FUR THE PAST COUPLE OF YEARS, THE SPECTER HAUNTING
Richard Riordan has been that of James Buchanan.

Buchanan, vou may recall, was the president before
Lincoln — the guy on whose watch the Union came un-
stuck. And for inost of his second term, Riotdan has had
to contemplate the possibility that he would be remembered
as the mayor of the onlv major city in American history ever
o be sundered hy secession -« distinetion, clearly, Riordan
would gladly forgo. '

That presentiment. I think, explains what we might
term the Riordan Renaissance of the past vear. After a
rather indilferent first five vearsin office, he has, over the
past 12 months, dragooned his millionaire buddies to
fundarange of major projects in downtown — the Disney
Concert Hall, NFL foothall, the Tortheoming Democratic
Convention, With their dough, and some of his own, he
has also fanded campaigns for a new city charter and an
insurgent slate of candidates for the school hoard.

At three of these projects — the downtown re-cen-
tering of colunal LA the new charter, the school-hoard
takeover —are. inascending order of importance. devices
10 head of Uthe Valley's threatened departure, The Gest ve-
minds L.ACs outlanders that they've actually a part ol s
major metvopolis, The second regionatizes power to aomaod-
estelegree by certing up area planning boares and advisorsy
neighborhaod councils, The third — remaking the school
Dol aned mutatis mutandis, the school district — suggests
that even the mostunwicldy municipal burcaucracy can

“vetbe subjected to the public will.

Andthis Taesday. Dick Riordan bronght adl his proj-

cets home,

TUESDAY WAS, IN FACT, THE MOST SUCLCESSFUL ELECTION
Dy the nayor has known. The new city charter passed with
asmashing 60 percent support. Genethia 1ayes, the Rior-
dan-hacked candidate for school hoard, narrowl unseated
incumbent Barbara Boudreaux to join the three other
Riordan-supported candlidates. who were elected in the April
primary. These four will make up a majorie of the new
hoard. And for good measure, all three council candidates
whom Riordan in varying degrees endorsed — Alex
Padilla, Nick Pachevo and Nate Holden — were elected,
too. Afier six vears in office, the mayor has finally placed
his stamp upon the city.

The most surprising thing about our newly successful
mayor is the flexibility and suppleness of his political touch.
Atthe podium, Riordan remains a world-class stumblebum;
but behind the scenes, he has transformed himself into an
accomplished maneuverer. Remember, Riordan lost most
ofhis battles on the charter. e persuaded the electorate
to empower a comniission wo years ago, but that coms-
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mission had (o labor alongside another commission
fargely appointed by the council. [is own candidates for
the clected commission went down in a heap: the nmajor-
itv ol elected commissioners had bean recruited v the
comnctl and the Tabor movement. The commissions
weren't Riordan’s peaple — and it showed,

foth commissions rejected ounrightmany of the mavor's
sggestions — for instance, to getrid of the eleced ety

attorney. who could be a thorn in a mayor's side. Both com-
missions declined o letthe mayor fire department heads with-
out recourse, though Riordan did persuade them to make
it harder for the council to overturn a firing. Both com-
missions maoved off in directions the mayor never would have
charted: giving constitutional status to the ciy's living-wage
ordinance (which he'd opposed) and strengthening the
Police Department’s inspector general (a major priority for
ACLU types, which the mayor decidedly ain’).

And yet, working with the council’s chosen commis-
sioners, with ACLU-niks like Erwin Chemerinsky (the elected
commission's chair), conceding a living wage here and an
inspector general there in return for clearer mayoral con-
trol of the city’s departments, Riordan met LA s liberals

halfway. Itis notnews that Richard Riordan outspent the

council members in the charter wars. The news is that this
aging novice politically outmaneuvered them. While the
conncil remained aloof from the charterwriting process,
the mayor made demands, backed off, and struck deals
with commissioners over whom the council members
wrongly assumed they held sway — ending up with a doce-
ument that had alittle something for nearly every group
in town,

I the new charter had really codified a mayoral coup
d'étatas the couneil claimed during the past month, i
never would have been enacted. The charter for which
Riordan now takes eredit is actually — as any constitution
must be — a consensus document.

