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Commissioner Shaub has rampaged through county government. In his wake, a chief planner has quit and builders are flexing muscle. Critics want to lasso him.

This ex-Marine gets  few salutes for his management style

"You went off on your own!"

  "All hell's going to break loose!"

  That was county Commissioner Chairman Pete Shaub, yelling at his colleagues behind closed doors after Commissioner Molly Henderson broke ranks and approached the county's president judge about federal aid to help resolve a budget crunch.

  But Henderson isn't the only person in and out of county government to feel, and hear, the chairman's wrath.

  Department heads, clerical staff, row officers, library officials, Republican committee members and reporters are all on the list, although many don't want to be named because they still have to deal with Shaub.

  Increasingly, Shaub's management style is becoming as much of an issue as his management policies.

  The resignation of chief planner Ron Bailey was the latest blow. But it's not just personnel; privately, city and county leaders are frustrated at Shaub's tendency to wreck delicate negotiations by barging in, as with the low-grade railroad line (see related story on A10) and the Penn Square convention center.

  Worried Republicans are talking quietly about what they can do to rein in Shaub, who took over as chairman in January after winning his second term.

  Some are looking to Dick Shellenberger, the first-term Republican who was Shaub's running mate last year, to assume a stronger role on the three-person board as a way of offsetting Shaub's image problems.

  Even some of Shaub's backers in the religious-conservative wing of the GOP might be upset. Sources said the recently announced decision to rotate the chairmanship to Shellenberger next year came from key social conservatives.

  Before the latest controversies erupted, Shaub had been telling Republicans that he planned to run for a third term, despite the party's preference for a two-term limit for county officials.

  Shaub didn't reply to written questions for this story.

  Supporters said Shaub may need to work harder at building consensus, but he's in a financial bind with the 2005 budget and has to make tough decisions. Yet his critics, and even some of his friends, are frustrated.

  "You can disagree, but you don't have to be disagreeable," said a former commissioner, Mount Joy borough manager Terry Kauffman.

  "This isn't the Marines."

  Blowups

  Pete Shaub has his Marine sword hanging in his office. His campaign biography from 1999 says he was a first lieutenant and company commander from 1976-79.

  In analyzing Shaub's sometimes-abrasive behavior, one of the most frequent explanations advanced is: It must be his Marine background.

  That offends some Marines, one of whom, Charles Cook, wrote in a letter to the editor that such excuses are insulting to the corps.

  Whether it's his military experience or not, Shaub has a reputation for exploding at people who cross him.

  The Dec. 3 outburst in the commissioners' office, some of which was audible in the reception room, was just one example of Shaub's tendency to express his displeasure at high volume.

  Shaub was upset that while he was away on a hunting vacation, Henderson, the minority Democrat on the board, approached President Judge Michael Georgelis about the possibility of directing $915,000 from a federal reimbursement program into the county's general fund next year.

  The money replaced some funds that had been slashed from agencies like the Library System of Lancaster County. But Shaub was unhappy at not being kept informed about what was happening while he was off.

  He and Georgelis have been feuding for years over encroachments by Shaub on the judge's turf - using the judge's phone and copier, for instance.

  Shaub "can be curt," one elected official admitted.

  Sources said Shaub has yelled at Henderson before. Republican committee members have been in the crossfire, as have newspaper reporters and a variety of organization leaders who do business with the county.

  "He would get mad at people trying to help him avoid problems," said Terry Styer, the former county chief clerk. "It was like, 'Tell me what I want to hear, not help me understand what I should know.'"

  Styer quit earlier this year to take a similar position in Berks County.

  "I looked for another job because I felt like I could not effectively do my job as long as Pete was in office," she said.

  Styer said at one session with Henderson and Shellenberger, Shaub "actually banged his head on the table when I cautioned them on the Sunshine Act (open meeting) issue."

  Shaub spent his first term as the de facto minority commissioner, even though he and Paul Thibault were the GOP majority, and he complained about being denied access to budget numbers by county administrator Timi Kirchner - who left in April with a severance package. Her departure, Republicans had been saying for months, was assured once Shaub took control.

  Thibault, the chairman last year, said Shaub would tell department heads that all three commissioners had agreed to something, even when they hadn't.

  "When he floated an idea past us, he always couched it in a vague way, in the most harmless terms," Thibault said. "Our reaction often would be 'Hmmm, interesting'; he always [interpreted] that initial reaction as being supportive, even if it wasn't.

  "... I had to send a memo around to department heads saying that if a member of the board brings you an idea [saying that the whole board was behind it], check with Timi Kirchner. That did not win her any stars with Pete."

  Ex-employees said Shaub sometimes pushes out staffers by giving them unwinnable assignments or by putting them in difficult situations.

  So to them, the news that Bailey, the architect of the county's smart growth strategy, quit after Shaub tried to assign him the responsibility for budgeting outside authorities and agencies didn't come as a surprise.

  China-shop approach

  Outside county government, other officials are growing disenchanted with Shaub's blunt style.

  One township supervisor said Shaub blew up a deal with seven southern-end townships on putting a rail trail along the old low-grade line by his behavior at a meeting in Quarryville.

