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A Republican as
civil rights hero
for the 'S0s?

When you review the rhetoric of
1989, high up there on the stridency
scale will be the countless railings
against the Supreme Court's devastat-
ing blows to affirmative action.

One vow to undo those rulings, it
turns out, might have some teeth.

It's from a Republican — a black
Republican who even boasts a long
history with George Bush.

For this man, an activist in the his-
toric 1954 Brown school desegregation
case, affirmative action isn't some ab-
stract concept. It's a cause.

With the glessing of another Re-
publican president, he helped start
affirmative action programs.

Next month, Arthur A. Fletcher is
expected to become chairman of the
U.S. Civil Rights Commission.

And when that happens, he might
finally persuade the nation that the
most effective civil rights deal with
economics as well as sociology.

Say “black Republican™ these days,
and many people cringe — or laugh.

Sam Pierce, Ronald Reagan’s dis-
graced scandal-ridden housing secre-
tary, has taken the Fifth Amendment

Clarence Pendleton and William
Allen, the last two rights chairmen,
weren't the “national conscience on
civil rights” the law envisioned. They
were national laughing stocks.

And William Lucas put on an em-
barrassing show of ignorance as
Bush'’s failed choice to be the Justice
Department’s civil-rights enforcer.

Yet if Fletcher is as good as his re-
cord and his message, there is hope

for the Grand Old Party. -

When [ talked with him after his
visit to Rochester last week, |
couldn't believe what I was hearing.
This Republican actually told me that
one of his priorities will be getting
legislation to overturn the rulings
from the court that Reagan built.

BUT TO Fletcher, that's just part
of what the nation must do to move
on economic civil rights. If we don't,
he says, the whole nation will lose.
We won't have the work force we
need to compete in the world.

“I intend to go across the country
and point out that by 2000, the work
force will be 80 percent women, mi-
norities and immigrants,” he told me.

“We have to provide a work force
capable of holding its own. The work
force is a national security issue.”

The civil rights commission is es-
sentially a research agency and bully
pulpit. As for research, he told a
trade newsletter, he plans to have the
staff compare what America's com-
petitors will be doing in the year 2000
with where the U.S. will be if we con-
tinue as present.

“Then I'll say to take a look at all
; gy the civil nghts
legislation.”
Whatever barriers
block economic
progress for wom-
en and people of
color, he said,
he'll work to re-
move.

+ As for the bully

Ty
: e’ll hold up as
Fletcher national examples
the programs he thinks are effective.

AT 64, Fletcher is a one-time
American Football League player
whose earlier life in Kansas, Califor-
nia and Arizona was filled with un-
speakable racism. Although he’s made
himself the knowledgeable insider, he
talks in plain English and can preach
with the best of them.

Today, as a consultant, Fletcher
stages “opportunity fairs” that put
federal agencies in touch with minor-

ity and women-owned businesses.

“At one time I had (under my con-
trol) every piece of legislation that
impacted the workplace,” he said.

In the Nixon administration he was
an assistant secretary of labor and a
U.S. delegate to the United Nations;
for President Gerald Ford he was
deputy assistant for urban affairs.

It was Fletcher who in 1969, work
ing for then-Labor Secretary George
Shultz, came up with the “Philadel-
phia Plan,” one of the earliest federal
efforts at affirmative action.

Aimed at recalcitrant unions, it re-
quired contractors on federally fund-
ed projects of $500,000 pr more to
make good-faith efforts to hire set
percentages of African Americans.

Other cities followed. Not only did
President Nixon back it, but the Su-
preme Court upheld its use of nu-
merical goals to effect chance.

“We demonstrated that because of
race we (blacks) were hot allowed to')
participate fully in the economy,” |
Fletcher told me. “We were being de:
nied the benefits of our tax dollars.”

He says he can demonstrate that
that still holds true in the 1990s.

FLETCHER'S “national securil;;"'
argument comes just as a study on to

- “morrow’s workforce is making the

rounds of America’s board rooms.

The Hudscn Institute study,
“Workforce 2000: Work and Workers
for the 21st Century,” shows that in
the 1990s, only 15 percent of new *
workers will be white males, com-
pared with 47 percent today.

If we don't find ways to use the re-
maining workforce of non-whites and

-non-males, it suggests, we'll have to °

import skilled foreigners ar export
U.S. jobs overseas.

Believe Arthur Fletcher and that
won't have to happen.

He had no problem when I told
him that for a Republican, his ideas °
sounded positively revolutionary.

“I intend to start a revolution,” he
shot back confidently. “You can call
this a self-enlightenment revolution.”

Prince is a Democrat and Chronicle
and Times-Union columnist.




