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Targeting Horn
Republicans remain apoplectic over losing Oklahoma’s 5th Congressional District last November. Democrat Kendra Horn’s Red State victory
was the nation’s biggest upset, if you listen to the Beltway cognoscenti.
The GOP quickly made clear its top priority would be recapturing the
seat it had controlled since 1975, when longtime Rep. John Jarman
switched from D to R.
Interestingly, though, no official challengers surfaced for five-plus
months. It was so quiet, in fact, longtime Republican consultant/pollster Pat McFerron tweeted this on April 12: “Oklahoma candidate filing
ends 52 weeks from today. Who will run in OK CD5?”
Adding to the intrigue: Horn’s first quarter fund-raising report was an
eye-popper – she raised $377,581, more than twice as much as any of
the state’s four GOP House incumbents and more than U.S. Sen. Jim
Inhofe [$334,556] who also faces re-election in 2020.
Horn’s fundraising prowess – coupled with her indefatigable Easter
recess barnstorming across the central Oklahoma district – no doubt
added to an intensifying Republican sense of urgency.
So, finally, in the last full week of April, two Republicans took the
plunge – second-term state Sen. Stephanie Bice and longtime staffing
agency owner and 1990 lieutenant governor nominee Terry Neese. Don’t
be surprised if more test the proverbial waters – perhaps even former
OKC mayor and gubernatorial wannabe Mick Cornett.
In GOP world, you see, Horn’s win was a fluke that easily can be rectified next year with a stronger, more energetic candidate than defeated
Rep. Steve Russell, who was so overconfident he left nearly $300,000
unspent in his campaign account.
Further, Republicans hang their hopes on a truism of American politics: The best chance to flip a seat is when the targeted incumbent faces
re-election for the first time. If a first-termer withstands the first chalCONTINUED ON PAGE 43
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Observerscope

Don’t miss our May 9 Newsmakers at OKC’s Full Circle Books, featuring Sens. Julia Kirt and Carri
Hicks. See back cover for details.
Laurel: To Democratic Rep. Colin Walke and Republican Sen.
Michael Bergstrom, winning legislative and gubernatorial approval
for SB 111, moving Native America
Day to Columbus Day – a reminder
America didn’t need “discovering.”
Legislative leaders hope to sine
die by May 17, spinning early adjournment as proof of their management skill. It’s easy to wrap
up two weeks before deadline, of
course, if you punt on tough decisions like tax reform.
Dart: To Attorney General Mike
Hunter, failing to disclose a conflict of interest in the Purdue opioid settlement. Turns out Hunter’s
son Barrett holds a top post at
OSU Center for Health Sciences,
slated to receive $197.5 million in
lawsuit proceeds.

Divine intervention? Ousted 5th
District U.S. Rep. Steve Russell’s
gone from lawmaking to soulwinning – now serving as leadership and discipleship pastor at
Del City’s First Southern Baptist
Church.

Former U.S. Attorney Patrick
Ryan is now special counsel to the
multi-county grand jury investigating sexual misconduct allegations
against former OU President David Boren. Ryan helped prosecute
OKC bomber Timothy McVeigh.

Laurel: To House Republicans,
joining Democrats in killing SB
407 – the quasi-voucher scheme
that would have drained $30 million from critically underfunded
public schools.

Laurel: To Attorney General Mike
Hunter, not only opposing OG&E’s
proposed $78 million rate hike,
but also recommending a $32 million cut. What will the Cooperation
Commission do?

The legal battle over OETA’s
charitable endowment ends with
a newly created foundation taking
control of $40 million-plus assets.
Now begins the task of rebuilding
trust with public TV donors.

Is anything more delicious than
the epic legal battle between the
NRA and its longtime spin-masters at OKC’s Ackerman McQueen.
America’s epidemic of gun violence
is a result of this unholy alliance.

Dart: To Sen. Paul Scott, forced
to apologize for his juvenile punking of OKC Sen. Carri Hicks, including unscrewing a roller on her
chair, leading to a public pratfall.
Duncan area voters must be so
proud of this bozo.

Dart: To Gov. Kevin Stitt, perpetuating the rightwing assault
on science by signing SB 614 that
requires doctors “inform” patients
medically induced abortions can
be reversed. They can’t.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 44
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Letters

Editor, The Observer:
Impeaching the president is necessary for our nation to survive
his attacks on our constitution.
Presidents are immune to felony
charges. However, impeachment
resolutions by the House of Representatives would elaborate on
the Mueller report’s surmise that
there were numerous instances of
behavior by this president which
might call for “political investigation.” Remember, numerous felony charges have convicted at least
six of Trump’s political operatives
and there are more to come.
Never mind that the highly partisan Senate will vote against removing the president. [A majority
of 67 votes are necessary for conviction, presently requiring about
20 Republican votes. Republicans
will be in near unanimous support
for acquittal.]
So why is it important to file the
impeachment resolutions? It is to
establish a clear track record for
history. Without the resolutions,
future presidents could fearlessly
imitate this president’s behavior.
A record of “insiders” sworn testimony will shine a light on what
actually happened. Dictators need
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secrecy. Staving dictatorship is a
noble goal.
Frank Silovsky
Oklahoma City
Editor, The Observer:
Robbing Peter to pay Paul is unfair
Congress should block all cuts
to Medicare
If Trump attacks Social Security
with equal severity
Congress should void his hot air.
Tom Birbilis
Tulsa
Editor, The Observer:
Evangelical
Christians
overwhelmingly support Trump because they believe he’ll cause the
world to end [“Trump Will Start the
End of the World; Claim Evangelicals Who Support Him,” Cristina
Maza, Newsweek, 1.12.18]. They
believe that Trump was chosen by
God to usher in the “end times,”
the end of the world when Jesus
returns. Jerusalem, they believe,
is the city of prophecy where the
end times plays out, despite the
fact that Jesus promised that the
end of the world would occur within the lifetimes of his own genera-

tion [Matthew 24:34, Luke 9:27].
Israel is described as a nation that
exists during the time of tribulation, and Jerusalem’s Jewish temple is resurrected. The last temple
was destroyed around 70 AD and
today there is a mosque on the
temple mount.
Evangelicals believe that a united Israel with control over Jerusalem will facilitate the construction
of a new Jewish temple, and set
the groundwork for the end times.
What kick starts the end times
into motion is Israel’s political
boundaries being re-established to
what God promised the Israelites.
Accordingly, Trump recognized
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel
and Israel’s sovereignty over Golan
Heights. Thus, Trump killed any
chance of a negotiated peace in the
Middle East.
Praising Trump, evangelicals
threw their full weight behind the
decision. Most evangelicals are
pre-millenialists; they believe that
the second coming of Christ will
begin a 1,000-year period where
Christ will rule over a peaceful and
prosperous earth. This despite
the fact that there already was a
“second coming.” Jesus was born
twice. His second birth constituting the second coming. Jesus was
born in 4 BC, during the reign of
Herod [Matthew 2:1] and he was
born the second time in 6 AD during the census of Quirinus after
Herod’s reign [Luke 2:2].
Israel plays a key part. Events
there are believed fundamental
to bringing about the end times.
Trump’s decision is part of fulfilling Biblical prophecy to bring
about the second coming.
The belief in the end times also
includes the conversion of the
Jewish people to Christianity.
Thus, evangelicals [Zionists] simultaneously hold views that are
supportive of Israel and deeply
anti-semitic. Their sympathy for
Israel is motivated by a desire to
see the Jewish people converted
CONTINUED ON PAGE 45

Arnold Hamilton

Eleven Years ...
And Counting
State retirees know what it means to live on a
fixed income. Theirs has been fixed for more than a
decade.
This year’s Legislature dangled early session hope
it would boost retirement income for ex-teachers,
firefighters, police and other state pensioners. But
in the end, as has been the case since 2009, there
would be no generosity for those who devoted their
lives to public service. Only a Senate-ordered actuarial study to determine what might be possible in
the future.
Somewhere a pre-Christmas eve Scrooge grins.
This session undoubtedly has been less tumultuous than last, when thousands of school teachers and public education advocates camped at the
Capitol for two weeks demanding better pay and
increased funding. But it’s also inarguably less productive when it comes to tackling the state’s most
pressing issues.
A cost-of-living adjustment [COLA] for retirees is
Exhibit A.
The House, by a 98-3 margin, endorsed a 4% hike
on Mar. 11. Then HB 2304 spent a month bouncing
between Senate committees – the proposed COLA
cut to 2%. Eventually, senators punted altogether.
This is classic legislative inaction. Rather than admit publicly retirees aren’t a high priority, lawmakers wring their hands: How could we possibly fund
it? Mustn’t we be wise stewards of these precious
pensions? How about we study it first?
That and $5 will get you a grande carmel macchiato at Starbucks.
To be sure, no one wants shaky pension systems.
But another legislative study … really? It’s not as if
the screaming need for a COLA was suddenly sprung
on an unsuspecting Legislature.
Indeed, lawmakers worked much of the last decade
to shore up the retirement funds. Just ask state
Treasurer Randy McDaniel who devoted his House
career to solving a nightmare-in-the-making.
Further, statehouse leadership routinely pats itself
on the back for steps taken – teachers’ pensions

now 73% funded and firefighters’ 68%, for example.
The reality is, each of the pension systems is in
solid enough shape to provide retirees a modest
COLA this year – without dipping into the $574 million in new state revenue lawmakers are divvying up
this year.
Here’s another fact legislative leadership doesn’t
want you to be reminded of: Oklahoma wouldn’t be
in the unconscionable position of starving its now
retired, career public servants had lawmakers not
slashed about $2 billion in income taxes this century.
They also doled out enough tax credits and business incentives to drain another $1 billion or
so from state coffers – money sorely needed for
schools, roads, health care and, yes, even retirees’
COLAs.
Sadly, there is no serious discussion at the Capitol about rolling back tax cuts or ending corporate
welfare. Why? Legislative leaders answer first to the
state’s deep-pocketed powers-that-be, those benefitting most from the tax cut-corporate incentive
scheme.
To paraphrase the old Jerry Reed song, they got
the goldmine – and retirees got the shaft.
If nothing else, consider it a matter of fairness.
Many public servants I know have a heart for what
they do – whether it’s teaching children, protecting
elderly or young from abuse, or keeping the streets
safe.
They earn less – on average nearly 25% – than they
could in the private sector. But some tradeoffs make
it do-able and worthwhile: reasonably good health
care, solid pensions, fulfilling career passions, just
to name a few.
The Legislature’s COLA stinginess hardly encourages the best and brightest to consider a public
service career. How could it not be a deal-breaker
when applicants hear of retired teachers whose $974
monthly pensions haven’t budged in 11 years?
Maybe retirees will remember who’s making the
COLA decisions when balloting begins next spring.
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Five Steps To A Top 10 State
BY ARNOLD HAMILTON

A

s the 2019 legislative session lumbers to
what’s likely to be an anti-climactic close,
rank-and-file Oklahomans surely are tempted to ask: Why aren’t the state’s biggest
problems being solved?
Serious structural issues plague a state budget victimized by years of legalized looting: tax cuts and corporate welfare that disproportionately benefited the
rich.
Oklahoma owns the nation’s second highest uninsured rate, fueling a Third World health crisis that
shortens lives and undermines the state’s economy.
Lakes, rivers and water supplies are increasingly
threatened by power plant-generated mercury and
coal ash.
One in four Oklahoma children is food insecure, often going to bed hungry.
You’re doin’ fine, Oklahoma?
Hardly.
Gov. Kevin Stitt prattles incessantly about creating a Top 10 state when what really is needed is less
Chamber-style pablum and more vision – big picture,
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long-term, landscape-altering leadership.
It’s true that last year’s $6,100 average teacher pay
raise was – by Oklahoma standards – a bold statehouse initiative, primarily because it required rabidly
anti-tax Republicans to raise taxes on their political
benefactors.
But the reality is less heart-warming or encouraging: it was the equivalent of treating a symptom – not
diagnosing and curing the actual disease.
Thankfully, Oklahomans have the power to sidestep
an overwhelmingly myopic Legislature – via initiative
petition. And it’s increasingly apparent they intend to
deploy it to get the state moving forward.
It isn’t easy, of course. Those hoping to force a
statewide vote have only 90 days to gather 177,958
valid signatures for a proposed constitutional amendment – which the Legislature can’t modify – or 94,911
for a proposed statute – which lawmakers can alter.
Legislating by initiative petition is hardly ideal. In
fact, it’s one of the reasons Oklahoma is in the shape
it’s in – voters approving SQ 640’s supermajority requirement to increase taxes in 1992 and SQ 632 im-

posing legislative term limits in 1990.
Here are five petition-potential issues on the radar
of grass roots groups emerging in the wake of statehouse intransigence:

MEDICAID EXPANSION
For nine years, two governors and most legislative
leaders rejected the Obama-era program aimed at increasing the number of working poor with health coverage.
The political demagoguery left many health care
facilities – particularly rural hospitals and nursing
homes – teetering on the financial brink. Some already have closed [Pauls Valley was the latest], resulting in frantic, life-or-death dashes to reach the
nearest medical care, often at least an hour away.
Legislative efforts to come up with a politically
palatable way to cash in on the 9-1 federal match
seemed promising early this session, but in the session’s waning days, the expansion patient appears to
be on life support.
As a result, unelected Oklahomans took matters
into their own hands, filing a proposed constitutional
amendment, SQ 802, that should it reach the ballot
and be approved by voters would require the state’s
Medicaid program to cover low-income adults 18 to
65 who earn up to 133% of the federal poverty rate.
Worth noting: Voters in three Red States – Idaho,
Nebraska and Utah – approved Medicaid expansion
measures last year, bypassing their legislatures.
For more coverage on Medicaid expansion, see pages 16-19.

NON-PARTISAN REDISTRICTING
Oklahoma’s historically oft-dysfunctional statehouse is a product of partisan gerrymandering. For
more than a century, it benefitted Democrats who
controlled the decennial, post-Census re-draw of legislative districts. Now, it’s Republicans who’ve created legislative supermajorities.
The lines they crafted after the 2010 Census played
to a GOP strength and Democratic weakness – rural
Oklahoma’s increasingly lockstep support for Republican candidates.
Isn’t redistricting supposed to protect communities
of interest? In an ideal world, yes. In power politics,
though, the GOP purposely divvied up Democratic
voters – particularly when drawing the Senate map –
and spread them into far-reaching districts that gave
Republicans more chances to win seats.
Non-partisan redistricting panels now sprout across
the country – not because legislatures are willingly
giving up the power to choose their voters, but because voters are reclaiming the power to choose their
representatives.
Last fall, three more states – Colorado, Michigan
and Missouri – approved ballot measures designed
to end partisan gerrymandering. Several prominent
Oklahomans, including former Gov. David Walters,
are looking into a similar initiative here.

REPEALING SQ 640
Last year marked the first time lawmakers could

muster the supermajority necessary to raise taxes
since SQ 640 was approved in March 1992.
Majority rules? Not when it comes to taxes. A minority of ideologues thwarted revenue-raising measures for a quarter-century, no matter the emergency.
When oil and gas prices nosedived, the combination
of SQ 640, ill-advised income tax cuts and too-generous corporate incentives crippled vital state services
– resulting in the nation’s deepest K-12 school cuts,
a 26% cut in higher education funding, and steep
across-the-board cuts to most agencies.
[See David Blatt’s essay on page 8 for more details
on the state budget’s ongoing structural issues.]
Now, the erstwhile Oklahoma Academy is leading
the charge to repeal or modify SQ 640 as part of a
comprehensive plan to “align” Oklahoma’s tax code
with its “21st century economy.”

REPEALING TERM LIMITS
Oklahoma became the first state to enact legislative term limits, just ahead of California. The winning argument: forced turnover would help break up
entrenched interests and introduce new energy and
thinking to public policymaking.
What it did instead is transfer more power to everpresent special interests. Their lobbyists became the
Legislature’s defacto institutional memory. Cut-andpaste legislation, crafted by out-of-state rightwing
groups like the American Legisltive Exchange Council, become commonplace – 400-plus introduced in
the Oklahoma Legislature alone.
Arkansas was an early-adopter of term limits. Its
Legislature just sent to voters a ballot measure that
would revamp the current system – at least in part to
head off a draconian initiative that would impose the
nation’s strictest limits.
Oklahoma was better off with actual term limits –
the voters deciding when or if to give a lawmaker the
heave-ho.
A 12-year artificial limit robs them of that power –
something they may not have fully appreciated when
they approved term limits in 1990.

