BOSTON BUSINESS JOURNAL

Business View

Rooney’s value goes beyond paycheck
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As a vocal opponent of Boston Convention and Exhibition Center (BCEC) expansion, I’m not the most likely person to defend Massachusetts Convention Center Authority (MCCA) Executive Director James Rooney. But while there may be symbolic value in the recent announcement that his pay will be slashed by nearly $100,000 annually, the commonwealth shouldn’t value symbolism over top-notch management.

Rooney earns up to $367,000 annually, including bonuses for achieving pre-established performance criteria (which he has reached most years). That maximum will be reduced to $275,000.

It’s a fraction of what he has saved taxpayers. When the MCCA hired Rooney to oversee BCEC construction in 2001, it was six months behind schedule and on course to come in $100 million over budget. Three years later, the facility opened on time and on budget.

As an MCCA board member when he was promoted to executive director in 2003, I had a front-row seat as Rooney trimmed the staff by 30 people and replaced patronage hires with a professional management team. 

When flaws in the BCEC’s design forced the MCCA to sue the design team in 2004, the authority’s goal was to recover $10 million. Thanks largely to careful documentation while Rooney was overseeing construction, a 2006 settlement netted $24 million. At the time, the $850 million BCEC had recouped more of

its construction costs than the $15 billion Big Dig.

Taxpayers have been the beneficiaries of Rooney’s management skill. Between fiscal 2005 and fiscal 2010, the MCCA drew down $22 million less in operating subsidies than it was entitled to under state law. It’s no surprise that Professor Joseph M. Giglio, who enjoyed a successful 25-year career in consulting and finance before joining Northeastern University’s business school, calls him “one of the few people I’ve met in the public sector who could run a major U.S. corporation.”

In the context of a state government that rarely rewards excellence and too often tolerates mediocrity, this shortsighted pay cut is likely to make the far more lucrative private sector offers that routinely come Rooney’s way much harder for him to resist. 

I hope I’m wrong and can look forward to continuing to debate him over ill-advised convention center expansion plans. But if I’m right, taxpayers will be the losers.
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