job with courage and
professionalism?

And another thing: It’s hard
to have much confidence in City
Atty. Rocky Delgadillo’s ability
to cut a deal that’s in our inter-

est. This is the man who recently |
pushed a sweetheart lawsuit ‘
_ settlement that would allow il-
legal billboards to get permits,
" and this comes five years after
. Rocky got $424,000 in free bill-

board space for his campaign.
And Rocky, you'll recall, is the
hero who was going around call-

. Ing himself a college football All-
. American, but forgot to say it

happened in a dream.

But having said that, his of-
fice laid out the dog food case for
the City Council, informed them
of the risk involved in going to.
trial and recommended the $2.7-

-million settlement. I don’t know

exactly how he arrived at that
robust figure, but the couneil
quickly took the deal, approvmg

Next came a radio talk show
campaign trashing the vote,
with rabble-rousing hosts John

Pierce participating in hazing
activities himself years ago. The
radio duo urged listeners to

cil . :

. Seems to me there’s a differ-
ence between hazing someone
WhO was a willing participant —

and sneaking Alpo into some-
one’s'spaghetti. But what do I
know?

After the talk show hosts’

ingit to Delgadillo, who prob-
ably wasn’t on his Christmas hst
anyway.

‘Who knew the mayor had ‘
time to listen to Johri & Ken? I

people for his press corps, s0
maybe he’ll have people doing
nothing but monitoring radio
shows frém now on to make sure
he gets high marks from the
.[See Lopez, Page B8]

i

LA dog food case s

difficult to swallow

[Lopez, from Page B1]
peanut gallery.

Meanwhile, Delgadillo’ s office
said the evidence of Pierce’s haz-
ing incident wasn’t new at all,
and that in fact, the City Council
had been made aware of it be-
fore voting 11-1 for the settle-
ment. So why did some council
members sound surprised?

Jack Weiss did such a flip, I'm
surprised he didn’t break his
back. He voted for the settle-*
ment, tried to round up support
to keep it in place even after the
photos became public, and then

. fell into the mayor’s'lap when

Antonio vetoed the deal. As my
colleague Steve Hymon won- .
dered, could it have something
to do with Weiss wanting Villa- -
raigosa’s support in a 2009 run
for city attorney? ‘

‘Lots of drama at City Hall
these days; very few heroes.

And more than a few-of our
fearless leaders may have
missed a salient point or two re-
garding the $2.7-million settle- =
ment. :

Tuesday’s debate centered
almost exclusively on whether
Tennie Pierce was the vietim of
racial discrimination. But his at-

torney, Genie Harrison, told me

the case is three-pronged, alleg-
ing in addition to racism that
the incident inflicted emotional
pain and suffering, and that -
when Pierce complained, he was
retaliated against. .

And Delgadillo’s office told
me that Pierce “could in fact win
in court without having to prove
he was a vietim of racial harass-
meht.” Although winning on all
three counts might not have
been sohard, given the fact that
City Controller Laura Chick said

3 earlier this year that in an audit

of the department, 87% of black
firefighters said they had wit-
nessed or experienced diserimi-
nation.” .

* “It’s an open and shut case,” |,
Harrison said, telling me that as
much as she’d like to see the set-
tlement stand, she relishes the
thought of having a day in court.
At trial, she said, she’dsetout to |
prove that the 1nc1dent was
downplayed and covered up in-
ternally, that Pierce was further .
harassed, and that he was ulti-

- mately ostracized for standing

up to the department. '
Ifonly the nitwits who start-
ed this whole thing were dealt
with as harshly. Two captains
involved in thé incident got a
month off without pay, and the

. 'guy who put the dog food in

Pierce’s spaghetti got a siap on
the wrist — three days off with-
out pay. Those of us who live in
Los Angeles, meanwhile, wiil be

. paying through the nose for

their bone-headedness.
Councilwoman Jan Perry
came over to me at one point in

- the meeting Tuesday and said

that until firefighters lose their
jobs over actions like these, the
culture won’t change fast
enough.. - .

We'll find out today If Vlllaral—
gosa’s veto holds or if the City -

- Council overturns it and the set-

tlement stands. The bettmg at

. City Hall has Villaraigosa pre-

vailing, so we better hope he
knows what he’s doing. Other-
wise, $2.7 million for that can of
dog food could end up looking

© Iike a bargain.

Reach the columnist ai
steve.lopez@latimes.com and

- read previous columns at

latimes.com/lopez.