SUNSHINE LAWS
Oklahoma’s Legislature is among the most secretive in the nation, despite all the Republican blather
about transparency.
One way to reduce the closed-door chicanery would
be to expand the state’s open records and open meetings laws – something akin to the voter-approved
Clean Missouri plan. [See political science professor
John Wood’s essay on page 22 for more details.]
Oklahoma lawmakers, however, have proven remarkably resistant to any efforts – including from the
state Ethics Commission – to limit special interest
gift-giving, enact a cooling off period before legislators can lobby their former colleagues and further restrict campaign contributions.
There are signs Sooners are tired of languishing
near the bottom of every national poll except football.
These are five issues that should appeal to reformminded voters.
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The Long Road To Fiscal Stability
BY DAVID BLATT

I

n recent years, as Oklahoma struggled through
chronic and severe budget shortfalls, there was
growing awareness that the state faced a structural budget deficit, a situation where revenue
collections fail to keep pace with the cost of providing services.
“We have created a structural budget deficit in
Oklahoma that has got to stop,” then-state Treasurer
Ken Miller said in 2015. Similarly, Gov. Mary Fallin
acknowledged in her 2017 State of the State address
that, “Oklahoma will continue to struggle if we don’t
fix our structural deficits in our budget.”
This growing awareness of the structural budget
deficit strengthened the resolve of Oklahoma’s elected leaders to approve a series of revenue-generating
measures, culminating last year in the first outright
tax increase in Oklahoma since 1992.
A new research brief prepared by Dr. Kent Olson,
Professor of Economics Emeritus at Oklahoma State
University, examines the effect that recent revenue
measures will have on the state’s long-term fiscal
outlook. He finds that these revenues will reduce the
state’s budget shortfalls over the next decade, but a
significant and growing funding gap remains.
Lawmakers approved over $900 million in new revenue from 2016-18, most of which was recurring rather than one-time revenue. Without this new revenue,
the state would be facing a $2.3 billion annual deficit
by 2030. The new revenue offsets nearly two-thirds
[64%] of this projected deficit.
However, Dr. Olson found that total revenue will still
not grow enough to cover the cost of maintaining existing programs. Over the next decade, revenues are
expected to grow an average of 3.34% per year, while
the cost of existing programs due to price and population increases is expected to grow 4.4% per year.
This creates a deficit of $98 million beginning in FY

2020, rising to $1.1 billion by FY 2030.
Olson concludes that, “In the absence of additional
revenues, the persistent future shortfall in appropriations is large enough to exact a significant toll
on government-provided services.” The effects could
include larger class sizes and continued teacher unrest, higher college tuition and greater college debt,
and cuts to essential medical care and public safety.
To close the structural deficit and avoid further
rounds of steep budget cuts in the years ahead, Dr.
Olson presents a number of revenue options for lawmakers to consider. Increasing the top rate of the individual income tax from the current 5% to 6% would
close the gap, he says, as would broadening the sales
tax to include additional services.
A final option he considers is raising the gross production tax. Olson cautions that the effective rate on
oil and gas production would have to be nearly doubled – from 5.5% to 10% – to raise sufficient revenue
to close the budget gap; however, he contends that
“there is more than enough economic rent [the value
of oil and natural gas deposits less all costs of exploration, development and extraction] to do this and
still leave a generous margin for profitability.”
This new research confirms that Oklahoma has
taken important steps towards fiscal stability in recent years, but the work isn’t done. Despite the
state’s current healthy budget picture, we can expect
renewed challenges to fund basic services over the
coming decade.
Protecting the revenue base, preparing prudently
for the next downturn, and revisiting the supermajority revenue requirement to untie the hands of future lawmakers facing shortfalls should all be part of
Oklahoma’s fiscal agenda for the years ahead.
David Blatt is Executive Director of Oklahoma Policy
Institute; www.okpolicy.org.

SCOTUS Cases Could Upend State
Coal Ash Disposal Management
BY JAN NEW

I

n the January 2019 Observer article entitled
“Coal-Fired Plants, Oil-Gas Companies In Legal
Cross-Hairs Over Toxic Waste,” there was a discussion and update of the status of coal ash as a
contaminant by-product of the nearly 1,000 coal-fired
electrical generating plants in the U.S. The health
and environmental effects and the costs of disposing of it in landfills, ponds and abandoned as well as
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recycled uses were discussed.
The problem of disposal is a nationwide issue, with
an estimated 1,400 coal ash sites across the U.S.
In 2008 a large coal ash spill at a Tennessee Valley
Authority power plant in Kingston, TN flooded more
than 300 acres of land, releasing coal ash into two
local rivers at an estimated cleanup of $1.2 billion.
As pointed out earlier, Oklahoma is not immune

to these problems. Bokoshe, OK, an historic coalmining town in LeFlore County, is one of six or more
sites across the state where coal ash is stored and
disposed of in mines, landfills, and ponds. In Bokoshe, coal ash has been recycled for “mine-filling,” a
“beneficial use” distinguished from “disposal” where
the loose material is deposited in active and abandoned coal mines – a practice not regulated by EPA.
Bokoshe also has surface pits used for coal ash disposal and regulated by the Oklahoma Department of
Environmental Quality [DEQ].
In 2006, the National Academy of Sciences cataloged the ways that coal ash with its concentration of
heavy metals can pollute ground and surface water,
and in 2009 an Oklahoma hydrogeologist analyzed
one of the disposal pits in Bokoshe and found wastewater from oil and gas wells mixed with coal ash,
resulting in contamination of well water and nearby
creeks. By June 2018 coal ash contaminants were
found at unsafe levels in groundwater at four other
coal ash sites in Oklahoma.
In 2014 EPA developed rules to regulate coal ash
as a “non-hazardous” waste under the Resource
Conservation and Recovery Act. Defined as a “nonpoint source” [diffuse rather than single identifiable
source], coal ash is now regulated by Oklahoma DEQ
through management programs not established under the Clean Water Act – concepts being tested by
two certiorari petitions before the Supreme Court.
In June 2018, just before Scott Pruitt resigned as
director of EPA, Oklahoma became the first state to
be given authority over its coal ash program. Simultaneously, two cases from U.S. Courts of Appeals petitioned the U.S. Supreme Court for certiorari: 1. Upstate Forever v. Kinder Morgan Energy Partners and
2. Hawaii Wildlife Fund v. County of Maui.
At issue is whether the discharge of pollutants
transmitted through soil or ground water, rather than
directly into the “navigable waters” constitutes a violation of the Clean Water Act. Rulings in these cases
could be salient for coal plants where coal ash has
contaminated groundwater.
In December 2018, the Supreme Court invited the
Solicitor General, who works for the Department of
Justice, to file briefs in both cases on behalf of the
U.S. government. In their opinion issued in January
2019, the government recommended the Supreme
Court consider the case of Hawaii Wildlife Fund v.
County of Maui and hold on Kinder Morgan.
In making its recommendation, the government further said EPA was anticipating issuing further guidance or rulemaking on the applicability of the Clean
Water Act, and that the “court should give the parties
the benefit of EPA’s views before any brief on the merits of the case.”
In the interim the Senate Environment and Public
Works Committee approved Andrew Wheeler’s nomination to the position of Administrator of EPA on a
party-line vote of 11-10. On Feb. 28, the full Senate
approved his nomination on a party-line vote of 52-

47. Wheeler has been criticized by Democrats and
environmental groups for his past work as a lobbyist representing the coal company Murray Energy and
over concern that he would continue to roll back regulations critical to public health and climate change.
On April 15, the EPA issued the ‘guidance” discussed earlier. It concluded, “Congress excluded releases of pollutants to groundwater from the Clean
Water Act’s permitting requirements and instead left
regulation of those releases to the states and EPA’s
other statutory authorities.” These were the kinds
of concerns expressed by Senate Democrats during
Wheeler’s confirmation hearings.
It will be interesting to see whether the U.S. Supreme Court follows through on its intention to hear
Maui next fall and whether they deny certiorari on the
Kinder Morgan case.
Also, on April 19, the Indianapolis Star reported
that Pruitt, forced to resign from EPA in July 2018,
registered as a lobbyist with Indiana state regulators,
reportedly working in conjunction with Indiana’s
coal industry. Coal powered plants produce 65% of
Indiana’s electricity.
Recently a couple of that state’s utilities have released plans to retire nearly all coal generating plants
in the near future – to the protests of the Indiana Coal
Council, an out-of-state non-profit representing Wyoming coal, and others.
Stay tuned, and remember, your vote matters – every time. Who you vote for matters more. Finally,
what they do with your vote matters most.
Jan New is a retired public administrator of municipal, state, and federal programs, with private industry and national trade association background.

Salute!

The minister was preoccupied with thoughts
of how he would ask the congregation to come
up with more money than they were expecting
for repairs to the church building. Thus, he was
annoyed to learn at the last minute the regular organist was sick and a substitute had been
brought in. The substitute wanted to know what
to play.
“Here’s a copy of the service,” the minister said
impatiently. “But you’ll have to think of something to play after I make the announcement
about the finances.”
During the service, the minister paused and
said, “Brothers and Sisters, we are in great difficulty; the roof repairs cost twice as much as we
expected and we need $4,000 more. Any of you
who can pledge $100 or more, please stand up.”
At that moment, the substitute organist played
The Star Spangled Banner.
And that is how the substitute became the regular organist! – Thanks to A.J. Henshaw for sharing
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SOUR TREAT

Compliant House,
Clueless Governor
Enable Breathtaking
Senate Power-Grab
BY CAL HOBSON

Things are so conservative in Red State Oklahoma
that even real liberals call themselves moderates or
progressives, proving just about any moniker is preferred to the dreaded and politically deadly “L” word.
No happy warrior stuff, no Camelot campaigning,
and certainly no reminders of the Great Society’s
lofty promises and patronage.
That was then, this is now. Smaller government,
less intrusion, lower taxes, reduced regulatory burden and local control are all great fodder for 30-second TV spots, radio jingles and self-identifying bumper stickers – not to mention getting folks elected.
However, in another layer of liberalism, that being an ever growing and more intrusive role for Big
Brother, the career conservatives now in charge of
our Legislature operate more like Hubert Humphrey
than Ronald Reagan. Undeniable proof is found
in SB 1, authored by Senate Pro Tem Greg Treat,
R-OKC, and his less engaged House counterpart,
Speaker Charles McCall, R-Atoka, both proud proponents of fewer government employees.
However, their joint initiative known as the Legislative Office of Fiscal Transparency [LOFT] adds
at least 15 new staff members to their already large
and powerful Legislative Service Bureau [LSB].
These additional bureaucrats will be selected jointly
and exclusively by Treat and McCall with a price tag
of more than $1.7 million annually.
Currently the new positions have no job descriptions and are buried conveniently and deeply in the
unclassified service. Their statutory powers and
duties are unique and far-reaching over the existing
responsibilities assigned to our executive branch of
state government.
Say what? As Dave Barry often utters … I’m not
making this up.
Each plum appointment doled out will cost taxpayers at least $100,000, this according to the Majority
Floor Leader Jon Echols, R-OKC, who explained the
proposal to bewildered Democrats and compliant
Republicans on the House floor April 25. Peppered
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only with questions from doubting donkeys, Echols
explained SB 1 is Senate honocho Treat’s top priority for the current session and therefore needed to
uniquely skip hearings in any House committee
by being sent directly to the floor for an immediate
vote.
So much for transparency, citizen input or even
any other legislator’s opportunity to amend this
power-grabbing wooly booger.
During Echols’ vague explanation of the proposal,
he was caught misleading other members on key
sections of the bill – from who has appointment
power over the gaggle of rank-and-file members that
will monitor the work of LOFT to the number of patronage positions envisioned and the cost of them,
etc., etc.
Not withstanding jovial Jon’s display of duplicity and deflection, this nutty, expensive, intrusive
and probably unconstitutional big government grab
passed without debate on a vote of 76 yes – all Republicans – and 19 Democrats no. Being the Liberal
from Lexington, I must express my stunned amazement at Pro Tem Treat’s unabashed excitement in
creating this cabal of accounting clerks, armed with
potentially life-ruining subpoena powers over all personnel, documents, papers, studies, contracts and
anything else that is the property of every agency,
including the governor’s office, within the executive
branch.
In 40 years of participating directly in or closely
observing our Legislature, I have never seen such a
blatant, overt and dangerous power grab.

The excuse offered by “Big E” Echols for this
new, expansive legislative activity is simple but not
convincing. Lawmakers say they are too busy to
fully understand the annual budget they write over
a four-month period during which endless hours of
hearings, testimony and input from agencies, citizens, lobbyists and other special interest groups are
gathered, studied, shared and voted upon at least
six different times. But no – apparently even more
helpers are needed to help the learning challenged
lawmakers.
Not surprising to even the most casual of Capitol
observers, other entities such as the elected auditor
and inspector, elected state treasurer, fiscal staffs of
the governor, the Office of Management and Enterprise Services [OMES] and the Legislature itself
already employ scores of accountants, economists,
auditors and other professionals to do the work that
will now be duplicated and expanded upon by the
LOFT legion of new examiners.
Strangely, outside forces that normally bitterly
oppose wasteful spending have been marshaled to
provide private sector fig leaves for Treat and McCall.
The State Chamber of Commerce, the right-wing
unthinking think tank Oklahoma Council of Public
Affairs [OCPA] and even respected business leaders
such as retired Devon Energy boss Larry Nichols all
support this new legislative launch costing millions
and serving exclusively at the whim and direction of
House and Senate leaders.
So what gives? Why do lifelong opponents of government growth suddenly endorse it? The answer
comes from Lord Acton, who advised, “Power tends
to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely” –
which is, of course, the situation now at the Capitol.
Without checks and balances of a strong two-party
system, or a knowledgeable governor, or even a
shared semblance of power between the House and
Senate, absolutism rules the day. Fortunately there
is a third branch – the judiciary – which has been
required so many times to keep our reckless Legislature within the legal lines authorized for it.
In summary, one man – a calm, quiet and courteous fellow named Greg Treat – is running the soonto-end session on 23rd Street. Clear proof of this
came directly from the mouth of House Majority
Leader Echols when explaining why SB 1 had to be
heard immediately by the full House without committee involvement or review. He said his two bosses
– in order of importance – are Speaker McCall, which
makes perfect sense, and Sen. Treat, which makes
no sense. What about his loyalty to the other 99
House members or to his own constituents or to his
own conscience?
No indeed. Echols played the perfect foil, just a
hod carrier for the already powerful pro tem, an
unknowing stooge thrust into an untenable position
late on a Thursday afternoon, when the rank-and-file
members urgently want to return to their districts
post haste.

Majority leader and master manipulator of House
rules Echols affably parried good questions with deception and humor, then pressed this power grab be
adopted without debate by the other 100. The easily
manipulated majority complied … then went home
for another long weekend either not knowing but
more likely not caring what they had done to democracy in Oklahoma.
Sadder still, our gullible governor, already saddled
with a state Constitution that guarantees only institutional weakness for him but almost unfettered
power to a handful of clever lawmakers, will soon
gladly sign SB 1 that will make his life – and that of
future governors – weaker, less relevant and statutorily eroded.
With his signature he will, in effect, turn over the
operations, functions and duties of the entire executive branch, via the subpoena powers and other
investigative authority given to the Legislature and
found repeatedly within the language of SB 1.
It’s not for nothing that the proposal is described
by Treat himself as his most important goal during
this session, his first as pro tem and certainly not
his last. A former DC staffer for Sens. Tom Coburn
and Jim Inhofe, he learned his lessons well from
those phony proponents of smaller government, less
spending and local control. For proof, look at their
records.
And just like his mentors up there in La-La Land,
power grabbing Greg doesn’t really believe in that,
either, or he wouldn’t be the author of SB 1.
Cal Hobson, a Lexington Democrat, served in the
Oklahoma Legislature from 1978-2006, including
one term as Senate President Pro Tempore.
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Stealing
From State
Employees
BY RON SHARP
I was disappointed when my
HB 1953 wasn’t approved. It
would’ve allowed state agencies
to voluntarily pay their employees for up to 200 hours of their
annual leave as long as they had
120 hours remaining. Members
of the Oklahoma Public Employees Association
[OPEA] requested it so employees would stop losing
their hard-earned vacation leave with no recourse or
compensation.
Oklahoma has approximately 32,500 state employees working year-round in our hospitals, nursing
homes and prisons as well as on our streets and in
other areas to provide the many state services we
depending on daily.
During the last decade our state and nation faced
difficult economic times leading to multiple revenue
shortfalls, which required drastic state agency budget cuts. The Legislature had to cut 85% of the agencies’ budgets by 45% during that time to balance
the annual budgets. The Legislature can’t spend
more money than the state brings in annually; and
if there’s a shortfall, it must be filled before the next
budget is started.
State agencies were forced to cut their staffs by as
much as 20%-30%. More than 7,000 jobs were cut
and 18 agencies
were consolidated
or eliminated putting more work
on the remaining
employees. Many
have been forced
to do the jobs of
three-four people,
which requires
working 40-plus
hour weeks, weekends and sometimes holidays.
They either aren’t
able or allowed to
take off work because of the staff
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shortages and excessive workloads.
For example, the Department of Corrections [DOC]
is at a 60% staffing level for correctional officers
in our prisons [that are at over 103% capacity].
They’re currently working 60-80 hours per week and
aren’t being allowed to take off because there aren’t
enough guards.
Fortunately, these officers may get a $2 an hour
raise this year, which might help attract more applicants and lower turnover rates. But the agency
needs additional funding to hire more guards so
these individuals can return to 40-hour working
weeks.
Since it appears the state employees pay raise may
be killed, HB 1953 was desperately needed to boost
morale, slow costly turnover rates and provide some
form of additional compensation, but it died in the
Senate 24-18.
Our state employees are overworked and underpaid. Some state employees qualify for government
assistance and others with multiple degrees work a
second and third job to make ends meet. These public servants have dedicated their lives to helping the
state, and this is how they’re treated? They’re being
taken advantage of and their annual leave is being
stolen from them.
Last year, they got their first across-the-board
raise in nine years [a tiered raise ranging from $750$2,000] – a drop in the bucket compared to their
ever-increasing health insurance costs and living
expenses [gas, food, medical, utilities, etc.] Unlike
employees in other sectors, state employees also
don’t get an annual cost-of-living bump in their pay.
State employees can only carry up to 480 hours of
annual leave each year. Some agencies require that
anything above that amount be used up monthly
while others require it be used by Dec. 31. Given the
high workloads and staff shortages, many employ-
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ees aren’t being allowed to use their annual leave so
they’re going over the limit and losing their hardearned vacation time.
Currently, state employees only get paid for their
annual leave when they quit or retire.
My colleagues were confused and voted against
the bill arguing it’ll have a fiscal impact. But both
the Office of Management and Enterprise Services
[OMES] and OPEA verified that HB 1953 has no revenue impact because agencies are legally required
to budget for these funds. They must be prepared to
pay an employee for their annual leave at any point
should they quit or retire.
Opponents also didn’t understand how it could
save agencies money. Again, OMES and OPEA verified that it could provide some cost savings. It’s
cheaper to pay for portions of someone’s annual
leave periodically throughout their career when their
salary is lower than waiting until the end of their
career when their salary is the highest.
This is also a matter of basic decency – these people have earned this time and it’s just being stolen
from them. Our state employees deserve better.
Shawnee Republican Ron Sharp represents District
17 in the Oklahoma Senate.

