City Towing’s Monopoly Game

By Harold Ford

““Police have been teaching illegal
parkers near the (IMA Sports) arena a
lesson. We applaud the lesson---it was
overdue---and hope it sticks.

Besides the tickets they have been
issued, many motorists have had to pay
towing and impoundment fees. Such are
the just rewards of thoughtlessness and
of thumbing the nose at reasonable local
restrictions.

We hope the police don’'t let up.””
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WHEN CONTROVERSY unfolded
this winter about parking conditions at
Flint’s IMA Sports Arena, self-righteous
editorials at the Journal pointed
accusing pens at frustrated motorists.
What they chose to ignore---or were
unaware of---was the sweetheart
arrangement between the City of Flint
and Flint City Towing, Inc., an outfit
which has an exclusive contract to do all
of the city’s towing. According to some
area businessmen and past and present
city officials, both city hall and City
Towing have richly benefitted from the
arrangement.

For many years unwitting factory
workers, college students, sports fans,
rack-and-rollers and others have been
victimized by the city’s “*parking traps’’-
locations where demand for parking
space exceeds supply. Anyone who
attended Mott College or UM-Flint in
the 1960s before the construction of
multilevel parking ramps, knows full
well the meaning of ‘‘parking trap.”
Each day more than 12,000 students

tried to cram their cars into a few
thousand parking spaces. Such
dilemmas afford brisk business to

officers who slap parking tickets on
windshields and tow truckers who whisk
cars away at the officers’ request.
Ticketers and towers working in tandem
have fattened the coffers of city hall and
City Towing at the expense of a citizenry
suffering the effects of a recession-
ridden auto industry and a 24 percent
unemployment rate.

Jay Henry, owner of Jay Henry
Wrecker Service, has misgivings about
this facet of the towing business. *‘I
feel pretty bad when I pick up a man’s
car and they’ve gone to a social
gathering and people see a chance to
take advantage of him,’’ he observed.
The parking problems at the IMA Sports
Arena were compounded this past year
when Central High School's state
championship basketball team played
four games at the arena before capacity
crowds of 5,000. The arena's parking
lot has space for 1,700 cars. According
to George Dellinger, manager of the
IMA arena, two circus performances
and two rock concerts also drew
capacity crowds in recent months.

Dellinger contends that 1,700 parking
spaces ought to be adequate for a crowd
of 5,000. Dellinger’s contention is based
on statistics which, he says, show that
cars carry an average of 3 to 3.5
passengers to such events. If Dellinger’s
numbers are correct, a capacity crowd of
5,000 would create a need for 1,429 to
1,666 parking spaces.

However, there are two arenas housed

in the IMA complex with a seating
capacity of 6,500. It is not uncommon
for events to be scheduled

“Some hint at a ‘cozy relationship’ between City Towing and

some past and present Flint police officers. Dupcza alleges
that “They (City Towing) were good to cops’... selling
batteries, tires and other equipment at discount prices.”

simultaneously in the two arenas.
Capacity crowds totaling 6,500 would
create a demand for 1,857 to 2,167
parking spaces, based on Dellinger’s
statistics.

An attempt to shuttle patrons to the
arena from the Water Service Center on
Court and Averill for $1 ended in utter
failure last year when not one person
chose to use the service.

Statistics aside, the parking problem
at the arena is a very real one. Ask the
hundreds of arena patrons who've
found $10 tickets under their wiper
blades or, worse yet, no car an
additional $30 towing charge.

This reporter arrived at the arena
twenty minutes before the start of the
Central-Flushing basketball game on
March 17 only to find the lot already
filled and the gates closed. Hundreds of
motorists scrambled to find parking
elsewhere.

The IMA mess is only a microcosm of
a problem that has plagued other areas
of the city such as those near Mott
College and Chevy Truck Assembly.
According to former city councilman

Julius Smith, another “*hot spot’” is the
Kearsley-Saginaw St. area near Flint
Medical Supply and the Peppermill
Restaurant. “‘They haul them out of
there like an assembly line,”" observed
Smith.

The outfit which hauls the cars from
area “‘hot spots’’ for the city is Flint City
Towing, Inc. City Towing has enjoyed a
long and lucrative monopoly doing the
city’s towing business. ‘“They started
with shit and now they're wealthy,”
observed former city ombudsman Joe
Dupcza.

Tilman “‘Smiley’’ Burnett, 46, co-
owner of Flint City Towing with his
brother John, told the Voice that his
company has two contracts with the city.

The first, which provides for the
hauling of impounded cars, has been
monopolized by City Towing for the
past 12 years. The second, which
provides for towing of wvehicles from
accident scenes and has been in the
Burnetts’ pockets since 1978,

The contracts are drawn up by
officials in the police and Purchasing
Departments and bid on by towing

PR
companies every few years. The
contract is awarded to the lowest bidder
that can meet the specifications of the
contract. The city administration, via
formal resolution, makes a
recommendation to the city council as to

the recipient of the contract. The
council must give its approval.
Several believe the contract

specifications are written so that only
City Towing can qualify. ““The
specifications were outrageous and were
brought to the city council’s attention,”’
Dupcza charges. ‘‘They were designed
for Flint City Towing.”’

“It’s a monopoly,’’ contends Glenn
Conley, owner of Conley and Sons
Collision. ““It isn't fair to the other
people that want to compete.”’

Conley dominated the towing business
on the north side for 15 years while the
Burnett brothers ruled the south side of
the city. Then City Towing cornered the
city’s towing chores and Conley’s five
wreckers have been idle since. He’s
angry and he blames top city officials
for his loss. “‘All of a sudden we got a
new police chief in here and a phony
son-of-a-bitch named James Ruther-
ford,” he told the Voice.

Ironically, Conley was once a
Rutherford supporter. He alleges that a
third contribution he made to
Rutherford’s 1979 mayoral campaign
for the amount of $500 was never listed
in the campaign statements filed at the
county clerk’s office.

Mayor Rutherford dismissed Conley’s
allegation. *“‘I would be very much
surprised if he gave us a contribution,”’
he said. “‘If he gave us a check, it was
listed.”’

Shortly after the election, Conley’s
towing business nosedived. He claims
that police dispatcher George Hatchew
showed him an order signed by
Rutherford which directed all wrecker
call to Flint City Towing unless
otherwise specified by the customer.

Conley called Rutherford and brought
the problem to his attention. According
to Conley, Rutherford remarked, “‘I’ll
check into it and get right back with
you.’”” That was four years ago and
Conley hasn’t heard from Rutherford
since.

While on the city council, Julius
Smith also questioned the fairness of the
bidding process. ‘‘I was concerned
about the methods of bidding the
contracts, the lack of solicitation which
excluded so many people,’” he recalls.
““The specifications come from the
police department, the chief controls the
police department and the mayor hires
and fires the chief.””

Westown Standard’s Tim Craven
echoes the sentiment of many smaller
towing services saying, ‘“We would like
to have it (city towing business) but
there’s nothing we can do about it."”

City purchaser Jack McCreery
discounts the notion that contract
specifications are drawn specifically for
City Towing. “‘I wouldn’t say that,”
McCreery stated. “‘The specifications
are drawn up for what the city needs.””

“‘Smiley’’ Burnett dismisses the
complaints of other towing operators as
sour grapes. “We were smaller
operators at one time, too. We had to
go into debt to meet specifications. All
they have to do is work just like we
did.”” He concludes that specifications
were drawn up “‘with the best interests
of the police department and the public
in mind.”’

According to Conley, F.
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