 Race not an issue in council debate over King Drive
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It is regrettable that the Lafayette City-Parish Council is unable to oblige a request to revisit the proposed renaming of Willow Street to M.L. King Drive. It's imperative that the community understands why that is. It is not because the issue is racial or because council members haven't worked diligently to resolve concerns about the street renaming. 

Responding to a challenge from a group of ministers representing the black community, a number of council members have taken part in quiet, behind-the-scenes discussions with interested parties to resolve this issue. However, ignoring a "cooling-off period" request from the ministerial group, the two council members who profess to represent the black community in Lafayette have continued to play the race card in the public arena and destroyed any hopes of shaping a compromise. 

I participated in the failed efforts because I felt compelled to return the respect and courtesy extended to the council by the group of ministers requesting that we reconsider the MLK-Willow St. renaming resolution. The ministers have made it abundantly clear that it is important to the black community and I believe that they are truly representative, and serve in the best interests, of the people to whom they minister. 

They and the council are expected to be leaders in our community. It was refreshing to get together with this group and other reasonable people to work as one in seeking a resolution to our shared concern of how this impacts us as a community. 

We have been encouraged to "do the right thing" and "display political courage" by bringing the matter back to the council agenda. The renaming issue has been addressed on three separate occasions by the Lafayette City-Parish Council and defeated all three times. There is no indication from my fellow council members that the outcome would change if the issue were presented and voted on again. 

The concerns remain that a street name change would burden residents and businessmen with the associated inconvenience and expenses. In addition, renaming Willow Street would impose our will on another governing body, the town of Scott. 

There is a perception on the part of some people that this is a racial issue. What I have told the ministers and others is that if it were racially based, it would be more easily addressed. What has occurred on this issue was a confrontational "in your face" approach that was intended to be perceived as a racial issue from its inception. 

Mr. Benjamin, who authored the original resolution, has never directly discussed this issue one-on-one with council members. He has paid no heed to his fellow council members' concerns, although it is interesting to note that he expressed the same sentiments when there was a move to rename Louisiana Avenue. Instead, he has placed this council in a no-win situation. Either we support his proposal without question or we are racists and bigots for being in opposition. It is a political maneuver that has been employed time and again by council members Williams and Benjamin: there is no area for compromise; It's either black or (vs.) white on practically any issue that involves their respective constituencies. 

Have we heard the last of this matter? I think not. There are other avenues open for consideration in this renaming issue and I encourage the supporters of this initiative to pursue those options. A petition can be circulated seeking approval of a name change from the majority of property owners on Willow Street or they can identify another street and seek support from those who live and do business on the route. 

I want to publicly thank the group of ministers and others who have worked diligently on this issue, meeting with council members, addressing the concerns of our community and for taking the high road. It's encouraging that a dialogue has been established. Our conversations have revolved around what's best for Lafayette. That is what leadership is about. 

(Bruce Conque represents District 6 on the Lafayette City-Parish Council.) 