Forever Tilting
Scales Of Justice
BY ARNOLD HAMILTON

C

orporatists working to permanently tilt the
scales of justice in their favor won a major
victory recently when Gov. Kevin Stitt signed
HB 2366 into law.
The measure upends a more than half-century system that spread Supreme Court seats into nine districts across the state – a means of helping balance
rural-urban-suburban interests.
At an April 25 bill signing ceremony, Stitt noted
that “judicial reform was something that they’ve been
trying for a long time.” The governor didn’t identify
“they” – but he didn’t really have to.
It’s clear “they” are Oklahoma’s deepest pockets,
long displeased they could not permanently bend the
state’s appellate jurists to their will – an independent
judiciary too often hazardous to the corporate bottom line.
“They” were primary bankrollers of the 2010 Republican takeover of the state Legislature – investments that paid off the very next spring when the new
GOP majority capped noneconomic awards, such as
pain and suffering, at $350,000.
So it’s probably no coincidence Stitt’s signing of HB
2366 came just two days after justices declared the
2011 cap unconstitutional. Hell hath no fury like an
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energy baron scorned?
To fully understand why HB 2366 is bad public policy, let’s first review Oklahoma judicial history: More
than a half century ago, the state Supreme Court was
rocked by a bribery scandal. The skullduggery led to
an overhaul in the way appellate judges are selected
and retained.
The replacement system worked. Oklahoma endured other public corruption scandals, from the
Corporation Commission to county commissioners,
but the state’s high courts operate above reproach.
So why, then, was the Oklahoma Legislature hellbent on fixing a system that wasn’t broken?
Change agents – led by the likes of the State Chamber and the Oklahoma Council of Public Affairs – insist it was a simple matter of demographics: With
rural areas depopulating and urban centers growing,
it was increasingly difficult to find enough qualified
applicants to fill appellate court vacancies in some
districts as currently configured.
Their solution was to link appeals court districts
to the state’s five congressional boundaries that lawmakers redraw after every decennial census.
That would seem no big deal for the five-member
Court of Criminal Appeals, but what about the ninemember Supreme Court? The legislation would create a hybrid system in which a justice would be chosen from each of the five congressional districts and
four more would be selected at-large.
This may seem inside baseball, but it’s not. It’s potentially a seismic shift in judicial system fairness
and equality – from the powerless to the powerful.
Here’s why: Any time lawmakers want to upend
a system that’s working, it’s important to consider
which special interests are pushing for change and
why. [Spoiler alert: it’s most often about money or
financial advantage.]
In this case, oil and gas lobbyists feverishly worked
the Capitol’s marbled halls, pushing it through its final legislative hurdle in the full Senate then on to
Stitt’s desk where he seems poised to sign anything
the Koch Brothers’ OCPA recommends.
How will HB 2366 becoming law help the carbon
companies? First, at-large Supreme Court appointments would be more likely, statistically speaking,
to come from the state’s two major population centers. Second, the at-large applicant pool undoubtedly
would include more oil- and gas-connected candidates, given the sheer volume of industry-affiliated
lawyers in Oklahoma City and Tulsa.
Thus, it’s no stretch to imagine future Supreme
Courts with just enough fossil fuel-linked members
to swing cases toward corporate interests, whether in
matters of worker safety or when drinking water gets
fouled or farmland contaminated.
As Democratic Rep. David Perryman, a Chickasha
attorney, put it, “The intent is to stack the court” to
be more “business friendly.”
The publicly-stated reason for change – a dearth of
qualified applicants in some rural Supreme Court dis-

tricts – is specious. Appellate judges, after all, tend to
be lower-court judges first. Why? Because the appellate judge’s job, in effect, is to judge the trial court
judge’s performance – not retry the case.
As a result, the overall number of lawyers in a judicial district matters less than the number of trial
judges. And there are more than enough trial judges
in each district to provide a solid pool of higher court
candidates for the Judicial Nominating Commission
and the governor to consider.
Bottom line: HB 2366 didn’t “fix” a broken system.
It “fixed” the system.

State: Native
Grads May Display
Eagle Feathers
BY BILL JOHN BAKER

H

igh school graduation ceremonies across
Oklahoma will soon take place. Graduation
from high school is an especially significant occasion for Cherokee students and

families.
We are thankful that Oklahoma Attorney General
Mike Hunter weighed in last year and laid out the
state’s protection of Native American students’ right
to display eagle feathers in their graduation ceremonies.
In a letter, he wrote: “It is my duty both to protect
the rights of Oklahoma citizens as provided for by
law and to advise that the Oklahoma Religious Freedom Act generally requires public schools to permit
Cherokee students to engage in the spiritual practice
of wearing eagle feathers to important events, such
as graduations, even if this requires a religious exemption to an otherwise generally applicable rule.
Accordingly, I urge the board to adopt or revise its
policies to permit these religious practices at graduation.”
It hasn’t always been this way.
The precedent was established last fall for a Cherokee family within the Vian School District in northeast Oklahoma. We hope this sets the standard for all
other school districts in Oklahoma to follow.
Tribal nations in Oklahoma and across the country
have long viewed eagles and eagle feathers as sacred
elements to religious and cultural traditions, and federal law and policy has recognized the religious significance of eagle feathers to Native peoples.
Feathers are gifted to mark significant personal
achievement, for leadership or academic accomplishment, as a sign of maturity and to signify an impor-

tant achievement in an educational journey. It is done
to honor the graduate and his or her family, the community and the tribe. Culturally, receiving an eagle
feather in recognition of high school graduation can
be just as significant as earning the diploma itself.
Cherokees graduating high school can now enjoy
the spiritual freedom to show who they are at this
critical juncture in their life, a time appropriately
marked with pride. The eagle feather is a powerful
symbol that represents trust, honor, strength, wisdom, power and freedom. It is an object that is deeply
revered and a sign of the highest honor.
We value General Hunter’s partnership and support. A cooperative relationship between Cherokee
Nation’s attorney general’s office and the Oklahoma
office of the attorney general ensures we are creating
a better future for all Oklahomans. It is our hope that
we continue to collaborate on our common goal of
improving the lives of all citizens, Cherokee and nonCherokee alike.
Today, through General Hunter’s support, we also
have established the state of Oklahoma’s support.
No Native student should ever be barred from wearing eagle feathers or displaying their cultural pride at
graduation.
Bill John Baker is principal chief of the Cherokee Nation.

Creek County D’s
Award Scholarship
Rylee Treloar of Depew High School is 2019
winner of the Willene Wright Scholarship from
the Creek County Democrats.
The $1,000 scholarship, awarded annually,
honors the county party’s longtime chair who retired it 2013. Treloar was presented the scholarship at the Creek County Democrats’ April meeting at Freddie’s in Sapulpa.
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Will SQ 802 Finally Spur Legislative
Action On Medicaid Expansion?
BY ARNOLD HAMILTON

W

hen it comes to expanding Medicaid,
Oklahomans are speaking. Are the Legislature and governor listening?
Evidence mounts that even the most
casual voters now recognize what’s at stake: Oklahoma is forfeiting a 9-1 federal match that would bolster
health care for the working poor and save many rural
hospitals on the financial brink.
Moreover, the 9-1 match is actually a return on
tax dollars Oklahomans [begin ital]already sent to
Washington[end ital]. It’s true: Oklahoma-paid federal taxes are improving health care in three-dozen
other states while we scrape the bottom of the barrel
in nearly every health index.
“Every one of these 36 states knows a 9-1 federal
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match … is a great deal that is in their state’s best interest,” David Blatt, the Oklahoma Policy Institute executive director, told hundreds of Medicaid expansion
supporters, rallying in late April at the state Capitol.
“Oklahoma has waited far too long to get on board
with expansion – but better late than never.”
Evidence also grows that legislative leaders now
get it, too: They’ve worked for more than a year to
produce a politically face-saving plan to reverse nine
years of vocal opposition to Medicaid expansion –
mostly a political calculation aimed at exploiting
rank-and-file Sooner antipathy for former President
Barack Obama.
The problem is getting enough members of the Republican statehouse super-majority – and first-year

Gov. Kevin Stitt – to agree on a blueprint. Stitt waffled
on the issue – favoring it pre-session, now opposing
it. And too many GOP lawmakers still fear they can’t
sell it to hard-right voters that exercise out-size influence in typically low turnout primaries.
“It comes down to their voting base and about getting re-elected,” Republican Rep. Marcus McEntire of
Duncan told the expansion rally.
Both McEntire and Sen. Greg McCortney, R-Ada,
hint that progress has been made, though not necessarily enough to get a deal before session ends this
month.
Thus, Oklahoma – which already has forfeited an
estimated $4.5 billion in matching federal dollars
since the Obamacare expansion was enacted – stands
to lose hundreds of millions more before lawmakers
could act next year.
When it comes to politically contentious issues,
legislative hemming and hawing is hardly new, of
course. Nor is the fact that unelected Oklahomans
stand ready to take matters into their own hands.
On April 19, Medicaid expansion supporters filed
an initiative petition aimed at putting it to a vote of
the people. It’s a hard road, requiring the collection
of 178,000 valid signatures in just three months and
withstanding potential legal challenges. But it’s do-

able precisely because groups like Together Oklahoma, the League of Women Voters, Oklahoma Policy Institute and dozens of others have spent years
educating rank-and-file Sooners on the facts – and
countering political demagoguery that prevailed far
too long.
The timing of the initiative petition filing was no
doubt designed to give the Legislature an extra nudge
going into the session’s final weeks. Lawmakers do
not want a repeat of their medical marijuana experience. When they failed to act, rank-and-file Oklahomans circulated an initiative petition forcing a statewide vote. It was overwhelmingly approved and the
Legislature was forced to quickly develop a framework for its implementation.
In the case of the proposed SQ 802, voters would be
given the opportunity enshrine full Medicaid expansion in the state Constitution. The Legislature would
then be forced to play entirely federal rules. This
creates a strong incentive for lawmakers to come up
with an Oklahoma version that could still tap the 9-1
match but also meet federal muster.
Is it too late this session to succeed where lawmakers long have failed? No. As Oklahoma Hospital Association President Patti Davis put it, “If there’s a will,
there’s always a bill.”

Why Medicaid Expansion Matters
BY CARLY PUTNAM

S

tate leadership made waves in January when
both Gov. Kevin Stitt and Senate President
Pro Tem Greg Treat suggested they were in favor of accepting federal dollars to expand access to health coverage in Oklahoma. Although Stitt
later walked his comments back, many legislators
have said that they’re nonetheless still committed to
some form of expansion.
When a preliminary expansion bill, SB 605, cleared
the Senate Retirement and Insurance Committee
with unanimous support in February, it was the first
time in Oklahoma that any coverage expansion bill
had been heard in committee, let alone passed. That
bill didn’t advance in time for the next legislative
deadline, but lawmakers may yet craft and release an
expansion plan later this session.
When the Affordable Care Act [ACA] was originally
drafted, it was with the intent that nearly all low- and
moderate-income Americans would have some form
of access to health coverage. Federal premium subsidies and cost-sharing protections would make comprehensive care available for people above the poverty
line [$12,490 for a single person]. To cover people below the poverty level, the federal government offered
states huge infusions of new federal dollars to expand their Medicaid programs.

That’s not what happened. In 2012, the U.S. Supreme Court made Medicaid expansion optional for
states, and the result has been a patchwork of health
coverage across the U.S. To date, 37 states, including Washington, DC, have expanded access to care.
Fourteen, including Oklahoma, haven’t. As a result,
many low-income residents of those 14 states don’t
have health care, even though their counterparts in
the rest of the country do.
In Oklahoma, this means that more than 100,000
working-age adults are uninsured because the state
hasn’t yet expanded access to care. People in this
“coverage crater” typically don’t have options for
health care outside emergency departments and
charity clinics.
SoonerCare, Oklahoma’s Medicaid program, currently only covers parents if they are very low-income
[earning under $8,000 per year for a single parent
with one child]. SoonerCare doesn’t cover childless,
working-age adults without significant disabilities at
all.
But by accepting federal dollars to expand coverage for working-age adults up to 138% of the federal
poverty level, Oklahoma could ensure that more than
100,000 people could get the care they need.
It’s not just people made newly eligible for health
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coverage through expansion who would benefit. Although between 111,000 and 153,000 currently uninsured Oklahomans would gain access to health care if
the state were to expand coverage, those gains would
include people who are currently eligible for SoonerCare or Marketplace coverage but not enrolled.
According to one estimate, 233,000 Oklahomans
could be covered if the state expanded coverage. This
so-called “welcome mat effect” would even help drive
down Oklahoma’s child uninsured rate, which is
among the nation’s highest, as newly eligible parents
enroll themselves and their previously eligible chil-

dren in health coverage.
Ultimately, whatever plan Oklahoma develops needs
to be one that’s designed to maximize access to care
for the people who need it. Too many Oklahomans
don’t have consistent access to quality health coverage, but it doesn’t have to be this way. Oklahoma can
bring needed health coverage to the people who need
it.
To learn more and find ways to speak out on this
issue, you can go to https://coverok.org/.
Carly Putnam is policy director of Oklahoma Policy
Institute; www.okpolicy.org.

Medicaid Expansion Vital
For State’s ‘Most Vulnerable’
BY JOSEPH C. ALSAY
Good morning my fellow Oklahomans. May I say it
is an honor and a privilege to stand before this day,
and to be a part of what has the potential of being
a historic moment in our state’s history.
We have laid before us the unprecedented opportunity to make a difference in the lives of hundreds
of thousands of Oklahomans.
Indeed, we have the have moral obligation to
stand up and speak out in solidarity for those who
voices have not been otherwise heard.
As a leader in a faith community of our great
state, it is incumbent upon me to make sure that
my voice is heard and to offer a prophetic challenge
to those of high and low estate. I am burdened with
the responsibility to look out for those who others
may consider the least, the lost, the left-behind, the
lonely, and the last.
Indeed, the Hebrew scriptures remind me in the
book of Deuteronomy 15: 7-8 and 10-11: “If there
is among you anyone in need, a member of your
community in any of your towns within the land
that the LORD your God is giving you, do not be
hard-hearted or tight-fisted towards your needy
neighbour. You should rather open your hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need, whatever it
may be. Give liberally and be ungrudging when you
do so, for on this account the LORD your God will
bless you in all your work and in all that you undertake. Since there will never cease to be some in
need on the earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open
your hand to the poor and needy neighbour in your
land.’”
Last week, I was listening to NPR and I heard an
interview with patient advocate Gail Devore, who
testified before the members of the Energy and
Commerce Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations. She has been battling diabetes for some 47
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years and her medicine cost $1,400 a month.
Fortunately, her insurance covered the vast majority of the costs. But it didn’t cover the cost of
her second fast-acting insulin which she needed to
use from time to time. In fact, she had to dilute her
medicine just to get by.
But what about those who don’t have or can’t afford insurance?
What happens to them?
A story was recounted on NPR by the mother of
one man in Minnesota who had to ration his insulin
because the $1,300 a month bill was too much to
bear. Thus, because he was not able to adequately
medicate himself, he ultimately died. Although insulin has been around for more than a century, the
cost of insulin has skyrocketed to 10 times higher
than it was 20 years ago.
A study at Yale found out that about a quarter of
the people with diabetes skip doses to save money.
Dr. Kasia Lipska, an endocrinologist and assistant
professor at Yale, noted that when patients don’t
maintain good control of their blood sugar they run
the risk of amputations, blindness, and other complications. Many times, these tragic stories can be
diverted or prevented with adequate health care
coverage.
I don’t know if you know it, but more than
100,000 Oklahomans don’t have access to quality,
affordable health care because the Legislature has
not acted to expand access to health coverage. This
means they cannot see a doctor, fill a prescription,
or effectively manage chronic conditions like diabetes. That’s just one aliment that plagues our great
state.
The utterly appalling fact is that most of those
without care are low-income working adults, from
young adults to those nearing retirement age.

Father Joseph C. Alsay,
below, exhorts hundreds
attending the #CoverOK
Medicaid expansion rally
to help “make a difference
in the lives of hundreds of
thousands of Oklahomans.”