  The county subsequently filed legal papers to take the rail line by eminent domain, an action that has been challenged in court by the municipalities.

  Before that, Shaub interjected the commissioners into the slow-moving process of nailing down the financing for the Penn Square convention center and hotel.

  Shaub set deadlines for the Lancaster County Convention Center Authority and Penn Square Partners, developer of the privately owned hotel next to the center, to come up with a construction schedule or face a public rebuke by the commissioners.

  Lancaster Newspapers Inc., publisher of the Sunday News, is one of the limited partners in Penn Square Partners.

  Observers said state Sen. Gib E. Armstrong, who was trying to put together a revenue stream to get the downtown revitalization project off the ground, was visibly angry after one commissioners' meeting at which Shaub wanted to pin down financial details.


  City officials also were livid because they feared Shaub's actions would torpedo the deal. More recently, they're upset at the commissioner's talk about building county offices on the Sunnyside peninsula, which would pull some 400 county workers out of downtown and deliver a blow to city shops and restaurants that depend on the employees' patronage.

  "What is Pete doing?" one official demanded recently.

  Thibault's suggestion: "Pete is going to do it his way."

  Good intentions

  Both the rail trail and the convention center cases illustrate how Shaub's style can overshadow his substance.

  Some parties in the convention center deal concede that the authority and the private partners had to be prodded to move faster, but Shaub, they think, went too far and was too harsh in the way he treated participants.

  Similarly, the seven municipalities that had been set to take over pieces of the low-grade line from Norfolk Southern had failed to reach agreement for years on keeping the corridor intact. Shaub, observers think, was right in wanting to secure the corridor, but he erred in offending township supervisors and forcing the county into a court case over eminent domain.

  Soon afterward, he publicly criticized the York County commissioners for voting to use eminent domain to take land from a developer for a park, drawing an angry reaction from his York counterpart.

  In his first term, Shaub made his mark by arguing that a $30.3 million bond issue would cost taxpayers too much in interest. He eventually got the board to approve a differently structured deal.

  But Thibault and Democrat commissioner Ron Ford were angry at what they saw as Shaub's simultaneous grandstanding and unwillingness to put up votes reflecting his criticisms of spending plans.

  "If you go back and look at the record, you'll see that Shaub voted yes on every key decision except the budget at the end of the year," Thibault said.

  Sen. Armstrong, one of Shaub's earliest and most influential supporters, said last week that Shaub is struggling with a particularly painful budget. Because 2005 is the year after reassessment, the county can't increase revenues more than 10 percent without court approval.

  "He's got to cut somewhere," Armstrong said. "He's in a box - I don't know how you get out of it. He's ticked a lot of people off (with budget cuts) because he's had no choice.

  "... As a Marine officer, he's got to make tough decisions," Armstrong, also a former Marine, said. "Politics isn't quite the same.

  "But in the end, he's got to make the tough decisions."

  Shaub doesn't get the same benefit of the doubt from Jere Swarr, his running mate in the three-way GOP primary in 1999. Swarr lost that race to Thibault and Shaub.

  Swarr, who said he has no plans to run again, became disillusioned with Shaub during that campaign.

  "I can't trust him, frankly," said Swarr, a Rapho Township supervisor.

  "You know how on your report card there's a grade, 'works well with others'? Pete got a report card, 'He does not work well with others.' "

  Ron Harper Jr., publisher of the 5thEstate.com Web site, said he's "troubled by Pete's seeming inability to build consensus for ideas and concepts and to then navigate them through the political minefield called county government without a PR nightmare."

  Harper argued that Bailey, for instance, had "bad-mouthed his boss and then took that disagreement to the press. Bailey then quits his job in a public way but has a job lined up at the same place that Thibault ally Terry Kauffman use to run. ... Yet Pete somehow manages to make Bailey out to be a martyr!"

  'Growing unrest'

  In the Republican Party, Shaub is well-liked by many Christian conservatives, but the "moderate" Republicans loathe him. Shaub has used that to good effect in keeping social conservatives in his corner.


  A letter to the editor that he wrote last week, blaming Thibault for orchestrating Bailey's exit, is seen by some as a way to keep conservatives on the Shaub reservation - by arguing that Thibault, whom conservatives dislike, is behind Shaub's latest problems.

  There are signs that even the Christian conservatives are losing faith.

  Sources said Shaub met Dec. 4 with two movement leaders, in what was described as a "come-to-Jesus" meeting. That's reportedly where the proposal to rotate the chairmanship to Shellenberger next year, something that had been discussed before the new board took office, was pushed.

  Many GOP committee members already were unhappy with Shaub. He ran for re-election last year without party endorsement; his backing began to fall apart after Shaub was accused of trying to pressure his challengers out of the race by offering them jobs in the courthouse or other positions in his administration.

  Talk in the GOP is that Shaub has been saying for months that he never agreed to term-limit himself and plans to run for a third term in 2007.

  But Republicans are increasingly displeased with upheaval in the courthouse.

  "There's growing unrest," one Republican said. "There could be key support that suddenly isn't there if he keeps it up."

  "I really think," Swarr said, "for the betterment of Lancaster County, he should resign."

  Assistant news editor Gil Smart contributed to this story.

