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Top executives of the Texas Youth Commission awarded a no-bid contract to a former state official
with a slim record in juvenile justice but a long history of controversial business dealings with
public agencies.

Gregg Phillips, a former top deputy with the state Health and Human Services
Commission, began working this spring to overhaul TYC's inmate classification
system after his lobbyist contacted the agency's conservator, Jay Kimbrough.

Despite a lack of familiarity with Mr. Phillips, agency executives arranged a
$275,000 contract for his company that bypassed standard procurement rules and
the legislative funding process. Mr. Phillips said they did not ask for references or
financials.

Mr. Phillips, who described his work with TYC as a public service, had a stormy tenure as a state
official in Texas and Mississippi. In both states, he was the target of ethics inquiries over allegations
of cronyism in contract awards.

Andrew Wheat, research director of Texans for Public Justice, an Austin watchdog group, said it
was puzzling why a state agency in crisis would choose to do business with someone as
controversial as Mr. Phillips.

"This is an agency that was desperate to restore public confidence," Mr. Wheat said. "And I don't
know that Gregg Phillips is the man for the job."

Mr. Phillips' data system is scheduled to be demonstrated to legislative staff members today in
Austin. It is supposed to be delivered to TYC as a final product on Dec. 1.

Mr. Phillips, Mr. Kimbrough and Dimitria Pope, the agency's acting executive director, insisted the
deal wasn't rooted in favoritism and was a viable business proposal to resolve a deficient
classification system that put youths in harm's way.

"It doesn't matter to me if Gregg Phillips was on the grassy knoll in Dallas, Texas, if he has a
solution that is good for the youth of TYC," Mr. Kimbrough said.

Ms. Pope said Mr. Phillips had proved his mettle with his performance over the past several months.
"This is a person who has it going on," she said. "I wish I had him before now."



Mr. Phillips was hired while Mr. Kimbrough and his embryonic management team were scrambling
to reform an agency reeling from a sexual abuse scandal.

Typically, the new managers turned for help to people they knew. Many new vendors had done
work for the state's adult prison system, where Ms. Pope was an administrator for almost 20 years.

Mr. Phillips was different. He knew Mr. Kimbrough casually and Ms. Pope not at all. His juvenile
justice background was limited to two years he spent as the head of Mississippi's Department of
Human Services from 1993 to 1995.

He did know Arlene Wohlgemuth, a former Republican state House member from Burleson who
served as Mr. Phillips' lobbyist. Ms. Wohlgemuth was well-acquainted with Mr. Kimbrough, a
longtime aide to Gov. Rick Perry.

It was Ms. Wohlgemuth who called Mr. Kimbrough to ask if he would meet with Mr. Phillips to
discuss a proposal for resolving TYC's problem with classification.

After the meeting, Mr. Kimbrough said he referred Mr. Phillips to his top staft for purposes of
reviewing his plan. Mr. Kimbrough said he also suggested pursuing federal grant funds from Mr.
Perry's office to pay for the project.

A grant to TYC was approved in August — eight days after Ms. Pope submitted an application that
listed Mr. Phillips' company, AutoGov, as the contractor.

AutoGov is a year-old business that Mr. Phillips said he established to do business with state
governments. The TYC contract was its first in Texas, he said.

Mr. Kimbrough denied that he selected Mr. Phillips or any other vendor, insisting that he expected
his staff to go through its standard business background checks.

"I didn't go out and say let's get Bobby or John or Bill. I don't know how they [get selected]. It goes
through the procurement process," he said.

If there was a background check, Mr. Phillips said that he was never asked by TYC staff to submit
paperwork. He said he assumed the staff satisfied themselves of his bona fides by watching him
work for several months.

Jim Hurley, a spokesman for TYC, said he did not know what vetting was conducted on Mr.
Phillips or his company. But he said it was "inconceivable" that the staff would not check out a
company before agreeing to sign a contract.

Mr. Hurley acknowledged that TYC's staff or managers were not aware of the controversies that
have swirled around Mr. Phillips for more than a decade.

In 1995, a Mississippi legislative committee concluded that Mr. Phillips had created "an appearance
of impropriety" by going to work for a company after awarding them a $557,000 contract while
director of the state human services agency.



In 2005, his former boss at the Texas human services commission requested an investigation into
news reports that Mr. Phillips may have improperly influenced a $1.2 million contract award as part
of the privatization of social welfare functions

Neither investigation produced criminal charges or other sanctions.

Last April, The Dallas Morning News reported that Ms. Wohlgemuth persuaded a House committee
chairman to add language to an appropriations bill that would have steered a state technology
contract to her client, Mr. Phillips. The language later was removed.

Mr. Phillips said accusations of impropriety are unfounded. He attributed the criticism he has
amassed over the years to his outspoken nature.

Even if the controversies had been known by TYC, Mr. Hurley said, they might not have mattered
in the decision to contract with him.

"We needed what he is bringing us. We desperately needed that," he said.

There is little doubt that TYC's system for classifying its troubled wards was badly in need of
overhaul. The agency collected mounds of data on inmates, but it lacked the capability to access the
information to make appropriate placements.