I don’t know about you, but I have to believe that
a lot of Oklahomans are sick and tired of being sick
and tired.
To date, 37 states [including the District of Columbia] have accepted federal funding to expand
coverage. In those states, uninsured rates have
dropped, families report greater financial stability,
and people who get coverage through expansion
say it’s easier to get and hold a job.
You may ask, “What good would this expansion
do?” Well, for starters, it would help those who are
among our most vulnerable in our community – the
children. Oklahoma’s child uninsured rate is among
the highest in the nation.
That’s a sin and shame. But the states that have

expanded coverage have seen their child uninsured
rate drop, when parents learn that they can enroll
their children as well as themselves.
But I believe today is a new day. A day in which
the gray clouds of apathy will part and roll away to
allow the bright light of God’s justice to shine. Only
then will we have the potential to walk into a bright
horizon with the hope of a healthier tomorrow and a
better Oklahoma.
The Rev. Joseph C. Alsay serves as Rector of St.
Augustine of Canterbury Episcopal Church in Oklahoma City. He delivered these remarks to several
hundred gathered April 24 at the state Capitol for
the #CoverOK rally for Medicaid expansion.
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This month ...

On The Web

Catch Observer Editor Arnold Hamilton’s
wide-ranging interview with new Oklahoma
Education Association Executive Director
Jim Keith. Here’s a sampling of the conversation …
On the share of the state budget going to
public education:
“Frankly Oklahoma’s far less percentagewise than most of our other states when
you compare the amount of resources and
revenue that you give to education. … We’re
definitely floating below, certainly by the
national average, but also the regional aver- https://okobserver.org/a-conversation-with-jim-keith/
age.”
On whether another teacher walkout is possible:
“No teacher is ever dying to walk out … These teachOn policymakers’ biggest misconceptions about
ers are completely committed to Oklahoma children.
public education:
“[Some lawmakers] view vouchers as ways to keep Quite frankly, they’re pretty miserable when they’re
public school alive. But all it does is take additional not at work. They want to be at work, teaching.
“Teachers and education support personnel don’t
revenue out of the public school system.
“There is no additional revenue coming in to com- walk out. Legislators walk us out.
“It’s the inaction that causes the walkout and not
pensate for that with continual tax credits … This
$574 million that came in this year isn’t going to hap- just teachers and educators deciding they want to
walk out.”
pen every single year.”

Who Will Save Us?

BY MARK Y.A. DAVIES

Corporations are not going to save us. Politicians are not going to save us. Judges are not
going to save us. Philanthropists are not going
to save us. Preachers are not going to save us.
Scientists are not going to save us. Celebrities
are not going to save us. Universities are not
going to save us. Technology alone is not going
to save us. The hand of God is not going to save
us.
We are the only people who are going to save
us from the climate chaos we are creating, and
by we I mean a mass movement of revolutionary proportions for systemic transformation that
will radically alter our relations to each other
and the planet and lead us to forever see nature
as our community rather than simply a commodity to exploit.
Our climate scientists are warning us that the
next 10 years are our last opportunity to avoid
the worst of the worst case scenarios in relation
to climate change. Let’s not be the worst generation that lets a livable climate slip through
our fingers.
May the powerful forces of love, empathy, and
justice create in us a new heart that will not
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allow us to sit idly by while we hurl ourselves
towards a future of horrific suffering in an unlivable climate.
We have it in us to do this, but will we find
the courage and the spirit to give our lives for
the very life of human civilization itself and the
wellbeing of all life? What will motivate us to
finally respond to the greatest existential threat
to ever face humanity and our ecological community?
It is going to take more than changing out
light bulbs, carpooling, and programming the
thermostat. It will require a revolution of agriculture, transportation, energy, and industry. It
will require a transformation of our economic
and political systems to make right all that we
have done wrong to our one world house over
the past three centuries, and we must be willing to give our whole lives to this effort so that
our earth might flourish and humanity might not
perish. Only we can save us.
Mark Y.A. Davies is the Wimberly Professor of
Social and Ecological Ethics and director of the
World House Institute for Social and Ecological
Responsibility at Oklahoma City University.

It’s Easy To Be A ...

CHANGE AGENT
MyChange is a new app that makes
it easier than ever to support your
favorite progressive organizations –
like The Oklahoma Observer.
Every time you use your linked debit
or credit card, MyChange rounds up
your transaction to the next dollar and
steers the difference to the Oklahoma
Observer Democracy Foundation.
Spend $4.70 on a latte? The Observer
Foundation receives 30 cents. It’s that
simple.
With just a few easy steps, you can dedicate your spare change to the
Observer Foundation, a 501(c)(3) non-profit whose mission is to help create
a better, more informed Oklahoma. It’s a tax-deductible gift that supports
independent, hard-hitting journalism and commentary, an antidote to the
state’s lockstep rightwing mainstream media.
To sign up, visit mychange.com/okobserver
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Legislature’s Power To Keep Secrets
Keeps Oklahomans In The Dark
BY JOHN WOOD

A

Second In A Series
top the Oklahoma Capitol dome stands the
Guardian, a 17-foot, 6,000-pound bronze
statue of an American Indian warrior with
shield and lance in hand. The working oil
rig fenced in a nearby parking lot is not likely lost on
his gaze. While some, tongue in cheek, say, “He’s got
his weary eyes on Texas,” others say the Guardian reflects Oklahoma’s heritage, according to its creator,
former state Sen. Enoch Kelly Haney.
The state Capitol is dubbed, not unlike all other
state legislature buildings, as the “people’s house.” It
might by all appearances seem “open” to the public,
but in reality, only so much.
For more than a decade, I’ve brought my students
to tour the Oklahoma State Capitol. It’s worth it despite its noisy, confusing maze of a building with
constituents, legislators, and lobbyists roving, albeit
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in the palatial granite halls accented with Indiana
limestone. My students, in “ahhhh” with their surroundings, would visit their Legislature – sometimes
eagerly, other times bewilderingly viewing floor action from the gallery. We would then take a frameable
grand staircase picture of students posing with area
legislators.
Walking these beautiful halls belie the fact that
while we can explore the Capitol’s historic hallways
and watch legislators’ debate from the gallery, we
can’t take photos of the floor. It’s important that we
can speak to our legislators one-on-one or in a group,
but that is only if they can find time for us competing
with corporate lobbyists hanging perpetually outside
both chamber’s floors. We are not even privy to their
caucus and committee meetings where the real dealmaking happens. What deals where made?
We are likewise limited in our ability to learn about

legislator financial information – an essential tool
when trying to get to the bottom of potential conflicts
of interest that could arise. Why the secrecy?
The fact is that after two years, on a larger scale,
it should not be lost on us that we still do not have
IRS tax records for our president. It makes me think,
“What are you trying to hide?”
Shining light on our government is one way to do
this – through ensuring and facilitating the public’s
right of access to and review of public records. Lest
we forget they are the People’s records. In this way,
they may be empowered to efficiently and intelligently exercise their inherent rights.
Chances are that anytime you watch or read an expose in the news, it is likely made possible – in part,
if not wholly – by reporters armed with the Freedom
of Information Act [FOIA].
Example: the Bush Administration’s Iraq torture
policy was revealed through an American Civil Liberties Union FOIA request. Closer to home was former
Gov. Mary Fallin’s foot-dragging when it came to disclosing emails and other documents that revealed her
handling – or mishandling – of capital punishment.
The Flint water crisis and the uproar over delayed
veterans benefits also were first reported because of
FOIA.
What’s common among these stories is that the
People’s access to information is obstructed to the
point where in limiting access, we no longer can
make sense of the dizzying world around us. If the
Capitol is truly the People’s House, then we need information about legislative decision making.

BRINGING THE SUNSHINE
As an educator, I often think about Jefferson’s
quote: “Whenever the people are well-informed, they
can be trusted with their own government.” Trust and
knowledge in balance. In other words, free government relies on enlightened citizen self-governance,
best achieved over generations through education
and government transparency. Jefferson’s ideas resonate today.
Joe Wertz, who is the senior investigative reporter
at the Center for Public Integrity and past president
of Freedom of Information Oklahoma, told me: “Open
records and meetings laws are essential to preserving
and promoting the public’s right to know what their
government is doing and evaluate how well our representatives are serving that trust.”
Lack of trust can lead to calls for greater transparency.
Public Administration Professor Alasdair Roberts
claims the Public Right to Know movement originated in response to New Deal reforms and people’s fear
of “Big Government.” On top of it, George Orwell’s fiction novel 1984 stoked people’s imagination.
So, it was not surprising to find then that the American Society of News Editors published The People’s
Right to Know soon after. It was a significant, but underrated historical moment. After all, it was the first
“scholarly, legally documented presentation on the

subject,” calling for freedom of information in the
United States. Three years later, the Columbia University Press gave these sunshine laws more legitimacy and wider dissemination.
In response to this Right to Know movement’s spotlight, President Johnson in 1966 enacted the Freedom of Information Act, despite misgivings. The Watergate scandal further triggered amendments eight
years later – though Congress had to override President Ford’s veto to enact them. Soon after Ralph Nader criticized the lack of federal implementation of the
law.
Two years later, a legislatively-referred constitutional state question – the Oklahoma Legislative Conflict of Interest Amendment – was approved by voters.
It prohibited legislators from “engaging in activities
or having interests which conflicted with their duties
and responsibilities.” It’s hard to ensure legislator
accountability without empowering citizens through
transparency laws, given a prevailing environment of
secrecy, where conflicts of interest are easily hidden.
Nine years later, the Oklahoma Open Meeting Act,
also known as “Oklahoma’s Sunshine Laws,” was
signed into law by former Gov. David Boren, but excluded legislators and a few other state agencies – including the judiciary – because they were not considered a “public body,” according to Oklahoma Statute
Title 51, Section 24a.3(2).
Because of this exception, Oklahoma remains one
of only eight states in which legislators explicitly exempt themselves from the people’s right to know.
Unfortunately, the attitude at the state Capitol has
largely been one of indifference. Legislators possess
the power to end the exemption, yet are clearly reluctant to act. For example, Oklahoma’s Legislature
consistently beat back efforts to open up current
closed meetings legislation – whether proposed by
Democrats like Chickasha Rep. David Perryman or
Republicans like former Rep. Jason Murphey. I guess
you might not be surprised then that in the 2015’s
Center for Public Integrity report, it states Oklahoma
deserved an “F” in transparency and accountability?
It also seems unfair that local officials have to abide
by Sunshine Laws – why would legislators be an exception? Former Norman Mayor Cindy Simon Rosenthal told me “I certainly think the public would benefit from more openness at the Capitol.”
In my time on Guthrie’s City Council, I remember
the city manager telling me I had to locate and provide all my emails involving another council member
in order to fulfill an FOIA request. Such requests are
not fun or easy, but important for transparency and
accountability on council. We also had to abide by
open meetings act requirements for all meetings.
I’m amazed that as a council member I could represent 10,000-plus lives and influence a multi-milliondollar budget – all subject to sunshine laws – while
state lawmakers who can affect billions of dollars and
four million-plus lives can operate in relative secrecy,
CONTINUED ON PAGE 42
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First-day coverage of the Mueller Report vivdly illustrates the plight of modern print
journalism. The nation’s best funded and staffed newspapers produced serious, indepth coverage that helped readers better understand and contextualize the findings.
Oklahoma’s largest major dailies – saddled with shoestring budgets and absentee
owners – offered the bare minimum, an all too common occurrence these days.
What is the cost to civic understanding of America’s ...

VANISHING WATCHDOGS
BY KEN NEAL

I

t’s no secret that newspapers are struggling but
when you see their actual numerical decline, it
is a jolt.
Alan Greenblatt of Governing Magazine provided the most recent dismal picture of the sad state of
the American Press, without doubt the finest in the
world.
Greenblatt used data compiled by the Pew Research
Center to show that between 2008 and 2017 newsroom employment dropped 23%. He noted that more
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than 2,000 media jobs have been lost this year.
Earlier, the Tulsa World’s Ginnie Graham told us
that the University of North Carolina has found that
20% of all metro and community newspapers have
gone out of business or merged.
The researchers had an apt description for the hundreds of newspapers that have been drastically reduced: “Ghost” Newspapers.
Graham reports that the number of Oklahoma newspapers has declined 20% and total circulation has

fallen 31%. Twenty-one counties have only a weekly
and nine counties have one daily.
I don’t know how many newspapers there once
were in Oklahoma, but I know that a local newspaper
thrived in most counties, even the sparsely populated
ones.
Goldblatt and Graham make the obvious points that
I want to emphasize. Many, if not most of the “ghost”
newspapers no longer have reporters on “beats” like
City Hall and the state and federal courthouses.
Having covered all these beats in the stone age, I
want to testify: Newspapers play a part in keeping
your elected officials honest.
Before the Tulsa Tribune went out of business in
1992, there were often three reporters competing
for stories at the courthouse and at least two, often
three, at City Hall.
Quite honestly, we probably hounded elected officials too much, if such is possible.
I vividly remember my Tribune opposition at the
Tulsa Courthouse: The redoubtable J. Bob Lucas
haunted county government and Tom Bevier, who
earned the nickname, “Beaver” because he was such
an energetic reporter, was a bearcat on the courts.
Too often, I had to admit to the city editor that they
had “scooped” me.
Some of us are old enough to remember the wholesale County Commissioner scandal of the early
1980s, in which more than 200 commissioners and
suppliers were convicted of kickback schemes.
I claim, immodestly, that the presence of bird dog
reporters helped keep Tulsa from having a single conviction. I do believe Tulsa has had a series of remarkable county officials.
But remember that we have the same 1907 form
of county government that lends itself to such mischief and remember that none of the people who were
caught up in the scandal are around. It could happen
all over again.
You might wonder about television. We considered
television a competitor at first but grew to be partners in the news gathering. Newspaper reporters
were at the job full time and the TV guys had to cover
the whole town, so it was natural that we “caught up”
television guys like Jack Morris, my great friend, and
others.
Television has matured so that its reporters do
great work, but most local television newsrooms are
understaffed and follow only the “top” stories.
Nationally, consider how often the television folks
report what the New York Times has produced or the
Washington Post or the Wall Street Journal.
By the way, the Mueller Report has confirmed the
extensive newspaper reportage of the missteps of the
Trump Administration, another testimony of the value of newspapers.
Many newspapers in major cities are “ghosts.”
Greenblatt reported that the Cleveland Plain Dealer
had a staff of 340 in 2000 is now down to 33! Cleveland is about the size of Tulsa.

He mentioned major regional newspapers like the
Charlotte Observer, the Wichita Eagle, the Denver
Post and San Jose Mercury News have shed 80% to
90% of their reporting and editing staffs. I suspect
the Tulsa World could have been included in the list.
In the old days, it was nothing to be asked to leave
public meetings. Of course, we had a good story in
being kicked out of meeting in which the public was
interested.
It is not an overstatement to say that the mere presence of a reporter in a public meeting has an effect
on the utterances of both elected officials and the
public.
We are in the process of losing the very thing that
our government needs: An informed public. Russia is
taking full advantage of the uneducated voter, largely
responsible for the disaster of the Trump election.
Sadly, the “media,” including newspapers, are greatly
mistrusted by many.
Newspaper reporters were never popular, perhaps
because we are always nosing into things and asking
embarrassing questions.
The New York Times, in my opinion, is hands-down
the finest newspaper in the world. Yet Trump, in his
stupendous ignorance, regularly lambasts it as fake
news and the “failing” New York Times. He uses the
unpopularity of the media as a whipping boy, regularly trying to “kill the messenger.”
But think back and look at the Mueller report: The
Times reporting of the Trump disaster has been spot
on, revealing him to be an egotistic, narcissistic,
megalomaniac with little knowledge of or care for the
United States.
Imagine a Trump Administration without the Times,
the Post, or the Journal. Or imagine state government without a feisty little paper like The Oklahoma
Observer.
It’s scary.
Ken Neal is former editorial page editor of the Tulsa
World.
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Kiamichi Battle Highlights
Need To Overhaul State Water Law
BY MIKE W. RAY

A

trial date for considering a petition to overturn a permit that would allow Oklahoma
City to siphon almost 37.5 billion gallons of
water from the Kiamichi River Basin may be
set at a May 9 hearing in Pushmataha County District
Court in Antlers.
Norman attorney Kevin Kemper, who represents the
petitioners, said that because of scheduling conflicts
he will ask District Judge Michael DeBerry to set a
trial date later this year, perhaps in August, September or October. The case, Kemper said, will be tried
before a judge, not a jury.
Kemper filed the lawsuit Nov. 17, 2017 against the
City of Oklahoma City [OKC] and the Oklahoma Water
Resources Board [OWRB] on behalf of seven individuals who own land or businesses along the river.
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The complainants are Dale Jackson of Clayton; Larinda McClellan of Finley; Justin Jackson of Tuskahoma; Debbie Leo, d/b/a Miller Lake Retreat, Moyers;
Dr. Kenneth Roberts of Claremore, a Tulsa University professor who owns property, including a cabin,
along the river; Walter Myrl Redman, Antlers; and the
Louise A. Redman Trust, which has land that borders
the river.

WHAT TRIAL TO DECIDE
On Oct. 10, 2017, the OWRB approved a water-use
permit that authorizes OKC to suck up to 115,000
acre-feet of water each year from the Kiamichi River
and Sardis Lake, which is an impoundment of Jackfork Creek, a tributary of the river. [An acre-foot is
equivalent to 325,851 gallons, enough water to inundate one acre of land to a depth of one foot.]

