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Those who remember June 5, 1968, the day on which Robert F. Kennedy was 
assassinated, probably also remember the horror and astonishment Americans felt 
knowing that the life of another of its talented, young leaders had been 
violently and senselessly wasted. For many, the experience symbolized the 
futility of one person trying to change the course of events through a life of 
public service, but it had an opposite effect on David Hales, the new director 
of the Department of Natural Resources (DNR). According to Hales, Kennedy's 
assassination forced him to grow up and recognize that if he was concerned 
about the state of the world, he would have to take an active part in changing 
it. "You can't be passive," Hales says. "Being passive is just as much a 
determinant of your future as being active, except that it is an acquiescence 
rather than an act of will. I am much happier trying to control, interact 
with, and willfully engage in the future." 

Hales, a 43-year-old Texan with an easy smile and the affability one might 
expect from a southerner, will have many opportunities in his new position to 
take actions that will shape Michigan's future. Initially, however, he and the 
department must weather the heated controversy surrounding his appointment. 
Several Michigan outdoor writers, along with Tom Washington, head of the 
Michigan United Conservation Clubs, have charged that Governor Blanchard made 
his support for Hales too well known and thus inappropriately influenced the 
seven-member Natural Resources Commission in its selection of Gordon Guyer's 
successor. Hales, who admits he has no idea how much of a role the governor 
actually played in his appointment, hopes the commission made its decision 
based solely on the professional qualifications of the applicants and their 
ability to carry out the tasks assigned to the director. "Once you get down to 
four or five finalists," Hales explains, "it's no longer an interpersonal 
competition. It's really a decision that one individual more than the others 
is capable of addressing the particular organizational needs [of the 
department] at that particular time." Hales allows that if the organizational 
needs had been different, the commission might well have turned to a different 
individual. 

An adept politician, Hales is thus far unscathed by the simmering conflict 
surrounding his appointment, and when he becomes director of one of the state's 
largest and most complex departments on May 15, he does not anticipate any real 
difficulties to arise from the strife. "My guess is that there's a healthy 
curiosity on the part of the folks within the DNR about what I'm like, and I've 
got a healthy curiosity about them. We'll just get on with business." 
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Those who do not know him well might expect Hales to harbor resentment toward 
those who have vehemently spoken out against his appointment. However, Hdes , 

seems to have taken their actions in stride. "All groups to one degree or 
another are advocacy groups. They're playing politics with the process, 
staking out their turf, and using tactics that have been successful for them in 
the past in influencing decisions. It's all a normal part of the process and 
ultimately rair. " 

The new DNR director also is confident that his working relationship with the 
legislature will remain intact. Hales has some "excellent friends" at the 
capitol, and his work as commissioner of the Michigan Radioactive Waste 
Management Authority has convinced him that "the leadership, committees, and 
the legislature in general are all predisposed to having a good 
environmental/natural resource/conservation program and, in that respect, will 
be very easy to work with." 

Hales will need continuing optimism and unwavering confidence, since the top 
DNR job is one of the toughest in state government. Michigan's DNR director 
manages about 3,300 employees; supervises the management of nearly 200 
environmental protection, natural resource, and recreation programs; and 
oversees a $300 million annual budget, which is not likely to increase 
appreciably over the next several years. It will take considerable stamina 
and wit to withstand the long hours, extensive travel, and complex as well as 
often controversial issues that continually confront the director of a state 
department. Furthermore, even the most diplomatic, intelligent, and qualified 
person, would have a difficult time filling the shoes of Gordon Guyer. 

With respect to his qualifications, Hales prefers to let his record speak for 
itself, and indeed it does. His six-page resume is filled with numerous 
awards, accomplishments, and special appointments that clearly illustrate his 
intellectual versatility. He graduated magna cum laude from Hardin-Simmons 
University in 1966 with a bachelor's degreea in political science, and in 1969 
he earned a master's degree in political science from the University of 
Oklahoma. In the political arena, he worked for two years as the field 
coordinator and Midwest regional director for the Carter-Mondale campaign. For 
eight years of his life, Hales filled the role of professor, at Stephen F. 
Austin State University he taught international relations and American 
government, and then at the University of Michigan he taught natural resource 
policy and management for six years. His experience as a natural resource 
manager is extensive: He served three years as executive assistant to the 
director of the Oklahoma State Park System; spent four years with the U.S. 
Department of the Interior in the post of deputy assistant secretary for fish 
and wildlife and parks; and in 1987 came to Lansing to head the Michigan 
Radioactive Waste Management Authority. 