Almost immediately after Mr. Perry appointed Mr. Kimbrough in March to take over TYC, the new
czar said he saw youths of differing ages, sizes and criminal backgrounds being co-mingled in
youth facilities. "I don't like that," he said.

About the same time, the U.S. Justice Department released a report that identified an inadequate
classification process as a contributing factor to unsafe conditions that led to an inmate riot at a
South Texas youth facility in 2005.

The Texas Legislature clamored for an immediate fix.

Mr. Phillips said he had closely monitored the TYC crisis. He said he felt sympathy for the inmates
and thought he had a solution for the classification problem.

The idea was to compile a searchable database of personal information and treatment needs for each
inmate that would allow TYC to make proper placements.

Mr. Phillips said his 20 years of experience in what he called "business process re-engineering" had
made his company the only one to offer the service TYC needed.

Mr. Kimbrough said he agreed to listen to Mr. Phillips' pitch because he had confidence in Ms.
Wohlgemuth, whom he knew from her legislative service.

"She has credibility with me," he said, "and if she says she has somebody that can help, well, sure,
I'd be interested in what Arlene thinks."



Mr. Kimbrough added that he knew of no other vendor who offered the same service as Mr.
Phillips, and none came forward.

Several experts with national reputations have created juvenile classification systems in other states.
One is the nonprofit National Council on Crime and Delinquency, which is setting up classification
systems for youth agencies in California and Illinois.

Barry Krisberg is president of the organization. He is also a member of a blue-ribbon study panel
that TYC officials appointed to recommend reforms.

"I'd say going to people who are kind of new to the game is a little bit odd," Mr. Krisberg said after
being told that TYC had hired Mr. Phillips.

Isela Gutierrez, a juvenile justice advocate who serves on a TYC panel working to reform intake
and classification, said she became concerned after she learned the agency had hired Mr. Phillips
and discovered the controversies in his past.

"This is something that needs to be fixed very badly, and it's very important that somebody fix it
right," Ms. Gutierrez said.

While he may not be steeped in juvenile justice, Mr. Phillips said he has a passionate interest in
social welfare issues, especially those that involve children.

He said he worked without pay for several months before the grant was approved and would not
have minded if the approval and the money had never come.

"In this case, we were doing something for the kids," he said.
A TROUBLED HISTORY

Gregg Phillips served as a senior human services administrator in Mississippi and Texas. He also
has worked closely with state governments as a private contractor. Newspaper accounts and
government reports have documented the controversy that has accompanied him through much of
his career. Here are excerpts:

A 34-year-old former stockbroker and political fund-raiser who ran [former Mississippi
governorGov. Kirk] Fordice's campaign finances, Mr. Phillips had no prior human-services
experience. His office is decorated with photos of Ronald Reagan and Vince Lombardi and a Dan
Quayle commemorative horseshoe. ...

He has had some public successes — bulldozing a crack house, saving an abandoned child — but
Mr. Phillips has had to cope with criticism from the social-services establishment who accuse him
of failing to understand the needs of the poor.

Last year, the legislature's investigative unit found him unqualified for the job; it cited inadequate
experience.



Legislators say he ignores their mandates. “Fordice couldn't have found a worse choice,” says Rep.
James Evans, a Democrat on the House Committee on Public Health. “It's been chaos over there
ever since he stepped in.”

—May 1, 1995, The Wall Street Journal

After terminating his employment as MDHS Executive Director, Gregg Phillips immediately
contracted with Synesis, a subcontractor of the LEAP program, which created the appearance of
impropriety and could constitute a violation of state ethics laws ... Mr. Phillips's actions create the
appearance of impropriety, facilitating an erosion of the public trust.

—Nov. 16, 1995, report by the Mississippi Legislature's Joint Committee on Performance
Evaluation and Expenditure Review

If former Mississippi welfare director Gregg Phillips really is still on Gov. Fob James' list to head
Alabama's Department of Human Resources, it's time James took him off ... Sure, Alabama needs a
director of human resources ... It needs a leader. But it doesn't need one with shaky qualifications
and a suspect track record.

—Nov. 29, 1995, editorial, The Birmingham News

Meet Gregg Phillips, the man charged with overhauling Texas' health care safety net. His job
history reads like central casting's description of a right-wing ideologue: architect of Mississippi's
failed foray into privatization, Republican political operative, government outsourcing consultant,
and head of Mississippi's Republican Party. On the surface, allowing someone like Phillips to
rewrite state health care policy seems akin to letting a pacifist run Lockheed Martin ...

—Oct. 24, 2003, The Texas Observer

Former Rep. Arlene Wohlgemuth brought him [House Appropriations Committee Chairman
Warren Chisum] the proposal, and she acknowledged that it would probably steer a technology
contract to GHT Development, owned by former Deputy Health and Human Services
Commissioner Gregg Phillips ... Before he left state government in July 2004, Mr. Phillips was Ms.
Wohlgemuth's partner in promoting an overhaul of social services agencies that handed off many
duties to private companies.

—April 30, 2007, The Dallas Morning News

http://www.dallasnews.com/sharedcontent/dws/dn/latestnews/stories/111607dnprotycbusiness.2b53
7d2.html