In its “brief in chief” filed on Jan. 17, 2019, the
petitioners asked the Pushmataha County court to
“overturn and deny” the permit or to remand the case
back to the OWRB for “a further hearing with more
evidence.”
OKC and the OWRB both responded on Mar. 18 that
the city’s water request is reasonable and that the
state board complied with state law when it approved
the permit.
In the petitioners’ “combined reply” dated Apr. 15,
Kemper wrote that the legal briefs filed by each party
and the evidence compiled in the case raise “essential factual and legal questions that must be resolved
at a trial for judicial review” of OKC’s water-use permit issued by the OWRB.

NEED VS. PROFIT
A critical issue to be resolved, Kemper suggested,
is how much water OKC actually needs “or simply
wants for its own profit.” OKC is a regional water supplier, “which raises questions about its motivations
for securing cheap and cleaner water from southeastern Oklahoma without appropriate involvement
by southeastern Oklahoma in that process,” Kemper
asserted.
OKC is a water retailer and wholesaler that draws
water from six reservoirs: lakes Overholser, Hefner
and Draper in OKC, Atoka and McGee Creek lakes
in Atoka County, and Canton Lake in northwestern
Oklahoma.
The Oklahoma City Water Utilities Trust [OCWUT]
supplies treated water to OKC, The Village, Warr
Acres, Blanchard, Cashion, Newcastle, Purcell and
Tuttle.
The OCWUT “anticipates additional demand” for
treated water from nine regional cities and water providers “to meet some of their future growth needs
and to replace a portion of their current supplies” because of “increasingly stringent federal water quality
standards.” Those entities include the Central Oklahoma Water Resources Authority, Chickasha, Del
City, Edmond, Midwest City, Moore, Norman, Seminole and Shawnee.
Scientists predict that drought will become more
frequent, “so I understand why Oklahoma City wants
access to water sources,” Kemper said. “But OKC
wants to be a power broker and supply water to all of
these municipalities.”
Furthermore, despite denials from OKC leaders, “I
would not be surprised if Oklahoma City would profit
by selling water to Texas, should it become legal,” he
said. The Oklahoma Legislature imposed a ban on the
out-of-state sale or exportation of water, and the U.S.
Supreme Court unanimously upheld the ban on June
13, 2013 in a lawsuit brought by the Tarrant Regional
Water District, which wanted to buy 150 billion gallons of Oklahoma stream water per year.
“You can’t tell me that Oklahoma City doesn’t make
a profit from water sales,” Kemper said. OKC sees water as a commodity to be sold to generate a profit,
“but I view water as a human right, not an economic

resource,” he said. “The commoditization of water is
repugnant to me.”

NEARBY LAND OWNERS EXCLUDED
Kemper said he believes that “better science and
more effective communication” would have resulted
in a decision “where everybody could have benefited.” OKC and the rest of the state, too, “could have
benefited from the river without hurting southeastern Oklahoma,” he said. But southeastern Oklahoma
property owners “did not have representation nor a
voice in the process” that resulted in OWRB approval
of the stream water permit.
OWRB Hearing Examiner Lyn Martin-Diehl excluded 78 individuals and entities “who otherwise should
have had standing” to protest Oklahoma City’s application, Kemper pointed out. Consequently, what
began as 85 protesters against Oklahoma City’s water-use permit application was winnowed to the seven plaintiffs allowed to testify during Martin-Diehl’s
administrative hearing in Oklahoma City in August
2017.

DECADES-OLD DATA
In his “brief in chief” filed Jan. 17, 2019 in support
of his lawsuit, Kemper was critical of “the Kiamichi
Model” that the OWRB relied on when evaluating and
approving OKC’s stream water permit.
In its 61-page response to Kemper’s legal brief, OKC
wrote that the Kiamichi Model is “dynamic hydrology
model software” created by CDM Smith, an engineering firm. The Kiamichi Model incorporates [1] U.S.
Geological Survey hydrological data, including flow
records from “the historical Belzoni gauge” that was
located downstream from Moyers Crossing but later
was inundated by Hugo Lake, [2] basin precipitation
runoff, and [3] evaporation from Sardis Lake and offsetting precipitation on the reservoir.
The Belzoni gauge was employed for the critical
variable of flow data “because it provided 45 years
of varying historical data between 1926 and 1971,”
predating construction of Sardis Lake and showing
“how the Kiamichi River basin existed under natural
stream conditions,” Oklahoma City reported.
Kemper observed that data for the Kiamichi Model
was collected “well before Sardis Lake was built and
started to affect the data downstream.” Thus, the
most recent data used to justify approval of a stream
water permit for OKC is nearly 50 years old. Kemper
contends that the Kiamichi Model should have been
developed with data collected “within five years” of
the OWRB decision in October 2017.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS MISSING
The Oklahoma Supreme Court “mandates the consideration of environmental factors when the OWRB
considers a permit application,” Kemper wrote in his
brief in chief. The OWRB and OKC, though, argued
that Kemper misinterpreted state statutes.
Oklahoma stream water law “sets out four elements
that must be satisfied” for the OWRB to approve an
application to take and use stream water:
• Unappropriated water must be available in the
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amount requested.
• The applicant must have a present or future need
for the water.
• The applicant intends to put the water to beneficial use.
• The proposed use does not interfere with domestic or existing appropriated uses.
Environmental impacts “are not a statutory element to be considered” by the Water Resources Board
when approving an application, the agency asserted.

‘BENEFICIAL USES’
The OWRB did not give “sufficient attention” to
environmental concerns and the issue of beneficial
use of the water in southeastern Oklahoma, Kemper
maintains.
The river begins in eastern LeFlore County – its
headwaters are in the Ouachita Mountains near the
Oklahoma/Arkansas state line – and flows in a southsoutheasterly direction to its confluence with the
Red River below Hugo Lake.
The Kiamichi is a major economic development
engine in southeastern Oklahoma. Along its 170mile meandering route the river attracts visitors and
sportsmen to cabins and campgrounds. The river is
popular with hunters and anglers, canoeists and kayakers and rafters, urban dwellers seeking some quiet
solitude, a place to commune with nature and to relax after a hectic work week. It attracts many visitors
from Oklahoma and north Texas.
Yet OKC claimed the petitioners were wrong when
they asserted that environmental factors such as aesthetic value, aquatic wildlife, and tourism constitute
“beneficial uses” of water in the Kiamichi River and
Sardis Lake. In this case, OKC declared, beneficial
use considerations “primarily arise in determining
whether the City intends to put the water to beneficial use” – in other words, its beneficial use to OKC
but not to southeastern Oklahoma.

FEDERAL ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTIONS
Further, OKC argued that ensuring adequate in-

28 • MAY 2019

stream flow to support mussels in the Kiamichi was
“irrelevant” because Oklahoma’s statutory requirements for approval of a stream water application “do
not include consideration of the potential environmental effects of a proposed permit” on streams such
as the Kiamichi River “that have not been designated
as a ‘scenic river area’ or ‘Outstanding Resource Waters.’”
Two species of mussels in the Kiamichi are federally designated endangered species, and a third endangered species has been reported to inhabit the river
but its current status there is uncertain.
A Tulsa attorney, David Page, has challenged OKC’s
claim that the issue of potentially adversely affecting an endangered species is “irrelevant.” He filed a
lawsuit in Muskogee’s Eastern District Federal Court
on Apr. 4, claiming the stream water permit the Water Resources Board issued to OKC would violate the
federal Endangered Species Act.
Asked recently about the status of that suit, Page
said he was “serving the defendants with the complaint.”

BIG CITY SNOBBERY?
“There’s a feeling that Oklahoma City and Tulsa
look down on rural Oklahoma, and that rural Oklahoma is not adequately represented” when big decisions are made, Kemper said. “James Madison referred to it as the ‘tyranny of the majority.’”
Rural Oklahoma “tends to be ignored,” Kemper
said, and the residents of southeastern Oklahoma
are “tired of being pushed around by ‘the big kids on
the block.’”

WATER LAW OVERHAUL OVERDUE
Kemper contends Oklahoma’s water law should be
“overhauled.”
“The underlying problem is how Oklahoma water
law has been built over the years,” he said. “It has a
leaky foundation.”
Oklahoma has a “hybrid” water law that combines a
“prior appropriation right: first-in-time,” as well as a
“riparian right: the right of proximity,” he said. Oklahoma water law is “convoluted, at best.”
In the wake of the Kiamichi/Sardis litigation, “The
best minds of Oklahoma need to get together and perform a complete overhaul of this state’s water law.”
Oklahomans ought to “work together” on this issue
to ensure that there is “plenty of water for everybody
while respecting other people’s rights.”
Kemper says he earned his law degree and a PhD
from the University of Missouri-Columbia, a master’s
degree in energy and natural resources law from the
University of Oklahoma, and a master’s degree in indigenous peoples law and policy, with a concentration in environmental law, from the University of Arizona.
Mike W. Ray spent 45 years as a journalist on newspapers in Oklahoma and Texas, two years in public
relations with Southwestern Bell Telephone, plus 19
years as a media director at the Oklahoma House of
Representatives.

PUBLIC FORUM

How Life Experience Altered
Our Thinking On Abortion
BY FRANK SILOVSKY
Sometimes life experience substantially changes
prior “sacred values.”
Raised a devout Catholic I received a solid 17 years
of substantial Catholic teaching from the Franciscan, Benedictine and Jesuit orders. My fiance and
I quite often had weekday lunch together following a noon celebration of mass on my college campus. During our early years of marriage we knelt in
prayer at our bedside prior to sleep.
Drafted into the U.S. Army in 1965, the two of us
experienced the earliest beginning of significant
change in our values, not just in religion, but in
many other important aspects of life. For the first
time we were exposed to a wide variety of human
race, ethnicity and religion. Thus began a lifelong
journey of unending change for both of us.
Following my service we soon became parents of

two toddlers who required additional physical help.
A local religious organization offered a program of
in-house help with childcare whereby we provided
room and board to unwed mothers-to-be. Our firm
anti-abortion values buoyed our cooperation.
Seven years later our values had been drastically
changed largely by our experiences with these young
unwed mothers.
Initially, a school teacher needed escape from
the certain shame she anticipated from her distant
small-town neighbors. All went well until she requested a late-term, but ordinarily safe, “inducing”
to avoid unexpected family visitors who had been
kept deliberately unaware of her pregnancy. Tragedy
struck when the child unexpectedly died. The “secret” had been kept at the expense of a lost life. Pain
was shared by all of us privy to the circumstances.
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The unwed mother returned to her teaching job
doubtless changed forever by the tragedy. So were
we.
Our second unwed mother was all of 14 years old
who had already given birth to a daughter a year
earlier. Her father was suspected to be the father of
both the living child and the one gestating. These
circumstances were heartbreaking for my wife and
me. Nevertheless, we were certain that we could
provide love and care not otherwise available to her.
Her pregnancy developed normally. However, the
seeming unavoidable tragedy was that mother, toddler and newborn were returned to the home of the
father!
Four more mothers-to-be followed, three who
each gave up her child to adoption. Staying in touch
with two of the latter three kept us apprised of their
unhappiness related to not fully knowing the fate of
their progeny.
These experiences served to alter our opposition

to abortion. Indeed, we believed it is morally called
for under certain but often necessarily private circumstances. We were also forever changed in especially valuing sex education and birth control, two
subjects often tabooed [then, and sometimes even
now] by the Catholic church.
Age appropriate sex education is called for whenever education begins. Modern forms of birth control
must be made available to all sexually active people.
Abortion must be available to all who follow Roe v.
Wade.
A final admonition to all who deem themselves
“pro-life:” might you more appropriately be deemed
“pro-birth” given your frequent neglect of “born
children!” Opposing Medicaid, sparsely supporting
public education and ignoring the dire straits of too
many Americans condemned to the lower half of our
economic classes are just a few examples of “prolife” failure.
Frank Silovsky lives in Oklahoma City.

Trump’s Visit To McAllen, Texas
BY RICHARD E. HILBERT
You may wonder why Donald Trump spent so little
time in McAllen, TX recently and said so little about
his visit there or what he found out. Any resident
of the area knows the answer, but is not likely to
discuss it.
Here is the answer: The residents of the area do
not want a wall or anything else that might make it
difficult for migrants, mostly Mexicans, to enter the
U.S. as workers on the farms along the border. They
may not want migrants to wander around McAllen or
even on the highways in the area, but they definitely
do want them on the farms along the border.
The farms along the border from the Falcon Dam
southeast to McAllen involve land which is more
productive than any other in Texas. The climate
makes it possible to grow at least two and sometimes three crops a year. And water from the dam
means they do not have to rely on rainfall.
But for the land to be productive, farmers need
workers who are willing to do the hard work associated with farming and who are available in the right
numbers at the right time. Here is where the migrants enter the picture.
They seem to know when they are needed and in
the right numbers. As is well known, Americans are
simply not interested in and available for this kind
of work. I came to understand all this when I was doing research along the border in 1952.
I was part of a team of two professors and six
students. The research was financed by grant from
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the University of Texas and the Catholic Church. The
professors were Olen Leonard and Lyle Saunders,
both sociologists. The students came from a variety
of schools. I was from the University of New Mexico.
As I recall, we spent only six weeks there, but it
was intensive work and quite productive, by almost
any standards. The research goal was to estimate
as much as possible the percentage of workers on
farms in the Valley who were migrants, describe
their living conditions and note the extent to which
they had access to Catholic Church services and
priests.
My job was to get on as many farms as I could,
count the number of workers in each, note their
living conditions, and determine whether or not
they had access to a Catholic priest and/or Catholic
Church services. I was unusually successful at first
in getting on the farms and into the camps where
the workers lived. I accompanied a haberdasher from
McAllen who was permitted to go on the farms and
into their camps in the evening after the day’s work
was done to sell mainly items of clothing.
While he did his work, which was entertaining as
well profitable, I would count the number of workers
and note their living conditions. With respect to the
latter, they were primitive by almost any standards.
Mostly they bathed and washed their clothes in the
water used for irrigating the fields. Food, drinking
water and housing were provided by the farmers.
The owners of the farms had no objection to the
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efforts by the haberdasher to sell whatever items of
clothing the workers needed, but when one of them
found out that I was not his employee, but rather an
observer from the University of Texas, I was told at
the point of a shotgun to get off his property immediately, which I did, of course, even though I had to
walk almost a mile to get to a public highway.
The workers on one of the farms were housed in
structures the size of a pup tent, but better than
nothing at all. They did not appear unhappy with
their circumstances. Rather, they seemed well adjusted to them.
The report of our findings included a statement
that virtually none of the workers had access to a
Catholic priest, for regular services or for confessions. Archbishop Lucy, who apparently had something to do with the funding for our research, was
particularly upset with what we found out about
the living conditions of the migrants and said so at
a public meeting on the subject before we left for
our respective residences. The local newspapers
described us as “communists from the University of
Texas.”
What was the role of the Border Patrol agent in the
Lower Rio Grande Valley in 1952? Mainly, it was to
deport any migrants who strayed off a farm for any
reason.
Migrants were discouraged from wandering into
the local towns, when they were not working or
when their work on a particular farm was finished.
An agent would not pick up and deport a worker
who was observed irrigating a section of farmland.