By his own admission, this professional background did not make Hales a more 
qualified candidate for the directorship, but it certainly gave him a unique 
perspective on the position. His work in the nation's capital sensitized him 
to "the frustrations of trying to solve local problems from a Washington 
perspective"; taught him how to operate effectively and efficiently within a 
large, bureaucratic system; and reconfirmed his belief that the most 
appropriate place to make sound resource decisions is at the state level. His 
teaching, which helped Hales hone his management skills and increase his 
scientific knowledge about the environment, provided him with a rare 
opportunity to reexamine his personal beliefs and professional code of ethics 
before reentering a more political arena. And his work in Lansing helped him 
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e s t a b l i s h  a c r e d i b l e  r epu ta t ion  a s  an i n t e l l i g e n t ,  thought fu l  ind iv idua l  
cap ib l e  of handling such d e l i c a t e  i s sues  a s  t h e  d i sposa l  of r ad ioac t ive  waste. 

With regard t o  h i s  commitment t o  Michigan's resources,  Hales concedes t h a t  he 

L has not  l i v e d  i n  Michigan very  long but  maintains  t h i s  might prove t o  be an 
advantage r a t h e r  than  a disadvantage. "I come i n  with t h e  absolu te  open 
admission t h a t  I have g o t  a l o t  of homework and l ea rn ing  t o  do," Hales says.  
Whether  t h a t  is  a s t r e n g t h  o r  a weakness, i t ' s  up t o  o t h e r s  t o  determine." 
But, he cau t ions ,  "of ten  people who th ink  they  know Michigan . . . know a 
Michigan t h a t  may not  e x i s t  anymore, and th inking  you know something is  o f t e n  
t h e  b igges t  b a r r i e r  t o  knowledge." Besides, Hales a s s e r t s ,  h i s  new job i s  not 
t o  be an expe r t  on t h e  s u b j e c t  of Michigan's n a t u r a l  resources.  "The job of 
t h e  DNR d i r e c t o r  is t o  make s u r e  t h a t  t h e  b e s t  information is  gathered about a 
problem, t h e  b e s t  expe r t  judgment poss ib le  is  brought t o  bear  on t h e  problem, 
and once s o l u t i o n s  a r e  found, they  a r e  implemented." 

Although he i s  r e l u c t a n t  t o  t a l k  about f u t u r e  p l ans  f o r  t h e  DNR (Hales has not  
y e t  had a chance t o  consu l t  ex tens ive ly  with departmental employees o r  major 
cons t i tuency  groups) ,  h i s  i n t ense  eyes--which seldom be t r ay  h i s .  calm, 
p ro fe s s iona l  exter ior--begin t o  spa rk l e  as he r evea l s  t h e  b a s i c  components of 
h i s  v i s i o n  f o r  t h e  DNR. " F i r s t ,  we have t o  pay a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  resource base. 
It doesn ' t  mat te r  much whether people wi th in  t h e  department do t h e i r  b e s t  i f  i n  
f a c t  w e  are no t  c leaning  up t h e  water and prevent ing i t s  f u r t h e r  po l lu t ion ,  
addressing a ir  q u a l i t y  problems, dea l ing  with s o l i d  waste, and making s u r e  t h a t  
w e  have q u a l i t y  hunt ing,  f i s h i n g ,  and o v e r a l l  r ec rea t ion  resources.  J u s t  
coming i n  and p u t t i n g  i n  your hours . . . is  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  whether o r  no t  
you ' re  g e t t i n g  t h e  job done." 

Second, Hales says  he wants t o  make s u r e  t h a t  everyone i n  t h e  DNR knows h i s  o r  
h e r  mission. "Government should never a c t  un le s s  it knows why i t ' s  ac t ing ,  
and employees shou ldn ' t  be  doing th ings  unless  they  know why t h e y ' r e  doing 
them." Hales be l i eves  such knowledge i s  t h e  key t o  having an ene rge t i c ,  
dedica ted ,  and e f f e c t i v e  department. 

Third, Hales wants a department t h a t  " t e l l s  t h e  t r u t h  a l l  t h e  t ime, across  t h e  
board, up and down, i n s i d e  and ou t s ide ,  s o  t h a t  t h e  pub l i c  knows t h a t  however 
t h e  DNR sees it i s  e x a c t l y  t h e  way w e ' l l  c a l l  it, rega rd l e s s  of t h e  i ssue ."  