AS WITH THE CHARTER, SO WITH THE SCHOOL BOARD.
There, oo, Riordan reached an acconimodation with can-
didates considerably to his left,

One such candidate — the only incumbent Riordan
hucked — was David Tokofsky, the hoard pariah who had
constanty challenged district bureaucrats during his first
term in office. Tokofsky narrowly won re-election in
April's primary.

A candidate with an even clearcr progressive pedigree
was Gencthia Hayes, who'd-announced her candidacy well
before Riordan decided to support her. A longtime civil
rights and education activist who headed up the LA of-
fice of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference,
Hayes ran with the backing of two of black L.A.'s ablest and
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most liberal advocates — attorney Connie Rice (formerly
of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and currently repre-
senting the Bus Riders Union) and community organizer
Anthony Thigpenn (whose Metro Alliance recently secured
from DreamWorks SKG a landmark commitment for jobs
and training for South-Central residents). All this was 2 hit
much for some of Riordan’s advisers, who never warmed
to Hayes. Riordan may have had ideological niisgivings
himsclf, but he also saw in Hayes someone who shared his
bhelief that standards for students, teachers and adminis-
trators had to be articulated and enforced. And so he fun-
neled the money of L.A"s business barons to a candidate
to whom, at ather times and in other races. thev wouldn't
have coughed upadime,

Thisdidn'tsitvery well with 1.A.'s African-American
clected officials. Novmally, the political leadership of black
L.A. —like the political leadership of Lating, Jewish, Asian
and what-haveyou L.A. - can't coneur on the time of day.
But Riordan's big-money intervention on hehalf of Flaves,
against incumbent Barbara Boudreaux, unified that lead-
ership as never hefore. It was a touching expression of
solidarity: An injury (o one African-American incumbent,
apparently, was an injury to all African-American incumbents.

Justin the past two weeks, black elected officials who
have never been close 1o Botidreaux or particularly involved
in schookboard politics have written her some hefiy ehecks:
$10,000 a pop from the PAGs of Congressiman Julian Dixon

. and state legislators Kevin Murray, Rod Wright and Fd
Vincent; $50,000 from a PAC of Congresswoman Maxine
Waters. Boudreaux's cunpaign mailers imvawviably sheneed
the candidate flanked by County Supervisor Ywonne -
Burke, Waters, Dixon, Wright and a gaggle of Murrays
(father, daughter and son). Boudreaux ende up trying
o recast the election asn referendym on LA.s black fead-
ership — not a contest over who Would better serve the
city’s schoolchildren.

African-American political leadership is understan-.
ably antsy these days: LA s black population is declining,
and long=safe districts are becoming less so. The nation that
money from outside the community could fund an in-
surgency merely fueled a growing anxiety about waning
political power. (Never mind that most of these incumbents
get substantial contrilntiions froni many of these same ont-
sider sources.) If this race is any indication, much of (he
black political class is increasingly succumbing o a “circle
the wagons” mentality that has genuine — b genuinely
limited — political appceal. By contrast, Haves (and Rice
and Thigpenn) points the way (0 a more sustainable po-
liticat fuwure for the African-American community, as part
of a multiracial, class-based coalition. The oddin of this
election is that a suddenly street-smart Dick Riordan cast
his lot with these raffish visionaries.

THE OTHER ODDITY OF THIS ELECTION IS THAT, FOR THE FIRST
time since Miguel Contreras took the heln at the County
Federation of Labor in 1996, the unions lost a race they
should have won. The 14th Council District, where long-
time Councilman Richard Alatorre is stepping down, is the
kind of working-class, heavily Latino terrain where labor
usually runs wild, The Fed put.on one of its customary mo-
bilizations, with hundreds of union members walking
precincts. But on this Tuesday, the Fed came up shore Its
candidate, campaign consultant Victor Griego, narrowly lost
to Assistant District Attorney Nick Pacheco.

The chief problem here was candidate recruitment;
Griego, whomn the Fed didn't endorse until after the pri- .
mary, was probably the least impressive labor-backed
candidate in years. A secondary problem was the Fed's own
campaign, which bizarrely spent $30,000 on Tshirts in-
scribed with wnion slogans rather than on more mailings
or phone banks, '

IFthe Fed is losing its touch, does that mean that the
defiest political hand in town belongs to . .. Ricdhd Rigdan?
Who'da thunk i@

Kesearch ussistance by Sova Dunn.
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