“The work he is doing is too important to be interfered with,” I was told.
The relationship between the Border Patrol and
the citizens of the area was well understood by
everyone I had contact with and quite functional for
the economics of the region.
My conclusion was that the migrants pretty much
knew what they were permitted to do or not to do,
so that the Border Patrol Agents functioned mainly
to control those migrants who deviated from acceptable activity. And when migrants were caught doing
something that was not permitted, they were not
particularly upset by it, even if deported, because
they knew how to get back to a farm where they
worked.
Once when I was at the Border Patrol Station
where a busload of migrants was about to be deported, I waved to them and said “Hasta Manana,” to
which one of them replied “Hasta Noches.”
Finally, although what I have described was typical
of the situation in the Lower Rio Grande Valley in
1952, I suspect it has not changed that much since
then. There is no reason why it should and, from the
newspaper reports of Trump’s visit, I would say it
has not.
Finally, as noted above, you can be sure the farmers in the Valley are delighted that there was no
discussion of a wall, the importance of stemming
the flow of migrant workers or the undesirability of
their presence.
Dr. Richard E. Hilbert is a University of Oklahoma
professor emeritus who lives in Norman.
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Jim Hightower
As We Gape At Trump’s
Sideshow, Corporations
Are Picking Our Pockets
As America rapidly urbanized in the 1920s and
‘30s, nearly every burgeoning city gave rise to a
jumbled, boisterous side of town that lay somewhere
between exciting and dangerous. One such place in
my state, known as “Deep Ellum,” was a stretch of
Elm Street in East Dallas. A predominantly African
American community, it also hosted a freewheeling
mix of immigrant laborers, rural migrants, musicians, saloonkeepers, preachers, fortune-tellers and
assorted hustlers. It was both bedazzling and dicey
– the sort of place where the blues lay in wait for innocents. As a popular song of the day warned:
If you go down in Deep Ellum,
Keep your money in your shoes
Or you’ll go home
With the Deep Ellum blues.
Oh, sweet mama,
Your daddy’s got them Deep Ellum blues.
A 1937 article in a black weekly described it as a
rollicking scene “where business, religion, hoodooism, gambling, and stealing goes on at the same
time without friction.” The writer told about seeing a
Bible-thumping street preacher mesmerize a crowd
by prophesizing that “Jesus Christ would come to
Dallas in person in 1939.” As the evangelizer grew
louder, “a pickpocket was lifting a week’s wages
from another guy’s pocket, who stood with open
mouth to hear the prophecy.”
Some 80 years later, our whole country is living
through a reign of pure flimflam – one without any
of Deep Ellum’s sketchy charms. Our media, politics, government, public discourse and civic focus
have been captured by the mesmerizing sideshow of
AllThingsTrump – from the Putin bromance to the
Saudi bone-saw horror, from constant Cabinet chaos
to the caravan bugaboo, from his vanishing middleclass tax cut to his illusory wall, from peep-show
vulgarity to full-monty corruption ... and to the nonstop spectacles emanating from this White House.
As we gape 24/7 at the amazing ridiculousness of
The Donald, however, our pockets are being picked,
not by scammers who are barely getting by themselves but by wildly rich, greedy and powerful corporations.
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These members of the corporate elite in America
profess dismay at Trump’s ignorance, arrogance and
all-around awfulness, but they’re delighted to exploit
his power of distraction, which helps them grab
more power and wealth at the expense of you and
me.
They’ve known all along that Trump’s “drain the
swamp” campaign pledge was a cynical political slogan. After all, he is the scion of a New York real estate con artist, who followed Daddy into the mucky
gurgles of deep financial rot. Sure enough, far from
draining Washington’s pay-to-play swamp, Trump
promptly repackaged it as a luxury hot tub resort,
selling off parcels to eager corporate buyers.
And lo, in practically no time, the slick ooze of
Trump’s swamp [including tax breaks, regulatory repeals, monopoly promotion and labor suppression]
has lubricated the way for the biggest, richest and
greediest of corporate powers to broaden and deepen their control over consumers, workers, suppliers,
competitors, technology and government itself.
The dominance of these profiteering interests did
not, of course, begin with Trump. For the past halfcentury, they and their acolytes have steadily spread
the pernicious legalistic fiction that a corporation’s
sole obligation is to generate as much profit as
possible for its shareholders. Every administration
since [Nixon, Carter, Reagan, Bush I, Clinton, Bush
II and Obama] has essentially accepted this ridiculous fairy tale as fact. And to one degree or another,
each has taken steps that have incrementally advanced the supremacy of corporate interests over all
others.
But when Trump Inc. crashed into Washington –
KABLOOIE! – incrementalism exploded into a government of agencies almost wholly owned and run
by Wall Street bankers, CEOs, industry lobbyists
and corporate lackeys often plucked from the ranks
of former Congress critters. Rather than seeking
favors from government officials, corporate interests
have now largely become the government. And while
we gawk at the president’s monkeyshines, these
gluttons are looting the people’s treasury and fast
locking in a permanent American oligarchy.

Tax Dodgers Inc.
How thrilling was Tax Day for you?
I refer, of course, to the thrill that you and all of
America’s middle-class families must have experienced when you tallied your tax bill for 2018 and
saw that big juicy reduction you received, thanks to
the sweeping $1.5 trillion tax cut that Donald T. &
The GOP Trumpeteers rammed into law. They had
hailed the cuts as a job-creating miracle that would
deliver a seven-course dinner for everyone!
We quickly learned that the job promise was bogus, as corporations that were handed the bulk of
the tax breaks simply pocketed the cash bonanza
rather than putting it to work for America. So, they
lied to us about that, but at least we got our share
of the tax-cut bonanza, right? As Republican Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell boasted to the
American people, “You have more money in your
pocket.”
Uh ... actually, Mitch, no. While the richest 1%
of taxpayers wallowed in an average $51,000 from
your skewed tax cut, the great majority of us have
now learned that you and your president lied to us.
Again. Our seven-course dinner turns out to be a
possum and a six-pack – at most! Indeed, an April
poll by the Wall Street Journal reveals that only 17%
of Americans can detect they got any tax cut at all.
In fact, the Republican tax bill was a cynical
bait-and-switch job from the start. They did make a
small, highly publicized cut in the middle class’ tax
rate, but – hocus-pocus – they quietly disappeared
that benefit by eliminating or reducing various tax
deductions that those families had been entitled to.
Also, by cutting about $1 trillion from the tax payments owed by the richest corporations and people,
they clearly were going to nuclearize the federal
deficit. So, to overcome that political hurdle, they resorted to the hoariest rhetorical trick of demagogic
political scoundrels: the Big Lie, repeated loudly and
constantly. The tax giveaway, intoned a smirking McConnell to the media, will not gut government revenues but will be a “revenue producer.” Of course, it
was not, instead skyrocketing our country’s deficit,
which is now projected to surpass $1 trillion next
year. Now, that’s a thrill.
And where do America’s richest corporate powers
know where to find their big thrill. It’s not on Blueberry Hill, like in the classic Fats Domino song. It’s
on Capitol Hill!
They rushed there in 2017 with a passion hotter
than high school love, spewing the pheromones of
campaign cash into the Republican congressional
caucus. Sure enough, all but 12 GOP congress critters came through for the corporations, satisfying
their lust to have their tax rate lowered form 35% to
21% – lower than what teachers and other modestincome workers pay.

Actually, the corporate elites had not been paying anywhere near the 35% rate, as they had dozens
of loopholes that cut their average rate to about
13%. Now for the nasty part: Not only did Republican lawmakers coddle these privileged giants with
the special rate cut, but they also kept intact most
of those gaping loopholes. Thus, global corporate
behemoths, each raking in hundreds of millions of
dollars in profit, paid zero in federal taxes this year
– or less!
How is it possible to pay less than zero? By hiring
hotshot lobbyists and paying off lawmakers to riddle
the tax code with so many special breaks that you
get a rebate from Uncle Sugar. On Tax Day this year,
a watchdog group called ITEP [Institute on Taxation
and Economic Policy] issued a report documenting
that 60 of America’s biggest corporations used the
GOP’s tax rewrite to avoid paying a dime of taxes on
the whopping $79 billion in profits they’d hauled in.
Indeed, these 60 tax-dodgers manipulated the
system like cat burglars, forcing our nation’s public
treasury to give millions of our dollars to them in rebates. For example, Amazon, which had $11 billion
in profit last year, is paying zero in federal income
tax, instead plucking $129 million in rebates from
the U.S. Treasury. Likewise, Chevron, John Deere,
Delta Air Lines, Duke Energy, General Motors, IBM
and Prudential are grabbing between $100 million
and $650 million in rebates.
That wasn’t a thrill that workaday Americans felt
on Tax Day. It was a cold financial chill. This plutocratic rip-off is so shamefully unfair and un-American that a group of embarrassed rich people are
calling for its repeal. For information, go to PatrioticMillionaires.org. – Jim Hightower

What Is The ‘AI
Agenda,’ Who’s
Pushing It –
And Why?
The great thing about corporate giants is that they
are such amazing business innovators. Look at
the Big Four airline oligopoly, for example. They’ve
perfected the unique business model of the “doublesqueeze”: squeezing more customers into eversmaller seats while simultaneously squeezing more
money out of customers’ pockets. What genius!
But in the category of “wheel-spinning” innovation – i.e., trying to change a corporation’s course
without actually changing anything – it’s hard to top
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McDonald’s. For several years, the fast-food chain
has been losing customers to younger chains with
healthier, more stylish offerings. So, its CEO, Steve
Easterbrook, has tried again and again to recoup
the losses by tinkering with the menu, calling it
“healthy” and “fresh.” But McNuggets and fries are
still what they are, so people have not bitten the PR
bait.
So the burger boss looked out at his 38,000 chain
stores, and he had a vision – eureka! – of the creative change that would cause hungry eaters to flock
to the Golden Arches: AI.
What? AI stands for artificial intelligence, the rapidly advancing digital technology of creating cerebral
computers – essentially, robots that think. Able
to program themselves, act on their own and even
reproduce, these cognitive automatons are coming
soon to McDonald’s and other workplaces near you.
Yes, exclaimed the innovative CEO, consumers
need a robotic order-taker to advise them on what to
order – based on AI’s ability to analyze millions of
data bits about the weather, traffic, time of day and
what other people are ordering. “Decision technology” it’s called, and Steve spent 300 million McDollars to buy a whole company that peddles these
so-called thinking machines.
The AI outfit says the benefit of its brainy computer system is that it allows “the rapid and scalable
creation of highly targeted digital interactions.” Now
what could be more inviting than that?
Easterbrook adds excitedly that his innovative deployment of this artificial intelligence network will
provide an “even more personalized customer experience.” Sure, Steve, nothing like more computers to
add a warm personal touch to wolfing down another
cookie-cutter Big Mac.
Far from helping you, the snazzy new AI ordering
system at McDonald’s will be helping the corporation by silently compiling personal information
about you, ranging from your “movement patterns”
to your license plate number. As Easterbrook ad-

mits, McDonald’s will use the technology to “make
the most” of the data collected.
The CEO of McDonald’s may be talking about
his “digital interaction” plan, but most corporate
bosses won’t talk about theirs in public. Amongst
themselves – psssst – they whisper excitedly about
implementing a transformative “AI agenda” across
our economy.
Not wanting to stir the preemptive rebellion by
human workers who’re being targeted for displacement, corporate chieftains are carefully avoiding
terms like “robotic automation,” substituting euphemisms like “digital transformation.” In their
boardrooms and clubrooms, however, top executives
see AI as their golden calf – a holy path to windfall
profits and personal enrichment by replacing whole
swaths of their workforce with an automated army of
cheap machines that don’t demand raises, take time
off or form unions. Kai-Fu Lee, a longtime tech exec,
confided to the New York Times that AI “will eliminate 40% of the world’s jobs within 15 years.”
Some CEOs are so giddy about AI’s profiteering potential that they openly admit their intentions. Take
Foxconn, the Taiwanese electronics giant hailed as a
job-creating savior by Donald Trump last year when
it was given $3 billion in public subsidies to open a
huge manufacturing plant in Wisconsin. Now, it’s reneging on its promises, and Foxconn’s honcho says
he intends to replace 80% of its workers with robots
within 10 years. Corporate apologists cavalierly
claim that displaced humans can be “reskilled” to
do something else. But what? Where? When? No
response ... and no plans.
Executives try to skate by the human toll by saying that the machine takeover is a natural process,
the inevitable march of technological progress. Hogwash! The AI agenda is not coming from the gods,
nature or machines. It’s a choice being made by an
elite group of corporate and political powers trying
to impose their selfish interests on everyone else. –
Jim Hightower

Reality Check: Electoral
College Isn’t Going Away
BY CARL P. LEUBSDORF
Let’s get this clear at the start:
The Electoral College is not going away. The Constitution’s provisions for selecting Supreme Court
justices are not going to change.
And candidates who suggest they can change them
are misleading the voters they are wooing.
That’s not an endorsement of the current election
system, which has produced two presidents who
won a minority of votes in the last five elections
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and could become more skewed in the future. It
hardly reflects the unhappiness many of us feel that
a president who won a minority of votes likely has
solidified conservative control of the Supreme Court
for many years.
Rather it reflects reality: the near impossibility
of achieving such far-reaching changes as scrapping the Electoral College for electing presidents or
revamping how presidents nominate Supreme Court

justices and the Senate confirms them.
Presidents, even landslide winners, have only
limited capital for change. It would be far better for
the next president to choose goals more apt to be
realized: Fixing the nation’s health care system, pursuing energy policies protecting the environment,
revitalizing aging infrastructure, reducing income
inequality and providing long-term financial security
for over-committed federal entitlement programs.
But candidates have discovered that attacking
the Electoral College is an easy applause line with
Democratic audiences, after it provided a win for
Donald Trump despite his popular vote deficit of
three million votes.
Elizabeth Warren got a rousing reaction during a
CNN Town Hall at historically black Jackson State
College in Mississippi when she declared, “Every
vote matters, and that means get rid of the Electoral
College.”
Several Democratic rivals have echoed her comments in varying degrees, including Sens. Kamala
Harris and Kirsten Gillibrand, Mayor Pete Buttigieg,
former HUD Secretary Julian Castro and former
Texas Rep. Beto O’Rourke, who called the current
system “warped” at a recent progressive summit in
Washington.
Meanwhile, several candidates have urged revamping the Supreme Court. Buttigieg, the South Bend,
IN, mayor, proposed expanding it from nine to 15
with five Democratic appointees and five Republicans, and letting those 10 pick the other five, a
proposal O’Rourke said “we should explore.” Sen.
Cory Booker of New Jersey suggested term limits for
Supreme Court justice, while Harris, Gillibrand and
Warren all said they were open to changes.
A congressional majority could change the number
of Supreme Court justices, but it requires two-thirds
of both the House and Senate and three-fourths of
the states to approve a constitutional amendment
changing how they are picked. Both seem virtually
impossible.
Franklin D. Roosevelt suffered his most ignominious congressional defeat when he sought to add
liberal justices to balance a conservative-dominated
court just months after his landslide 1936 re-election.
The basic problem is that a popular vote system
would reduce the electoral power of smaller states.
Warren drew sharp questions on that very point
in a recent appearance on Iowa Public Television’s
Iowa Press. Besides, it’s hard to see the Republicancontrolled Senate eliminating the court’s current
conservative majority of five Republican-nominated
justices.
Unsurprisingly, partisan considerations are clouding this debate. Democrats fear they may continue
to win the popular vote, but struggle to win an electoral majority. Some Democratic controlled legislatures have passed measures instructing their states’
electors to support the national popular vote winner,

regardless of the state’s result, but not enough yet
to determine the 270 needed for election.
Meanwhile, Trump, who derided the Electoral College before winning his 2016 majority, now supports
it as “far better for the U.S.A.”
Another concern for many Democrats is that a
combination of population trends and increased
straight ticket voting is creating an institutional
barrier to their winning not only the presidency, but
also the Senate. More generally smaller states in the
South, the Plains and the Rocky Mountains vote solidly Republican than larger ones on the two coasts
vote Democratic.
Republicans have a built-in head start because
the 22 states that voted Republican in every election since 2000 have 40 Republicans among their
44 senators; only 15 states are similarly solidly
Democratic, and they have 29 Democrats and just
one Republican. After an election in which voters in
three pro-Trump states ousted Democratic senators,
the 2020 election may show if the Democrats can
win the Senate in what is on paper a more favorable
senatorial landscape for them.
The 53 Republican senators currently represent
about 40 million fewer Americans than the 47 Democrats; a study by Baruch College’s David Birdsell
concluded that, by 2040, 70% of the population will
live in 15 states that mainly vote Democratic but
have just 30 of the 100 senators.
The Senate would tilt slightly less Republican by
granting long overdue statehood to the District of
Columbia and possibly also Puerto Rico. That only
requires House and Senate majorities, not a constitutional amendment. But it would face solid GOP
opposition because it could add four Democratic
senators.
Advocating sweeping structural constitutional
changes probably won’t hurt the candidates making them, since polls show a strong majority favors
scrapping the Electoral College. But it’s essentially
as demagogic for liberals as promising an end to all
abortions is for conservatives.
Carl P. Leubsdorf is the former Washington bureau chief of The Dallas Morning News. Email:
carl.p.leubsdorf@gmail.com
© The Dallas Morning News

Rib Ticklers

Q:Why should you never date tennis players?
A: Love means nothing to them.
•
Q: How do you weigh a millennial?
A: In Instagrams.
•
Ed: The same bike tries to run me down every
day.
Fred: Sounds like a vicious cycle.
– AARP Bulletin
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Scrutinizing Biden’s Record Should
Include Obama Era Foreign Policies
BY JEREMY KUZMAROV

S

ince Joe Biden entered the race for the presidency, media outlets have been pointing to
his atrocious legislative record as a senator,
including his support for tough-on-crime
bills, loose gun control measures, opposition to
school desegregation, and his vote in favor of the Iraq
War among other things.
Greater scrutiny should also be placed on Biden’s
role in supporting dubious foreign policies during his
tenure as vice president under Barack Obama.
In Iraq, for example, where he took the lead on foreign policy initiatives, Biden curried favor with the
corrupt Nouri al-Maliki whom locals considered to
be a “Shia Saddam.” After Arab-Spring style protests
erupted, Biden and Secretary of State John Kerry qui-
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etly worked to help install Haidar al-Abadi who was
committed to privatizing Iraq’s economy in line with
the original goals of the 2003 U.S. military invasion.
On Afghanistan, Biden was the supposed dove of
the administration; however, his blueprint called for
heavier reliance on Special Forces, air power and
drone strikes. He ultimately sided with military commanders in authorizing a broader mission that came
to assume many parallels to the Vietnam War.
As one who came of age in the 1960s and opposed
the Vietnam War during his first run for Congress,
Biden should have known better.
However, as the ultimate Washington insider, Biden
long ago had learned to make friends with the military and to master the rhetoric of framing overseas

military interventions in a liberal rhetoric.
Following the ouster of Libyan strongman Muammar Qaddafi in the Operation Odyssey Dawn, Biden
bragged that the United States “didn’t lose a single
life,” and that “this is more of the prescription for
how to deal with the world as we go forward than it
has been in the past.”
However, Libya has since fallen into sectarian warfare, with over 180,000 Libyans risking their lives to
escape to Italy. The country is being taken over by
a brutal CIA-trained warlord, Khalifa al-Hiftar, whose
forces have been accused of committing unlawful executions, torture, beheadings and bombing schools.
Biden’s Russophobia was apparent in a JanuaryFebruary 2018 essay in Foreign Affairs, where he
claimed that Russia had refused cooperation with the
West at the end of the Cold War and was now “brazenly assaulting the foundations of Western democracy
around the world” including by invading neighboring
countries such as Georgia and Ukraine.
However, it was the United States that failed to
abide by a promise made by the George H. W. Bush
administration that it would not expand the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization [NATO] into Eastern
Europe, and a European Union investigation blamed
then-Georgian leader Mikheil Saakshvili for instigating the 2008 Russia-Georgia war after trying to seize
South Ossetia.
Sober analysts such as Stephen Cohen have also
made clear that Russia acted primarily in a defensive
capacity in Ukraine where the Obama Administration supported an illegal coup in February 2014 that
ousted the corrupt but democratically elected proRussian Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovych, and led
to a civil war when the Eastern Donbas and Luhansk
provinces voted to separate.
Biden visited Kiev numerous times during Ukraine’s
subsequent military campaign that had a destructive
local effect and became close with the new Ukrainian
president Petro Poroshenko, CEO of a chocolate conglomerate with a net worth of $1.3 billion who was so
unpopular that he lost 2019 elections to a comedian
with no previous political experience.
Right after the coup, Biden’s son Hunter joined the
board of one of Ukraine’s most profitable and corrupt
energy companies, Burisma, which gave the potential to the Bidens of becoming billionaires. Journalist
Peter Schweizer points out that Biden regularly consulted with Poroshenko by telephone and made five
trips to the Ukraine while his son’s business partners
prepared to strike a profitable deal with controversial
and reportedly violent oligarchs Ihor Kolomoisky and
Mykola Zlochevsky.
Joe Biden may want to tout his foreign policy experience during the 2020 campaign and present himself as an elder statesman who can bring dignity back
to the Oval Office and repair America’s relationships
around the world.
However, his record as vice president, in addition
to his long record as a senator, demonstrates that

both his judgment and ethics are dubious and that
we need a new generation of leaders.
Jeremy Kuzmarov is author of four books on U.S.
foreign policy including, The Russians are Coming,
Again: The First Cold War as Tragedy, the Second as
Farce, with John Marciano [Monthly Review Press,
2018] and the forthcoming, Obama’s Endless Wars:
Fronting for the Permanent Warfare State [Atlanta:
Clarity Press, 2019].