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  new d i r e c t o r  does not  want t h e  department t o  s u r p r i s e  people.  
Hales says  it is impossible  f o r  t h e  DNR t o  have a good r e l a t i o n s h i p  with t h e  
bus iness  community i f  each sp r ings  s u r p r i s e s  on t h e  o the r .  According t o  Hales, 
it is abso lu t e ly  c r i t i c a l  " t o  have a coherent ,  p r ed ic t ab le  r e l a t i o n s h i p  both 
i n s i d e  t h e  DNR and between t h e  department and i t s  major cons t i tuenc ies . "  

When Hales leaves  t h e  DNR, which he i n s i s t s  is a long time o f f ,  he wants only  
one thing-- to know he has l e f t  Michigan's n a t u r a l  resources i n  b e t t e r  shape 
than  when he came t o  t h i s  s t a t e .  "The s e c r e t  t o  many of  our  environmental 
problems,'' says  Hales, "is educated consumers u s ing  t h e i r  power i n  t h e  
marketplace and exe rc i s ing  respons ib le  judgment. I f  we can g e t  people 
v o l u n t a r i l y  t o  choose a r a t i o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with t h e  environment, then w e ' l l  
have good conservat ion.  U n t i l  then,  what w e ' l l  have i s  an increas ing  
r egu la to ry  demand on s t a t e  agencies ,  which i s  not  going t o  be good f o r  
i nd iv idua l s  o r  t h e  economy, and i n  t h e  long run w i l l  no t  be s u f f i c i e n t  t o  
p r o t e c t  ou r  environment.!' 
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Hales  i s  deep ly  concerned t h a t  peop le  do n o t  unders tand what is necessa ry  t o  
accomplish such a g o a l .  According t o  him, t h e  b a t t l e  f o r  a h e a l t h y  environnient 
"is go ing  t o  be won i n  t i n y ,  t i n y ,  t i n y  b a t t l e s ,  n o t  b i g  ones." H e  f i r m l y  
b e l i e v e s  t h a t  it w i l l  be  f a r  t o o  la te  " i f  peop le  w a i t  f o r  one b i g  cosmic moment 
i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  t o  d e a l  w i t h  c o n s e r v a t i o n  issues--whether  t h a t  is be ing  t h e  
d i r e c t o r  o f  t h e  DNR o r  making a smaller i n d i v i d u a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n . "  There fore ,  
h e  h a s  p l a c e d  educa t ing  Michigan c i t i z e n s  f i r s t  on h i s  l i s t  of priorities. 

To d e s c r i b e  Hales as a p r i v a t e  pe rson  i s  somewhat o f  an  unders ta tement .  H i s  
openness and honesty  abou t  h i s  p r o f e s s i o n  does  n o t  s p i l l  o v e r  i n t o  h i s  p e r s o n a l  
l i f e .  Hales a t t r i b u t e s  t h i s  t o  two f a c t s :  (1) he i s  shy,  and ( 2 )  he  cannot  
unders tand  why p e r s o n a l  in fo rmat ion  would b e  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  anyone. But i n  
l i s t e n i n g  t o  Hales  t a l k  abou t  h i s  g o a l s  and dreams, one cannot  escape  t h e  
f e e l i n g  t h a t  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  have g i v e n  him c o n s i d e r a b l e  s t r e n g t h ,  conf idence ,  
and a rare unders tand ing  o f  who h e  i s  and who h e  wants t o  be.  

Hales a t t r i b u t e s  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  l a r g e l y  t o  t h e  peop le  whom h e  has  loved i n  h i s  
l i f e .  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  h e  a l s o  c r e d i t s  h i s  s e n s e  o f  i n n e r  peace t o  t h e  times 
h e  has  s p e n t  a lone .  "Whether i t s  d r i n k i n g  ice c o l d  water from a s t ream,  
swimming i n  t h e  G r e a t  Lakes,  o r  s e e i n g  a v i s t a  untouched by human hands," David 
Hales knows t h e  v a l u e  o f  t a k i n g  t i m e  o f f  t o  l e t  n a t u r e  touch h i s  busy,  
sometimes complicated l i f e .  

W i l l  t h e  DNR c o n t i n u e  t o  p r o g r e s s  under  David Hales? The real test w i l l  come 
when, w i t h  h i s  c r i t i c s  watching c l o s e l y ,  h e  i s  r e q u i r e d  t o  make a tough 
d e c i s i o n  a t  t h e  r i s k  o f  u p s e t t i n g  h i s  f r i e n d s  i n  t h e  e x e c u t i v e  o f f i c e .  But 
Hales is  determined t o  remain i n  Michigan and s t a y  o u t  o f  p a r t i s a n  p o l i t i c s  f o r  
t h e  long  h a u l .  Ever s i n c e  h e  gave up h i s  dream o f  be ing  a p r o f e s s i o n a l  
b a s k e t b a l l  p layer--he  s topped  growing a t  6 f o o t ,  4 inches--Hales r e s o l v e d  t o  do 
e v e r y t h i n g  i n  h i s  power t o  make t h e  world  a b e t t e r  p l a c e  i n  which to  l i v e .  A s  
t h e  d i r e c t o r  o f  t h e  DNR, h e  w i l l  have many o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  test h i s  
r e s o l u t i o n .  
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