Can’t Tell
Candidates
Without Scorecard
BY GARY EDMONDSON
My newspapering past lingers in my tendency to
take notes while watching public performances.
About three lifetimes ago, that note-taking led me
to become a freelance dance reviewer. Can’t say it
was a “job” or “task.” Too much art and grace involved.
But unless we’re talking a solo or pas de deux, the
stage can become mighty crowded. And while dancers might be listed per performance, figuring out
who is doing what becomes problematical.
My initial response was to wish that the dancers
might wear numbers pinned to their outfits – and
they do in ballroom competitions – but a corps of
swans with numbers on their costumes would be an
unwelcome distraction, as tacky as a Trump tweet.
Which brings us to the corps of presidential candidates announcing intentions to seek the Democratic
nomination.
The last count was 20 – more than most dance
companies. I was pleased to know at least a sliver of
information about more than half of them. [I figure,
too, that, because of my last name, I’d probably outdraw about that many in an Oklahoma primary. Not
running.]
Democratic county party chairs are forbidden from
endorsing primary candidates. Not sure why. It’s certainly not because we wield so much power.
So, I’ll watch the contest, keep my preferences to
myself and comment on issues that should concern
us all.
Regardless of whom we choose, I can be sure that
sheh [pronounced “shay,” the nominative form of
he/she; hesh is the objective] will:
• Fight to protect Social Security, Medicare and
Medicaid from Republicans, who would plunder
those programs to feed the gluttonous fat cats who
control their party;
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• Make sure that small children are not caged;
• Try to protect the delicate balance of Earth’s ecosystem to make sure our heirs have the most habitable planet possible;
• Make truth the standard of discourse again, personally and in issues such as the impending climate
catastrophe;
• Recognize who our allies are and treat them with
respect instead of cozying up to the most brutal autocrats in the world;
• Realize that the presidency of the United States
is not an economic opportunity to divert millions of
dollars in tax money into hesh bank account while
treating foreign policy as a means to cut sweetheart
deals for family members or heshself;
• Treat people of all nationalities, colors, religions, gender with the respect they are due as our
cousins in the human race;
• Work to make America the healthiest nation possible regardless of our individual monetary resources;
• Protect public education from the onslaught of
elitists who would take public educational funding
for private purposes while creating an under-educated underclass.
I welcome the influx of candidates with their messages of positivity and ideas for productive changes.
I love the enthusiasm, too, and hope to see it from
each of them on the campaign trail once one of their
group has emerged as the party’s candidate.
We need a united effort to save this country from
autocratic hatred and oligarchic rule.
Duncan resident Gary Edmondson is chair of the
Stephens County Democratic Party.

Mueller Indicts
Trump’s Character
BY ROBERT REICH
Democrats in Congress and talking heads on
television will be consumed in the coming weeks by
whether the evidence in the Mueller report, especially of obstruction of justice, merits impeachment.
In addition, the question of “wink-wink” cooperation with Russia still looms. Mueller’s quote of
Trump, when first learning a special counsel had
been appointed – “Oh my God. This is terrible.
This is the end of my presidency. I’m fucked” – has
already become a national tagline. Why, Americans
wonder, would Trump be “fucked” if he hadn’t done
something so awful as to cause its revelation to
“fuck” him?
We’ll also have Mueller’s own testimony before
Congress, and Congress’s own investigations of
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Trump.
But let’s be real. Trump will not be removed by
impeachment. No president has been. With a Republican Senate controlled by the most irresponsible
political hack ever to be majority leader, the chances
are nil.
Which means Trump will have to be removed the
old-fashioned way – by voters in an election 18
months away.
The practical question, then, is whether the Mueller report and all that surrounds it will affect that
election.
Most Americans already hold a low opinion of
Trump. He’s the only president in Gallup polling history never to have earned the support of majority for
single day of his term.
Yet Mueller’s report probably won’t move any of
the 40% who have held tight to Trump regardless.
So how to reach the 11% or 12% who may decide
the outcome?
Reveal his moral loathsomeness.
Democrats and progressives tend to shy away from
morality, given how rightwing evangelicals have used
it against abortion, contraceptives and equal marriage rights.
But that’s to ignore Americans’ deep sense of right
and wrong. Character counts, and presidential character counts most of all.
Even though Mueller apparently doesn’t believe a
sitting president can be indicted, he provides a devastating indictment of Trump’s character.
Trump is revealed as a chronic liar. He claimed
he never asked for loyalty from FBI director James
Comey. Mueller finds he did. Trump claimed he
never asked Comey to let the “Michael Flynn matter
go.” Mueller finds he did. Trump claimed he never
pushed the White House counsel Don McGahn to
fire Mueller. Mueller finds he did. Trump even lied
about inviting Comey to dinner, claiming falsely, in
public, that Comey requested it.
Trump treats his subordinates horribly. He hides
things from them. He lies to them. He yells at them.
He instructs them to lie. He orders them to carry out
illegal acts.
He’s a thug. He regrets his lawyers are not as good
at protecting him as was his early mentor Roy Cohn
– a mob lawyer. When reports surface about the
now infamous Trump Tower meeting of June 2016,
Trump directs the cover-up.
Trump is unprincipled. The few people in the
White House and the cabinet who stand up to him,
according to Mueller – threatening to resign rather
than carry out his illegal orders – are now gone.
They resigned or were fired.
In other words, Mueller makes it official: Trump is
morally bankrupt.
We still don’t have the full story of Trump’s tax
evasion and his business dealings with Russian
financiers. But we know he has lied to business associates, stiffed contractors, cheated on his wife by

having sex with a porn star, paid the porn star hush
money, and boosted his wealth while in office with
foreign cash.
It continues. In recent weeks he willfully endangered the life of a member of Congress by disseminating a propaganda video, similar to those historically used by extremist political groups, tying her to
the 9/11 tragedy because she is a Muslim American
speaking up for Muslim Americans. She has received death threats, including one by a supporter of
Trump who was arrested.
He has also attacked the deceased Sen. John McCain, whom he falsely accused of leaking the Steele
dossier and finishing last in his class at Annapolis.
Then Trump retweeted a note from a supporter saying “millions of Americans truly LOVE President
Trump, not McCain.” Americans know McCain was
tortured in a prison camp for five years, in service to
this country.
How many of Trump’s followers or those who
might otherwise be tempted to vote for him in 2020
will recoil from this moral squalor?
Donald Trump is the living embodiment of the
seven deadly sins – pride, greed, lust, gluttony,
wrath, envy and sloth – and he is the precise obverse
of the seven virtues as enunciated by Pope Gregory
in 590 AD: chastity, temperance, charity, diligence,
patience, kindness and humility.
Legal debates about obstruction of justice are fine.
But no voter in 2020 should be allowed to overlook
this basic reality: Donald Trump is a morally despicable human being.
Robert B. Reich is Chancellor’s Professor of Public
Policy at the University of California at Berkeley
and Senior Fellow at the Blum Center for Developing Economies. He has written 14 books, including
the best sellers Aftershock, The Work of Nations,
Beyond Outrage, and, his most recent, Saving Capitalism.

The Mueller
Report 2.0
BY SUSAN ESTRICH
My friend Jack Corrigan, one of the smartest politicos/lawyers I know, saw it right away. He called it
“the key punch-pulling passage in the report.” It occurs on page two of volume two, where Robert Mueller says he and his team “determined not to apply an
approach that could potentially result in a judgment
that the President committed crimes.”
They chose a standard that would not force them
to conclude that the president committed crimes.
In all my years as a lawyer on the defense side, I
have never heard a prosecutor tell me that he or she

made the choice of what standard to apply so as to
let my client off the hook. I have no doubt that everyone who has ever been indicted would like to be
judged according to a standard specifically adopted
so as not to result in the conclusion that they committed a crime.
Not for you and me. Just for him. Above the law,
anyone?
This does not mean that the president was exonerated. He was not found innocent. And as for being
above the law, the Mueller report made clear that the
investigators recognized the obvious problem.
Their answer, very simply, was to put together the
facts and leave it to Congress to decide whether they
amounted a “high crime” or “misdemeanor.”
“The conclusion that Congress may apply the obstruction laws to the President’s corrupt exercise of
the powers of office accords with our constitutional
system of checks and balances in the principle that
no person is above the law,” the team wrote.
Meaning, “We aren’t going to apply the law to him.
You can.”
A conclusion that the president committed nothing wrong – the exoneration the report specifically
did not provide – would infuriate those who carefully
studied the facts in the report and can find plenty of
instances where the president attempted to obstruct
justice only to be throttled by his own aides. On the
other hand, saying the president had committed a
crime would unleash a firestorm about indicting a
sitting president.
But the compromise they chose fails on two
grounds.
First, it leaves the conclusion as to what the
president did or did not do, as well as whether it was
wrong, squarely in the hands of the most partisan,
divisive and downright nasty Congress of my lifetime. Republicans are not about to rise above partisan divides and stand up to the president if they
don’t absolutely have to. The reason you appoint
a special counsel in the first place and choose a
person of impeccable values is so that he or she will
conduct a fair investigation and reach a conclusion
that is based on those facts. Total objectivity may be
impossible – we are humans, after all – but the very
idea of the special counsel is rooted in the wisdom
that you don’t ask partisan appointees to investigate
the man who appointed them. In this case, as another friend of Jack’s pointed out, Mueller was handled
the hot potato in the hopes that he would rise above
politics, and instead he threw that hot potato right
back into the political right.
Second, and most important, Mueller’s report left
him wide open to a brilliant political show by the
William Barr/Trump team, which left the facts for
last. By the time the facts finally came out, along
with the acknowledgement that criminal law standards were not applied to the president, most of
America had moved on, leaving it to Congress to
CONTINUED ON PAGE 42
THE OKLAHOMA OBSERVER • 39

Books

The Road After Corporate
Education Reforms Failed
AFTER THE EDUCATION WARS
How Smart Schools Upend The Business Of Reform
By Andrea Gabor
The New Press
192 pages, $27.99
BY JOHN THOMPSON

T

First Of Two Parts
he progressive reformers who preceded the
corporate reformers of the last generation
operated in a manner that was consistent
with the “continuous improvement” philosophy of Edwards Deming. As Gabor and Deming explain about schools and other sectors, “Variation is
as ubiquitous as air and water.” Deming said, “Only
the employees closest to a given process can identify
the variation that invariably diminishes quality.” That
is why it was necessary to shake up the systemic hierarchy and “drive fear out of the workplace and foster intrinsic motivation.”
Gabor acknowledges the inherent flaws of the prereform education administrative sector. Her deepest dive into that “status quo” was her account of
how progressive New York City educators, like Deborah Meier, carved out the holistic and inclusive road
which reformers refused to take. Meier et al, battled
the district’s “compliance managers.” Their methods
embodied “creative noncompliance.” Then, Meier and
her era’s reformers personified a value system consistent with Deming’s call for “a participative, collaborative, deeply democratic approach to continuous
improvement.”
Meier and other progressive education reformers in
New York, Massachusetts, and Leander, TX, respected the essential role of trusting relationships. They
needed educators to unite for a team effort, but they
also understood the folly of trying to mandate unanimity. It would have been easier to order all teachers
to obey the normative dictum which was embraced by
the corporate reformers, and be “on the same page.”
But they knew that the alternative to open collabo-
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ration would be “resistance, secrecy and sabotage.”
If Meier and other school leaders emulated the management model of New York City and other large districts, and mandated teacher compliance, “‘the braver and more conscientious [would] cheat the most,
but even the most timid can’t practice well what they
don’t believe in.’”
Venture philanthropists like Bill Gates and Mike
Bloomberg initially shared some of the values which
motivated progressive reformers. Both groups initiated small schools in order to offer more personalized
services, and the corporate reformers first seemed to
not be bewildered by the key component of continuous improvement – building trust. In a sharp contrast
to the reckless pace of change that would soon be
imposed on public education, the Gates Foundation
visited Meier’s Julia Richmond High School for a
year before starting its small school campaign. I was
shocked to learn that Gates’ Tom Vander Ark invested so much time in visiting schools. But as Gabor
discovered, “The Gates man was smitten with Julia
Richmond, but he didn’t see what was actually happening there.”
A progressive principal told Vander Ark about 25
times that “small is a necessary, but not sufficient.”
But, he was apparently so obsessed with “scaling up”
reforms that the need for collaboration was subordinated to a focus on “design attributes” that could
drive nationwide transformation. Vander Ark was
more impressed with the “design coherence” of Success Academy than the Julia Richmond culture of
trust. Because of their commitment to rapid transformations, Gates, Bloomberg, and other corporate reformers rejected the essence of Meier’s approach and

pushed its “antithesis,” which resulted in the “no-excuses charter
movement’s focus on behavioral
conformity and control.”
Another factor was the Billionaires Boys Club’s hubris. The reformers “distrust of education
culture” was combined with “suspicion – even their hatred – of organized labor and their contempt for
ordinary public school teachers.”
They displayed “the arrogance
that elevated polished, but often
mediocre [or worse], technocrats
over scruffy but knowledgeable educators.” Eventually, Gabor wrote,
“to be an educator in Bloomberg’s
New York was a little like being a
Trotskyite in Bolshevik Russia –
never fully trusted and ultimately
sidelined, if not doomed.”
It wasn’t just in New York City
where the opportunity to learn
from veteran, progressive reformers was lost. Across the nation,
the accountability-driven, competition-driven reformers’ wellfunded public relations campaigns
“turned teacher-bashing into a
blood sport.” They then sought
to “teacher proof” the classroom.
Consequently, canned curriculum and mind-numbing lessons
drove much of the joy of teaching
and learning out of the nation’s
schools.
New York City’s lost opportunity
morphed into a national tragedy as
technocrats continued to worship
data but not recognize that the most
important educational factors are
immeasurable. Their “Taylorism”
was combined with a failure to
recognize the dangers of “Schumpeterian” disruption on children.
And the more that educators resisted reward and punish policies,
the more reformers sought better
hammers to force compliance. After tougher principal evaluations
did not produce enough obedience, value added teacher evaluations sought to hold every single
educator accountable for meeting
their quantitative goals. Then, reformers overreached by simultaneously imposing Common Core
high stakes tests and accountability metrics that were theoretically
but not actually aligned with each
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other.
I entered the classroom as a
39-year-old rookie, but one who
had a decade of experience in the
inner city. Nearly one-fifth of my
first years’ students would listen,
learn, and yet refuse to do a single
assignment. They didn’t disrupt

our lessons as they often did the
classes dominated by worksheetdriven instruction. Clearly, part
of their noncompliance was a political statement, and they were
glad to say why they resisted and
why they would soon drop out of
school. The common narrative
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was that they had been robbed of an education when
growing up in our district’s teach-to-the-test era in
the wake of A Nation at Risk. And they bitterly protested that the worst of the drill and kill was imposed
on inner city schools.
This was the early 1990s and a new era of test-driven reform was being organized. During our discussions, I said that if reformers would read Catch 22,
they would know that compliance couldn’t be forced,
and that the system would respond with destructive
games to make the accountability metrics come out
right. One of my brightest students, who learned every day but who was so fed up with drill and kill that
he would have nothing but zeros in every class when
he dropped out, offered a better metaphor. During the
famous scene in the comedy, I Love Lucy, Lucy fell
behind when boxing chocolates on an assembly line.
Teachers and students responded to test-driven re-

form in the same way, tossing out and even eating
the product.
Back then, there was a common phrase which Oklahoma progressives repeated, “Feed the Teachers or
They Will Eat the Kids,” which anticipates a second
post on Gabor’s account of progressive reformers
trying to change that reality in New York City, Massachusetts, and Leandor, TX, as corporate reformers
recreated Lucy’s sped-up assembly lines in NYC, New
Orleans, and many or most urban schools. It will also
review her proposals for a new era that needs to come
After the Education Wars.
John Thompson is an award-winning historian
who became an inner-Oklahoma City teacher after
the “Hoova” set of the Crips took over his neighborhood and he became attached to the kids in the drug
houses. Now retired, he is the author of A Teacher’s
Tale: Learning, Loving, and Listening to Our Kids.

Sunshine
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 29

behind closed doors. Seems hypocritical to me.
This is unfortune too because, “[c]itizens have a
right to know what their government is doing to make
well-informed decisions about matters affecting them
and their communities,” says Dick Pryor, KGOU general manager and FOI Oklahoma board member, “An
independent press is expected to serve as a watchdog
to hold elected officials and powerful institutions accountable to the people.”
Pryor channels the former Supreme Court Justice
Louis Brandeis, who explained that sunshine laws
are like “shin[ning] the light” of information on what
was once hidden from public view.

CLEAN MISSOURI
As mentioned in my last column, Clean Missouri
passed by a large majority in November 2018 – 62%
“yes” votes of more than two million votes. That’s
huge! Clean Missouri deals with five reforms, one of
which, opens up their Legislature to the sunshine.

Mueller
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 39

complain to a nation that was ready to move on.
Which is how the president won.
No one wants to talk about the Mueller report except those who put their faith in the special counsel, only to watch him jump out of Trump’s path and
duck the very judgments he was appointed to make.
Trump was wrong about Mueller. He did not ruin
his presidency. If Trump had not tried so hard to
block him, there would be far less to discuss. Which
leaves the biggest question: If Trump didn’t conspire
with the Russians, what was he so afraid of?
© Creators.com
42 • MAY 2019

Clean Missouri’s language states that the Legislature shall be open to “public records and subject to
generally applicable state laws governing public access to public records.” This includes opening up
committee meetings in both chambers and opens
to public view paper and electronic records of “the
official acts of the general assembly, of the official
acts of legislative committees, of the official acts of
members of the general assembly, of individual legislators, their employees and staff, of the conduct of
legislative business and all records,” according to the
ballot language. If we could just achieve this level of
transparency, we would be a long way to Jefferson’s
ideal balance between trust and knowledge.
Haney’s Guardian is not just a reminder of our state
heritage. It also serves notice our legislators – who
are supposed to guard us – are often working instead
for themselves, behind closed doors. The true Guardians are the People. The Legislature will gain trust
through openness. The doors should be open to us.
It took a battering ram by Missouri citizens to force
the legislature’s doors open and it’ll also take a similar effort here as well.
Judy Gibbs Robinson, Retired journalism instructor and member of the FOIO Board of Directors, I
think sums it up pretty well to me, “Without open
records, citizens have no way of knowing what their
government is doing except for what that government
tells them. Now more than ever we need citizens to
request and check records to hold government officials accountable. It’s irresponsible to accept without
question what we’re told. This ‘self-governance’ stuff
isn’t for sissies!”
John Wood is an associate professor of political science at the University of Central Oklahoma. The
views he expresses are his and not necessarily the
university’s.

Observations

TOM GOODWIN
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lenge, they’re often locked in for the long term, barring scandal.
For those who’ve closely watched her state Senate
career, Bice is a formidable challenger. She’s a moderate Republican perhaps best known for masterminding the modernization of Oklahoma’s pre-historic liquor laws.
Of course, being viewed as one of the more moderate members of the statehouse GOP isn’t exactly a
selling point in typically lower turnout primaries in
which the crackpot right wields outsized influence.
[An aside: With the exception of veteran Corporation Commissioner Bob Anthony, there’s actually
no such thing as a “moderate Republican” in Oklahoma’s elected GOP. As used here, the term is shorthand for anyone to the left of Atilla the Hun.]
Nor is Bice’s signature legislation a sure-fire primary winner. It won her plenty of enemies, especially among liquor retailers and distributors who were
hurt by the law’s unintended consequences – something lawmakers scrambled to fix this session.
And Neese? At first blush, her candidacy seems so
20th century – she’s been a conservative, corporatist
mover-and-shaker in OKC since Ronald Reagan was
president.
Do those bonafides resonate in Donald Trump’s
GOP? Probably not. But this might: Neese was a high
profile 2016 Trump supporter during the campaign,
attended his inaugural and has been photographed
with the president at high-dollar fundraisers.
Unsurprisingly, both Bice and Neese launched their
candidacies by attempting to depict Horn as a tool of
Speaker Nancy Pelosi and a twin of the evil Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. Oh, the humanity!
Of course, anyone paying the least attention knows
Horn is a political moderate, well-suited for a district
whose largest voting bloc – Oklahoma County – is unmistakably transitioning from red to blue. What really worries Republicans is Horn’s proven ability to win
support from both progressives and conservatives.
So they hope to scare casual voters into thinking she
is a pinko socialist commie hell-bent on destroying
what’s left their dream of returning America to the
glorious days of Leave It To Beaver.
Frankly, that may be the GOP’s best hope to unseat Horn. But it is a thin reed, at best. Anyone who
thinks Oklahoma’s 5th District remains what it was
for the last half-century – a bastion of rightwing Republicanism – is delusional.
How do we know? First, it’s worth remembering
that Oklahoma County was one of only four that
Democratic gubernatorial nominee Drew Edmondson
carried last November. Further, Democrats flipped
two Oklahoma County Senate seats – Julia Kirt in SD
30 and Carri Hicks in SD 40 – and two House seats –
Kelly Albright in HD 95 and Chelsey Branham in HD

Cheyenne, OK
Reader and supporter of The Observer
for over 30 years and counting.

83 – despite losing ground statewide. And we haven’t
even mentioned the revolution on the Oklahoma City
Council – five of its nine members are 40 or younger.
It’s a fact: Oklahoma County demographics are
slowly, but surely favoring more progressive candidates – read: Democrats – thanks to an influx of hipsters and millennials attracted by Oklahoma City’s
increasingly vibrant urban core.
Historically, young people have been less likely to
vote than their elders. But that, too, appears to be
changing. Not only was voter turnout in last year’s
congressional elections at a 100-year high, but the
spike was particularly significant among young
adults – up 16 percentage points from the 2014 midterms when only 20% voted, according to the Census
Bureau.
None of this is to suggest Horn’s path to re-election
is without peril. The 5th District is trending purple,
but it will be a ferocious battle for Horn to hang on.
One key is to broaden support among working class
voters, particularly those south of the river in OKC
and in Pottawatomie and Seminole counties who
know the Trump-GOP agenda almost exclusively benefitted the top 1%.
All things considered, Horn seems well positioned
to secure the seat long term – so long as her 2016
supporters stay engaged and turn out.
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See our latest issue briefs, fact sheets and blog posts at:

The Oklahoma family farm is fast vanishing – 9%
fewer [78,531] in 2017 than a decade earlier, according to Census data. The GOP’s reliable rural voters
should ask what statehouse R’s are doing to help
save small towns from extinction.

David Blatt, Director n 918.794.3944 n dblatt@okpolicy.org

We mourn the passing of Jim Stovall, champion of
peaceful conflict resolution, founder of OKC’s Mediation Institute and occasional contributor to The Observer’s pages. He will be sorely missed.

Oklahoma Policy Institute provides timely and credible
information, analysis and commentary on state policy issues.

Oklahoma Sen. Jim Inhofe hasn’t disclosed whether he’ll seek a fifth full term in 2020, but there’s little
doubt he will. He’s a DC swamp creature who’ll never
depart willingly.
The true Oklahoma Standard: 24.2% of Sooners 65
and older reported volunteering in the past year, according to AARP.
Domestic water use per person dropped 18% between 2000-15, thanks primarily to 1992 circa standards requiring plumbing manufacturers to reduce
volume used by toilets, urinals, faucets and showerheads. – Pew Research
How to quantify the havoc Donald Trump’s EPA
wreaks? By mid-2018, the agency had levied 50% fewer fines than in 2017. – High Country News
Why did Republican Terry Neese bother moving a
few miles from the 3rd into the 5th District in advance of her 2020 run for Congress? The U.S. Constitution only requires that she live in the state.
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Our best wishes go out to Southeastern Oklahoma
State University President Sean Burrage, taking a
leave of absence to undergo alcohol treatment.
Last year’s teacher pay raises lifted Oklahoma from
49th to 34th nationally, according to the National
Education Association. Remember, though: it’s a
one-year snapshot. Texas, for one, already approved
a $5,000 hike for next year.
The state’s biennial purge of inactive voters lopped
88,276 off the rolls last month. It’s not too early to get
friends and family signed up for 2020.

Letters
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okea.org

to Christianity. The scenario begins with the rapture.
Afterward, the anti-christ will reign during the sevenyear period of tribulation. In this period, Jews will
recognize the anti-christ as a false God and will turn
to Jesus.
The embassy opening ceremony reflected the audience Trump was trying to appease. Two pastors given
the prime speaking slots were both ardent Christian
Zionists – Robert Jefferies, on record as saying Jews,
like Muslims and Mormons are bound for hell; and
televangelist John Hagee, who once said that Hitler
and the Holocast were part of God’s plan to get Jews
back to Israel, to pave the way for the rapture.
John Karlin
Tecumseh
Editor, The Observer:
The pure unadulterated hypocrisy coming out of
Rev. Franklin Graham would gag a maggot. Graham’s
pants should be ablaze. His filthy rags of self-righteous should be burned.
“Mayor Buttigieg says he’s a gay Christian. As a
Christian I believe the Bible which defines homosexuality as sin, something to be repentant of, not something to be flaunted, praised or politicized. The Bible
says marriage is between a man & a woman – not two
men, not two women.”
“Why do I have to repent or ask for forgiveness, if I
am not making mistakes?” asked Trump.
Trump has had three wives and committed adultery
against all three, he supports locking up toddlers, he
believes there are people in need that we must turn
away. He bears false witness everyday; Wikileaks
is not my thing after praising them over 140 times.
Brags about watching teenage girls dress because he
owns the pageant. Brags about grabbing p----. Says
his Vietnam was avoiding VD with multiple partners.
Graham shared a CNN story about the town hall on
Twitter, and said, “Presidential candidate & South
Bend Mayor @PeteButtigieg is right – God doesn’t
have a political party. But God does have commandments, laws & standards He gives us to live by.”
“Why do I have to repent or ask for forgiveness, if I
am not making mistakes?” asked Trump.
And Trump ignores them on a daily basis and blames
everyone else for his problems. Remember he makes
no mistakes. One of the laws Trump and Graham support are telling “the least of these” who have walked
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2,000 miles for a better life for their children to turn
around and go back. Franklin and Trump send toddlers to court without representation and right now
are fighting to send an 11-year-old girl back, alone.
I always thought we were supposed to breakdown
walls not build them.
I am really glad everyday that Mayor Buttigieg is
running. I don’t know if he will get the nomination,
but he is shining a huge spotlight on all the hypocrisy of the GOP’s God’s Squad of Hypocrisy. I will have
no problem voting for Buttigieg is he gets the nomination.
I would vote for a dead termite before I would vote
for Trump.
The only reason the God’s Squad supports him is
because they want a law that allows them to discriminate in Jesus’ name. It is the new kind of witnessing.
Karen Webb
Portland, OR
Editor, The Observer:
Having walked a mile in Anita Hill’s mocassins, I
cannot vote for Joe Biden for president.
As Democratic chairman of the Senate Judiciary

Committee, Biden sat silently and permitted 13 white
men to savage Hill, a black woman.
A University of Oklahoma law professor, Hill was
testifying against confirmation of Clarence Thomas, a
black man and her former boss, to be a justice on the
U.S. Supreme Court in 1991. Much of the nation was
watching with all three commercial networks broadcasting live from the Senate hearing room.
When Thomas was her boss, Hill said he repeatedly
called her into his office and started talking about
sex.
He talked about pornographic movies he had seen
and was fascinated by scenes showing women copulating with animals, group sex and rape.
He kept asking Hill to go out with him, and she refused.
Thomas was confirmed by the Senate in a 52-48
vote.
Hill’s testimony made sexual harrasment no longer
an acceptable behavior for bosses. For breaking the
code of silence, she deserves a statue on the OU campus along with the Heisman trophy winners.
Virginia Blue Jeans Jenner
Wagoner

Retirement, Health Security Threats Mount
BY BOB D. ROUNSAVELL
Take a look at a list of the most important social
issues for Congress to work on, and you find retirement and health security ranking at or near the
top. Many retired persons depend mostly on Social
Security to support their retirement and provide
the health care they will need to get through their
waning years. Unfortunately, government at all levels
today is filled with elected officials who depend on
those same funds to provide them with a cushy retirement.
Not only did last year’s budget give a huge increase
in tax cuts mostly to the wealthy and the large corporations but those cuts also added significantly
to our national debt which at the end of 2018 was
teetering near $22 trillion.
Chances are that some members of Congress
are planning to approve devastating cuts to Social
Security, Medicare and Medicaid. Fiscal hawks in
our Congress are fixated on paying for their costly
Trump-GOP benefits for the wealthy by gutting our
country’s social safety net that supports America’s
most vulnerable, including the fastest growing population sector, i.e. the elderly.
Let’s clarify the situation. Mick Mulvaney, President Trump’s new acting chief of staff, is an outspoken fiscal hawk committed to cutting earned
benefits. As OMB director, he had pressured Trump
to cut both Social Security and Medicare despite
candidate Trump’s 2018 promises “not to touch”
either program.
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Remember that tax cuts, which include those in
the Trump-GOP tax law, are the biggest drivers of the
national debt, not Social Security nor Medicare Part
A. Both of them are fully self-funded and will continue to be for years to come.
The national debt is now $2 trillion higher today
than what it was before President Trump’s inauguration. Definitely a fact we need not forget.
Following is what is so important for people to
remember!
Specifically, President Trump’s disastrous budget
calls for:
• Cutting billions from Medicare
• Gutting Medicare, which many seniors rely on to
pay for long-term care
• Slashing billions from Social Security Disability
Insurance
• Further sabotaging the Affordable Care Act
Reducing vital funding for the Social Security
Administration, which would exacerbate SSA’s customer service
• Defunding critical programs relied on by our nation’s citizens for home loans and needy seniors for
food and prescriptions
Trump’s new budget would slash these programs
listed here by at least $1 trillion. If Congress should
pass this budget with those cuts it will be catastrophic for seniors, veterans, people with disabilities, people of color and the working poor.
Once again this budget lays bare the Trump Administration’s terribly misguided priorities: an
increasing willingness to continue shifting ever

more costs to seniors and the working class, while
ignoring the economic challenges many of them face
just getting by daily with their shrinking wages. Also
let’s not forget lower pensions and lack of savings in
a 401[k] plan. Finally let’s remember the failure to
have a COLA plan to keep up with the soaring cost
of groceries, gasoline for transportation, utilities
and probably most important out-of-pocket health
care expenses.
To say the very least Trump’s budget plan would
be a hard pill for older Americans to swallow. Why?
Rather than trying to deal with the true challenges
facing retirees and working Americans, Trump and
his Republican cronies have created a plan that literally leaves seniors, people with disabilities and the
most vulnerable among us out in the cold. Remember, this is all for one overriding GOP goal – to pay
for a massive expansion of tax breaks benefitting
themselves and their wealthy friends and multinational corporations.
How does one deal with a situation like this? Make
sure that your family, friends and neighbors know
what’s going on and why. Then contact our elected
officials in the Congress, and let them know that we
aspire to an America interested in seeing that its
citizens are taken care of.
The people in Washington have to know that we
are aware of their actions and we do not approve of
them at all.
We know what’s going on. We know we’re up
against a powerful Senate majority determined to
reduce our government’s obligation to retirees and

working Americans. We are not having any of it
anymore! Please note that we have seen our president repeatedly fail to live up to his campaign pledge
to protect Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid.
We will no longer tolerate such behavior on his part
nor of his fellow Repubs in the Senate acting as his
toadies.
We know those elected officials are not acting
responsibly toward us. How could they be when
83% of the tax reduction passed by the Republican
Congressional members benefited corporate America and the wealthiest persons in our country? The
Republican Party is determined to reduce our government’s obligation to retirees and working Americans. The president has repeatedly failed to live up
to both his campaign pledge and his obligation to
protect those he swore to serve.
A final acknowledgement. The president and his
fellow Republicans are backed by a powerful army
of lobbyists – the private health insurance industry,
Big Pharma making millions of dollars off our illnesses, and powerful Wall Street banks eager to ram
through changes to these vital programs.
Be advised that we are out here and we number in
the millions. We are prepared to stop you if you continue to act against our best interests. We believe
in our democracy and are prepared to take it back if
you do not begin sharing it with us once again. The
ball is now in your court!
Oologah resident Bob D. Rounsavell is president
of the Carrie Dickerson Foundation. His wife, Paz
Maria Rounsavell, serves as his editor.
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